
 
 

 
 



 
 
Trying to workout on your own can be a struggle. I’ve been there and done that. To be 
honest, sometimes it straight up sucks. It can be tough to get motivated, to hold yourself 
accountable and to make the most out of your time on the court. But, training alone has 
massive value.  
 
First, it teaches discipline. You have nobody yelling at you or providing any external 
motivation. It takes guts and a strong mind to work hard on your own.  
 
Second, you can find your personal sweet spot at the true limits of your ability. If you’re 
disciplined enough to train hard when you’re by yourself, you only have yourself to focus 
on. No teammates to rebound for or distract you. All that extra brainpower can be 
internally focused on stretching the limit of your abilities.    
 
With that in mind, here are my favorite, actionable tips you can use to improve the 
quality of your solo workouts. Because, as John Wooden so aptly put it “The true test of 
a man’s character is what he does when no one is watching.”   
 
 

1. Breathing between sets 
 

Use a specific number of breaths to measure the time between reps or sets. 
 
For example: Let’s say you’re doing a conditioning/shooting drill. Between 
each set (of 8 shots for example) you allow yourself 5 breaths. After you 
finish your 8 shots, you have the span of 5 breaths until you start your next set 
of 8 shots. 
 
This simple practice can train yourself to consciously lower your heart rate—a 
skill that’s invaluable in the frenzy of a game. It also has the added bonus of 
helping you avoid unnecessarily delaying between reps when nobody else is 
there to hold you accountable. 
 
 

2. Give yourself a focus score 
 

Choose one drill (to start) and give yourself a focus score after each rep.  
 
For example: Let’s say you’re going to make 15, three point shots coming off 
a down screen. After each shot, give yourself a score between 1 and 5 of how 
focused you were. A 1 is you were thinking about what you were going to eat 
for dinner that night and performed the rep on complete autopilot. A 5 is you 



 
were fully locked in and your entire world for that moment consisted of you, 
the ball, and the rim. 
 
It’s easy for our concentration to go out the window when we’re by ourselves. 
A focus score forces you to reflect on your level of concentration. You might 
be surprised to see where your mind is going during your training. 
 
Be brutally honest! This exercise is pointless if you lie to yourself. To 
supercharge this exercise, say your focus score out loud.  
 

3. Recovery ball handling 
 

Instead of walking or jogging idly back to the beginning of a drill, use that 
time to work on your ball handling. 
 
For example: Let’s say you’re doing a drill that simulates a pick and roll at the 
top of the key. Typically you would go through a rep and finish at the basket 
then return to the top of the key to repeat the drill. Instead of wasting that time 
walking, do a continuous, moving ball handling drill until you reach the top of 
the key again.  
 

4. No layups challenge 
 
I’m assuming everyone reading this can make a standard 45-degree layup off 
the backboard, so why practice it?  
 
Try and eliminate all layups from your workouts. When a drill calls for you to 
finish at the rim, shoot different shots. Floaters, reverse layups, finger rolls, 
pump fakes, step throughs, euro steps, broad jumps, high off the glass 
finishes. There are literally infinite ways to make a shot, so practice shots that 
you haven’t yet mastered.  
 

5. Finish all misses creatively 
 

Rebounding misses can be a pain when you’re by yourself. Instead, switch 
your mindset up and treat it like a challenge. 
 
For example: Let’s say you’re doing a shooting drill where you spin the ball 
to yourself and shoot a simulated jump shot off of a down screen. Every time 
you miss, attack your offensive rebound, grab it and finish the shot. If you 
play in the post, grab the rebound and make a post move. If you’re a guard, 
finish creatively around the rim.  

 



 
6. Don’t let the ball bounce twice 

 
Similar to number 5. On every shot, make it a goal not to let the ball bounce 
twice. 
 
This challenge will keep your heart rate up and keep you mentally engaged. 
It’s easy to see the ball bounce across the gym and put your head down, walk 
to the ball, and slowly start again. Nope. Engaging yourself on the rebound 
will help prevent you from adopting negative body language. Furthermore, it 
keeps your workout flowing smoothly and without long interruptions. 
 

7. Pretend water breaks are time-outs 
 

Instead of taking water breaks when you feel like it and for as long as you feel 
like, simulate a game situation. 

 
Schedule your water breaks as if they would be time outs in a game or end of 
quarter situations. Jog over to the sideline, set your timer to a full or half time 
out, and take your water break. Then when the timer goes off, get back into 
your workout. 

 
8. Shoot only 2 free throws at a time 

 
There are times—especially early on in your career—when it makes sense to 
shoot tons of free throws in a row. It can help to build muscle memory, a 
repeatable routine, and develop confidence. 
 
But, after a certain threshold is met, the most effective way to train your free 
throws is to make them as game-like as possible. That means, shooting them 
when you’re tired and shooting them 2 at a time.  
 
So, right after completing each drill, shoot 2 free throws. No rest time in 
between. Calmly walk to the line, imagine the ref tossing you the ball and 
shoot your free throws. There's a whole world of difference between shooting 
free throws with tired legs and a racing heart compared to when you’re fresh 
and in a groove. 

 
9. Prove it: 2 free throws for punishment 

 
To step up the game-like pressure of free throws, create consequences for 
missing.  

 



 
For example: After each drill, shoot your 2 free throws (as suggested in tip 
#8). But, for each miss you have to do 5 burpees. If you miss both that’s 10 
burpees. You can choose your own form of punishment from shuttle drills, 
suicides, sprints, pushups, etc.  
 
The biggest key here is to hold yourself accountable every time. If you skimp 
out on your punishment even just once, not only does it erode your personal 
discipline, but it also lessens the pressure on your free throw. You know you 
can skip the punishment if you’re really tired so missing isn’t as devastating. 
 

10. Shoot when you’re tired AND when you’re fresh 
 

Create training sessions that incorporate both exhausting and easy shooting 
drills. 

 
This is important because there’s value in both kinds of reps. Reps when 
you’re tired are great for simulating game shots. However, they often 
compromise proper form and can instill bad habits. When you’re tired, it’s 
much easier not to hold your follow through, to fade away, to lack 
concentration etc. On the other hand, easy shooting drills don’t necessarily 
replicate game situations, but they do provide a great opportunity to develop 
good shooting habits.  
 
As long as you’re mentally engaged and concentrating during easy shooting 
drills, you can focus on proper form and perfect reps. While you should 
always be striving for perfect reps (even when you’re tired), it is important to 
occasionally do lighter shooting drills where fatigue doesn’t threaten to get in 
the way of your shooting habits. 
 

11. Use a stopwatch 
 

For any drill that you do for a certain amount of time, don’t estimate it. Be 
precise and perform the drill for the amount of time that you agreed to. 

 
Use your phone if you have to, but I prefer a stopwatch to eliminate the 
potential distractions of the phone.  

 
12. Write out your workout beforehand 

 
Just winging it is a surefire way to have an ineffective workout. If we have to 
make a choice about every aspect of our workout, at some point you’re going 
to give in to the temptation to just “shoot around” aimlessly. Or worse, you’ll 
just cut your workout short because you’re out of ideas and aren’t feeling it.  



 
 
A written workout is like a personal promise to yourself that provides positive 
reinforcement when you feel yourself dragging or cheating reps. 

 
Be as specific as possible. Write out the number of reps you want to complete, 
the length of your water breaks, the exact spot on the floor you’ll do each drill 
from etc.  

 
13. Count makes, not shots 

 
Counting shots is better than nothing, but counting makes is even better. It’s 
much easier to lose concentration and focus when you can complete the drill 
on autopilot. Requiring a certain amount of made shots makes it more likely 
that you’ll be mentally engaged. 

 
For example: Let’s say you’re shooting corner-to-corner 3’s. Instead of 
shooting 20 shots, require yourself to make 12. Counting makes rewards 
concentrated effort. Concentrated effort enhances your performance, thereby 
reinforcing positive habits.  

 
14. Carry yourself like a champion 

 
It’s amazing how influential our body language can be. Research shows that 
body language not only reflects our emotional state, but can also enhance it. 

 
So, when you’re in the gym, even by yourself, practice healthy body language. 
Walk with good posture, head up, shoulders back, bounce on the balls of your 
feet. Imitate a boxer entering the ring. Imagine their swagger and fire as they 
walk with complete confidence. The better you feel, the easier it will be to 
work hard and be effective during your training session. 

 
15. Use whatever you have available to structure drills 

 
I’ve been known to use chairs, trashcans, cones, shoes, water bottles, and 
shirts (I even used my boxers one time). 
 
For example: Let’s say you are doing a zigzag ball handling drill the length of 
the court. Rather than just making dribble moves at arbitrary intervals, use 
what you have on hand to mark the exact point on the floor where you will 
change directions. This small thing will help keep you accountable when you 
get tired and are tempted to cheat the drill. 
 

16. Use your imagination to turn those objects into real life defenders 



 
 

Your imagination is a powerful training tool. Not only does it help simulate 
more game-like moves, it can help get you motivated. 

 
With a vivid imagination, each rep takes on extra importance. You can 
literally picture the backpedaling defender as you blow by him and even 
“feel” the contact as you finish at the rim. It’s much easier to understand the 
importance of the drill when you can imagine the specific game scenario in 
which you would perform that drill. 
 

17. Create a specific and detailed warm-up routine 
 

Warming up can be a real struggle. Deciding what to do, then forcing yourself 
to do it even when your stiff muscles are screaming at you to stop. So instead 
of reopening the wound each and every day as you force yourself to get loose, 
create a warm-up routine that you can repeat on autopilot. 
 
Experiment and find the exercises that are best for your own body and create a 
habit. This way you can easily get past the warm-up stage and into the full 
adrenaline phase where you’re in a full sweat and ready to work hard. It’s this 
stage where the best workouts happen, not when you’re still trying to get 
yourself warmed up. 
 

18. Create your own dribble goggles 
 

For your 100% dribbling drills, use dribble goggles to make sure you don’t 
look at the ball. You don’t need anything fancy, here’s what I use. (Photo of 
my dribble goggles) 
 
I just bought a 3-dollar pair of non-prescription, fake glasses at the thrift store. 
Then I taped pieces of paper to the bottom of the lenses. It’s that easy. 
 
The point of ball handling drills is to become so comfortable with the ball in 
your hand that you shift your concentration and focus away from the ball itself 
and toward surveying the defense, analyzing the situation, etc. Dribble 
goggles facilitate this development by forcing you to divert your visual 
attention from the ball. 
 

19. Turn off your phone 
 

Phones are workout killers. They destroy motivation and flow. They tempt 
you to extend your breaks past when you’ve fully recovered. They can even 
cause you to cut workouts short because your friends just posted a picture at 



 
the beach and suddenly that becomes more important. Besides, you would 
never check your phone during practice or a game, right? So why do it during 
your individual workouts? 
 
Keep your phone off when you’re training so when you take a break between 
drills you won’t be tempted to check Instagram, text you friend, or fire off a 
quick Snapchat. 
 

20. Do shooting drills 
 

I don’t care what position you play or how good a shooter you think you 
already are, being able to shoot the rock is a vital skill that will get you 
minutes.  

 
21. Do your least favorite exercises/drills first 

 
When the end of the workout rolls around, you’re tired and want to go home, 
you won’t feel like doing that drill you hate. So make a point of doing your 
least favorite drills first.  
 
Chances are that your least favorite drills are the ones that you need to do the 
most anyway. So knock them out when you’re feeling fresh and motivated.  
 

22. Write an inspiring quote on a piece of paper and read it before you workout 
 

Since it’s tough to get motivated when there’s nobody there to push you, 
harness the things that motivate you. I recommend tucking the quote in your 
wallet or bag rather than writing it on your phone. That way you won’t be 
tempted to go down the social media rabbit hole. Plus, there’s just something 
about physically writing it down that makes it more powerful. 
 

23. Whenever possible, avoid block practice and use random practice 
 

Block practice is where you perform the same skill over and over again. 
Random practice, on the other hand, is where you work on a number of 
different skills and practice them in different combinations.  
 
Research has shown that random practice is superior to block practice because 
it leads to greater skill transfer in novel situations. Without getting too deep 
into the science, block practice allows for rote learning because it requires less 
cognitive engagement. Whereas random practice requires you to adapt, choose 
and execute new motor patterns on the fly, keeping you mentally on your 
toes.  



 
 
So, how does this work? For example: Let’s say you’re doing a drill where 
you make a move around a cone and then shoot a shot. Many players would 
do 10 identical reps where they perform a crossover and then make a lay-up. 
That would be block practice.  
 
Instead, try random practice. Within the framework of the drill you can 
implement random practice by mixing up the shot distance, location, speed, 
dribble move etc.  
 
Maybe on the first rep you do a crossover, and shoot a pull up jumper. On the 
next rep, go behind your back and then shoot a floater. On the next rep, switch 
it up again and do a killer crossover into a step back jumper. By mixing it up 
(within the framework of the drill) you can implement random practice into 
your training sessions.  
 

24. Tailor your workout for the given season (offseason, preseason, in-season) 
 

Offseason: Work on expanding your skill set. If you don’t have a reliable mid 
range jumper, work on that. If you struggle in the pick and roll, there’s no 
time like the offseason to nail it down. In the offseason, you can handle an 
extremely high number of reps, which you can use to develop your 
weaknesses while simultaneously sharpening your strengths. 
 
Preseason: You should be doing hard workouts with a focus on conditioning 
and honing your strengths. There isn’t enough time to truly develop a new 
skill from the ground up, so be realistic and focus on the skills for which you 
already have a solid base and are likely to use in the upcoming season.  
 
In-season: To save your legs, you should be doing lighter workouts focused 
on game/team specific situations. If you are a shooter that receives a lot of 
down screens or fade screens, work on those specific actions. Try and repeat 
the exact movements and skills you will likely use in the game. 
 

25. Measure your workout in reps, not time 
 

If you say you’re going to workout for an hour, your incentive is to dawdle 
because hey, you still reached your target if you only complete 3 drills in the 
hour you were at the gym.  
 
But if you commit to performing a certain number of drills with a specific 
number of reps for each drill, there’s no escape. In order to reach your target 
goal for your workout, you have to do every one of the reps. 



 
 
It’s still up to you to make sure those reps are high quality (i.e. you’re 
engaged mentally and are pushing yourself physically). However, measuring 
your workout in reps is far superior to measuring in time.  
 

26. Temptation bundling’ 
 

If you hate practicing a certain skill or doing certain drills, (like ball handling 
for me) bundle it with something you love.  
 
For example: Do you love a certain album or artist? Tell yourself you can only 
listen to those particular songs while you’re doing those drills that you hate.  
 

27. Chunk your workout 
 

It can be daunting to walk into the gym and face a long, grueling workout by 
yourself. Chunking the workout into smaller pieces can help make it more 
manageable. Set mini goals to attack each smaller chunk. A few chunks later, 
you’ve already completed the entire workout.  
 
For example, maybe you’re doing a workout where you’re going to do a lot of 
pick and roll work but also are going to work on dynamic ball handling and 
some shooting drills off the bounce. You could break it down into the 
following chunks. 1) warm up 2) shooting drills 3) pick and roll work 4) 
dynamic ball handling.  
 

28. Whenever possible, turn it into a game 
 

Games are just more fun. And when you’re having fun, hard work doesn’t feel 
like a chore. Plus, I always know that when I play a game—even by myself—I 
get competitive and try to win, which makes me work even harder. 
 
For example: When doing a shooting drill, give yourself 1 point for a make, -1 
for a miss and 5 for a swish. See how high you can get your total during the 
drill. 
 

29. Shoot to swish, not just to make 
 

"Aim small, miss small.” Try and be perfect on every shot. This has a few 
benefits.  
 
First, it requires a deeper level of concentration, which trains your mind to be 
more engaged.  



 
 
Second, it is more challenging, which can have a re-energizing effect if you 
find yourself in a training rut.  
 
Third, it will simply improve the value of each rep. Over time, when each rep 
is of higher quality, you’ll find yourself improving at a faster rate.  
 

30. Reward good practice sessions 
 

When you have a good workout, give yourself a mental pat on the back. 
Something as simple as positive self-talk can leave you with a positive 
memory of the workout. That way, you leave with a good taste in your mouth.  
 
This can help create a positive association with working out on your own. 
That way it won’t feel quite as painful to go workout by yourself the next 
time.  
 

31. After a while, switch it up.  
 

Routines are great...up to a point. But when you feel yourself hitting a plateau, 
and finding it difficult to work hard during each drill, it might be time to 
switch things up.  
 
If you feel too robotic, increase the freedom within the framework of the drill. 
If you always go through drills in the same order, flip them around one time. 
Sometimes just simple changes like that can be reinvigorating.  

 
 
Remember: small actions over time can have huge impacts. So add these tips to your 
workouts and stick to them!  
 
 
“Success is the sum of small efforts—repeated day in and day out.” - Robert Collier  

 


