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THE PLANE GAME

Techniques When Judging a Potential Save Over the Net

A back-row setter attempting to make a save near or above the top of the net is one of
the toughest calls in the game. There are four decisions possible on this ballhandling play
— illegal back-row attack, illegal back-row block, prolonged contact or play continues.
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By Bill Thornburg

We have all had matches

that move along just fine

— ballhandling on point, bench
management under control, good
tempo to the match ... and then it
happens. It is a play that can make
or break your credibility. It is a
play that can put your partner in
an awkward position. It is a play
that can take a calm coach and turn
him or her into being infuriated in
milliseconds.

The play I speak of? A back-row
setter attempting to save a ball that
is near, or maybe in, the plane of the
net.

You are going to have one of four
outcomes: illegal back-row attack,
illegal back-row block, prolonged
contact or play on. These plays can
be very difficult for a variety of
reasons but plays happening at the
net and on top of the net are the ones
we really need to get right. These are
the decisions that need to be made
quickly and decisively ... the ones
that put our skill on display and in
general, put coaches’ minds at ease.
Of course, we know that at certain
times we will be getting an earful
from one side or the other depending
on who we whistle for the fault.

In many cases you may be told,
“Expect the unexpected.” However,
I'would like to make a slight edit to
that saying: “Expect the expected
and be prepared for the unexpected.”
This mantra may help us more when
these plays occur during a match.
Let’s look at two situations, possible
outcomes and factors that may affect
our decision.

Situation 1:

The ball is above the height of the
net and it is clearly on the attacker’s
side of the net. The back-row setter
is in the action of setting the ball to
a teammate. The attacker puts the
ball over the net and an opposing
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player makes a play on the ball. Play
continues. This is the expected.

The ball is above the height of the
net and it is clearly on the attacker’s
side of the net. The back-row setter
sets the ball to one of her teammates.
The attacker swings and gets a kill.
Point awarded to the attacking team.
This is the expected.

The ball is above the height of the
net and it is clearly on the attacker’s
side of the net. The back-row setter
attempts to set the ball to a teammate.
The ball drifts into the plane of the
net and a blocker touches it before her
attacking teammate. Point awarded
to the blocking team and back-row
attack is whistled. This is a possibility
— be ready!

Questions to ask: Was the ball
clearly above the height of the net
to make this a back-row attack? Did
the ball enter, or completely cross,
the plane of the net? Did the blocker
touch the ball before the attacker? If
the ball did not reach the plane of the
net, and the blocker touched it, was
there a player on the attacking team
nearby and making an attempt to play
the ball?

The ball is above the height of the
net and it is clearly on the attacker’s
side of the net. The back-row setter
is in the action of setting the ball to a
teammate. A blocker reaches over and
blocks the ball as, or after, it is set.
Point awarded to the attacking team
and reaching over the net is whistled.
This is the unexpected — why would she
do that?

Questions to ask: Was the ball
clearly on the setter’s side of the net
to make reaching over the correct call?
Was the setter directing the ball to a
teammate or toward the opponent’s
side of the court? Did the blocker
definitely make contact with the ball?
Was the blocker’s contact a block or
an attack?

Referee reflection time: Did
you see the contact by the blocker?
How did you and your partner
communicate? Did you shift your
focus to the attacker too quickly?

Was your whistle weak because you
had no air, as you didn’t expect the
blocker to reach beyond the net?
Did you appear confident in your
decision?

Situation 2:

The ball is passed and enters the
plane of the net. As the back-row
setter sets the ball to a teammate, there
are no blockers making an attempt to
block the ball. The attacker hits the
ball into the opponent’s court where
it is kept alive by the opposing team.
Play continues. This is the expected.

The ball is passed and enters the
plane of the net. As the back-row
setter sets the ball to a teammate, there
are no blockers making an attempt
to block the ball. The attacker hits
the ball to the floor of the opponent’s
court. Point awarded to the attacking
team. This is the expected.

The ball is passed and enters
the plane of the net. As the back-row
setter is contacting the ball, a blocker
simultaneously makes contact with
the ball. Point awarded to the blocking
team and back-row block is whistled.
This is a possibility — be ready!

Questions to ask: Had the ball
definitely broken the plane of the
net? Who actually made first contact
with the ball? Was the setter definitely
reaching higher than the top of the net
when contact was made with the ball?

The ball is passed and enters the
plane of the net. The setter contacts
the ball first, followed by a contact
by the blocker. Point awarded to the
blocking team and back-row attack
is whistled. This is a possibility — be
ready!

Questions to ask: Had the ball
definitely broken the plane of the
net? Who actually made first contact
with the ball? Was the ball completely
above the height of the net when the
setter made contact with the ball?

The ball is passed and enters the
plane of the net. As the back-row
setter contacts the ball and blockers
are attempting to block, the contact
is not made cleanly (whether it be
under- or over-controlled). Point
awarded to the blocking team and a
double contact or caught/thrown ball
is whistled. This is the unexpected — her
hands have been so good all night!

Questions to ask: Did the blockers
contact the ball before, during or after
the set? Who made the next contact —
the attacker or a blocker? Where was
the ball when it was contacted next?
Did the setter make a double contact?

DID YOU KNOW?

The title for this year’s
Professional Association of
Volleyball Officials convention
is “Made of Steel.” The title
comes as the city of Pittsburgh
plays host for the convention
and NCAA Women's Volleyball
Championship. The convention
will run from Dec.18-22.

MADE OF STEEL

QUICKTIP

Don't get fooled by an attack
that nicks the top of the net as

it passes close to the antenna.

It may have the same sound
and effect on the net as a ball
striking the antenna. If you are
not sure, do not blow the whistle.
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SIDELINE

Wilson Debuts New Ball
During the last tournament of the
AVP tour in Hawail in September,
Wilson Sporting Goods debuted

a new volleyball that will be used
for the upcoming AVP season. The
new Wilson AVP OPTX volleyball
was designed for the beach game.
The new vibrant color palette and
Optic Flow graphics on the ball
allow for better ball tracking for
players and referees. Due to the
variety of weather elements and
environments the beach game is
played in, the ball was designed to
be easier to see, as opposed to the
old ball that was mostly white,

with patches of yellow.
The new ball is
mostly yellow,
with black,
orange
and red
stripes.





