Going to Ohio 

or

What you can find out when you follow up random advertisements on Dave's Volleyball Website

In the Summer I went to Ohio to work for Steve Colpus. 

Steve, who is well known in English volleyball, has now settled in the US and is the director of a company called "Matchpoint". Matchpoint provides a range of volleyball services, among them helping high schools with their preseason camps and providing staff for Ohio State University Junior camps. The pay was enough to cover the plane ticket, board was provided so I thought, " Why not?" and went.

Since coming back I keep thinking about the experience and think now that I really did get a lot out of it. I use these terms because at the time I found it quite difficult. As I have been asked by several people to write something about it this article is an attempt to share what I discovered about American Volleyball. For those who do not know me, I specialise in coaching young people and view and understand my volleyball from that perspective.

The arrival was jet lagged and stressful, Columbus by way of Atlanta. Then I slept.

The second day I travelled with two young American coaches to a school called Western Reserve, 2 hours drive from Columbus in the Cleveland direction. It was in amongst the corn fields (sweet corn) flat as the eye could see, with their pollen in full flood. One of the Mum's enquired "Do you have allergies?" I soon did. Once in another life I drew lines on maps and labelled them 'The Corn Belt' now I know what I should have imagined then.

My first impression of the school was of the vast expanse of  "black topped" car park behind which were new school buildings and two new sports halls. Both of these turned out to have wood sprung floors, two volleyball courts and bleacher seating with a really wide free zone round each court. Later I saw a hall with a sign "Maximum Capacity 2080" All school sports halls are hung with banners proclaiming the successes of the school teams over the last 15 or so years. Along with their colours and emblems there are also large uplifting messages.

The Western Reserve High School uses the call "Riders". We were working with girls, they were called "Lady Riders" and the younger groups had T-shirts with "Little Lady Riders". Other schools I saw had Rockets, Barons, Braves and so were Lady Rockets, Lady Barons and Lady Braves. Ladies is the common form of address for women.

The club coach wanted us to work with Varsity and Junior Varsity teams, these correspond with years 10 and 9. The quality of the players is on the whole very good. At least two years ahead of our better players in a similar age group. Camps we ran were for 3 days, 4 day camps are also common. The children pay for the camp. Success in a game such as volleyball can lead to the offer of a scholarship for University which could eventually be worth as much as 100,000 dollars. Parents consider sport to be a good investment in getting them a good education.

The first camp was about 20 players but later I worked on one with over 70 children between 9 and 14  years with a second camp in the afternoons for older players, all from the same school. Volleyball is played on a different scale there although people told me that other games are bigger and command a bigger following and audiences. Another told me that getting a volleyball scholarship was not such a big deal and relatively easy to achieve, I think her perspective was perhaps changed by having achieved it herself.

The game is regarded as a more important game for girls than for boys. Boys have football, baseball and hockey as first choice games. I also noticed a lot of lacrosse players at Ohio State and was told that it was a rapidly growing game along with girl’s soccer. 

The volleyball season lasts for two or three months in the autumn and then the schools move onto something else. The game is tightly controlled for schools with a lot of rules about who can and cannot play. The coaches are also controlled as to how many coaching days they are allowed with the team. The camps coached by someone other than the team coach circumnavigate this rule. The rules are there to protect the children from being forced to play too much. Summer camps, trials and pre season training are normal for school teams. School Leagues are 6 v 6 and start at Junior Varsity, 13 - 14 year olds.

There are also clubs and the season for these follows the school season. Coaches for both school teams and club teams can be paid something in the order of 2000 dollars a season. Training would be at least three sessions a week and matches at least once a week. There is a contract and coaching payments are not made until after the completion of the season. The coach will usually have an assistant who coaches the Junior Varsity team but this is not always the case and the coach would then probably be expected to coach both teams. Contracts and coach choices are the domain of the volleyball committee, which is often composed of some of the players, parent relationships between the coach and the management are not always easy.

I had a very interesting conversation with one of the parents. He worked in the building trade and had taken the day off to come and watch his daughter's summer volleyball camp. He was also involved in the booster club. This is like a PTA. The parents raise money to help support the volleyball team. All the school clubs at that school had their booster club there were clubs for baseball, football, cheerleading, music, drama and possibly others. He told that it is very expensive for a child to play sport. There is the cost of the equipment and kit they require and travel to matches, which may be in different states and include airfares. The school does not provide everything, only the venue, which the club can use free. In this school new nets and balls were bought by the booster club. 

The attitude to marketing was also new to me. At the Ohio State Nike camp I heard a salesman from "Gatorade" give an informative speech which started " Can any of you tell me when you should all drink Gatorade?". Matchpoint took a shop to each of their camps selling Mizuno volleyball clothes, the attitude of the parents and children was enthusiastic.  I didn't see one child in old trainers at any of the camps and they all wore proper sports trainers there were no children wearing flat bottomed street shoes.

Apart from helping with preseason school training I also worked on a specialist hitting camp and a team camp (where whole teams came to the University for 4 days training and competition). A noticeable coaching difference in America is the intensity of the training. A lot of the work was in the form of coach led drills run fast. On the whole the school players were a lot fitter than English children and very much more disciplined. Talking whilst a coach was explaining something was not very common. The players rarely went off task and they worked hard for several hours at a time. There were some camps with 3, 3 hour sessions in a day, although 2, 3 hour sessions were more common.

The warm up is very different from what we are now doing. It was really interesting to see how they orchestrated this part of the session. All the young people, even the 5th grade (9/10year olds) knew a stretching routine. After a five lap run of the sports hall the players made a circle with one leading and counting. Everyone else also joined in the counting to 10 to hold stretches. They did the same routine before and after training. Every group, without exception did roughly the same routine. Stretches included toe touching and cross legged toe touching. The first time I saw this the volleyball coach said to them. " I am a volleyball coach, not a fitness coach so carry on with your normal stretching routine"

Most of the players we were working with were looking forward to "try outs" that were coming up fairly soon. These are trials for the team training group. If you get selected at "try outs" then you get to train and learn. If you don't that’s it, no more volleyball except what you might learn in lessons. Players will start to learn at about 12 but could easily be dropped at try outs at 14. The whole system is geared to representative play and only the best are included. 

Training at the beginning is very skills based. They tend not to play small-sided games on small courts. I wanted to do this with the groups I worked with and found that even players with what appeared to be very good skills, especially hitting and serving were very insecure playing a game in twos or threes they had a problem with the concept. It was also hampered by the fact that American sports halls do not have many lines on the floor. I was told that the basketball coaches wouldn’t have it because it spoils the appearance of their floor logo. Appearance and presentation is important.

It is usual for parents and school friends to come and watch the school teams. This is not always helped by the rules, which decree how much must be paid to attend a High School league volleyball game, 5 dollars. This is the same as it costs to watch Ohio State volleyball in St John's Arena. Ohio State the big local University and the general attitude towards it is reverential. It is considered to be the best by everyone I spoke to. This is helped by their awesome football team with its 105,000 seater stadium, everyone tells you about the wonderful atmosphere on a match day when the area is a sea of red. The letters I received from them before my trip had "Champions Bleed Scarlet and Gray" across the back of the envelope.

The University has the big football stadium, it also has a volleyball stadium, St Johns Arena with 13,276 seats, reaching up to the roof and another large basket ball stadium, the Schottenstein Center that was built when St Johns got too small. There is also another building that we used Larkins Hall where I counted 13 volleyball courts. There were several other sports buildings including an ice rink that I did not see inside. 

The coaches on the camps were on the whole American College players although I was joined by three coaches from Loughborough, another from Su Ragazi and one from Germany. Of the Americans some of them came from Ohio State but others were from other Universities. One of the girls from the University of Florida told me that one team she worked with was not happy that they had to have her, they wanted an Ohio State player, "a Buckeye". (The buckeye or conker is the Ohio emblem, interestingly American children do not play conkers )

I met several scholarship players, a passport to a free education but not an easy road. The demands are such that many fail to graduate. Training every afternoon into the early evening and away from the campus every other week makes it difficult to complete courses.  The women's coach Jim Stone states in the Ohio State media guide, that since he has been the women's team coach" Every player that has played for four years at Ohio State has graduated, and that is a record in which I take great pride." The fact that he feels this way must indicate that many fail. Sports players habitually have to take extra courses during the summer and have a special facility where they can get extra help with their courses. They have to pass their exams to stay on the programme.

Despite the fantastic surroundings and the new 1.2 million dollar scoreboard, women's volleyball struggles for a crowd. Home attendance figures for 2001 were 14,927 for the whole year. Most of the audience are high school team players. 

I spoke to several players who had now graduated or finished their four years in the programme. Both were going on to coach, one with a high school and the other to help with Ohio State, neither were going to continue playing, they were about 22 years old. One of the players had problems with injury, a shoulder operation and knee trouble.

People keep asking me if I learned a lot from my visit. As time goes by more things come to mind. I think the main message is that volleyball is not easy for Americans. I think we look at our own problems of lack of recognition, lack of funding, struggling with a small base and resultant small pool of committed players and think of ourselves as very poor relations. It is tougher at the top. The pressure in American volleyball on the players and the coaches is enormous, even in a small town high school side. The game is not at the top of the heap over there and has to fight for recognition. Little children have to cope early with the idea of being rejected and not making the grade. Coaches are not paid well for what is demanded of them and often have to cope with difficult parents and unrealistic expectations.
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