
The Art Of The Scout: The Work Behind Florida State Basketball's Run Of Success 
By Wayne McGahee  
Tallahassee Democrat 
January 24, 2020 
 
NCAA Tournaments, which has only happened one other time in program history (1991-1993). If FSU wins a NCAA 
Tournament game this season, it would be the first time FSU has done so in four straight seasons. 
 
Since the beginning of the 2016-2017 season, FSU has the second best winning percentage in program history 
(75.2%) behind the four-year run from 1969-1972 (76.6%). 
 
The Seminoles have only been to the NCAA Tournament in four straight seasons one time (2009-2012), which also 
came under FSU coach Leonard Hamilton. It's almost a guarantee that FSU will tie that record this season. 
 
FSU's success has come from how connected every part of the program is.  
 
The players that have been at FSU the past few years -- such as Terance Mann, Dwayne Bacon, and Mfiondu 
Kabengele -- have helped take FSU's program from an after-thought in the college basketball world to a major 
contender. 
 
But most people don't realize the importance of the men behind the players. 
 
The assistant coaches put in an incredible amount of work at FSU to make sure the players have everything they 
need to succeed to be prepared for every opponent they face.  
 
"You're only as good as your staff," FSU assistant coach Charlton Young told the Democrat. 
 
"If you're going to win at this level, you can't do it by yourself. That's recruiting, coaching, player development. We 
got a whole team of people working together here in every aspect of the program. That's the way he has it set up." 
 
The work done to prepare a game plan for an opponent is commonly referred to as a "scout." 
 
Hamilton comes from the Joe B. Hall school of scouting from his time as an assistant coach under the 
legendary Kentucky head coach. There, Hamilton learned to split up the scouting between his assistant coaches, 
which he has carried over to his time at FSU. 
 
This form of scouting requires a lot of trust in the assistant coaches, but pays off immensely due to the level of detail 
that it allows the coaches to bring for each game. 
 
Assistant coaches Stan Jones, Young, and Steve Smith all get 10 games to scout for each to share the load during the 
season. 
 
How much work goes into a scout? 
The amount of work each coach spends on a scout differs for each coach. 
 
Jones has worked with Hamilton for almost the entirety of his career and was recently inducted in the College 
Basketball Assistant Coach Hall of Fame for his efforts.  
 
One of the reasons why he's been so successful as an assistant coach is his ability to scout opponents. 
Jones always has the scout when the Seminoles play Virginia. FSU has won four of the last six meetings against the 
Cavaliers, and gave UVA its last loss of the season before their national championship run in the ACC Tournament 
last year. 



He has a folder a few inches thick with notes for FSU's upcoming game against the Cavaliers on Jan. 28. Then there's 
the notebook that he has with drawings from FSU's win against UVA on Jan. 15.  
 
"Usually it’s as a four to five game thing for me and, sometimes, if it’s a team I'm not used to having scouted out, I 
go seven, eight, or nine times just to make sure I'm not missing anything with what they're trying to do to make sure 
I'm getting an accurate evaluation with my eyes," Jones said. 
 
It's not much different for Young, who has coached at FSU since 2013.  
 
He watches their previous five games prior to playing FSU and the games that they played against FSU this season 
or last season. He also watches any big losses that they've had this season. 
 
"That may give us their kryptonite," Young said.  
 
"You know, this is the way to play this team, but within our system. It has a big impact on the game." 
Smith is the newest addition to the FSU staff taking over for Dennis Gates, who is now the head coach at Cleveland 
State.  
 
Smith had the scout for the Seminoles' game against Notre Dame at 8 p.m. Saturday at the Tucker Civic Center.  
He goes in-depth when scouting an opponent, but all games are not created equal for him. Notre Dame played 
Syracuse Wednesday, but watching that game wasn't much help scouting the Fighting Irish because of how 
fundamentally different the Orange are from FSU in terms of scheme. Syracuse is known for its zone defense, while 
FSU plays man-on-man.  
 
"I'll probably watch every game they've played this year," Smith said.  
 
"And I'll watch the games that they played against us last year. And, if there's another team maybe they played in a 
tournament or something that plays similar to our style of play, I'll try to watch that. So, it could be anywhere from 
10 to 15-20 games that you try to watch to really get a feel for what they're doing and how they try to do with their 
tendencies... 
 
"You try to spend more time on something else with a team that's going to defend more like you're going to defend." 
 
What do they look for? 
Each coach has a different idea of what the most important thing that they look for is when they're scouting an 
opponent. But they all lead back to the same point. 
 
Figuring out a way to exploit what the opponent is doing and find a way to beat it. 
 
"You first have to figure out what they do really well and what they don’t do really well," Jones said.  
 
"So when I got to a scout, I try to watch a game that they won that they probably shouldn’t have and a game where 
they lost and probably shouldn’t have lost. Watch games that play similar to how we play to try to formulate the 
tendencies and frequencies of what they’re going to try to do." 
 
Young's first look is all about finding different ways that FSU's system can exploit what the opponent's system likes 
to do.  
 
Most teams have a fundamental style of play that they adhere to, and it's his job to break down ways to make the 
Seminoles' offensive and defensive systems work against them.  
 
"It’s very important that you try to make sure people don't beat you with what they practice," Young said.  



"That's the most important thing about putting a scout together because most of these guys in the ACC are big-time 
programs with big-time coaches, and they have a system. If you allow them to do what they do, most likely you’re 
going to lose. So you got to make sure that you stay within what you do because you don't want to be doing 
something totally different for each game." 
 
Notre Dame has made the 31st most three-point shots in the country so far this season (180) on 529 attempts. The 
Fighting Irish live by the three. 
 
But when do they take those shots? Do they run ball screens to get guys open? Is it all about driving the lane to pass 
it back out to the open shooter when a defender comes to help in the paint?  
 
All of that and much more are things that the coaches have to look for when it comes to a scout. 
 
"I try to figure out how do we guard them differently to take them out of that," Smith said.  
 
"How are they going to try to expose us defensively because they're going to watch film too, and they're going to 
see our defensive tendencies? So, I’ve got to try to come up with a sort of a chess game, so to speak. What are they 
going to do to us to try to get those threes? 
 
"How can I have our guys prepared and know what to look for, even though it may be something that they hadn't 
shown yet but they're going to show it against us?" 
 
Can't be cookie-cutter 
The offensive and defensive systems that FSU runs are set, but that doesn't mean that they can't be flexible to allow 
for changes in opponents. 
 
The Seminoles are going to have to change the way they play defense against Notre Dame because its offense isn't 
about driving to the basket to get layups. It's about driving to draw defenders to open up the shooters on the 
perimeter.  
 
FSU plays a lot of help defense, which would play right into the Notre Dame's strategy. So the Seminoles will have 
to go against their tendencies at times to adapt to the opponent. 
 
"Every scout and every game plan has a very organic nature to itself," Jones said.  
 
"You’ve got to figure out what the soil is, you’ve got to figure out what the weather is going to be, and you’ve got to 
put that seed in the ground and cultivate it to make it grow and take on its own identity. I really think if you try to 
cookie cutter and just have one set style of things you're going to do every game, I think you become very predictable 
and then you're easy to scout against." 
 
FSU's ability to adapt is one of the main reasons for the success that the program has had over the years. 
The Seminoles have played against some of the best players in college basketball in recent years in the ACC or NCAA 
Tournaments. 
 
Sometimes a player is so good and so important to a team that the game plan requires a lot of focus on that player. 
When FSU played Murray State in the NCAA Tournament last season, the game plan was to focus on the players 
around guard Ja Morant. It worked and FSU routed MSU on the way to the Sweet 16, even though Morant had 28 
points. 
 
Then there are other players like former North Carolina State guard Dennis Smith. FSU took the strategy of making 
it very difficult for him to touch the ball anywhere in the half-court. 
 



Both strategies worked because they were specifically tailored to the other team, while also allowing FSU to stick to 
what it does best. 
 
"With Morant, he was so ball dominant that it was almost impossible to keep the ball out of his hands," Young said. 
 
"With Dennis Smith, the game plan was, 'They’re Dennis Smith and the miracles, but they will be just the miracles 
tonight.' We short-stopped the ball. We made every catch tough. We played no catch in the half court. If he got it in 
the frontcourt we went back and trapped him. 
 
"Some teams play with a quarterback like Tom Brady or Eli Manning. So you go into those teams that play with a 
ball-dominant guy. And you make the quarterback play wide receiver and we're going to make the running back the 
quarterback. That type of mentality. Make somebody else facilitate and initiate the offense." 
 
Taking the plan to the man in charge 
Just because the assistant coaches are in charge of each scout doesn't mean that Hamilton isn't involved. 
 
"He watches it on his own, just as much as we do," Young said.  
 
"So if I watch 10 games two to three times, he probably watched at least six to eight. So he has a pretty good feel 
also." 
 
The coach in charge of the scout has to bring it to Hamilton for the final review. Sometimes Hamilton will make 
changes or take things out entirely. 
 
But he's always willing to listen to his assistants when they feel strongly about something. 
 
"Chief is the guy when you put your game plan together, you have to go sit in front of the professor and he’s going 
to put the red ink on it. 'We aren’t doing at that. Nope. Like this. Do we need to change that?'" Young said.  
 
"And most of the time he wants to be in a debate. He wants to see how strong you feel on a subject. Because if you 
stand on your soapbox he'll go with it. Sometimes even if he doesn't want to. But you better have a lot of data and 
you better have a strong conviction about why we're playing this team this way." 
 
Once Hamilton approves the scout, only then will the coach be able to present it to the team. 
 
It takes hours and hours of work to even get to this stage, and then the coaches have to be able to teach it in a way 
that the players can understand and execute it. 
 
But the results have paid off with the success that the Seminoles have had in recent years. 
 
"If you look at what we've done in terms of overtime games, close games, our record at home, or versus the league, 
all this because our staff," Young said. 
 
"All down the line, coach Jones, coach Smith, myself, coach Gates when he was here. It shows you we are very strong 
in terms of put together game plans." 
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