HI All:

Well we know that travel was not going to be easy and the goal of the trip
is a training trip with opportunities for all to play. We want to be
competitive and take our wins when we have a chance. Having never been in
the Caribbean or the Norceca Zone was going to be a challenge. A challenge
because of semi-outdoor training halls, wind affecting the ball, heat
which they have never seen before on a weekly basis, new varieties of bugs
and insects, food and more of 'Montezuma's Revenge'. We had talks about
what we will face but the real 'thing' is hard to anticipate. Jet Lag -
another first for the athletes (although we had some going to KAZ), would
be another challenge. Handling frustrations when things are not going
well, not having what you want or are used to - hearing the word 'manyana'
which means 'yes, but later', waiting for a bus to come which is not on
time, dealing with home town lines people and officials, etc - all are
part of the learning which has to go on for this trip. You can tell them
that you have seen it before but only by dealing with it can there be a
transformation of mental toughness which is eventually needed on the
court. Puerto and Dominican Republic are good places to learn about all of
these things.

1)     Objectives
(a)    Recovery from journey in order to put together GB performances
(b)   Take 2 wins from the matches v Puerto Rico (Juniors)
(c)    Stamp authority on the matches
(d)   Communication - front & back - let's make this a habit (no
reminders) - should be part of our DNA by now
(e)   Warrant your position in the team - take opportunities to play and
confirm to the Coaches you should be part of the GB programme
(f)     Improve your personal stats - SR, attack efficiency, serve ratio etc
(g)   Set individual goals - review with buddy and Coaches
(h)   Professional image & recognition from South American team and staff


So after 35 hours and 10 time zones we arrived in San Juan at 2 am in the
morning with 30 degrees temperature (already or just starting to fall a
bit) and humidity fogging your glasses as you get off the plane. We were
not quite there yet - 1 more hour by two vans and a truck and we arrived
at their Olympic Training Center. Athletes were 4 and 5 in a room - we
took 14 with us on the tour.


 1 Jennifer  Thom Left/Right S. 1.77 Scotland
 2 Lucy Wicks Setter 1.73 England
 3 Nicola  Osborne** Middle 1.80 England
 4 Rachel  Laybourne Right Side 1.78 England
 5 Paula Scott Left/Right S. 1.75 Scotland
 6 Jennifer Taylor Left Side 1.79 England
 7 Maria Bertelli Libero 1.71 England
 8 Rachel  Bragg Left Side 1.85 England
 9 Jo Morgan Setter 1.68 Scotland
 11 Laura  Beardsmore Middle 1.81 England
 12 Liz Reid Left Side 1.80 England
 15 Stacey O'Connor Middle 1.83 N. Ireland
 16 Janine Sandell Power 1.80 England
 18 Grace Carter Middle 1.83 England

We had 3 staff but before we left KAZ we found we had complications with
Ian Gatt's visa for the USA (PUR is part of the USA) so he couldn't travel
with us from Heathrow. So it was Audrey Cooper and myself on the tour. Ian
would join us later in the Dominican Republic on the 18th. We were trying
to find a 'therapist' from the Puerto Rico system to help us out over the
next few days. However, before we could do that they told us they wanted a
match at 7 pm on the day we were arriving. Not good but hell, you have to
get travel out of your system quickly for sure. We got some sleep until 11
AM then we got up for some lunch and a walk around their training village.
It has housing and cafeteria for all kinds of ages of athletes who come to
train. Unfortunately, there is poor phone access and no internet so that
would be an issue.

Puerto Rico Juniors
This team has been together for a number of years. Previously they had
played for Puerto Rico in the FIVB World Youth Championships. We were
playing their Jr National Team that was preparing for the Norceca
Championships. They had qualified for the last few World  Jr Championships
in the past few cycles so they were respectable as a team.  To prepare for
this they were together for the past 3 months - training up to 8 X a week.
They are tall, good discipline, reasonable team system with attack from
the front and back line and sound technical skills.. Two strong spin
servers who, when they were on, could serve a reasonable ball that would
give us difficulty. Junior volleyball in the NORCECA Zone is quite strong
with the USA, Dominican, Puerto Rico, Canada, Mexico and Cuba having
strong programmes that operate on a quadrennial basis.

Just recently at the Pan Am Cup held in Mexico, to give you an example of
how good some Junior teams can be, Brazil came 2nd in the competition -
losing to Dominican Republic in the Final in 5 (Yes, the same team that
was in the Grand Prix and the Olympic Qualifier). They finished higher in
the competition than did the 'senior' national teams of Puerto Rico,
Canada, Venezuela, Costa Rica, Mexico, Peru and the development teams from
Cuba and the USA. So Junior volleyball is not what it is like in the UK.

July 14, 2008 Monday
The girls rested in the afternoon and we had a light training from 4-5 pm.
This followed by a shower to re-energize because in the afternoon it is
like a sauna outside. We came back for 6:15 and had to play the match at 7
PM. Needless to say we were not ready for any of this. We played all 12
players with Janine and Jen Thom sitting it out. The third set was the
only close game and the rest were of very poor quality.  Needless to say
it gave us some incentive to improve upon our game. This was not 'a team'
and no way close to the team that had performed in KAZ. Positive result
was learning how to handle frustrations - everyone saw action equally
during the match.

Norceca plays with a "Molten Ball" which is like the older 'Tachikara'.
They are softer and float much more than does the Mikasa ball. It is the
official ball now of the Norceca Confederation. Also Norceca has used the
"non-net touch" rule which we would follow. Basically calls on the net are
only made on the blocking and attacking actions (near the top tape of the
net). If you turn and touch the bottom of the net then a call would not be
made.

July 15, 2008 Tuesday

10-11 AM Light Work out
Although still not here in mind, the body was beginning to adapt and team
play was a step higher, but still room to grow.
11 - 12 AM Physical in their gym
Found therapist - will try him out for the day.
6 PM leave for the Match in another training hall
   - Bus was 1 hour late, welcome to 'Spanish' Time
7:30 PM Match - not dressing Nicky Osborne and Rachel Laybourne.
Playing a bit more towards performance we still wanted to try players on
the court in different roles. Starting for us: Lucy (S), Jen Thom (RS),
Paula Scott (P2), Janine Sandell (P1), Nicky Osborne (C1), Stacey O'Conner
(C2) and Maria Bertelli (L).

Set 1 19-25
We went through the motions of playing but did not put anything special
into the game. The players had talked over game plan by themselves today
so they had a reasonable understanding of what Puerto Rico did. Nothing
had changed, their PH's hit high hands and deep inside angles based on
their line of approach. Their middles hit slow 'A's and 'Slow' Slides but
high above the net. Right side hit some 3 m '10's' with 'pipe's' in
transition from their PH's.

Set 2 23-25
Although better, with the substitution of Rachel Bragg in the RS position,
we made too many receive errors to win the set.

Set 3  25-14
Strong serving and finally, solid attack, block and better receive gave us
our first win and quite dominating at that. Liz and Jen Taylor saw some
action in the court.

Set 4 24-26
In control most of the way we again 'shot ourselves in the foot' with
'rhythm' mistakes - i.e. Being up 8-4 and after the TO Break missing the
serve, being up 14-11 with chance to pull away and miss serve again. The
bottom result was 9 serve errors in the set which did allow ourselves a
chance to be beaten when we should be playing for the 5th set.

Statistics:

Janine 14 kills & 2 blocks
Stacey 4 kills & 3 serve aces
Rachel Bragg 6 kills, 1 block & 4 serve aces
Paula Scott 6 kills
Nicky 3 kills2 blocks & 1 Ace

July 16 Wednesday
8:45 - 10:00 Training
10:00 - 11:00 2 sets with PUR - split line ups with the result being one
set won by each.
11:00-11:30 Pool Rehab with Audrey
18:00 Lv for Match (This time they tell us that they won't be late and the
buses will be here at 5PM to wait for us until 6PM - we shall see)
19:30   Match
Starting: Jo Morgan (S), Grace Carter (C2) and Nicky Osborne (C1), Janine
Sandell (P1), Jen Taylor (P2), Rachel Laybourne (RS) and Maria Bertelli
(L)

Still not functioning as a team - we have not put one line-up on the court
that has been the same so this is part of the issue. Lost first set 19-25,
very close until a rash of mistakes near the end. PUR served us well and
put us in trouble also in the 2nd set which we lost 18-25.  Brought Lucy
into set during the 3rd set, along with Stacey and we responded with a
strong set, winning 25-9. This was nice however, the 4th set we went back
into the doldrums and lost badly 14-25.

So after the match there was some soul searching and the girls resolved to
have a better contact through the 'group hug' on the court and to stay
'aggressive' in all aspects on the court - through talk, through
execution, through taking chances, and through enjoyment of their efforts.
Sometimes when you lose there are a "1000" questions but if you win there
are only a "few". If you don't go through the 'tough' period you never
build character, perseverance and mental toughness. All of this is part of
this long trip where you have to depend upon each other while dealing with
difficult issues.

July 17 Wednesday
9-11    Training with Puerto Rico
Played 2 sets to 25 and 1 set to 15. Again various line-ups used and all
sets were 2 pt games. Winning the first and losing the next two. Trying to
get the players to understand when the 'rhythm' of the game does not need
a 'extra' effort to try to get the ace or the kill and this 'extra'
usually allows the opponent back into the match.

18:00   Lv for match
19:30   Match
Starting:  Lucy (S), Rachel L (RS), Grace C (C1), Stacey O (C2), Janine S
(P1), Jen Thom (P2) and Maria Bertelli (L).

Set 1: Loss (don't have scores handy but around 19/20)
Started well but nothing happening with our middles (no attacks and no
blocks), passing up and down, but serving was better, along with attack to
the RS & PH.

Set 2: Win (easily)
Changed Jen Taylor into game for Jen Thom and she responded with her best
performance of the PUR tour. I was just thinking about changing one of our
middles but all of a sudden they responded with some kills and crucial
blocks which blew the Puerto Ricans out of the water.

Set 3 (close but total control)
Again, Stacey and Grace provided the net power, Janine gave us some solid
skills and Lucy again delivered the 'goods' to the attackers.

Set 4 (started strong and finished stronger)
Rachel Laybourne got some nice blocks - she has been our most consistent
player in KAZ and PUR.

So it was nice to not have to face the questions that follow bad play or
losses but it was also important to know that we are not out of the 'fire'
yet. There will be more opportunities to show that there is still
'learning'  to be done.

July 18, Thursday
5 am wake-up
6 am leave for airport
9 am go to Santo Domingo and the Dominican Republic
PM - Senior Cristobal Marte - President of Norceca and First
Vice-President of FIVB met us at the airport. He asked that we play his
Jrs in the evening. What was I going to say to the potential next
president of FIVB, of course we played 3 sets.


They say that we are going to play 14-16 matches during our stay - 4 with
their 'A' team currently tied for 6th in the world with the FIVB ranking
system.

Lorne

