Volleyball: The 5-1 Rotation
Introduction

A team’s success in volleyball is directly linked to each player’s ability to understand his or her position on the court.  The 5-1 rotation—1 setter and 5 hitters—provides the greatest flexibility and consistency for a team’s offense and defense.  The following document describes the basic serve-receive set-up and a basic defensive posture.  The diagrams are only a starting point.  In both serve-receive and defense, players should be able to adapt to the opposing team.

Some basic principles to keep in mind:

1. Communicate.  There is no greater tool on the court than your mouth.  Call every ball.  Talk to your team before, during and after each play.  Stay positive.  Focus on what the team needs to do; resist the urge to spend energy on what the team should not be doing.
2. Know your position.  Each player should have an identified position—2 middles, 2 outside or left-side hitters, a setter, and an opposite (i.e. opposite the setter) or right-side hitter.  After the serve-receive or after the ball is sent to the other side, players should transition to their designated positions—the front-row middle to the middle; the back-row middle to middle-back, deep; the front-row outside to the left; the back-row outside to left-wing; the setter and opposite, always to the right-side
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Know your opposite.  Players line up opposite each other and remain so throughout the rotation.  In Diagram I-1, S is the setter, lined up diagonally across from the opposite (3).  2 and 5 are middles; 1 and 4 are outsides.  If you get confused during the match, look for your opposite.

4. Don’t overlap.  At the moment of the serve, players must be in the correct position.  Those out of rotation are considered to be “overlapping.” This applies among front-row players and among back-row players.  In the rotation shown in Diagram I-1, for example, 3 can never be to the right of 2; 5 can never be to the left of 4.  (It is possible for 2 to be to the left of 4, as long as 4 remains to the left of 5 and 2 remains to the right of 3.)

5. Transition.  Once the server makes contact with the ball, the receiving team should transition quickly.  Before the ball passes the plain of the net, the setter should be in position, right-of-center, ready to receive the pass.  Hitters should move to their position and be ready to take an approach.

6. Always pass right.  It does not matter where the setter is coming from, passes should always be right-of-center about 2 feet off the net.  It is the setter’s responsibility to be in position each and every time.  The passers need a visual and auditory target to direct the ball.  Even when passing falters, it is critical that the setter be in position; all ‘emergency sets’ should begin from right-of center.

7. Listen to your setter.  The Setter is the quarterback of the team.  When setting up the serve receive, each player should look to the setter for hitting instructions.  Setters, therefore, should be familiar with the set-up of each rotation.

Serve Receive
The following diagrams will help you to visualize positioning on the court.  The diagram on the left shows where each player begins in the rotation.  The diagram on the right shows where each player should be for serve-receive.  After the offensive attack has been completed, middles should transition to the middle, outsides to the left and the setter and opposite to the right-side.  This is especially critical for the opposite, as he or she is expected to be the back-up setter when the setter plays the first ball.  Since all passes go right, if the setter requires help, the opposite should be in close proximity to assist.

Rotation #1 (Stack Right)

 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 




 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 



In the first rotation, the Setter pulls 1 up to the right-hand corner.  As soon as the server makes contact with the ball, the Setter should move to the setter’s position, right-of-center on the net.  1 and 2 should move to their hitting position, ready to take an approach.  3 drops back to help 4 and 5 pass the ball.  In this rotation, overlap-risks are minimal, as long as the Setter remains to the right of 5 and ‘behind’ 1.

Rotation #2 (Stack Middle)
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In the second rotation, the Setter pulls 3 up to the center-front.  It is critical, as soon as the server makes contact with the ball, for 3 to back up into hitting position.  Otherwise he or she will be in the way of the setter.  4 drops back to help 5 and 1 pass the ball.  In this rotation, there is an overlap-risk with the back-row.  The Setter must be in between 5 and 1 and ‘behind’ 3.

Rotation #3 (Stack Left)
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In the third rotation, the Setter pulls up 5 and 4 into the left-hand corner.  It is critical, as soon as the server makes contact with the ball that the Setter sprints into position.  4 should quickly move into position on the outside.  Once the path is clear, 5 should quickly move into position.  3 drops back to help 1 and 2 pass the ball.  In this rotation, overlap-risks are minimal, as long as 5 remains to the left of 4, and the setter remains ‘behind’ 5.  The setter also cannot leave too soon without risking an overlap with 1.

(For a 6-2 rotation—6 hitters, 2 setters—setters always sets from the back-row.  In the front row, the setter becomes the opposite hitter; the Opposite (3) sets when entering the back.  Positioning recycles to Rotation #1.)

Rotation #4
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In the fourth rotation, the setter is now in the front row.  When the Setter is in the front row, the remaining two hitters have greater flexibility as to where they set up and where they hit.  As long as the Setter is to the left of 5, and 5 is to the left of 4, all is well.  The three front-row players could, conceivably, all ‘stack’ in the left, middle or right depending on where the hitters are heading.

Rotation #5
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In the fifth rotation, much like the fourth, the front-row has a lot of flexibility.  The diagram above shows what is called “split-hitters.”  The Setter should still expect passes right-of-center.  If the setter receives passes in the middle (i.e. calls to the team “pass middle!”), the opposing team will know there will be no middle offensive attack.

Rotation #6
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In the sixth and final rotation, much like the fourth and fifth, the front-row has a lot of flexibility.  Hitters 1 and 2, at the direction of the Setter, can hit from wherever they’d like.  Depending on the offensive play, all the back-row players should be ready to hit.

Defense
Though a decisive spike feels good, defense wins games in volleyball.  The previously described serve-receive set-ups and transitions are as much about preparing a team’s offense as they are about preparing the team’s defense.  While it may be convenient for players to remain where they fall in the rotation, by transitioning to the same position play after play, the team builds cohesion and consistency.  When a defensive player returns to the same position over and over, he or she is more likely to learn.

Some basic principles to keep in mind for the back row:

1. Perimeter defense.  The most common defensive set-up is called a “perimeter defense.”  In other words, back-row defensive players position themselves along the perimeter of the court, with one foot on the line.  Players are always ready to move into the center.  This way they know when balls are out; and their movements are directed into the court and the rest of the players.  The reverse—starting in the center and chasing balls on the line—has the predictable outcome of sending balls flying into neighboring courts.

2. Get low.  Keep moving.  Back-row defense is played low, with your knees bent and butt low.  Hands should be in a neutral position in front of your body, ready to move left, right, down or up.  Defense is never played standing up.  Defenders should constantly be moving through the entire play, adjusting and anticipating the direction of the ball.

3. Be in place.  When the opposing hitter is attacking the ball, STOP!  Even if you are out of position, STOP!  Be low and get ready.  You have a better chance of passing the ball from a stationary, neutral position, then when you are a moving target.  As the level of play improves, increasingly it’s just about getting a good touch on the ball.

Some basic principles to keep in mind for blocking:

1. Block the court.  Blocking is not about the opposing team; it’s about defending your own court.  Blocking is about what’s behind you, not what’s in front of you.  The block should take a piece of the court away from the hitter, directing the ball to the positions of the back-row defense.

2. Get low.  Blockers should also be low, cocked and ready to jump, with their hands in front of their face.  When the hitter attacks, only one thing should be needed: to jump.
3. Seal and penetrate.  A good block is set by the outside or opposite blocker, about 5 feet from the antenna.  Yes, five feet from the antenna.  The middle blocker should transition to close the block by feeling for the shoulder of the second blocker.  Blockers should jump together and pike over the net.
4. Block straight up.  Jump straight up—even if you’re not in position.  The defense sets up behind the block.  If you drift, the hitter is certain to tip off your hands or find the hole you’ve created behind you.

When competing, it’s valuable to underreact.  Sometimes the opposing team will have a good hit.  Sometimes a player will incorrectly anticipate the ball, or cheat too far in one direction.  That’s ok.  Return to the basic principles and the basic set-up before making dramatic changes in the rotation or positioning of each player.

Above all, in defense, be flexible.  The following four diagrams will demonstrate a generic defensive pattern.  Defensive positioning should always adapt to the hitters.  Some hitters are incapable of hitting a hard line shot.  If so, the sideline defender can shift up to cover closer behind the block.  Other hitters love to tip the deep corners.  If so, the sideline defender should stay back ready to cover over his or her head.

Outside Blocking
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Right

Their outside hitter is likely their strongest, most reliable hitter.  Thus, every defense should know how to block the right-side and set up defense behind that block.  In the diagram D-1, the middle blocker (M) closes to meet the right-side blocker (R).  Together they protect the bulk of the court.

The Setter is prepared to defend the line—both hard line hits and soft touches over the block.  The outside hitter (OH) drops back to the 10-foot line and is prepared for touches and hard angle shots.  The left-wing (L) is prepared for deep cross-court shots.  The middle back defender remains on the back line, prepared to assist with deflections off the block and tips into the deep corners.  Together, L, M and S defenders cover the middle of the court. The OH covers in front of the 10-foot line.  To do this, each player must be in a neutral defensive position, on the perimeter.  You cannot dig your heals in to stay, nor cheat to anticipate the ball before it is hit.

Left

Blocking left—their right-side hitter—is the exact opposite of blocking right.

Middle Blocking
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Hits from the middle are likely to be quicker than those from the outside.  Typically, the middle blocker (M) blocks alone.  Obviously, a lone blocker cannot take away as much of the court as a double- or triple-block.  The team should decide based on the skill of the team’s defender and the tendencies of the opposing hitter which half of the court the blocker will protect.  If the hitter likes to cut to the right, go with Diagram D-3.  Or, if your best defensive player is your right-back (R), go with Diagram D-4.

Taking a closer look at Diagram D-3, the middle blocker (M) is protecting the right-side of the court.  The right-back defender (R) should line up on the right shoulder of the blocker prepared for hard angles and tips.  The left-back defender (L) should line up on the left shoulder of the blocker prepared to dig the strong angle of the hitter.  The Setter (S) and the outside hitter (OH) should be ready for hard angles, tips and—most importantly—deflections off the block.

When the middle blocker is protecting the left side of the court (Digram D-4) the above description applies in reverse.

Diagram I-1





Diagram D-1





Diagram D-2





Diagram D-3





Diagram D-4
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