Developing Technical Proficiency

Skills are the the foundation stone for those who play Hurling and Gaelic football. The focus for all coaches regardless of the level of their players, is the development of the skills of the game. Technical Proficiency is the ability to perform the basic techniques of Hurling and Gaelic football accurately, consistently and at match tempo. Players need to learn a range of skills to enable them to perform to their full potential in a game situation.
While most players will largely adhere to the principles which underpin proper technique, some will modify their style to suit their biomechanical make-up.  This explains why there are an almost infinite number of possible variations of the accepted technique.  For this reason, it is important for coaches to determine whether any particular variation is basically sound or inherently weak as distinct from labelling anything as right or wrong or attempting to get every player to adhere to the "perfect" technique.  The will also help avoid "paralysis from analysis" i.e. where the biomechanical aspects of technical performance are over-analysed.
In order for players to develop Technical Proficiency, it is necessary that they have the basic physical skills of movement, these skills are essential both to an individual’s development of effective motor skills and to the application of these skills in a wide variety of physical activities.  These range of skills are progressed through the GAA’s ABC/Have-a-Ball Nursery Programme which incorporates Fundamental Movement Skills (Locomotor, manipulative and stability skills including the ABCs and RJTs of athleticism - Agility, Balance, Coordination and Running, Jumping, Throwing) and Basic Motor Skills (Catching, Passing, Kicking and Striking).
Fundamental motor skills should be developed in the early years of physical development to form the basis for all further movement and motor development. Fundamentals activities should be continued throughout the career development of a player, and are typically utilised as elements of warm-up activities for developing and elite players. 
Related Pages:           How Skills Are Learned 
                               Coaching Technical Skills 
Activities to Develop Technical Proficiency 
· Ball and Wall Activities
· Basic Drills
· Intermediate Drills
· Advanced Drills 
· Opposed Drills
· Fun Games
The most important element in developing Technical Proficiency is that players have the ability to perform the skills of the game in game like situations – Practice like you Play, and you are more likely to Play like you Practice. Players learn the basic skills through Basic Drills, however, if there is an overemphasis on performing the skills in this way they will struggle to apply these techniques in game situations. Therefore the skills must be developed through Basic Drills and, once learned, advance their performance of the skills through Intermediate Drills and Advanced Drills. 
 (Click on image to enlarge) 

Drills often take place in lines, lanes, circles, squares or triangles, which results in linear movement, and players only attending to what is happening in a limited area of their vision. To develop peripheral vision and awareness of team mates and opponents, Fun Games (in younger players) or Grid Games  (for more technically advanced players) are used to introduce non-linear movement and prepare players for the type of movement that takes place during games.
 


 HYPERLINK "http://gamesdevelopment.gaa.ie/files/skill_development_model/fun_games.jpg" 

 
(Click on image to enlarge)
Ball and Wall Activities 
Ball and Wall activities is the term provided for a range of different activities that a player can perform individually or in groups, often outside of structured coaching sessions. The only equipment required are a ball and a wall. Wall and Ball activities cater for all types of striking and kicking skills, hand/fist passing and all types of catching. Developing ability on the left and right sides is also catered for. 
Basic Drills  
Basic drills are designed to allow the player to learn to perform the technique in an environment where the player does not have to consider outside elements such as the opposition or movement. In this type of drill the ball does the work; the player is stationary or performing at a walking/jogging pace. In the early phase of learning (See How New Skills are Learned for further information on how players learn new skills), if the player is forced to direct his/her attention on anything other than performing the skill, such as moving to provide support, or taking notice of where the opponent is, their focus can be distracted, leading to a lack of concentration on performing the skill.
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(Click on drill image to animate) 
Basic drills are usually set up as above, with players forming lines, circles, squares or triangles. The ball is played in the direction of the arrows, with players performing the skill in a stationary position, or while walking or jogging.It is easy to imagine setting up such a drill for any range of skills, for example striking on the ground in Hurling, or the punt pass in Football.
It is important that players are fully capable of performing the skill before advancing from Basic Drills to more advanced drills. (See How New Skills are Learned to help identify which stage of learning your players are at) 

Back to Top 
Intermediate Drills 
Once players have mastered the skill, the skill may then be practiced using an Intermediate Drill.  In intermediate drills, movement is the only other factor that the player must attend to. The player must learn to perform the skill with movement involved, with the pace of the movement slowly progressed, to ensure that the performance of the skill does not deteriorate. The types of movement involved should follow this progression:
· Stationary to Moving: 
Performing the skill from a stationary position, playing the ball to a moving partner, or into a moving zone.
· Moving to Stationary: 
Performing the skill while moving, playing the ball to a stationary partner, or into a fixed zone.
· Moving to Moving: 
Performing the skill while moving, playing the ball to a moving partner, or into a moving zone.
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(Click on drill image to animate) 
Intermediate Drills can be set up as above, with players forming lines, circles, squares or triangles. Depending on the type of drill being used, either the ball, or the player can move in the direction of the arrows. In a Moving to Moving Drill, the ball may move in one direction, with the player moving in another. It is easy to imagine setting up such a drill for any range of skills, for example striking from the hand in Hurling, or the fist pass in Football.
Back to Top
Advanced Drills  
As the difficulty of the drill is increased, the aim is to make the activity more like a game situation. So far the activities have progressed from stationary to incorporating various types of movement. For Advanced Drills, the challenge to the player is increased by speeding the drill up progressively towards match tempo, by reducing the space and time the players have to perform the skill, by introducing different forms of equipment or changing the equipment being used, by introducing other techniques into the drill, or by introducing opposition. 
A quick method of remembering how to advance any drill you wish to employ is to change any one or more of:
	S 
	Speed
	the speed at which the drill is being performed, 
forcing the player to perform a number of repetitions within a set time, or

	
	Space
	changing the amount of space available to the player performing the skill

	T 
	Time
	changing the period of time that the drill is being performed 
Increasing the time period will increase the physical demand on the performer, 
decreasing the time will require the performer to increase the speed of performance.

	E 
	Equipment 
	Introducing different equipment, or setting up a drill with different equipment, for example introducing ladders or hurldes etc.

	P 
	Pressure
	Introducing opposition to the person performing the skill. 
This can be done progressively, firstly with token opposition, who do not challenge the performer for possession. 
Secondly, allowing the performer to get possession and then providing opposition in the form of a tackler. 
Finally, providing full opposition, where the possession is contested in a game like manner.


Opposed Drills 
Introducing opposition to any drill will provide the stepping stone to developing team play activities. Opposed drills force the performer (and the opposition) to weigh up the available options and chose the best one to perform the task. Skills such as tackling and evasion, side step are developed alongside the technical activity. 

Opposed drills can be very productive amongst proficient players. There is a danger in introducing opposition against a player who is not proficient at performing the skill. 
Back to Top
Fun Games 
Fun Games are activities which help further develop Technical Proficiency while exposing players to limited decision making. Fun Games and Grid Games take place in a defined space, e.g. a grid, court, or a field. 
Target Games are the simplest form of Fun Games and challenge players to use their technique to hit a target. Starting in 1’s or 2’s build the numbers to involve unstructured group work. Court Games require players to pass the ball over an obstacle like a net or zone to a receiver. They still require only limited decision making skills but require more communication, spatial awareness and match related running. Non-Invasion games require players to complete a task without any direct opposition. Field Games are those games that are based on alternating the player striking/kicking the ball and fielders. They require greater decision making and spatial awareness in relation to where, when and how to move or play the ball. 
Many variations may be used, depending on the objective. Fun and Grid Games can be used to develop the ability to retain possession. A passing game which requires players to make a certain number of passes while moving continuously is an example of a non-invasion game, as is requiring players to move through a series of markers or spaces within a grid.
As the players movement is not as defined as in a ‘drill’, players must make decisions on where and when to move as in a real ‘game’ situation. Such games encourage awareness of time and space but also help develop characteristics of Team Play, e.g. support play and communication. In this type of game, it is possible to limit the movement of players to certain zones (non-invasive practices) Non-invasive practices allow players to develop positional sense, and limits the type of opposition that players encounter.  

Back to Top 

The next stage in the Skill Development Model, deals with developing Tactical Prowess - the ability to weigh up match situations and decide on what option to take and when to take it, for example; shoot for a score, carry the ball, pass it on or play it into space when in attack, or place the opposition under maximum pressure when defending. This is accomplished through developing activities that closely mirror game situations - called Game Play Drills. For information on this stage, click here.
