Tip: "Reading Hitters, Part 1"

Becoming a great back row player takes time and practice, like any other skill. The most important factor in playing back row is the ability to READ opposing hitters.

The first step in learning to read hitters begins as soon as the ball has crossed over the net and into your opponent´s court.

If you´ve seen the opposing hitters before, you should already have some idea of what they like to do. For instance, some players hit entirely angle shots. Some like to tip just over the block, some have a wide variety of hits in their arsenal, some are left-handed. 

Having a basic knowledge of your opponent´s hitting style will allow you to anticipate what they´re going to do, so get down and be ready.
Reading Hitters, Part 3

As you see the pass go into the air, you should now turn your attention to the setter as they move to the ball. Do they have a long way to go? Is the set far off the net, will they have to back set, how many options do they have?

All these factors will have an effect on what the setter will do next. 

You can also pick up clues from the setter´s body language. If they move their shoulders back, chances are, a back set will follow, for instance.

Any body clues you can pick up as the game goes on will help you gain the advantage when it comes to reading where a set will go.
Reading Hitters, Part 4

As the set leaves the setter´s hands, you should again turn your attention to the flight of the ball. You´re looking to gauge the relationship of the ball to the net, its height and speed.

If a set is away from the net, chances are the hitter will either tip or hit something off-speed. If the team you´re playing is able to hit backrow spikes, however, you´ll need to be aware of that, and watch the player moving underneath the ball to see if they jump. That will give you clues as to what they´re planning to do, and make your defensive adjustments accordingly.
Tip: "Reading Hitters - Part 5"

As you watch the flight of the ball for location, height and speed, you´ll pick up valuable tips on where the ball is likely to be hit.

We´ve talked about location in relation to the net. The next variable is height. If the ball is below the height of the net, it will likely be hit offspeed or tipped. Adjust accordingly. A high set gives the hitter many more options, and you´ll need to pick up more clues, body language, etc.

Reading Hitters, Part 6

Once the set has been sent into the air, you´ll need to try to key in on its ultimate location, height and speed. The third factor is speed. If the set is going quickly, you´ll need to make your movement that much faster in the back row. 

If it´s going to be a 1 set in the middle, or a shoot to the outside, you´ll need to get to where you want to be quickly.


Reading Hitters, Part 7

Once you´ve made all your mental calculations about the flight of the ball, you´ll need to shift your attention to the hitter. Watch the hitter´s approach, where they begin, and the way they move toward the ball.   If a set is high outside, and the hitter must come at the ball from outside the sideline, the ball MUST be hit angle, since that´s the only way the ball can legally cross the net between the antennas. The farther out the hitter must go, the sharper the angle of the hit must be.
Reading Hitters, Part 8

If the ball is set close to the net, it will usually be hit at a sharp angle and downward closer to the net than a standard set. You´ll need to take a step or two forward, covering your blockers, because if they can´t stuff the close shot, it will come down close to the 10´ line. 

There are two other reasons to move up. If your blockers can get hands on it and don´t stuff it back, the ball will be coming off at some odd angle, and you´ll need to help pop up up. Or the hitter will realize they´re going to likely be stuffed and tip just over the block, in which case you´ll need to be there to bump it back up softly.
Reading Hitters, Part 9

A ball set off the net, but high, will usually be hit cross court. On the left side, if the hitter´s shoulder is aligned so that the ball is nearer the sideline than the hitter´s shoulder, the ball will likely be hit straight or down the line.

A spiker making a late approach will generally hit angle. They´re just concerned with salvaging some kind of attack, not with doing anything fancy at that point. If a spiker runs underneath the ball too far, that ball will usually be hit deep in a looping fashion or something off-speed.

Reading Hitters, Part 10

The next factor in learning to be a great reader in the back row is to watch your team´s block develop. If the block is up and obscuring your vision, the ball likely won´t be hit directly at you very hard. The block will take away that shot. You are probably out of position when you can´t see through the block, and need to move to your left or right, depending on the analysis you´ve made of ball flight and hitter approach.
Reading Hitters, Part 11

As the ball is contacted by the hitter, it´s time to focus your entire energy and attention on the ball itself. The first thing you´ll need to do is FREEZE for an instant, wherever you find yourself. The moment of contact is not the time you want to be trying to get into position.

Stop wherever you find yourself and get ready to make a play. Don´t get caught in transition. Now is the time to get aggressive, and make your play, according to the flight of the ball. 
Remember, if the ball is close, MAKE A PLAY FIRST, then decide if it was impossible!

Work the Angles

Since you know that 90% of players (except at the higher levels of play) will hit angle, you can use that to your advantage. Get to the angle, and start there. If you have to make a move one way or another, the move won´t be as great if you´re already in the general vicinity.


When the Roof is Up

The bigger your block up front, the more you´ll need to be on the lookout for tips. So don´t get rocked back on your heels. You can´t go backward and forward at the same time. Be ready to pick up soft tips over the block, and turn them into free ball opportunities.


Advice for a rolling defensive move Rolling, Rolling ...

Advice for a rolling defensive move:
If you do end up doing a stride slide (or other floor crashing technique), use a log roll to come out of it rather than a shoulder roll which necessitates you losing sight of the section needlessly exposing yourself.


A Fish on A Cutting Board Fish on a Cutting Board-Here´s an interesting way to think about defense:

"Defense should be played like a live fish on a cutting board." In other words, never give up on the ball. Even if you don’t get that one particular ball, your effort and intensity will let your opponents know you are a force to be reckoned with.
The 3 R´s of Digging

Whenever you´re playing defense, it´s wise to remember these 3 "R´s:"

Ready, Read, and React.

Get down, be ready for anything. Read the set, the hitter´s body language, approach and armswing. Then react, based on what you´ve learned from the information you´ve gathered.

Ready, Read, and React. 

Practice your "3 R´s" and become a great defensive player.

It´s A Net, Not A Wall

One of my favorite coaching phrases is, "It´s a net, not a wall. You can SEE through it, use it to your advantage."  Sounds simple, but far too many players wait until the ball has crossed the plane on the net before beginning to react. If you look through the net and watch the play develop, you´ll have far more time to react.


One-Arm Digs
When you can´t get two hands on the ball, hyo-sen offers this tip: In recovering a badly-passed ball too low for a proper pass, use a "biceps curl" action and contact the call with your fist for maximum lift and control.


Heels Up
Since many diggers tend to get rocked back on their heels as a heavy hitter goes up to pound, we offer this good advice: A huge power wastage on the volleyball court is putting your heels to the floor. But to be a great digger, you need to stay on the balls of your feet as much as possible to allow for quick change of direction and adaptability to the ball and situation.


Defensive Hand position

Once you learn where to position yourself on the court and the correct defensive stance, don´t forget about hand position. When a split second can make the difference between a dig and kill, good hand position can make all the difference. You should have your palms facing up when the hitter contacts the ball. When that ball rockets through the block, your hands will be ready to slide under the ball and pop it up. This seems like a trivial gesture, but really does make a difference.


Freeze

Even if you´re out of position, freeze at the moment of your opposing hitter´s impact of the ball. You´ll make far more mistakes by being caught in transition than you ever will if you are set and ready to react.  So freeze first, react second. Don´t get caught moving.

Passing Basics

If a ball is either too high for you to pass or off to the side when you´re in the front row and you make the decision to allow it to go past (for passing by your backrow  teammate), let them know!

Talk first, then OPEN UP, which means turning to the side, rather than ducking. I´ve seen many backrow  players take balls squarely in the face when their front row teammate suddenly ducks.
So if you´re going to let it go, tell your teammates, and then open up, and do both in plenty of time for them to react.


When It´s OK to Swing Away

Coaches will preach at you not to swing during your pass, and I agree completely ... except on the 3rd hit. If you´re in a position where your only option is to put the ball over with a bump, turn sideways and hit it, similar to a baseball player, swinging at a pitch.  This allows you to put at least some heat on your bump, rather than handing your opponent a nice little free ball to ram back down your throat.


Palms Together
Although I´m not a fan of interlocking the fingers, I agree with the conclusion on keeping palms parallel when passing:  When underhanded passing, your palms must be "parallel and pressed" for proper hand position. Whether you interlock your fingers or encase your fist is inconsequential, if the palms are parallel.


The Feet Are Critical

Ironically, moving the feet is the most important part of the art of passing. You have to move to the exact place where you can take the ball between your knees, about zipper height in order to make a good pass. Bend your knees slightly, keeping your eyes on the ball until it actually contacts your arms. Point one foot toward your target, and follow through by lifting up with your knees.  The feet and legs are vitally important to making you a great passer. Move your feet, then worry about the rest of your routine!


Becoming a Better Passer, Part 3

Talking about moving the feet as the key to good passing, let´s talk about how to get to the ideal spot. First, you need to make your judgement early as to where you´ll need to be when the ball comes down. Get there in plenty of time.

And to get you there, take small, short steps, rather than big, lanky ones. It allows you more precision, and helps you get into position more smoothly.


Becoming a Better Passer, Part 1

Whenever you are called upon to pass, you must first get into position, which means getting the ball between your knees, and contacting it at about zipper level. Then, you must bend your knees. Don´t bend at the waist. Bending at the knees allows you to keep your eyes up, so you can see what´s going on.


Essentials of Passing

Take pride in your passing. It´s very important, and absolutely critical for a successful offense.
If you don´t think it´s true, think about these ideas:
How well could a baseball team play if the pitcher was forced to pitch from second base?
How successful would a football team be if the quarterback had to start every play by standing back an extra 20 yards?  

Both of those situations are comparable to what bad passing does to a setter´s chances of running an efficient offense. So do your best on every single pass, and you´ll see your team´s success rate increase.


The Phantom Hand

When a ball has gone by you, the worst thing you can do is to reach back and try to retrieve it. We call that move "the phantom hand." A teammate has a bead on the ball and is just getting ready to pass it, when this phantom hand reaches in from nowhere, and the ball disappears, generally at some strange angle.  So trust your teammates to be in position to back you up ... and don´t reach back. Don´t let the phantom hand haunt YOUR team.


Helping Each Other With Lines…Line Calls
Players are teammates, and they should help each other, including calling lines:
During serve receive, the person not playing the ball 
follows it and tells the passer if it´s in or out 
according to the angle. The person passing has enough 
to worry about without having to peek down at the line.
Even the pros forget this sometimes, to their dismay!


Humming the Ball In 

A tip that will help you concentrate while passing: Try "humming the ball in." (Do this silently during game situations, otherwise folks will think you´re out of your mind. But you can practice it aloud until it becomes a habit.)  Since it´s important to watch the ball until it actually comes into contact with your arms, try humming until that contact occurs, and then, at the moment of impact, give a little grunt, "Huuh!"  It sounds crazy, and that´s why we don´t recommend you do it aloud in public, but it´s a very effective way of making sure your concentration is total when getting ready to pass.
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