Professional Volleyball - by Simone Lewis

Being a professional athlete was always a childhood dream so having earned the chance to play at Asterix Kieldrecht this season I took time out of my 'regular' life as a sport science lecturer and headed to Belgium. 

On the whole my time here so far has been a very positive experience, that's not to say there have not been difficult times, but the positives still out-way the negatives. Without a doubt the best thing is the amount and quality of the volleyball. It is simply a different world to back home. This team won the triple last year (Cup, League and European Cup) so they are good and there was a lot of pressure from day one to repeat that. The standard of training is high. The game is fast and powerful and it took some time to adjust to that. I think the biggest difference to the English women's game is the power (with control) in attack, blocking (which is far superior) and general tactical understanding (by coach and players). Certainly the real focus here is on outcome (i.e. for me the precision of the set, or the decision itself) and the majority of drills in training require a lot of thinking. For example, the block/defense systems might be dependent upon a number of factors. i.e. quality of reception, quality of set will determine whether blockers fix or assist and this in turn determines our defensive base. A prior knowledge of what we are blocking (line/cross/six) needs to be considered, as does direction of hitters approach, and whether the block has done its job in order to determine your adjustment in defense. We do a lot of drills that train and test this processing of information or pre-programming of information. Another good thing is the pressure to perform at all times. I have experienced much more pressure to deliver a good set in training here than I have felt in many matches in the NVL, and hence there is good transfer from what we do in training into competition.

On the downside there are two things I have found difficult. Firstly, dealing with being on the bench has been hard. I have not played as much as I would have liked so far and mentally that has been tough. The standards have been raised generally by playing over here, so really you have to play at the top of your game the whole time. Dealing with that and making an adjustment from being first to second setter is pretty tough going. My years of sport psychology work came in useful here. The second thing that's tough is not having an escape. It might be nice not going to work but it just adds to the pressure to play well. After a bad session or game, there is no distraction or alternative activity that you have to do. Added to that is a lack of social support, particularly at the beginning of the season (i.e. lack of friends and family around) and its just another challenge that needs to be dealt with. In addition to these two factors, the general language barrier is hard. Coaching is in Flemish (although the coach and most of the players can and do speak English very well) but just understanding drills, time-outs, team-talks, scouting etc. is still tough even now.

On the positive side there are many things that make it a fantastic experience. Realising a dream and just being here is not enough. The steaks are higher and all of a sudden you require much more from yourself both mentally and physically. Personally for me the best moment so far was playing against Odessa (Ukraine) at home in our last European Match. We unfortunately couldn't qualify from the group to the next stage but we had our pride at stake as we lost 3-0 to them away before Christmas. Out key outside hitter was injured, our first setter was ill and our libero (Maria Bertelli) was still injured so everyone was expecting us the get crushed. It was a great game, which we lost 3-1 but played pretty well and lost the last two sets by 2 points. For me it was a chance to show the home crowd (of about 400) how well I could do in a big game, and for the team to show how well we could fight. I thoroughly enjoyed the game, the pressure and the challenge. It was a good feeling to know I can hold my own at this level. It was probably one of the better games I have played in my career, and I think probably the highest standard of competition I have ever played at, so I was quite pleased I could still turn it on when needed.

Other positives are the general standard of my teammates. Some of our Russian born players have played for the famous Karpol, played professionally all over the world and are simply quality players in all aspects. The power that some of our hitters can generate would rival that of a lot of guys in the NVL, and learning to defend that ball has been another challenge. Also having time to plan, execute and evaluate proper physical and mental training on a daily basis has been good. As a sport scientist, having time to sort out my own training has been a refreshing change. Also for me the increased focus on tactical execution as a setter has been good. My awareness and understanding of the game have hopefully improved in this area too. 

On a more general basis other bonuses are the quality people I have met in the team and the club. I somehow expected professionals to be less caring and more selfish, but team and club spirit is really good here. Also traveling to places like Ukraine, Poland and Slovakia to play Europeans was a good experience. In Odessa we played in the coldest and most disgusting sports hall I have ever seen! I have never trained in so many clothes ever, I think it was about minus 10 inside! Coupled with this our hotel had a five hour power cut on the day of the game. There is nothing you can do…. just get on with it and play! Other good experiences have been the opportunity to do some coaching abroad. I coached the women's team at Leuven University to be Flemish Champions of Belgium, which was fun, and with Asterix we have been to many good social events with the team such as Belgium Sports Personality of the Year (not quite the BBC! but fun), VIP tickets to Last Night of the Proms! and other crazy things like that. Also the general life experience of living abroad, learning a new language and making a new life here has been a great experience too.

For anyone who has ever thought about trying to play professionally my advice is to go for it! I only got this chance through my own initiative in calling the contacts I had in Belgium and through years of working hard in training back home, striving for some kind of perfection and believing I was going to achieve something. I hope my England performances will be better as result of being here, because for the me the NVL does not prepare the National team at all well for international competition because the step-up is just too high. So an increase in international performances, as we know, is going to come from the experiences we gain outside the UK either as a team, or as individuals.
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