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preface

If you are a seasoned tennis coach, surely you have experienced the frustration of
watching your players perform well in practice, only to find them underperform-
ing in matches. In your own playing days, you likely saw the same events unfold.
In practice, your teammates, or perhaps even you, could hit the first serve with
good pace and spin forcing your opponent wide on the court. You could then move
forward to the net and hit the first volley crisply to the opening on the opposite
side of the court, but you could not transfer that kind of performance to the match.
Although this book will not provide you with a magical quick fix to your players’
problems, it will help you prepare your players for match day. Whether you are
a veteran coach or are new to coaching, Coaching Tennis Technical and Tactical
Skills will help you take your players’ games to the next level by providing you
with the tools you need to teach them the game of tennis.

Every tennis coach knows the importance of technical skills. The ability to
hit groundstrokes accurately and with a variety of spins, as well as powerful,
directed serves, and win points at the net with decisive volleys and overheads
can significantly affect the outcome of a match. This book discusses the basic
and intermediate technical skills necessary for your players’ success, including
offensive, defensive, and neutral skills. You will learn how to detect and correct
errors in your players’ performances of those skills and then help them transfer
the knowledge and ability they gain in practice to matches.

Besides covering technical skills, this book also focuses on tactical skills, includ-
ing offensive skills such as hitting groundstrokes from the backcourt, approach-
ing the net to hit volleys and overheads, and playing the serve-and-volley style.
Your players will learn to identify the style that works best for them and is the
most effective against the preferred style of the opponent. The book discusses the
tactical triangle, an approach that teaches players to read a situation, acquire the
knowledge they need to make a tactical decision, and apply decision-making skills
to the problem. To advance this method, the book covers important cues that help
athletes respond appropriately when they see a play developing, including impor-
tant rules, match strategies, and the strengths and weaknesses of opponents.

In addition to presenting rigorous technical and tactical training to prepare
your athletes for match situations, this book also provides guidance in how to
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improve their match performance by incorporating matchlike situations into
daily training. We describe many traditional drills that can be effective but also
show you how to shape, focus, and enhance drills and minigames to help players
transfer their technical skills to tactical situations that occur during matches. For
example, you can change a tedious crosscourt groundstroke drill into an exciting,
competitive contest by keeping score of the number of balls that land behind the
service line and how many times the opponent has to play the shot from outside
the doubles alley.

This book also covers planning at several levels—the season plan, practice plans,
and match plans. We offer a set of eight-session practice plans based on the games
approach, which cover the length of the practice session, objective of the practice,
equipment needed, warm-up, practice of previously taught skills, teaching and
practicing new skills, cool-down, and evaluation.

Of course, playing in matches is what your practices eventually lead to. This
book shows you how to prepare long before the first match, addressing such is-
sues as communicating with players and parents, scouting your opponents, and
motivating your players. You will learn how to control your players’ performances
on match day by establishing routines, as well as how to help them play at optimal
pace, maintain focus between points, and hit every shot with purpose. You will also
learn how to manage around such elements as wind, sun, and court surface.
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‘ Evaluating

Being a good coach requires more than simply knowing the sport of tennis. You
have to go beyond the sport and find a way to teach your athletes how to be bet-
ter players. To improve your players’ performance, you must know how to teach
and evaluate them.

In chapter 1 we go over the fundamentals of teaching sport skills. We first
provide a general overview of tennis and talk about the importance of being an
effective teacher. Next, we define some important skills, helping you gain a bet-
ter understanding of technical and tactical skills before discussing the traditional
and games approaches to coaching.

We build on the knowledge of how to teach sport skills by addressing the evalu-
ation of technical and tactical skills in chapter 2. We discuss the importance of
evaluating athletes and review the core skills you should assess and how you
can best do so. This chapter stresses the importance of preseason, in-season,
and postseason evaluations and provides you with tools you can use to evaluate
your players.

By learning how to teach and evaluate your players, you will be better prepared
to help them improve their performance.






Teaching

Tennis is a very simple sport. The object is to hit the ball over the net and inside the
boundary lines one more time than the opponent does. As simple as that sounds,
the task of hitting a ball over a net and into the court has multiple variables that
each player must master to be a successful competitor.

The most obvious skills are the strokes used to hit the ball over the net: forehand
and backhand groundstrokes, first and second serves, serve returns, volleys, and
overheads. Other shots are lobs, approach shots, and drop shots.

In addition, a good tennis player must understand the five controls for each
of the preceding strokes: direction, distance, height, spin, and speed. With all of
these variables to master, every player must also adjust to an opponent’s shots so
as to keep the ball away from the opponent.

To get to every ball, players must learn how to move before playing a shot and
how to recover after a shot. In addition, they must adjust to their own strengths,
the weaknesses of the opponent, their position on the court, and the playing con-
ditions.

Players must also be aware of the mental side of the game. Keeping track of
the score; calling balls in and out; controlling their thoughts and emotions; and
dealing with errors, conditions, and idiosyncrasies of their opponents are all parts
of the game.

Players on a doubles team must do all of the preceding while also working with a
partner on the same side of the court. Doubles players need to have all of the skills
of singles players while also understanding doubles formations. The team must
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do everything possible to return balls to openings on the opponents’ side of the
court and fill the gaps before the opponents can hit their shot to these openings.

Although tennis is a simple game, there is always something new that players
can learn, either tactics or techniques, that will make them better players or teams.
The learning and playing take place in almost every country, where players are
playing on the same-size court and with identical rules. These rules apply to men
and women, children and seniors. Tennis is truly a game for every person, in any
country, and it’s a game that can be played for a lifetime.

Effective Teaching

Effective tennis coaches must be well schooled in teaching both singles and
doubles skills, shot selection, and movement and recovery. Coaches who are ten-
nis players have to learn about all styles of play because players come in all sizes
and temperaments. Because they must be able to teach more than one stroke or
style of play, coaches must learn much more than the style and strokes they use
when they play.

If you, like many coaches, play the game, you must master the transition from
playing the game to teaching the game, a more difficult step than most people
realize. To perform successfully, athletes need to gain a sense of how each skill
feels—how they have to move and think. As a teacher, you have to search for
ways to help your players gain that sense, that feeling, of how to perform skills,
and you must understand that different athletes often perceive the same skill in
different ways.

Additionally, to be an effective teacher, you must accept responsibility for the
performance of your athletes. If you hide behind the tired excuse that your athletes
just can't play, you will never be motivated to find the teaching strategy that will
produce improvement. But if you adopt the credo that the team reflects everything
the coach has taught the players, or everything the coach has allowed them to
do, then you will understand that every player can improve. Even if an athlete’s
skill level is average, you can motivate her to hustle and give great effort, you can
drill her until she executes perfectly, and you can inspire her to help the whole be
greater than the sum of the parts. If you continually search for new ways to teach
the same skill, you will eventually find a phrase, drill, or concept that triggers the
athlete’s reactions in such a way that she finally starts showing improvement in
areas where she previously struggled.

You have the responsibility of finding a way to teach, or motivate, your players
to improve their skills. This concept alone—your acceptance of responsibility for
your players’ performances—will produce creative, exciting, and extremely effective
teaching, the kind of teaching that results in improved skills and performances
by both the individual players and the team as a whole.

Technical and Tactical Skills

As a coach, you are responsible for patiently and systematically explaining and
drilling your athletes on the basic skills and shot patterns that make up the game.
These skills, called technical skills, are the fundamentals that provide each player
with the tools to execute the physical requirements of the game. Each day at
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practice, you also must create scenarios on the court in which players have to use
their technical skills in matchlike situations, forcing them to make decisions that
simulate the choices they will have to make in a match. These skills, called tacti-
cal skills, are the bridge between practice performance and match performance.
Although the proper execution of technical skills is necessary for success, the
tactical skills (i.e., the ability to make the appropriate decisions) are the key to
having everything come together when it counts—in the match.

Obviously, other types of skills, such as pure physical capacity, mental skills,
communication ability, and character traits, all contribute to athletic performance
(Rainer Martens, Successful Coaching, Third Edition, Champaign, IL: Human
Kinetics, 2004, p. 170). Although all these skills are important, effective teaching
of the technical and tactical skills provides the foundation for successful tennis
coaching.

The variety of skills used in tennis is massive and impossible to chronicle in
one text. Consequently, this book focuses on the basic to intermediate technical
and tactical skills in tennis. These skills were compiled with the help of the United
States Tennis Association. The goal is to provide a resource that will help you im-
prove your understanding and instructional methods as you strive to teach your
players the great game of tennis.

Technical Skills

Technical skills are “the specific procedures to move one’s body to perform the
task that needs to be accomplished” (Martens, Successful Coaching, p. 169). The
proper execution of the technical skills of tennis is, obviously, crucial to success-
ful performance. Most coaches, even those with little experience, know what the
basic technical skills of tennis are: serves, serve returns, groundstrokes, volleys,
approach shots, lobs, and overheads. But your ability to teach athletes how to
perform those skills usually develops only over a long period, as you gain coach-
ing experience.

The goal of this book is to speed up the timetable of teaching skills by improv-
ing your ability to do the following:

0 Clearly communicate the basic elements of each skill to the athlete.

o Construct drills and teaching scenarios to rehearse those skills.

o Detect and correct errors in the athletes’ performance of skills.

O Help athletes transfer knowledge and ability from practice to matches.

Effective coaches have the capacity to transfer their knowledge and understand-
ing of skills into improved performance of those skills by their athletes. This book
outlines a plan that will help you do just that by teaching you how to become a
master of the basic to intermediate technical skills of tennis and provide your
athletes with the resources necessary for success.

Tactical Skills

Mastery of the technical skills of tennis is important, but athletes must also learn
the tactics of the game. Tactical skills are defined as “the decisions and actions
of players in the contest to gain an advantage over the opposing team or players”

5



6

COACHING TENNIS TECHNICAL AND TACTICAL SKILLS

(Martens, Successful Coaching, p. 170). Many tennis resources overlook the tacti-
cal aspects of the game. Coaches even omit tactical considerations from practice
because they are focused so intently on teaching technical skills. Another reason
for this omission is that tactics are difficult to teach. One way that you can ap-
proach tactical skills is by focusing on the following three critical aspects, the
“tactical triangle” (Martens, Successful Coaching, p. 215):

© Reading the play or situation
O Acquiring the knowledge needed to make an appropriate tactical decision
0 Applying decision-making skills to the problem

This book as a whole provides you with the knowledge you need to teach play-
ers how to use the tactical triangle. Part III covers cues that help athletes respond
appropriately when they see a play developing, including rules of the game, game
strategies, and opponents’ strengths and weaknesses that affect match situations,
as well as ways to teach athletes how to acquire and use this knowledge. Part I11
will also help you teach athletes how to make appropriate choices in given situa-
tions and show you how to empower players to recognize emerging situations on
their own and make sound judgments.

Perhaps the greatest frustration for a coach is to witness athletes making er-
rors in matches on skills they have repeatedly drilled in practice. For example,
in practice a player demonstrates perfect footwork while moving forward to play
an approach shot and continues to the net where he hits a controlled and well-
placed volley. During a match, however, he rushes his steps and overhits the ap-
proach shot and volleys wildly without getting set at the net. Transferring skills
from practice to the match can be difficult, but you can reduce errors by placing
the athletes in matchlike situations in practice to work on tactical skill decisions.
Only after rehearsing the tactical decision repeatedly in practice will the athletes
be prepared to execute those decisions (while maintaining their execution of the
related technical skills) in the match.

Traditional Versus Games Approach
to Coaching

As mentioned, transferring skills from practice to matches can be difficult. A
sound background of technical and tactical training prepares athletes for match
situations. Incorporating matchlike situations into daily training, however, in-
creases the likelihood that players will transfer skills from practices to matches.
To understand how to accomplish this, you must be aware of two approaches to
coaching—the traditional approach and the games approach.

Part IV of this book provides examples of both the traditional approach and the
games approach to coaching. Although each style has its particular advantages, the
concept favored in this book is the games approach. The games approach provides
athletes with a competitive situation governed by clear objectives and focused on
specific individuals and concepts. The games approach creates a productive and
meaningful learning environment in which athletes are motivated by both the
structure of the drills and the improvements they make. Finally, the games ap-
proach prepares athletes for competition because they have experienced situations
that closely resemble the tactical situations they will see in the match.
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Traditional Approach

Although the games approach to coaching has much merit, the traditional ap-
proach to coaching also has value. The traditional approach often begins with a
warm-up period, followed by individual drills, group drills, and then a substantial
team period, or scrimmage, at the end of the practice. The traditional approach
can be helpful in teaching the technical skills of tennis. But unless you shape,
focus, and enhance the team period, the athletes may be unable to transfer the
skills they learn in the drills to the scrimmage situation in practice or, worse, into
effective performance, especially of tactical skills, in matches.

Games Approach

The games approach emphasizes the use of games and minigames to provide ath-
letes with situations that are as close to a real match as possible (Alan G. Launder,
Play Practice, Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics, 2001). But this method requires
more than just putting the players on the court, throwing out a ball, and letting
them play. You should use the following three components any time you use the
games approach:

1. Shaping
2. Focusing
3. Enhancing

Shaping play allows you to modify the game in a way that is conducive to learn-
ing the skills your athletes are working on. You can shape play by modifying the
rules, the environment (playing area), the objectives of the game, and the number of
players (Launder, p. 56). In scrimmage situations the stronger players often domi-
nate, and the weaker players merely get through the scrimmage without playing
a strong, active role. If you shape play by reducing the playing area, every athlete
will have the opportunity to learn and practice the skills required for tennis.

You also need to be sure to focus the athletes on the specific objectives of the
game. Players are more apt to learn, or at least be open to learning, if they know
why they are playing the game and how the tactics they are rehearsing fit into the
bigger picture. Provide the athletes with clear objectives and a straightforward ex-
planation of how those objectives will help them become better tennis players.

Finally, you must play an active role throughout the game, enhancing the play
by stopping the game at the teachable moment and instructing the athletes about
how they could improve their decision-making or technical skills.

A game called Half-Court Singles is an example of the games approach to teach-
ing tactical skills. This game involves two singles players playing points using only
half the singles court. The regular singles court is divided down the middle so the
center service line is extended to the baseline, making the court 78 feet long but
only 13.5 feet wide. This narrow court forces the players to use short and deep
shots to move their opponents and create openings. The objective of the game is
to move the opponent very deep in the court so the player can hit a short ball by
using a drop shot or drop volley in front of her, or to draw her opponent to the net
so she can hit a lob over her head into the backcourt. Because the court is narrow,
hitting the ball with angles will be ineffective, so players will need to think about
and work short and deep ball sequences.

7
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To play this game, have players play to 10 points. Each player serves 2 points
before changing serves. To emphasize the deep and short openings, players are
awarded 2 points for hitting a successful drop shot or drop volley (a shot that
bounces on the court twice before the opponent can play the shot). Also, award 2
points for a successful lob that the player at the net cannot touch.

This game forces all players to think about keeping the ball in play and not
giving the opponent free points with unforced errors. It also makes players think
about how to win points by hitting a series of shots rather than a one-shot winner.
In this situation players are forced to use a combination of short and deep shots
to win points. This is a great learning situation for all players because it makes
them think about hitting every shot with a purpose.

The game seems simple, but some fascinating scenarios invariably unfold,
creating vivid opportunities for teaching. For example, if a player has an opening
shot in the court but hits a poor drop shot, it gives the opponent time to move
forward, play the shot, and take an offensive position at the net. Players will learn
that they must create an opening by forcing the opponent behind the baseline,
but they must be inside the baseline themselves to execute a successful drop shot.
This scenario illustrates some intriguing dimensions of the games approach to
coaching. Later sections of the text will offer more examples of this approach for
you to use in creating great learning experiences for your athletes.

Coaching tennis is a complex yet rewarding job. Tennis coaches are responsible
not only for the development of good players but also for the development of young
people who know right from wrong and how to make good behavioral decisions.
The emphasis of this book is on the concepts and strategies of teaching the basic
to intermediate technical and tactical skills of tennis, using both the traditional
and games approaches. The foundation of effective teaching that this book pro-
vides will help you master the art of helping your athletes refine and improve the
array of skills and techniques that make up the diverse, complex, and fascinating
game of tennis.



valuating
Technical and
Tactical Skills

Tennis is both an individual sport and a team sport. In building your team, you
should use specific evaluation tools to assess the development of the individual
parts that make up the whole of the team. You must remember that basic physical
skills contribute to the performance of the technical and tactical skills. In addition,
an array of nonphysical skills, such as mental capacity, communication skills, and
character skills, overlay athletic performance and affect its development (Rainer
Martens, Successful Coaching, Third Edition). In this chapter we examine evalua-
tion guidelines, exploring the specific skills you should evaluate and the tools to
use to accomplish those evaluations. Evaluations as described in this chapter will
help you critique your players objectively, something that you should continually
strive to do.

Guidelines for Evaluation

Regardless of the skill you are measuring and the evaluation tool you are using,
you should observe the basic guidelines that govern the testing and evaluation
process. First, the athletes need to know and understand the purpose of the
test and its relationship to the sport. If you are evaluating a technical skill, the
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correlation should be easy. But when you are evaluating physical skills, or mental,
communication, or character skills, you must explain the correlation between the
skill and the aspect of the game that will benefit.

Second, you must motivate your athletes to improve. Understanding the cor-
relation to the game will help, but sometimes the matches seem a long way away
during practices and training. In the physical skills area, elevating the status of
the testing process can help inspire the athletes. If you can create a match-day
atmosphere with many players present and watching as you conduct the testing,
the athletes will compete with more energy and enthusiasm than they would if you
ran the tests in a more clinical fashion. Goal boards and record boards posting
all-time best performances can also motivate the athletes. The best of these boards
have several categories, including the longest rally from baseline to baseline, the
longest rally from the baseline to the net, the longest rally at the net from volley
to volley, and target hits with the serve. You could also include tournament results
as a team or even individual results or rankings for those playing in sanctioned
tournaments.

The best motivation, though, comes from a personal best effort in physical skills
testing, or an improved score in technical, tactical, communication, or mental
skills. When athletes compare their performances today to those of yesterday, they
can always succeed and make progress, regardless of the achievements of their
teammates. When they see themselves making progress, they will be motivated
to continue to practice and train. This concept, while focusing on the individual,
is not antithetical to the team concept. You simply need to remind the team that
if every player gets better every day, the team will get better every day!

Third, all testing must be unbiased, formal, and consistent. Athletes will easily
recognize flaws in the testing process and subsequently lose confidence in the
results. You must be systematic and accurate, treating every athlete the same
way, in order for the test to have any integrity. No athlete should be credited with
a test result on a physical skill if she does not execute the test regimen perfectly.
You must mandate good form and attention to the details of the test. The same
is true of evaluation tools that do not measure quantitatively. A coach who wants
to evaluate technical skills must use the same tool for all athletes and score them
fairly and consistently for them to trust the conclusions reached.

Fourth, you must convey your feedback to the athletes professionally and, if
possible, personally. No athlete wants to fail, and all are self-conscious to a certain
extent when they don’t perform to their expectations or the expectations of their
coach. At the same time, all athletes have areas in which they need to improve,
and you must communicate those needs to them, especially if they do not see or
understand that they need to improve! Personal, private meetings with athletes
are crucial to the exchange of this information. Factual results, comparative rank-
ing charts, historical records of previous test results, and even videos of athletes’
performances can discretely communicate both areas in which they are doing
well and areas in which they need to make progress.

If you have a large number of athletes, you can accomplish these individual
meetings in occasional and subtle ways—by asking the athlete to stay for a few
minutes in the office after a team meeting, by finding the athlete after practice
or a workout in the locker room, by going out to practice early and creating an
opportunity to talk to the athlete individually, or by calling the athlete in to the
office at random times just to talk. These in-person, one-on-one meetings are by
far the best method of communicating to your athletes the areas in which they
need to improve.
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Finally, you must apply the principles that you are asking of your players to the
process of evaluating them. You must be an expert in your field in terms of your
knowledge of the technical and tactical skills for your sport, so that you can ac-
curately and consistently evaluate the skill that you see your players perform. You
must understand the value and importance of the physical skills (perhaps even in
your personal lifestyle and health habits) to convey the importance of these skills
to the game. You must have outstanding communication skills to be effective in
your teaching, and you must exhibit those skills in your dealings with other staff
members, especially when you are visible to the players, so that you can establish
credibility with the players regarding communication.

Evaluating Skills

Clearly, players must know the technical skills demanded by their sport, and they
must know how to apply those skills in tactical situations when they compete.
You must remember, however, that basic physical skills contribute to the perfor-
mance of the technical and tactical skills and must be consciously incorporated
into the athlete’s training plan. In addition, various nonphysical skills such as
mental capacity, communication skills, and character skills also overlay athletic
performance and affect its development.

As you evaluate your athletes, one concept is crucial: Athletes should focus
on trying to improve their own previous performance, as opposed to compar-
ing their performances to those of their teammates. Certainly, comparative data
help athletes see where they rank on the team and perhaps among other players,
and these data may motivate them or help them set goals. However, because all
rankings place some athletes on the team below others, these athletes can easily
become discouraged, especially if they consistently rank at the bottom of the team.
Conversely, if the focus of the evaluation is personal improvement, every player
on the team has the possibility of being successful every time tests are conducted.
Whether you are looking at physical skills or nonphysical skills, encourage your
athletes to achieve their own personal bests.

Evaluating Physical Skills

The essential physical skills for tennis are strength, speed, agility, power, and
flexibility. The training and evaluation of those five physical skills are especially
important in the off-season and preseason periods, when athletes are concentrat-
ing on overall improvement. In-season evaluation, however, also ensures that any
off-season gains, especially in strength, do not deteriorate because the players and
coaches are devoting much of their time and attention to match-plan preparation
and practice.

Testing should occur at least three times a year—once immediately before the
tennis season begins to gauge athletes’ readiness for the season, once after the sea-
son to measure the retention of physical skills during competition, and once in the
spring to evaluate athletes’ progress and development in the off-season program.
In addition, you will be constantly evaluating your athletes throughout the season
to make slight adjustments, about which you will learn more in chapter 8.

Of course, training programs can positively affect several skills. For example,
improvements in leg strength and flexibility will almost certainly improve speed.
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