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Sherylle Calder called to help Britons eye gold medals

Ashling O'Connor, Olympics Correspondent 
Sherylle Calder says that Sir Clive Woodward is one of the professional coaches in Britain who, “excuse the pun, has vision”. As a visual performance coach and the only person to win consecutive rugby union World Cup winner’s medals — first with England in 2003 and then South Africa last year — she should know. 

The former South Africa hockey player is the latest recruit to Woodward’s expanding Olympics training set-up. Calder will be based at Bisham Abbey, in Buckinghamshire, during the run-up to this summer’s Beijing Games and is under contract with the British Olympic Association (BOA) until London 2012 to provide potential medal-winners with vision training, it was announced yesterday. 

“Nothing happens in sport until the eye tells the body what to do. Vision coaching is just as important as every other aspect of coaching,” Woodward, the BOA’s director of elite performance, said. 

Every British Olympian will be eligible for an eye test and online vision training. Johnson & Johnson, the Olympic sponsor funding the programme, has done assessments on Kelly Sotherton, the heptathlete who won bronze at the 2004 Games in Athens, Gail Emms and Nathan Robertson, who won silver in the badminton mixed doubles in 2004, and Shanaze Reade, a medal hopeful in the BMX event. Sotherton, who last had an eye test when she was 8, discovered that she had problems with her binocular vision, in which both eyes are used together, which meant she had difficulty focusing when throwing the javelin and often clipped hurdles because she misjudged distances. 
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“She says her 3D vision has improved and she’s doing better in the hurdles,” David Rushton, the optometrist working with her, said. “Visual skills can be trained. We can make people perform to a higher level.” 

During the 1992 Games in Barcelona, a survey revealed that more than half the athletes had never had their eyes tested. 

Woodward believes that small things such as sports-specific eye training will add up to greater success. “World Cups and Olympic gold medals are won by coaches having a complete obsession with detail,” he said. 

Given the tensions created in Olympic sport by Woodward’s surprise appointment 18 months ago, it is not clear how many athletes will partake in the programme or which sports will be the most enthusiastic. “This is just another service if sports want to get an edge. It’s not mandatory,” he said. “Some sports are taking on the whole world and winning. Others could do with some help. If coaches want to engage, that’s great. If they don’t, then that’s entirely their decision.” 

