
By Joan Powell, former head girls’ volleyball coach at Coronado
High School (ret.), Colorado Springs, Colo.

Defense is an attitude that begins with the coach. This
is the transcending attitude throughout practice and
into competition. Not all teams are blessed with or are
guaranteed to have a big, domineering offensive team
year after year. Coaches are continually reminded in
clinics and books to showcase their strengths and hide
their weaknesses.

Tenacity can be any team’s strength, unless the team pos-
sesses an overriding lethargic attitude and is uninterested
in a productive work ethic. The coaches’ expectations,
along with their levels of involvement and motivation, are
key. A passion to perform is contagious and will spread
among the players.

If a coach sets the bar and states that defense is an im-
portant ingredient for the team’s success – and then fol-
lows up in practice – the team will begin to take on a
defensive attitude. Then, if players agree collectively and
buy into the process, a defensive attitude becomes second
nature.

Practices must provide the venue in which players are
continually being challenged, are willing to step out of
their comfort zones, and are willing to push their team-
mates to become better. Coaches need to provide this well-
balanced environment and cushion it with some fun.

Players should look forward to and relish the time to
practice defense. As players begin to reap the benefits of
their labor at practice, the coach must reinforce those ef-
forts during actual competition and again during the prac-
tices that follow.

Digging Technique
Teams that “dig everything” frustrate their opponents by

keeping the ball in play and by consistently defending what
normally goes down for a point. Successful defenders not
only dig, but also control the ball better than their oppo-
nents. The ball is controlled and returned at such a high
rate that opponents often make errors caused by their own
frustration.

These successful defensive teams don’t panic when they
play the game predominantly “out of system.” (Being “in
system” means that the pass or dig is perfect and the setter
has the maximum nunmber of offensive options to pur-
sue.) Although being “out of system” is never the desired
norm, a great dig – although not necessarily to the setter –
is still a fantastic play, which may be followed by scram-
bling or an offensive opportunity with a controlled attack.

Patience is the key here. Many times it is better to hit the
ball smart than to hit the ball hard. In any case, the idea that
the ball is kept alive is critical. If the dig is under control, the
defense has just given the offense another chance to reload.
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Digging Technique

If players buy into the
process of taking defense
seriously during practice,
a defensive attitude dur-
ing competition becomes
second nature.
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A great dig can also spark a change in momentum.  Vol-
leyball is truly a contest of momentum.  More to the point,
it’s a simple rebound game in which the object is to keep
the ball from hitting your side of the floor.  For success in
the game, players need to know how to protect their floor.
With this in mind, coaches need to make the floor a
friendly and safe place to land, fall, roll, sprawl, collapse or
dive.  

Coaches are responsible for teaching sound techniques,
but also for allowing players to experiment freely.  Al-
though performing a defensive skill with correct technique
is preferred, situations occur when time doesn’t allow for
the preferred technique – only reaction.  Reactive skills can
be unique and replicate odd form, but they should be wel-
comed if the result is safe and successful.  

Indeed, there are reactive movements in self-defense or
last-ditch efforts not taught in practice.  Rather, they are are
learned in the “line of fire.”  Such moves, when successful,
should be applauded.  These moves might not follow the text-
book or look very pretty, but when a player makes a great
move with relentless pursuit, the move can inspire further ex-
citing efforts and bring the spectators back for more.

On today’s volleyball court, the shorter players are no
longer relinquished to the back row as a specialist or a libero.
Today’s defensive players are fearless hustlers, determined
and feisty.  They have a “nothing falls” attitude.

Although a coach might have assigned players to serve in
a defensive role, all players must learn the fundamental
techniques associated with digging and floor defense.  Hav-
ing all team members involved in defensive drills is impor-
tant for team morale, and there is a practical side, as well.  

Defense is not just played in the back-row positions.  Front-
row players are also engaged defensively and need to acquire
the necessary tools to protect their territory.  There are limita-
tions to the substitution rule, and in a long game in which the

coach has reached the maximum number of subs, the players
who normally are replaced by the better defensive specialists
must stay in the game and play defense.  For players to attain
the defensive skills necessary to become good or even great
defenders, they must master some fundamental concepts.

Ready-Position Posture
When the opposing team begins its offense, defenders are

in “base” position.  Base is the position assigned to each
back-row player (right, left, or middle back) and constitutes
a ready position in which a player is anticipating the oppo-
nent’s attack.  If the opponent’s setter is in the front row or
the opponents use a quick attack, the back-row players’
base positions should be on or in front of the attack line.
As an opposing attacker reaches the height of her jump, the
digger might have to shuffle to a better spot after reading
the attacker and her own blocker(s) to prepare to dig by
lowering his or her body into a stable ready position.

To establish a base position, a player needs to be balanced
with feet shoulder-width apart.  Body weight is on the balls
of the feet in a low, stable position.  Arms should be bent at
the elbows in front of the body, ready to dig overhead or
underhand.  The hands are relaxed and unclasped.  Eyes
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Today’s defensive players
must have a “nothing
falls” attitude, no matter
the level of play.
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are focused on the attacker.  
Attackers sometimes telegraph their shots by their posi-

tioning or their technique.  When a digger can recognize
these hints, she is “reading the attack.”  For instance, the at-
tacker’s shoulders might assist the digger in determining
the best positioning from which to dig the attack.  The dig-
ger might be able to read the attacker and the type of shot
to be hit and anticipate her move before contact or shortly
after the shot is made.  The defender must also be alert to
her blockers’ positions as they front the attacker.  Blocks
that don’t close cause a hole in the front line of the defense,
forcing the digger to cover that gap.

Movement to the Ball
Depending on the type of attack, the digger must decide

whether movement is necessary and what type of reception
is needed to dig.  The velocity of the ball dictates how much
the digger needs to absorb the ball or provide impetus to
the ball.  The harder the attack, the more the digger needs
to cushion the ball.  If the attacked ball is a slow impact
ball, the digger might need to add impetus by lifting the legs
or raising the arms slightly to add to the desired flight.  Ide-
ally, a defender wants to take the ball low at the midline
with contact made under the ball.

Players need to be trained to stay on their feet as long as
they can before and during a dig.  Running through the ball,
bending the elbows to get the proper angle of deflection,
and turning the thumbs in an upward motion (J stroke) to
ensure the ball remains on the digger’s side of the net re-
quire considerable practice.

Information Needed Before Training Defense
There are many ways to defend the court and several tech-

niques to use in myriad situtaions.  It is imperative that
coaches fill their players’ arsenals with as many options as
possible to keep the ball from hitting the floor, provide rep-
etitious opportunities to experiment and improve, teach the
proper means to keep their players safe, and continue to
make the game exciting for everyone.  If a coach accepts
this responsibility and embraces the philosophy that de-
fense is an attitude, the program will foster a proud and
rich tradition and a distinguished reputation that will help
cultivate younger players to embrace the attitude.    

Reprinted from Volleyball Skills and Drills (2006).  Cham-
paign, IL:  Human Kinetics.  This and other books are avail-
able on the AVCA Web site by logging on to www.avca.org.
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Depending on the type of attack, the
digger must decide whether move-
ment is necessary and what type of
reception is needed to dig.
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VOLLEYBALL  ACE  DRILLS
Acceleration
From 101 Winning Volleyball Drills From the
AVCA (2000)

Number of Players:  9
Number of Balls:  Steady supply 

Objective:
This drill is excellent for teams that play a basic
perimeter defense.  Run-throughs and emergency
skills will receive emphasis.

Directions:
1. The coach (C) stands on one side of the court with
a cart of volleyballs and a couple of feeders (F).
2. One right-back player (RB), one middle-back
player (MB) and one left-back player (LB) stand on

the end line of the other side of the court with one
“on deck” player (X) in each spot as well.
3. The coach tips the ball to force the RB to accel-
erate and dig the ball to target (T).  The ball is then
tipped to the MB and the LB.  Once a player digs
the ball, she immediately retreats to the end line in
preparation for the next ball.
4. The coach goes through this procedure from a
left-side attack, middle attack and right-side 
attack.  The key points for the players are to stay
low, accelerate to and through the ball and to go
for every ball.

Variations:
1. Players can go through the drill for a predeter-
mined number of attempts, a predetermined num-
ber of perfect passes or a predetermined time.

TM

Serve and Dig Combinations
Cindy Book, St. Olaf College, Northfield, Minn.

Number of Players:  Groups of 3 players
Number of Balls:  Steady supply

Objective:
This drill works on a sequence of game-like skills
(serve, run to base position, dig a ball).  It also
works on focus and mental toughness.

Directions:
1.  Player A serves a ball and runs to her base 
position (#1).  
2. Player B passes the ball to target (T) on her side
of the net and then retrieves the ball (#2).
3. As the pass from Player B arrives at the target,

Player C tosses a ball to herself and hits it at player A
(#3).  This mimics the timing of the pass, set and hit
by the serve-receiving team.  
4. Player A digs the ball to the target (#4).
5. Player A completes three serve-and-dig combi-
nations and then the group switches jobs.  Player C
can stand in any of the hitting positions (outside,
middle, or right) on the ground or up on a box.

Partner Series
Joan Powell, Coronado High School (ret.),
Colorado Springs, Colo.  

Number of Players:  2-12
Number of Balls:  1 for each pair

Objective:
This drill is used primarily to encourage ball
control in a variety of situations.

Directions:
1. Players pair up on the court, each pair
with a ball.
2. One partner is on the attack line, and the
other is inside the endline.  Balls always start
with the player with her back to the net.

3. The ball is tossed, and the partners pass
25 each, followed by setting, followed by
passing to self and setting to partner, then
setting to self and setting to partner, and fi-
nally setting to self and hitting at partner.
4. Then add jump sets and back sets.
5. Have the players hit balls at their part-
ners, who will dig.  Then assign a number
and switch.
6. Add the collapse – five attempts and
switch, followed by four barrel rolls (two to
the right and then two to the left).
7. Add the overhead pass and the beach dig
(an open-handed reception where both
hands and the fingers surround the ball).
8. Have the players challenge their partners
by giving them a series of tough balls, such as

hard hits right and left, interspersing tips and
off-speed shots.
9. There are no limits here.  Whatever skills
need additional practice and attention can be
drilled.  
10. For novice players, hitting may be disas-
trous at first.  Partners can throw the ball at
each other (using two-handed, overhead, and
one-handed throws) until they gain control
hitting.   
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