
Pre-practice and pre-game warm ups: 

 Over the last few years with the University of Washington basketball programs I have had 
some great opportunities to meet with other strength coaches around the country and study how 
they prep their teams prior to practices and games.  As each team’s preparation is different they are 
also uniquely the same.  Athletes running, skipping, bending, twisting, jumping, shuffling, and 
stretching all in various patterns and combinations complementary to the activities they are about to 
perform but at a lower intensity.  If you ever visited a UW men’s basketball game you would see our 
team out on the floor 65 minutes prior to the start of the game.  They spend 8 minutes casually 
putting up shots, rebounding for one another, and welcoming the opportunity to compete.  It is a laid 
back, unrestricted and low intensity approach to getting ready to play a 40min game.  At 57 minutes 
I take the guards and spend the next 10 minutes stretching and warming their bodies up with jump 
stretch bands and performing various movement patterns they will do in the game.  At this same 
time the forwards and centers are going through 10 minutes of shooting from specific spots on the 
floor rotating every 2 minutes to get a feel for where they are most consistent making shots for that 
night.  At 47 minutes we rotate and repeat the same activities but now the forwards and centers are 
stretching while the guards are shooting.  The mindset and approach this far out from competition is 
to get the blood flowing through the body and get mentally ready to lay all your hard work and 
preparation on the line. At 37minutes prior to the game the team returns to the locker room to brush 
up on the scouting report and relay any additional game strategy or adjustments.   At 25minutes the 
team returns back to the floor for 13 more minutes of shooting.  At 12 minutes the team returns to 
the locker room to go over final points and at 6 minutes prior to game time the team is sent out to do 
any final shooting and start the game. 

 Every team we play has its own unique way of preparing to perform.  Some start out with 
various mobility and muscle activation techniques, some start out with simple low intensity 
movement in all directions and shoot around, some have elaborate dynamic movement, balance 
drills, and proprioceptive neuromuscular facilitation stretching techniques.  Yet others have a 
specific set of pre game shooting, ball handling, and defensive rituals they quickly run through to 
reinforce mechanics prior to every game after they get done stretching. With the many various ways 
coaches warm their teams up prior to games the expectations are all the same, have them ready to 
perform at a high level of intensity!   

 There is nothing unique about athletes warming up prior to competition and practice; you see 
it happen in all sports for all ages all around the world.  What is important is that your warm ups are 
just that, warming up your body in preparation to maximize performance and minimize potential for 
injury.  You are connecting mind and body for optimal performance, all the while having a balance of 
doing enough to warm up but not too much to elicit fatigue.  Warming up yields several benefits, buy 
my main goal is that the athletes have overcome the response to the initial onset of exercise.  When 
your body goes from a resting state to an active state there are a series of physiologic responses that 
happen as a result.  A moving body demands a greater volume of oxygen and nutrient rich blood flow 
for the working muscles, along with requiring the removal of waste byproducts as a result of muscle 
activity.  To satisfy this need the body responds by increasing heart rate, and breathing rate along 
with many other systematic adaptations.  This process may take anywhere from 5-15 minutes 
depending on what activity your preparing them for.  



 “Because metabolic processes are temperature dependent, warming up allows the bodily systems 
involved with exercise to adapt gradually to the increased level of activity.  Additionally, a warm up will allow for 
increased circulation to working muscles, resulting in an enhanced oxygen supply during work.  A warm up will 
also increase the rate at which oxyhemoglobin and myoglobin are broken down, increasing the capacity of 
working muscles to extract and use the delivered oxygen.” (1) 

Additional benefits are: 

 Elevated tissue temperature improves the efficiency of traveling nerve impulses 
 Reduction in blood viscosity reduces muscle stiffness, thus increases available range of joint 

motion for better mobility. 
 Activation of joint stabilizing muscles. 
 Mental preparation for the ensuing activities. 

 
Game day warm up vs Pre practice warm ups.  I gave the example of our game day warm up and 

how we spend over an hour working from a resting state mentally and physically to a level of 
rediness for executing highly powered, highly complex, and extremely intense activity.    You could 
never do this nor would you do this for a daily practice routine there is just not enough time and it is 
not practical.  Practices are time to work on skills, strategies, and skill sets that you plan to 
implement in the game.  Practice intensity is generally lower than what it would be for game but the 
length of practice time is typically much longer than the amount of time playing in a game.  For this 
reason how you design your practices can have measurable impact on the results you are achieving.  
If your first drills are too intense then you burn up energy stores too early in practice and you risk 
poor mental and physical performance later in practice.  If drills are too easy and too much time is 
spent standing and talking then they never really warm up for the high intensity work, the athletes 
look stiff and rigid rather than fluid, athletes loose mental focus, and over time the overall team’s 
physical conditioning decreases.   

Before 90% of our practices throughout the year I implement 10-15minutes of prepractice 
activity that include variations of dynamic movement drills, foam rolling, dynamic and static 
stretching, low intensity ball handling drills, and 2-4 acceleration runs down the court to prepare the 
team for the start of practice.  Coaches are fully aware that they are not ready to dive directly into a 
full court 5 on 5-40min scrimmage but they are ready to get into drills where they can operate very 
well at 70-85% intensity building up over an additional 10-20 minutes to a state of 100% rediness.     

Our general model looks like this: 
 10-15 minute warm up with strength coach (intensity working from 0-80%) 
 10-20 minutes working position specific drills (intensity ~60-90%) 
 10-20 minutes working team drills (intensity ~75-100%) 
 Remainder of practice working on offence, defense, and shooting (various intensities 

depending on how much teaching and instruction is being given) 
The other 10 % of the time are practices within the year where a warm up is not required.  

The level of intensity is slow and gradual by design for that day of practice which then serves as the 
warm up working from a walk through to half speed to ¾ speed to full speed over the course of 30-
60minutes.    

 
 



Final bullet points are this: warming up is good for your team, when warming up gradually 
increase intensity until they are ready for the first practice drill, do movements in your warm up that 
reinforce movement mechanics that you want them to have in games, use a wide array of methods 
in your warm up from dynamic movements, stretching, and ball handling drills.  Let your warm up be 
a time for your athletes to mentally disconnect from the outside world and reconnect to a focused 
state ready to learn basketball.  During the warm up you may have to remind them what they are 
there to do that day, talk about the practice plan, talk about expectations or goals for that day, and 
encourage players that are struggling with a few words of wisdom. I attached a pre practice warm up 
plan for you to implement if you do not currently have one.  In addition to that I also attached an 
article from the National Strength and Conditioning Association with regards to warm ups and 
commentary from several other strength coaches.  If you have not used a structured warm up plan 
here is your opportunity to start implementing one and give your team one more tool in their tool box 
for success. 

 

Man cannot discover new oceans unless he has the courage to lose sight of the 

shore.  

- Andre Gide 
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