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Rachel and I meet as scheduled at 7.15 pm in the reception area of the sports centre. Within a couple of minutes Joe and one of the players arrives. We wait outside the gym, where staff are putting away two trampolines. Joe says ‘won’t they let us in?’ and I explain that we have not tried to enter yet. We all spot one of the players inside the gym and we go in. One of the players runs over to us and says to Rachel ‘I saw you last time’, and gives us a cheeky grin. 
Joe asks us whether we want him to wear the recording device and we say not this week. He is fine with this. Rachel asks whether there are new players tonight and Joe says as the trials were last Sunday and he wasn’t able to go he doesn’t really know who he will get. Three or four players are practicing with a basketball. Joe complains to us, and then to them, that if they want to practice they should practice volleyball.
Joe speaks to some of the players he doesn’t know, asking them their names. He then claps his hands and calls everyone over to him, and more formally asks everyone to introduce themselves. I couldn’t hear properly – would like to replay this! Joe asks ‘you have all played before?’. They say they have. 
Joe tells everyone that one of the players we saw last week (‘Ollie’, I think) will lead the warm-up. He puts them through some quite vigorous and sustained stretching exercises. Joe keeps an eye, speaking to individuals about their technique. At last he calls everyone to come round again. He tells everyone to introduce themselves. One is from Munich, one from France (these are Erasmus students), one from Malaysia, others called Dennis and Marcus. As far as I can hear they are all (or most) overseas students of one kind or another. Marcus, an older man, is introduced by Joe as the team captain.
Joe gives them a small group activity but immediately calls them back together, saying ‘guys, guys’, and something about facing the wall. They are in four groups of three, ‘digging’ (is this right?) the ball against the wall by turn. They seem to be able to do this without any difficulty. Joe joins in with one group and demonstrates a technique. The players (11 in all) generally look quite athletic, except perhaps the captain, who on the other hand is bigger and stronger than the others.
Joe calls them to stop. He asks them to change groups and ‘dig and follow’. This is similar to the last exercise but without the help of the wall. Joe and two players demonstrate before they start. Marcus says to his group ‘so the trick is a long and high ball’. I feel in the line of fire now and need to keep an eye on the ball rather than type notes. Joe calls them all together and tells them to keep the ball (and the activity) within a prescribed area, defined by the lines on the court.
When Joe says ‘OK stop’ they all stop suddenly. He asks now for groups of two, pushing the ball high to each other. The odd number of the whole group means that Joe has to have an alternative activity up his sleeve at the same time as the main exercise is going on.
Joe goes round the groups and speaks to each pair, offering advice and encouragement. He demonstrates with hands an improved technique. He speaks to one player in some detail about the shape and position of his hands.
He goes to the groups of three: ‘push it push it push it…no no no…yes’. 
Joe: ‘right stop. All the balls please’. The players come to the side of the court and put the balls in the basket.
‘So the next drill is a blocking drill, so we have wing blockers. Felix, do you know the step to block’. Felix says yes. ‘Demonstrate please’. Felix demonstrates, and Ollie joins in. They practice blocking in pairs. ‘You should be jumping together’. They do so, in pairs and then in fours, by turns. There is something balletic about the activity, very co-ordinated and heavily elegant, fingers meeting above the net, touching, then trainers in unison landing on the wooden floor. 
Joe: ‘The thing with blocking is that the timing is the most important. It isn’t about how high you can jump, it’s about timing…so you need to work on your timing OK?’ They continue, working on timing. Marcus says to his partner ‘you’re watching me!’ and laughs.
Joe: ‘get a ball between the two of you, just warm up by throwing a ball.OK’. Joe seems to be counting players, quickly pointing to each with his finger. They throw the ball high to each other, and sometimes bounce the ball hard into the court. This seems to be about warming up muscles rather than about the ball. Marcus and his partner smash the ball into the court with a serving action. 
Now the drill is to smash the ball at your partner, who digs it out and waits for the next smash. No quarter asked or given here – this practice is serious! 
Joe speaks to two of the players after watching them for a while. It seems to me (so far) that most of the talk is from the Joe, the coach. Not very much chat from the players. Joe: ‘and wait. Sam!’ He gestures ‘drink’ with his hand and the players come back together. Three of the players continue, perhaps demonstrating. This comes to an end and the players all take a drink.
Joe asks Ollie to demonstrate a serve, saying ‘so you have three in the group, one server, one receiver, and one returning the balls’. ‘get into groups of three – Sam, Tom, Nando, Nandi. OK? Are we all clear? Guys come on! Balls, get two balls between three’.
Joe watches for a moment and says ‘stop stop stop stop’, waving his arms above his head. He explains the activity again. ‘You do ten, ten passes then you swop OK’.
The Malaysian player counts each pass loudly. 
Joe says to the player with a big beard ‘I told you, so why are you receiving?’. This is all good-natured, but also no-nonsense. In the group nearest me there is some peer coaching going on: ‘higher, good, last one’. 
Joe picks out an individual (tall, skull t-shirt) for individual coaching about how to return serve. In the group near me Ollie says, during the changeover, ‘Ok let’s do it a bit more intense’. 
Joe takes two players to one side and gives them coaching in the serve.
It’s gone quiet suddenly, but it’s only a temporary lull, as the action picks up again. 
“OK stop! Er we just need one ball. Tom play in the middle, and xx position three’. Joe waits for everyone to be ready. Ollie says ‘Joe’s really funny you can see him thinking there’. Marcus says ‘you can hear him’.
Joe sets up another exercise: ‘one more on this side’. Sam (the Malaysian) moves over to the other side of the net. Joe explains ‘on this side you will need one wing blocker’. He says take your positions, position one, two, three. Do you know what space positions are?’ One of the players is out of position.
Joe gives a long explanation of the exercise. Ollie says ‘so basically we’re always playing two four two four’. Joe reiterates the exercise. ‘Are you ready?’ The first attempt doesn’t work. Joe: ‘stop stop stop’. Ollie explains something to one of the other players. Now the example resembles a full match. The ball goes astray and Ollie explains again to his team what went wrong. He seems to act as a kind of assistant coach. 
Ollie and a player on his team give each other a low five with grins. Joe says ‘stop stop stop stop. Can I take your position? OK?’ He demonstrates what he wants. 
Ollie is winning all the points at the moment. ‘OK rotate’ says Joe. ‘You’re not rotating. Everyone rotate’. Ollie asks something. ‘No just rotate’. The smily player in the Man United shirt makes a high-pitched shriek when he hits his smashes. Joe says ‘keep the rally going’. Joe stops them again and explains to a player about his positioning on court. A couple of the players make a joke about the game. 
‘Volley volley’ says Joe. The play is quite rapid and vigorous now. Joe asks two of the players to swop positions. Marcus and Thomas give each other a grin and a low five. Joe “Sam I need you to do control when you hit the ball, OK?’ He demonstrates with his wrist. Thomas calls for the ball and sets it, but the ball is to low for the spike, and he holds his hand up to apologise. ‘OK rotate’ says Joe.
Marcus and Thomas ask whether Thomas should stay. Joe says yes stay ‘otherwise it won’t work’. A wing block works well. More low fives. Joe makes a point to Felix about his position, and also says ‘sorry that Felix’. Joe says to one of the players ‘can you collect all the balls please?’. In this down time one player shouts Ollie Ollie and serves a surprise ball to him. They both laugh loudly.
Joe moves them on again to another activity – ‘we need two servers, two receivers, two blockers’. And they go on again, set up in match formation. Joe pushes a wheeled basket of balls towards the server. ‘You block two balls and you block two balls OK, so you always switch…you just need to block then after you block you go round’. It’s a good thing they’re all postgrads because you need a degree to understand how the exercises work.
Joe has to keep an eye on everyone’s position as they move round the court to make the activity work. The players also police / help each other: ‘Ollie, Ollie’, and pointing. Ollie is sharing a joke with Thomas about their positioning on court. Joe stops everyone: ‘every block we.. it’s awkward, Dennis, every three times you hit the ball, change’.
Ollie ‘so what do we do?’. Joe explains again. A player at the net is still not sure. Joe speaks to the player with a big beard and ‘Jackson’ on his back. The players are chatting about the game more now, perhaps getting to know each other a little bit. One of the players kicks a ball as a desperate attempt to retrieve it and it gets stuck in the ceiling rafters. Joe says to Denis ‘you need to block, eh?’. Now he says ‘Amri you’re blocking here’. 
Joe: ‘stop stop stop stop let’s re-set. One of you has to be blocking here’. Now he shouts ‘played’, and applauds. ‘Stop stop, stand in line OK’. As they pass under the net two players low five. Joe: ‘just one thing when you’re serving don’t just bang the thing OK’. ‘Lambert’, he says. 
Joe changes some of the players’ positions. Ollie: ‘so where shall we serve, across?’ making a diagonal gesture with his arm. ‘Cross court’ says Joe. ‘Stop stop stop. You need only two servers there..otherwise you’ll be too slow’. He goes on to explain further. 
Joe calls everyone round him, and tells them to put the balls away. ‘We’ve got ten minutes so we can have a quick game. Split yourselves up into two groups, two setters’. They sort themselves. ‘How come you’ve got seven players now’ to one team. They play five against six.
‘John, try to attack the ball don’t let the ball come to you, when you see the ball take it’ and Joe demonstrates the action he wants to see, fists together in ‘dig’ position. He joins in with the game now. Ollie hits a smash into the net and laughs loudly, turning to Joe. He hits another into the net and holds his hands to his head. Low fives between Ollie and Thomas. Denis hits a serve into the net and says ‘oh no, it’s so empty there’. One of his own team says don’t worry about it. Joe: ‘you have to set the ball high’, gesticulating with his hands. ‘OK last point’, he says. 
‘Sam, Lambert, Thomas, Marcus, could you help me’. Joe initiates another activity at the net. ‘You two just feed OK so…you two work as a pair. The rest of you collect the balls and feed them back’. 
Joe: ‘don’t get too close to the net, jump off the net so you can get the ball’. 
‘Denis you’re supposed to be collecting the balls, come on. OK ten more. OK finish’.
‘Have you organized a team meal? Not yet. Before you go I want to thank you for coming, the standard’s quite good OK, Jackson you hit the ball well. Before you go leave your details with Marcus. Each week Marcus will send you a text. Can you please have the courtesy to reply to his text so we know who is coming.’
Marcus: ‘guys guys give me your email address, your phone number OK’. The players crowd round Marcus, mobile phones in hand. Rachel too gives Marcus her contact details so that we can keep up with arrangements. Marcus asks one or two of the players where they are from. ‘Romania’, says one. I don’t catch the other responses. It is clear that the question means which country are you from, with the assumption that everyone is from a country other than UK.
We chat briefly to Joe and Marcus as everyone leaves and a badminton session starts up in the hall. They are happy with the session, and say the new players have potential. One of the exchange students, the French one I think, comes to Joe to say that he has a thigh muscle injury and may not make it next week. Joe asks him some questions about the injury and tells him to see how it goes. Joe has a short conversation with Ollie about recruiting a couple of additional players. I ask Joe if he is practicing with the second team on Sunday, and he says yes, at five o’clock in the same place. Rachel says she will observe, as I have another commitment.
We leave together and I ask Joe how long he has been at the club. Eight years, he says. I ask a question about qualifying as a coach, and he says the face to face sessions are not great, and he had learned a lot from watching Youtube videos. He gets into his car, one of those tiny ‘Smart’ cars that are currently fashionable. We bid farewell at 9.45 pm and I head round the corner into the car park. On the way home it occurs to me that we should keep an eye on what we can see of the development of the group as a team. This particular group has not played together before, but even in the two hours spent in shared sporting activity their relationships relaxed and moved forward. A different kind of superdiversity here, but this is certainly an aspect of the superdiverse city that will be fascinating in the weeks to come. 
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