Ways to Succeed at Beach Volleyball at Under 6 foot Tall.

I wish I could say that there is one absolute secret to succeeding at the sport of beach volleyball while being under 6 feet tall.  I wish I could say that there is one shot, or one exercise, or one mental thought that would allow anyone to succeed at beach volleyball.  But, unfortunately, I can't!  The main reason is that everyone is different, and everyone has something that makes them click.  Nevertheless, for those of you who aren't sure about what makes you click or not, I'm going to give away some of my secrets (not all of 'em) to help you get on your way.

First of all, and probably the most obvious, you need to know how to play the game of volleyball, and I mean well.  I've been bumping a ball on the beach ever since I was 5 years old with my Dad, so I think I have a good understanding of what you can and cannot do with a volleyball.  How long I've been playing doesn't altogether matter here, but what really matters is the fact that I started out young enough to where I was always the shortest person out on the court (I was playing with guys in their 20's and 30's when I was 7 or 8).  So, I learned right away to deal with the big guys.

Successful players at any sport have a high level of confidence, especially in the game of beach volleyball.  But, there is a difference between being confident and being over-eager.  In other words, when playing beach volleyball, you need to know when to be aggressive, and when to ease up and go for the dink.  One thing I've noticed is that many short guys will try to hit the ball more than they need to.  I always recommend establishing the fact that you can hit a ball hard at the beginning of a game.  This puts the other team on their heals, and less likely to pick up your dinks when you shoot them.  This is important because any short player will have his/her dinks go higher than most players, which gives more time for the defense to pick them up.  But after hitting a couple of hard balls in the beginning, your dinks are more likely to land untouched.

Establishing yourself as a force at the net, and showing that you have the confidence to do so is an integral part of being successful as a short player.  In addition to these, the ability to read other players and their tendencies is equally as important.  As a short player, you need to be able to run down a dink, and dig any hit that comes at you.  In order to do this more effectively, you need to know your opponents tendencies.  For example, if your opponent likes to hit angle, then you're going to coordinate with your blocker and tell him/her to give you that angle, and every once in a while surprise that hitter with an angle block (there are a lot of mind games in beach volleyball).  Being an effective, quick defensive player comes with a lot of practice, but it is possible for anyone who has an alert mind.  If you're ready for anything, then your chances are awesome!  And just like driving, you become better with experience (look at Dodd!).

As a short player, you need to have a specialty.  Whether it's defense, setting, hitting, or serving, you need to have a forte.  For me, it's serving.  I consider my jump serve to be one of the top ones on tour.  The advantage that it gives my partner and I is that it usually puts the opponents on the defensive right from the start.  Establishing a good serve, whether it be a sky-ball, jump serve, float serve or some wicked round-house, can be important in making your defensive job easier.  You just have to make sure to put the ball away for a point when a free ball comes rolling over the net.

A weakness of many short players is the ability to hit off the net, or a bad set.  This pretty much goes in the category of confidence because usually a short player will opt to bump the ball, or just do a safety-play over the net.  But, if you have a decent jump and wrist-snap, and are able to move your feet quickly to get behind the ball, I would highly recommend on going for a strong hit.  My reasoning is that because it's a bad set, you're normally not going to have a blocker, and you're going to have the other team scrambling to get back to receive your hit.  This puts the other team in a position where they are not set to receive a hard spike.  I find that a deep corner or deep middle hit usually throws them off.  In the words of Karch Kiraly, "If in a fiddle, hit deep middle."

Now that we've covered the different parts of the game on the court, what about off the court?  Well, I'm not going to tell you too much about what I do, but I will tell you that all that matters is how you do it, not what you do.  An anonymous quote in my training regimen states, 

"Practice does not make perfect; practice makes permanent.  Perfect practice makes perfect...you have to increase the quality of your practice time, not the quantity." 

Keeping this in mind, if you're under 6 feet tall, then you're definitely going to want to do some jump training, some sprinting, some sort of cardiovascular exercise like jogging or swimming, some weight lifting, and some self-education in nutrition.  All of these done consistently, without overdoing it, will make you a person to be   reckoned with out on the court.

 And if you have never done any of this before, I would highly recommend seeking a physician, and/or a Personal Trainer, and/or a nutritionist to help maximize your training time.

I know I may have been a bit vague on what I do for training, but like I said, everyone is different and specific.  You need to do what makes you click, and most importantly, you need to do something that you will enjoy so you can continue to do it with the same vigor and intensity as when you first started.

I hope this helped all of you 6-feet and under players (oh, yeah, you tall ones too!).  I'll leave you all with another anonymous quote from my training regimen:  

"Faith, confidence and inner arrogance are prerequisites for success, but there is one more important feeling you should develop before an athletic contest.  Decide that you're going to have fun."

By:  Dan Castillo

