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When the two centre people pick up their grips the rest of the team
take theirs. It's important to look directly at the grips and take them
confidently and efficiently, as this trains us not to fumble and risk
busts. Have your hands solid and stationary even if they are on and
off the grips in a heartbeat. While in the formation everyone looks
to the key person.

From these exaggerated stop drills it's a small step to the point
where you can look less but still be aware of everything that's
happening during the jump; we found the pre-finished picture
appeared as we were moving, rather than after we'd stopped. After
many sessions of stop drills in the tunnel we were able to evolve
our training naturally so that all we had to do was see a clean
break and pick up the grips without losing any awareness or
control. This gradually became our regular skydiving pace which we
took into the air.

For us, training stop drills was actually a lot more difficult than it
sounds, and there was quite a bit of visible movement and bobbing
around as we tried to get the hang of it! However having the
discipline of really stopping and being responsible for our own
individual move was an invaluable first step for us in many ways;
we were able to train with precision the move and the stop, as well
as our communication, awareness, grip-taking and anticipation.
With these skills as a starting point, it becomes inevitable that
jumps themselves will become more predictable and the team starts
to develop a feeling of total control.

PREDICTING A JUMP
Recognising how a jump would go involves understanding how the
rhythm of the skydive is affected by its components. Consider the
various types of jump:
€ All randoms
€ 3 randoms & 1 block
€ 2 randoms & 2 blocks
€ 3 blocks
A simple awareness that jumps in each different category would
have a different feel or pace enabled us to anticipate more
accurately how each jump would go. At one extreme, the 
all-random jumps could be expected to have a rapid pace and build
up a good rhythm. At the other end of the spectrum, 3-blocks are
more of a working jump, with little chance to build up speed. Jumps
with combined randoms and blocks give some areas to build up
speed but with an inevitable gear shift on coming to the top of the
block again.

Squeezing The Block
This gear shift is created in part by learning to 'squeeze' or hold the
formation for a split second at the start of every block. This ensures
you have the correct random build which enables you to make a
powerful first move; it also helps to prevent any noise 
(ie, movement or mistakes) being carried into the block from 
before. The more noise there is, the longer we squeeze the 
block at the top.

We also squeeze the close, particularly if it's less than ideal!
Although it could seem that holding a formation is wasting precious
time, we quickly came to see that we spent far more time fixing
mistakes when we did away with the squeeze. For us, the split-
second squeeze is definitely time well invested and has saved us
from blowing a jump on many occasions! Now whenever we
encounter a problem, such as a bad exit, rough close or brainlock,
we hold the formation and reset our brains for a split second,
getting everyone back on track. While we can never predict exactly
how a jump will go in terms of where our mistakes will be or how
ugly (no skydive goes without its glitches), we can at least leave the
aircraft with confidence that when mistakes come we will handle
them in the way we have planned.

TUNNEL TRAINING
This plays a big part in most competitive teams' training plans and
helps fast-forward your progression. Multiple repetitions that are
possible in the tunnel develop muscle memory and enable you to
work on specific skills such as body position and block technique.
Even some blocks that are too long or cumbersome to be trained
complete in the tunnel can be drilled as piece moves, or with your
clone (opposite) to see the pictures and refine specific moves. 

Stop drills build awareness, efficiency and aggression

•Squeezing• the top of a block makes for a powerful first move

Tunnel training builds muscle memory through multiple reps Tunnel Pix: Simon Ward
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The tunnel also allows your coach inside information. Small but
important details such as fall rate and communication issues can be
missed by video footage from above. Tunnel training alongside other
teams, especially those more advanced, is helpful for picking up tips.

Be aware that the tunnel, while a great training tool, can't replicate the
feel of an exit or the reality of unlimited space to make mistakes in
(without hitting walls!). When incorporated with skydiving though, 
it's invaluable.

Speed Drills - The Fun Part!
As the name suggests, the aim of speed drills is to push the team pace
to a new level at which everyone feels comfortable and confident. The
keys come much more quickly, meaning everyone needs to pick up their
game and get to the grips earlier. If busts occur, it's not the fault of the
key person, it's the flyer who didn't get to their grips in time!

Exciting as they are, speed drills won't help unless the team has already
been disciplined in the earlier part of the plan; proper stop drills and the
evolution to a regular, solid pace. We only use random formations
during speed drills and, like stop drills, always train them in the tunnel.
First we sprint through one page of five randoms as fast as possible,

then stop in the formation we began with and take a brief break. Once
this is working well, we sprint through two pages, moving on eventually
to eight or so pages before taking a pause.

It's especially important to stay calm and aware whilst doing speed drills,
and we often take a mental check on this and make sure we're still
breathing! It's also vital not to forget everything you've learnt up to this
point, such as staying disciplined with your communication and moves 
… you're now just bringing in the added element of tearing it up! 
Blow-ups and breakdowns can be expected and are forgivable, but it's
important that you don't end every sprint that way, or you'll end up
training yourselves to do just that. 

By pushing the team out of its comfort zone like this, it is possible to
train anticipation at an advanced level and start to make the new, fast
pace the norm.

HOMEWORK
Homework is a critical part of a good training plan. Visualising can
make a huge difference to how a team performs. We aim to do 
20 minutes a day between camps, focusing on technicalities of block
moves, mirrors, slot-switchers and full competition dives, as well as
maintaining the right state of calm awareness throughout. Although it's
rare (but not unheard of) for a team to actually improve through
visualising alone, it will definitely enable a team to pick up on their next
camp where they left off on the last. 

Fitness training combining strength-building exercises, stretching and
some cardiovascular is also helpful in preparing you for future camps
and possible long periods in the tunnel.

On the advice of our coach, we also made a Best of AirKix video to
watch and remind us of what our peak performance can be. Instead of
watching all our jump footage at home (including the scrappy blocks
and disintegrating exits!) it makes a lot more sense to reinforce the
team's best moments and focus on making them the norm rather than
the exception! Having a clear, specific idea of what the team 'best' is, is
critical in performing at that level in competition and pushing that •best'
to an even higher level during training.

Speed drills take the team out of its comfort zone to a faster pace

www.teamairkix.co.uk
www.airkix.com

Team AirKix offers free FS coaching at AirKix wind tunnel, 
Milton Keynes, every Tuesday night, covering whatever skills

people want to work on. Other times are available on request.
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COMPETITION TRAINING
Simulating a meet during training, ideally incorporating other teams and
using a scoreboard, is a good way to get used to how you will feel
during the real thing. We use a draw, walk through the dives the night
before, and try and have 40-60 minutes between each jump. We also
dirtdive exactly as we would do at a meet, which is:

Land
Do a complete dirtdive of the next jump
Debrief
Immediately after the debrief get a good walk through
Walk again, or creep if preferred, fifteen minutes later, which 
should be close to the fifteen minute call. 

It's vital to work the prep plan perfectly and not to get caught up in too
much technical detail before the jump. 

After the jump, focus on whether you were 'on the line' or not (calm,
communicating, confident and in control*), rather than getting caught
up in specifics. This is the only aspect of a debrief that will help you for
the next jump, so there's no point doing otherwise during a meet. Don't
let the scores dictate how you feel. By this stage you should know what
your best is, and that's all that counts. You can't expect to do any more
than that during a meet but equally you shouldn't accept any less. Some
teams (ourselves included) choose not to look at the scoreboard during
a meet, preferring to focus exclusively on their own performance rather
than those of others. Your own skydiving is the only thing you have
influence over, after all, and obsessing about the scores can lead to
exaggerated complacency, fear, or even depression if you don't keep it
in check!

It's also worth anticipating that you will feel nervous during a meet,
especially in the plane before Round 1! If you train this feeling and
recognise it as something you've planned for, it's much easier to handle.
As long as you remain calm, that slight feeling of sickness or tension
can become something you accept or even welcome; it tells you you're
in the right mental place - highly focused, alert and ready, with the
competitive edge you want.

REVIEWING
Part of the plan involves reviewing where you are and how far you've
come since you started. Recognising which stages you've completed
successfully helps reinforce belief in the future stages of your plan and
the value of following it. Techniques such as certain types
of drills and knowing your team best can be used by
anyone, and have helped teams of all levels maximise
their training. Personal and team progression is one of
the biggest and most rewarding reasons to 
train in the first place.

Emma Beyer & Team Airkix
emma@teamairkix.co.uk

Simulating a meet as exactly as possible is good preparation for the real thing

* See Dan BC's article Performing At Your Best, Skydive: The Mag, Aug 05
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