Ashcombe Volleyball Camp

As you may already know, I recently had the pleasure of travelling to England to do a three day overnight camp at the Ashcombe Volleyball Centre in Dorking, a small town about forty minutes southwest of London.  This was an awesome experience, which I thought I would share with you.  The coach who set this camp up is Nevil

Kapadia.  Nevil is an energetic, very knowledgeable, young coach with a sincere love of our great game.  He was instrumental in what is thought to be two "firsts" concerning our camp.  To be honest, I wasn't aware of either of these until I arrived in Dorking for the camp and started to get acquainted with Nevil and the other English coaches who attended.

You see, the English volleyball scene is much different than it is here.  As I soon learned, our camp was very unique in two ways.  First of all, it is unheard of, (well at least until now), for high school age players there to pay a fee to attend a volleyball camp.  When something is offered, it is always free of charge.  Secondly, no one involved could ever remember a clinician coming to England from another country to put on a camp. When I found out these two little nuggets of information, I was both excited and a bit nervous-I was definitely breaking new ground here!

The camp was small in terms of what we are used to here, as only 13 girls and one boy attended. But, when learning that this type of camp was new to this country I wasn't disappointed at all.  Then I also learned that we were putting on the camp right in the middle of the traditional two week Easter Holiday that is celebrated across the

entire country.  Add to that the fact that we started the camp on what is called a "bank

holiday", (which means that everything is closed except the pubs), and I quickly became very pleased with the attendance.  Later, I also learned that many of the campers had travelled between two and five hours to reach the site.

The campers were all between the ages of 13-16 and came in with quite different levels of knowledge of the game and skill.  You see, volleyball in England is mostly a club sport.  The schools there do not have teams.  In fact, the only schools that even offer volleyball as a required part of their physical education curriculum are those that have a teacher in charge of the department who knows the game and chooses to include it.  The club scene is also very different.  Practices and tournaments are

not as frequent.

However, the campers love of the game was very much like it is here.  They listened to instruction very well and worked very hard.  I had been warned by Nevil and the others that there would certainly be some challenging times in terms of getting the campers to expand their comfort zones.  Although for the most part, the methods I normally use to get young athletes to "buy in" to our approach to the game worked as

the usually do, there was one instance when I was challenged significantly.

During the dinner break on the first evening, the girls decided to try to persuade me to adjust our evening "mental game session" schedule so that they could all watch their favorite soap opera, "The Eastenders" on TV in the lounge area.  Unfortunately, the timing of the show just didn't fit into the camp schedule and Nevil and the other staff members dismissed this idea rather quickly.  But, in the eyes of the girls, the "no"

was all my decision.

We started the first night session just like always, as I went through a presentation based on my article "The Ideal Volleyball Athlete" which leads the players to see that the most important part of reaching your potential as a volleyball player is to develop the mental side of your game.    If you are familiar with this article, which is in my two e-book set, "Beyond Volleyball Cybernetics", and has been published is this

newsletter previously, the idea is to get the players to imagine a situation in which their coach tells the team that a new player has moved into town right before the start of pre-season.  The coach excitedly explains to the team that this new arrival, who is a freshman, has all the tools to help the team get "over the top" and win the state championship.  The campers are then asked to imagine what this new player would be

like, what characteristics she would possess to produce this kind of introduction from their coach.  Without fail, as the campers list the qualities the new player would have, the list of characteristics always turns out to be 80-90% mental.  Such things as team player, leader, hard worker (which is a mental quality), and an excellent attitude always make the list.

In the English education system, students are encouraged to question theories and ideas much more so than here-and to do so whenever they feel the urge (not wait until the end of the presentation as we here would normally do).  Well, at least a certain portion of the girls decided to give me a hard time concerning the qualities this player would possess, mainly because I didn't allow them to watch their soap opera.  Some of their responses were quite negative-this new player would cocky, arrogant, and bossy. (Certainly not what most of us would envision, knowing what it would take for a young freshman to come into a new situation and immediately lead the team to a state championship.)   Their hands were flying into the air like they were at a silent auction bidding on a lock of John Lennon's hair or something (you get the point) :).  They were certainly enjoying their defiance of this concept.  

Honestly, I'd never been challenged like this before when making any presentation.  To add to the unusual nature of this situation, a reporter from England's national volleyball magazine, "3Touch", was in the audience taking notes for a review of the camp in their next edition, and we were also filming everything to hopefully be used

in the near future as part of a new product release. With as much patience as I could muster, (especially after I realized what they were doing), I finally guided them to see the light concerning the new player's probable make-up.  (Those of you who know me personally have got to be having a good chuckle over this story)

Later as I discussed what had happened with the other coaches, ("Hey, destroy that tape!"), I came to realize a very real difference in these young ladies athletic backgrounds:  Without having the opportunity to participate in a school-based team program, they have never really experienced what it's like to be part of a real "team-concept", where what's best for the team is best for all, (especially if it's going to help

capture a championship!).  Many of their responses were based on the negative ideas of how this player would just take over and step on everyone's toes-and take playing time away from "me".  

Of course, this isn't the fault of these girls, but just a product of the system they are a part of.  But it certainly reinforced to me what we all know, that teaching the concept of "team" must be emphasized-it just doesn't happen by itself.  In the end, I did get them to "see the light" concerning this all-important concept, that the mental part of the game is what makes the difference between an average player and someone who reaches their full athletic potential-and could then lead their team to a championship level.

Now don't get me wrong, these girls were a delight to work with, (some had simply decided to have some "fun" with me during that talk).  They worked very hard and the improvement we saw by the camp's close was significant.  Some have been keeping in touch with me by email since my return home, telling me of each new complishment they have made in their game.  In fact, I later that first night told the campers how impressed I was with their desire to learn.  These young ladies were doing something that just wasn't done in their world: paying to attend a camp away from home during their short two-week school vacation.  Just in doing this, they were already expanding

their "comfort zones", which is what we teach athletes must do in order to reach their full potential.

I truly had a blast conducting this camp-and I would like to once again thank Nevil Kapadia, the other coaches who attended, and, of course, the young ladies who attended and gave me a life-experience I will never forget-I may even check out "The Eastenders" on BBC sometime to see what all the fuss was about! :)
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