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2-Player Games 
 
There are several pickleball games you can play with 2 and only 2 players. Some of the 
games are designed to work on particular skills. No matter what game you choose, the 
idea is to get out there and play some pickleball. Unless specifically stated otherwise, 
the regular rules of pickleball apply to these games. 
 
Singles 
 
This is not a modified game but rather is a regular form of pickleball played by 2 players. 
The game is played on the full court. This is the most physically demanding form of 
pickleball. If you prefer not to cover the entire court, or if you prefer to work on some 
doubles’ game strategy, skip ahead to the Skinny Singles section below. 
 
Player A is the first server in this 
example. There is no third number called 
in the score. This is because each side 
only gets one server per side out. The 
player keeps serving as long as the rally 
is won, but once a rally is lost it is a side 
out with no second service opportunity. 
First serve is always right side. Serve is 
diagonal (cross-court).  

Player A wins the first rally. Player A 
scores a point, keeps serving and moves 
to the left side to serve. Player B moves 
to the left side as well. The returner 
always moves diagonal to the server. 

 

Player B wins the next rally. Because 
Player B’s score is 0, Player B will serve 
from the right side. Even though Player 
A’s score is 1, Player A will return from 
the right side. The server’s score 
determines how the players stand in 
singles. 
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Player A wins the next rally. This is a side 
out. Player A gets to serve and Player B 
does not get a second serve opportunity. 
Because Player A’s score is 1, the 
players move to the left side, as shown. 

 

Player A wins the next rally, scores a 
point and moves right to serve again. 
Player B moves right to return. 

 

Player B wins the next rally. Side out. No 
score. Because Player B’s score is 0, 
Player B will serve from the right side. 

 

Player B wins the next rally, scores a 
point and moves left to serve. Player A 
moves left to receive. 

 
 
Keep alternating until there is a winner. Games are usually to 11 but can be played to 
any agreed score. 
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Skinny Singles / Ghost Doubles 
 
Those are two names for the same game. If you are going to learn just one modified 
game that will give you the most bang for your buck, this is it. You can play regular 
singles but playing on the whole court is not for everyone. If only you and one other 
person are available to play, then skinny singles is a great option. 
 
Skinny singles is played on half the court. There are many variations. The illustrations 
below should help. Also below is a link to some videos that show the games in action. 
 
With every variation, the half of the court you are not playing on is out-of-bounds and a 
ball landing there ends the point. Each side serves until they lose. Because you don’t 
have a partner, there is no second server. Therefore, there are only two numbers called 
for the score. For example, a score is just 3-1 in a singles game. 
 

Option 1 – Straight Skinny Singles 
You can play skinny singles straight on. 
You serve and play the entire game down 
the common side line and do not switch 
left to right. The other half of the court, as 
indicated, is out=of-bounds. B are still in. 
For the area inside the Non-Volley Zone, 
which does not have a line, you just use 
your best judgment if the ball was in or 
out.  
You can play on either side of the court. 
You may find that one side works more of 
your backhand than your forehand, or 
you may see no difference. 
 
All the regular rules of play apply, 
including the Two-Bounce Rule and Non-
Volley Zone. 

 
Option 2 – Cross-Court Skinny Singles 

You can also play cross court skinny 
singles. You serve and stay on the same 
diagnol throughout the game. All other 
regular rules apply. 
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Mix it up by playing left side to left side. 
When playing cross court, playing a 
different angle might make a difference! 

 
Option 3 – Full-Court Skinny Singles 

To play the most complete version of 
skinny singles, start the game right side 
to right side (like a regular doubles 
game). This rally is played cross court 
skinny singles. 

 
If Player A wins the first rally, Player A 
scores a point and moves to the left side 
to serve. Player B remains on the right 
side of the court so the new rally is 
played straight, as shown.  
 
NOTE: each player’s position is 
consistent with the player’s score. Player 
B has 0 points and is on the right. Player 
A has 1 point and is on the left. 

 

Player B wins the next rally. No point 
scored. The serve switches from Player A 
to Player B (in singles there is only on 
service loss for a side out). The players 
stay where they were and play this rally 
straight. 
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Player B wins the rally, Player B scores a 
point and moves to the left side to serve. 
Player A remains on the left side of the 
court. This rally is played cross-court, as 
shown. 

 
Player A wins the rally. Side out. No point 
scored. Player A to serve. Score remains 
the 1-1 and the players remain in the 
same positions. 
 
NOTE: a player will serve from the left 
with an odd score and from the right with 
an even score depending on the serving 
player’s score.  
Player A wins the rally, scores a point 
and moves to the right side to serve 
again. This rally is played straight. 
 
NOTE: in this game (different from 
regular play), the returner does not move 
to the side that is diagonal (cross-court) 
from the server. The returner’s position is 
based on the returner’s score.  

Player B wins the rally. Side out. No point 
scored. Player B to serve. Player B has 1 
point – left side. Player A has 2 points – 
right side. 

 

Player B wins the rally, scores a point 
and moves to the right side to serve 
again. This rally is played cross-court, as 
shown. 
 
Play continues until agreed-upon game 
score. 
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Full vs. Skinny Singles 
 
This game combines some of each singles game. One player will play the full court and 
the other player will play half the court. This is a good option when one player wants to 
get some extra exercise or if it can help to “level” the game (make it more evenly 
contested). 
 

In this example, Player A is covering half 
the court and Player B is covering the full 
court. The area to the left on the left side 
of Player A’s court is out of bounds. 

 

Player A wins the first rally, scores a 
point and moves left to serve again. 
Player B moves left to return. Now the 
right side of Player A’s court is out of 
bounds. 

 

Player B wins the next rally. Side out. No 
point is scored. Player B will serve from 
the right side (Player B’s score is 0). 

 

Player B wins the next rally, scores a 
point and moves left to serve. Player A 
moves left as well. 
 
Play continues until agreed-upon game 
score. 
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Non-Volley Zone Singles 
 
You can work on your soft/dink game by playing singles at the Non-Volley Zone. If you 
are feeling like a 25-year old pro player, you can play the entire Non-Volley Zone. You 
can also play the games using ½ the court, just like in skinny singles (See above). You 
move and play the point the same as the version of skinny singles you choose: straight, 
cross court, or alternating. 
 
There are a few modifications to the regular rules of play: 
 

1. You can bounce the ball before the serve 
2. Balls do not have to land inside the NVZ but have to be close (cannot be drives 

or hard shots) 
3. You can use a rule that a pop up ends play with the point to the other player 
4. Volley dinking is allowed and encouraged 
5. The first three dinks should be cooperative – the returner gets first attack 

 

Our example will be alternating NVZ 
singles. Player A serves cross court. Play 
is right side to right side. 
 
NOTE: the first 3 dinks are cooperative. 

 

Player A wins, scores a point and moves 
left to serve again. Player B stays on the 
right. Play will be straight. 

 

Player B wins. Side out. Player B to 
serve. Players remain in their positions 
and will play straight. 
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Player B wins, scores a point and moves 
left to serve again. Player A stays on the 
left. Play will be cross court. 
 
Keep alternating until agreed-upon game 
score. 

 
 
Get creative with these games. You can vary them as best fits your group. Click below 
for more games and drills you can play and for pickleball strategy – you can also find our 
Paddle Guide: 
 

Games, Drills, and Exercises 
 
In2pickle.com - Games, drills and 
exercises 
 

 

 
  

Pickleball Strategies and Tips 
 
In2pickle.com | Pickleball strategies and 
tips 

 
  

 
Paddle Guide and More 
 
 
In2Pickle.com | Your Pickleball 
Store 

 
 


