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The Atomic Volleyball program began once it had its name.  This was a very daunting process! The staff at VC were polled to see what names could be created within the office. We discovered that we were able to play volleyball but our creativity did not go as far as our talent for the game! The decision was made to go to an outside source to create a name and logo for this new program.

Creating the name of the program was a large endeavor even though the outcome seems to be quite minute. VC hired a Graphic Artist to create the branding (name) of the program and the look of that name. This required a vast amount of time and effort to create what you see today. The name had to be bilingual and needed to represent the youth of today. It also had to dynamic so that on a t-shirt, lanyard or sticker it would be very prominent. The Atomic Volleyball logo was created. The next steps were to trademark the name and the logo. This was completed working with lawyers and the Trade Marking Department of Canada.

Development of the Program

The program development started in January 2005, with Volleyball Canada hiring a Youth Program Coordinator. The responsibilities of this position were to create, write and implement an introduction to volleyball program for children aged nine to twelve across the country. 

Sport Canada, the governing body of Volleyball Canada, provided a grant to enable the development of this new initiative. Each province in Canada was invited to participate in a pilot program for their province and receive funding to do the program. With the development of the Long Term Athlete Development Model, this program was to be the link in the grass roots development of athletes that perhaps some day play for Canada on the National Volleyball Team. Through the Learning to Train stage, Atomic Volleyball was developed with hopes of increasing the participation base of the sport. Through this program, children would have access to a game either through school or as an extra-curricular activity. One of the goals of the Atomic program was to have it become part of the Physical Education Curriculum in all the schools across the country. 

The first draft of the manual was created with committee members from Nova Scotia, Alberta, British Columbia, and Saskatchewan. The provinces submitted the lesson plans that were created to run the pilot programs and it was through these plans that the first draft of the Atomic program was created. Each person had their own distinct teaching method and it was the job of the committee to create universal plans that all could benefit. 

The Atomic committee was working on the technicalities of the skills and how best to describe them in steps for instructors to teach. This process took an enormous amount of time and the end result was a compilation of all the committee members. The goal of the Atomic program was to provide every Canadian child with an opportunity to play the game with a uniform skill set.

The committee was tasked to create, write and implement an instructional program for volleyball that could be also used in a physical education classes or a house league format (after school). Each participating province then submitted the lesson plans that they had used to create their own program and with that information the development of the Atomic Instructor’s Manual began. 

The work on the manual was completed via conference calls, usually bi-weekly. Each person was tasked with a particular assignment. As the progress started, the skills were evaluated and each person on the committee had input as to how it was taught to this demographic. From there the committee decided collectively how best the skill needed to be technically broken down into steps.

The manual covers many aspects of working with children. It is important for those who are planning to work with children have some knowledge on the physical and psychological development of children in this age demographic. The ages of nine to twelve are ideal ages to teach sports. These age groups are ready to acquire new skills and implement immediately. It is important to remember when teaching this age group that they are not mini adults, but children. The players want to have fun and be involved at all times. The use of simple strategies for class management should be followed. An elementary school teacher will already know how to manage a class, but for those who are using this program for an after-school program, then researching classroom management would be of great benefit. The idea is for the program to be fun!

The manual does provide some hints to instructors as to how to work with this age. A list coaching, teaching and instructional hints are in the manual to assist an instructor. The research on classroom management was completed by the VC Program Coordinator by attending workshops for teachers on this subject. This knowledge was then added to the Atomic manual to assist with the beginner instructor. Also, a list of house rules for safety both the player and instructor are included.

As one reads through the manual, there are items that need immediate attention before starting the program. A Criminal Record Check of the instructor must be completed so that when parents sign up their children they know that the adult that will be working with their child is in good standing. Securing a gym, volunteers, advertising, costs, equipment, and security are all very important considerations before a program can start.

Students of the Game - April through June 2006

In order to create the manual, there needed to be photographs of the players doing the skills. Volleyball Canada put out a call for schools in the Ottawa area to participate in the development of the program. The school chosen was Cambridge Public School. This school’s main sport is volleyball and it was a perfect match. The students became players very quickly. They practiced twice a week during their lunch break. Over the three month period, the players learned the skills and became very proficient at doing them. They thoroughly enjoyed this program and the opportunity to play more volleyball. 

Each session was the introduction to the technique of the skill and then the practice of it. The players were eager to learn and this made teaching the game very easy. Once the skill was taught and practiced then a game finished off the session. The players played four on four on a doubles badminton court as this is how Atomic is played. One of the goals is to have the players to be as active as possible and to have as many contacts with the ball. This is done ideally by playing four on four. (The net height is set at the height of the tallest player). If there are shorter players then the net is adjusted to accommodate them. The players were resistant at first to playing four on four, but once they got going they made their own strategy and games became quite challenging. They first started catching the first and second touches and then using a volleyball skill to put over the third contact. As their skill level increased so did the type of contacts. By the end the players were able to use volleyball skills for all contacts. Some of the players were spiking and all of them were able to serve receive with a forearm pass. They encouraged each other to get to the ball and make the play using the appropriate skill. 

Over the period of three months all the players learned seven volleyball skills; volleying, forearm passing, serving (underhand and overhand), attacking (spiking and tipping), blocking and defense skills. Each player was able to utilize these skills by the end of three months and the level of play was very intense. The players did want to try to play six on six but quickly resumed four on four because there was more action.

The end result was that this group of players was very talented. The grades four and five from the Atomic program moved up a grade to grade six and this year they played against grade sevens and were able to hold their own. They were very confident as their skill level was very high. The grade sixes from the program played on the top level grade seven and a few played on the grade eight teams. The Atomic program does work very effectively in teaching this age group.

It was through the teaching of the skills that the breakdown of the skills was completed. Each skill had to be photographed and then text added to it. Many players were competent in the skills so there were over 500 pictures taken for this manual.

The players were also very interested in the officiating of the game, so a mini-clinic on officiating occurred. The players did their won officiating of the games and did an admiral job. They took this job seriously and found it to provide them with insight into the ethics of the sport. They learned through this mini-clinic that the referee is in charge of the game and that only the captain can speak to it. The players were very interested in the details of the sport. They learned about the etiquette of the sport and all that it involves.

The Program

The philosophy of the program was for it to be simple to teach and be participation-based. Volleyball Canada’s goal was to create a user-friendly program so that volleyball would be developed at an early age. Following the Learning to Train as part to the Long Term Athlete Development program, the Atomic program slots into this section. The Atomic program provides the players with the learning of the overall sport skills, acquire sport skills that will over time be the corner stone of athletic development and also, this program will provide players with the opportunity to play a variety of sports that would be part of the athlete’s development.

Each session follows the same template. There is an introduction, objective, warm-up review of previous skills, skill of the session, practice of the skill, game patterning, team play, hitting and conclusion.

In the General Session Overview, a description of each of the above is completed. The instructor will have all the information required to 

This program is for teaching the sport to any age. Some of the practices are geared towards children, but the technical components of the skills are the same for any beginner to the sport. The practices are of different levels to accommodate any level of player. There are three levels of practice plans in each session to enable the instructor to keep all the players involved. The practice plans are progressive to make moving some players onto more challenging activities while others may be working on the easier ones. Each session has activities for Novice, Intermediate and Advanced levels. When a player reaches the Advanced level it would be suggested to move to playing six on six.

The development of the program changed from the first draft. The first draft had similar sections to the program, but as the final version started to develop, changes to the outline occurred. 

Sections of the Sessions - General Session Overview

Introduction

Each session follows the same template to facilitate the teaching of the program. The session starts with an introduction. This is the opportunity for the instructor to provide information to the players.  The first session introduction should include the following; introduction of yourself and the volunteers, proper behaviour of the players, bringing a water bottle, safety precautions and then the skill that is going to be taught.

The Objective of the Game

What is the purpose of the skill that is being taught and how it is used in the game?

Warm-up and Ball Movement

Each session should have a brief time for the players to move and get ready to participate in the program. The warm-up section has a list of games of tag that can be used or the players can provide their own. Ball movement activities are listed to assist the player in the coordination of catching, tossing and moving to the ball. The ball movement activities are completed individually.

Review of Previous Skills

Each session provides an opportunity to review was learned in the previous session. The instructor can choose the review activities.

Skill of the Session

This is the most important part of the session and time must be taken to understand what is being taught. Each skill has sub-sections of objective, principles, key points and common errors. 

Practice -Activities

There are three levels of practice activities to choose from depending on the level of player. Each practice level is highlighted by volleyball with the level inside the volleyball. Some practices are for all levels and are indicated at the beginning such as for ready position and serving.

Game Patterning

This is in each session so that the players become familiar with how the game is played. The familiar slogan of, “to the net, along the net, and over the net” becomes the voice on the court. This is illustrated with diagrams for two on two and three on three. As the players progress through the program they are introduced to four on four play.

Game Play

This is essential as every player wants to play a game. The program is designed for equal time for skill development and game play.

Hitting

All players want to be able to spike. This is detailed later in the manual for the correct technique but for the first few sessions it is about hitting the ball over the net with some force. This is a great way to end a session as the players have a lot of fun doing this.

Conclusion

A quick review of the new skill taught with the players.

Skill Development

Ready Position

Objective: to stand in a position that enables the player to move in any direction.

Principles: Body is balanced and stable - forward, backward, right/left

Key points: feet wider than shoulder width apart, toes are pointing forward, wide squat, knees bent, hands and shoulders over knees, weight on the balls of the feet.

Overhead Pass (Back Setting is also in the manual)

Objective: To play the ball using the hands and fingers, with precision to an intended target, to play the ball that is traveling directly towards the head.

Principles: the ball is contacted while the body is in the setting-ready position, ball is always contacted above the player’s forehead, ball is contacted using the pads of the fingers, thumbs flick forward

Key points: players start in the setting-ready position, hands above the forehead, thumbs are pointing at each other and forefingers are almost touching creating a triangle, hands are close to the forehead in a cupped position, this gives the ball a home. The ball is caught in this position and then the arms extend to push the ball from the forehead. Arms finish extended to the target with the palms of the hands finishing facing the target.

Activities are in the manual but basically they move the player through self-toss and catch above their foreheads to self-toss and catch then push, to the final step of self-toss, catch and then volley. This is a quick overview of the activities but through the progression the players are able to do the skill very quickly and then able to use it in game play as the last contact over the net.

Forearm Passing

Objective: To play the ball in a controlled manner using the forearms as a platform.

Principles: Ball is contacted while the body is in the ready position, balanced and stable, arms are straight, the player joins hands below the waist, and the ball is contacted on the forearms (platform).

Key Points: Hand position; overlap hands, thumbs are parallel and pointing down.

Arm position; the hands are not brought together until the arms are straight, platform is behind the ball, arms are away from the body.

Activities for this skill focus on the movement to the ball and then having the arms extended down to catch the ball. The progression is from catching the ball to actually transferring the knowledge to the new skill. This is completed in simple activities that provide success almost instantly. The key for this skill is for the players to learn not to swing at the ball.

Since this skill is critical for service reception it is repeated continuously. The players will learn that the amount of the court that the ball has to travel is limited and the amount of power required is minimal. The forearm pass is to direct the ball to the target at the net.

Serving (Underhand and Overhand)

Underhand Serve

Objective: To hit the ball over the net with an underhand motion to start the game.

Principles: The ball is contacted while the body is in a balanced and stable position, and with the palm of the hand. The body weight is transferred from the back foot to the front as the ball is being contacted.

Key Points: Non-dominant foot is forward facing the target over the net, ball is in the non-hitting hand, shoulders are leaning forward, and the hitting arm is like a pendulum, following straight through. The hitting hand should finish facing the target.

Overhand Serve (this is a rally breaker and should be limited to 1 serve per player)

Objective: to hit the ball over the net with an overhand motion to start the game.

Principles: The ball is contacted while the body is in a balanced and stable manner. The ball is contacted with the heel of the hitting hand and the body’s weight is transferred from the back to the front upon contact.

Key Points: The hitting arm is pulled back as a bow and arrow. The player holds the ball in front of the hitting shoulder. The player steps towards the net with non-dominant foot. The player then steps, lifts the ball and high fives the ball in one continuous motion. The ball is contacted at four o’clock with an open palm. The dominant foot is dragged to follow through.

Activities for both serves are in the manual. The key is for the player to have success when serving. In some instances the player can move into the court to enable them to have instant success.

Spiking and Tipping

Objective: To play the ball with an overhand motion over the net and to hit the ball with force.

Principles: The ball is contacted with the heel of the open hitting hand. The ball is contacted at the highest possible point of arm extension and jump.  The fingers wrap over the ball at the moment of contact. Components to spike are; approach, plant and prepare to swing, jump with legs, drawback, swing leading elbow, contact high and above the head.

Key Points: Arm Action; knees bent and arms back (Batman’s Cape), arms move forward past the knees and up until arm are pointing straight up (Superman flying), hitting arm as a bow and arrow (Robin Hood). Foot Work: right handed players is left-right-left and left handed players is right-left-right, first step is with the hitting foot, arms back (Batman), arms up to Superman, the close step is a one-two motion as the right foot lands first then the left. Practice the step-close (Batman to Superman) two foot take-off. The jump has to be straight up in the air and use the Robin Hood position to draw the arm back. Swing at the ball leading with the elbow. Connection is made at 12 o’clock with the ball.

Activities for spiking and tipping are similar. The player has to learn many steps to learn how to spike. The repetition is great and the boredom can take over. The best practice is have the players utilize one component then add the other as the players are ready. Since spiking is the final hit, the players are very keen to learn this skill.

Blocking

Objective: To prevent the ball from going over the net by using two hands to interrupt the path of the ball.

Principles: Both arms are fully extended at the moment of contact. Hands take up as much room as possible. Arms penetrate over the net, being as close as possible without touching the net at the moment of contact.

Key Points: Assume blocking ready position at the net. Hands are up (Mickey Mouse) ears. Have the players imagine a rolling pin at the top of the net for arms to roll over. Hands must be parallel to arms over the net. Snap the wrists on contact with the ball, and concentrate on feet landing on the same spot as the take-off. Players must jump after the hitter has left their feet to ensure that they have jumped straight up in the air.

Activities for blocking are listed in the manual. The one that the players are most fond of is the jousting at the net. This gives the players the added bonus of learning timing of the block as the person that goes up last wins the joust.

Defensive Skill - Stride and Slide

Objective:  To keep the ball from landing in the team’s space or court. To play the ball from a defensive position and to play the ball that is traveling quickly to the floor.

Principles: The ball contact is made while the body is in a balanced and stable position.
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