Attacking Article:

Hitting A colleague explained to me that he feels that hitting is what the entire game of volleyball should and does revolve around, and I agree. Every play we make is designed to either set up an attack or to prevent teams from effectively attacking. Young players aspire to hit one day, and it is the most exciting aspect of volleyball. Most coaches feel that passing and ball-control are the keys to winning, especially at a prep level. However, in developing higher-level teams, the true focus must be on achieving an attack, and then ball-control simply becomes a necessary means to that end. This article will focus on understanding the key to successful hitting – TIMING. 

Positive Versus Negative The first concept with hitting timing is the difference between positive and negative hitting. Imagine a hitter’s attack timing from the point where they leave the ground to the point where they land on the ground. Positive hitting is simply defined as someone who hits at the peak of their attack, or even slightly before peak. The ascension of the hitter in the air is what we will call the positive side of their approach and the descent of the hitter will be the negative side. You can pick positive hitters out because they appear to almost “climb” after contact. Negative hitters are those that hit post-peak, and many times hit on the extreme downside of the attack. Most hitters hit negative all or most of the time. 

So let’s see what you know about hitting timing… Have you considered and educated your players on the importance of the positive side of hitting? Have you ever seen a hitter that seemed to tool the block so much more than his teammates, even despite having technical deficiencies in their spike technique, and wondered why? Have you ever seen hitters that seem to be able to beat the block to locations that the block should have covered or hitters that cause waterfalls (causing the ball to sneak down between the blocker and the net) more than normal? Or noticed that diggers just seem to be a fraction of a second late in preparing to defend them? This is all the handiwork of a positive hitter! The best hitters in the world hit both positively and negatively, but since most players hit negatively, the best hitters are those that have command of positive hitting. 

Imagine your team’s entire defensive system. It stems from block timing, as the primary line of defense. Ideally, on a normal outside set, your blockers should be at the peak of their jump when the opposing hitter attacks the ball with good velocity, and at a close distance from the net. At that same point, your diggers should be lined up properly and in a “loaded” defensive position. A loaded digging position is just before hitter contact, when a digger will slow their movement to the ball, square to the hitter, bend at the knees, and prepare to split-step (widen their digging base). If a hitter is able to beat the block to its peak position OR beat the diggers to their loaded defensive position, the chances of getting a kill increase dramatically. In addition, the chances of tooling the block increase, as well, which is an ideal result for any attack. A block that is pre-peak is very vulnerable to being tooled, especially when talking about players that have less than perfect blocking technique, and with middles that are late in closing the block. Conversely, a block on the way down is typically still in a solid position to avoid being tooled. This is because arm positions tend to be more exposed and distant from the net when a blocker is on the way up. Diggers who are in a “post-loaded” position can more easily recover from a hitter who took longer to make her attack. A digger who has not yet reached her loaded position is still moving, which is much less ideal than being stationary. So you can see how there is a huge advantage to being a positive hitter, since she is able to beat the blockers and diggers to their ideal defensive positions in addition to putting the defenders in more vulnerable positions with blocking. 

Why Do Hitters Hit Positive Versus Negative? The great hitters out there understand this, whether they can explain it or not. There are two technical attributes that players have that construct their hitting timing, and whether they attack positively or negatively. The first is quickness off the ground, and the second is their arm speed AND technique. 

Approach – There are more flavors of spike approach than can be covered in this article, so I will break them down into two types: Slow off the ground, and quick off the ground. Besides a hitter’s genetic, fast-twitch-muscle-make-up, her approach technique is the key to explosiveness and timing. When looking at an approach, the majority of hitters fall into one of two categories: The Hop Approach, or the Big-Step-Close Approach (will be called the BSC for the rest of this article). 

Hop Approach – Hop Approachers appear as if their last two approach steps hit the ground simultaneously. Take a look at a hitter that approaches left-right-left, as most right-handers do. A hopper has a very narrow time gap between the time their last and second-to-last steps hit the ground. Hoppers seem to almost hop or jump into their takeoff. Craig Buck was a classic Hop Approacher. The Cuban Women’s teams of the 90s had some great examples of the explosiveness of the Hop Approach. The Hop Approach lends itself to positive hitting since the hitters spend less time on the ground than with the BSC Approach. People that understand jumping mechanics understand that quickness off the ground translates to maximum explosiveness. The tradeoff, however, is in drift control because there is less “plant” involved with this technique. When adjustment to sets is needed, and players need more drift control, they will plant harder, and move towards the next approach technique… 

Big-Step-Close Approach – BSC Approachers are more common than hoppers. Most traditionally trained players will naturally approach with BSC. Their approaches tend to have a longer gap between the last two steps. Instead of hopping into their last two steps, they will make a big stride into their second to last step and then close their last step before take-off. 

Arm Swing – The speed of a player’s arm is the key to her power and also her timing. This is easily understood and the faster a player swings up to contact, the more easily they can hit pre-peak, or positively. The unique arm swings though are the ones that have always fascinated me, as a coach. I used to frequently look at players who swing in a non-traditional manner, and for years could not understand how they could be so effective, since they were swinging “wrong!” One example of such a “wrong” arm swing that is ultra-effective is the half-swing. 

Half-swingers are players that shorten their arm swing motion, normally by eliminating part of the opening of the shoulder, and by not drawing their arm and elbow back far, as a traditional “bow-and-arrow” technique would require. The tradeoff of doing this is power. Without a complete draw of their arm and bend of the elbow, their arm speed will not be as explosive. However, I argue that this tradeoff is worth the loss of power because the gain in hitting timing is invaluable. Because they are making less drastic of an arm movement, these hitters will contact the ball a fraction of a second quicker than players that hit more traditionally. It is really fun to watch these players hit and to see that they are gaining this timing advantage while their coach is on the sidelines correcting them over and over again for not fully using their arm swing. Although they appear to be hitting with improper technique, they are frequently the most effective hitters on the court. 

Position-Specifics and Goofy-Footers 

Positional Impact - Finally, the position a player plays dictates a higher level of importance for positive hitting. Quick attackers absolutely must hit positively. It is far too common to see dominant athletes hitting quicks, but as a result of having to “hang” to hit, they are easily defensed because of their predictable, slower timing. Always train your middles to hit positively, as forcing commit blocks from opposing blockers is the key to most offensive systems. Asian countries are known to teach the Hop Approach exclusively in the middle. I train my middle blockers to delay when they know they are up against a negative middle hitter. Outside hitters have more of a need to adjust to the randomness of high sets and that is one small advantage to BSC approaches. However, since quick-attack approaches are executed with reliance on the setter delivering the ball to a hitter who has already jumped, the adjustment responsibility is the setter’s, not the hitter’s. Being able to use a Hop Approach as an outside hitter hitting high sets is very rare, and only exceptional players are able to do this effectively. 

Goofy Footers - The vast majority of Goofy-Footers will be Hoppers 90 percent of the time. This is important to understand when converting young goofy-footers. The reason being, their success as a hopping goofy-footer will be severely impacted if they are converted to a normal-footed BSC approacher. This is normally what happens since coaches will heavily emphasize the correct footwork slowly to the player. These players and their coaches also tend to associate the resulting drop-off in hitting performance with the fact that they are just trying something new, rather than the fact that their new timing is killing them! Folks that use BSC and are goofy-footed make a more easy transition, mostly because they will have similar timing with their new approach. Coaches that struggle the most with goofy-foot conversion are those that run into the players that have terrible hitting timing as a result of becoming a negative hitter. These kids will have such an impact to their performance that they will give up and go back to what they are comfortable with. Be sure to place extra focus on these timing issues when working with this very sensitive piece of volleyball training. Also, see my other prepvolleyball.com article on converting goofy-footers. 

Can you now understand why some women can touch 10 feet, but actually hit the ball consistently at 8-6? The answer is: Timing, Timing, Timing. The more I’ve grown to understand these principles, the stronger my ability to coach hitting has become (and it has helped me as a player). Watch opposing hitters closely and try to pick out the positive hitters, and the hitters with half-arm swings. Pay especially close attention to defensive readiness when positive hitters hit compared to the other hitters out there. Timing is the most fascinating aspect of volleyball and one of the least coached principles I’ve come across. Hopefully, this article will open some new doorways for you. 

Interested in learning how to train positive hitting? If you have any questions after reading this article, feel free to email me at volleyballcoach@aol.com 
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