Learning by Mistakes

“The Definition of Insanity: Doing the same thing over and over, while expecting the result to change”

What is the major difference between the social volleyball player and the competitive volleyball player?  Often the two have similar physical characteristics and abilities, but mentally there is one very important difference.  The successful, competitive athlete is able to learn from their mistakes and perform better the next time they are in the same situation.  While it seems fairly simple, this basic concept is at the very core of how we learn.

Everyone makes mistakes.  It’s a natural part of life and a very important part of the learning curve for any athlete.  But how we react to these mistakes helps separate the best from the rest.

There are 5 steps in this process, which all need to take place before we improve.  Without even one of these steps the whole process falls down and we will not improve at a great rate.
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1. Mistake

The start of the entire learning process.  It is important that the athlete does not associate a mistake with failure.  All success stories are riddled with mistakes along the way.  Without them we could not succeed.

2. Contemplation

Once the mistake has been made we move into phase 2 - Contemplation.  After a mistake or error, the athlete should ask themselves questions such as: 

· “Why did I make this mistake?”

· “What went wrong?”

· “How could I have done that better?”

· “What do I need to do differently next time?”

3. Realisation

The stage where we come up with answers to some of the questions we asked ourselves in the last stage.  It is vital for the athlete to internalise this process as much as possible.  Always be looking for ways to improve what you have done, rather than shifting the blame to an outside force.  You have no control over an outside forces, so time should be spent focussing on things you can control.  For example, if an outside hitter spikes the ball into the net (mistake) and decides (contemplation) that the reason for the ball going into the net was (realisation) that the set was too low/high the realisation part of the process has failed.  The outside hitter has virtually no control over the set given.  While they can convey their preferences to the setter, they are bound to get another set like that in the future.  If their realisation phase told them it was not their fault, they will hit the ball into the net again, and then blame the setter again. (Remember the quote up the top?!).  The outside hitter should focus on elements they have direct control over.  For example, their realisation stage could tell them that the reason they hit the ball into the net was that they played the wrong shot, they adjusted to the set too late or they were intimidated by the blockers.  Often this is the most difficult stage for the athlete, as trying to pinpoint exactly what went wrong is not an easy process.  At this point it will be useful for the athlete to seek help from the coach, a senior team member or a team-mate good at that particular skill.  Lack of quality coaching available can impede athlete development at this stage.  If good advice is not available, the athlete should experiment with different variables to see what effect they have on the outcome.  Once we have isolated the problem we can move forward to the next stage.

4. Planning

In this stage the athlete formulates a plan to achieve a better result should they find themselves in the same situation again. Plans may be either long-term or short term or both.  If a serve is shanked due to bad foot-work a short-term solution may be to increase foot movement before the next serve.  A long term solution may be to get foot work drills from the coach and work on that particular skill at training.

5. Action

Do it!!


















