
Meeting the Worldwide Challenges for Coaching Education

by Nick Saviano

During the last 20 years, tennis has experienced an
enormous worldwide increase in the amount of
competition at the junior and professional levels.

This increase has coincided with a dramatic growth in the
application of systematic and scientific approaches to find
the most effective and most efficient training methods for
maximizing a player’s potential. All indications are that
this growth in coaching information will continue, thus
guaranteeing that the process of coaching high-perform-
ance players will require an increasingly higher level of
coaching knowledge.

The European community has been aggressively applying
science-based coaching programs for years. In 1974, the
European Coaches Conference was established to exchange
ideas, training methods, and scientific data to facilitate the
development of European players. The conference was held
for the specific purpose of thwarting American dominance
in the world game! There is little doubt that this quest for
the latest scientific knowledge and best coaching methods
has been a contributing factor in the dramatic increase of
world-class European players in tennis today. 

The USTA has recognized these trends and has taken two
major steps in the field of coaching education, to help ensure
that American coaches remain on the cutting edge of player
development and that we continue to provide our players
with the best coaching in the world.

First, the USTA has established the USA Tennis Coaching
Education Department. The purpose of the department is to
gather, develop and disseminate the latest information in
coaching education for all developmental coaches around the
country. This effort will include the creation of educational
materials (such as the High-Performance Coaching newsletter
and instructional videos and books) as well as having the
department conduct seminars and workshops.

The work will not be done in a vacuum. The department
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will work closely with the USTA Sport Science Department,
the USPTA, USPTR, USOC, ASEP, the USTA National
Coaching Staff, and top developmental coaches around the
country—all in an effort to provide the best coaching edu-
cational material in the world.

Second, the USTA has initiated the USA Tennis High-
Performance Coaching Program, which is the flagship of the
department’s educational effort. The program is intended
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1999 Area Training Center Coaches Workshop, Key Biscayne.



O
ur first issue of 2000 focuses on the USTA’s major coaching education effort for the new millennium—the

establishment of the USA Tennis Coaching Education Department and the development of the USA Tennis High-

Performance Coaching Program.

The USA Tennis Coaching Education Department was established to provide a service for you, America’s devel-

opmental coaches, who are out in the field every day. Think of it as your department! We will work closely with

the United States Professional Tennis Association (USPTA), United States Professional Tennis Registry (USPTR), United

States Olympic Committee (USOC), the USTA Sport Science Department, the USTA National Coaching Staff, and devel-

opmental coaches from around the country to provide you with cutting edge coaching education material.

To further our efforts, we have dedicated much of this issue to the USA Tennis High-Performance Coaching

Program, which we are developing in cooperation with the USPTA and USPTR. We hope this newsletter helps keep

you abreast of the program and elicits your input. So please read over the material, let us know how much it

interests you, give us your comments, and help us make this the best program of its kind in the world.

If you want to learn more about the USA Tennis High-Performance Coaching Program, please contact the USA

Tennis Coaching Education Department at 305-365-8782, or e-mail us at: Saviano@playdev.usta.com or

Lubbers@playdev.usta.com.

Sincerely,

Nick Saviano    Paul Lubbers, Ph.D.

specifically for the serious developmental coach work-
ing with players who are striving for excellence in ten-
nis (i.e., sectional junior players to collegiate and young
professionals). The USA Tennis Coaching Education
Department will establish the educational component
in cooperation with the USPTA and the USPTR. Upon
completion of the curriculum, the USPTA and/or the
USPTR will certify the coaches. 

The field of coaching education is an exciting and
dynamic one. There is no major sport in the world that
trains its athletes the same as it did 20 years ago—and

tennis should not be an exception. As developmental
coaches, we have a challenge and an obligation to pro-
vide our players with the highest-quality information
and training techniques. Our hope is that all develop-
mental coaches in the United States will support and
contribute to the success of this effort. 

The following material provides information on the
overall program. Our objective is twofold. First, to keep
you abreast of the program as it evolves. And second, to
enable you to respond to it and give us your input. 
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The USA Tennis Coaching Education Department
is committed to offering serious developmental coaches
one of the highest-quality coaching education experi-
ences in the world through participation in the USA
Tennis High-Performance Coaching Program. 

Incentives for the Program
The incentives for the coach to complete the pro-

gram will be significant. They include: personal and
professional growth, being involved in a program that is
on the cutting edge of coaching, and becoming a part
of a publicly recognized group of America’s leading
developmental coaches. In addition, we will provide
ample opportunity for the high-performance coach to
interact and network with other leading coaches

throughout the United States. We are also looking into
possible benefits that will include invitations to special
educational events and/or tournaments, exclusive access
to coaching education materials from the USA Tennis
Coaching Education Department, and more.

Our intent is to provide ongoing benefits to the
high-performance coaches who participate in the pro-
gram. Our goal is to provide opportunities to help these
coaches in their efforts to develop the next generation
of American players.

Selection
The USA Tennis Coaching Education Department

staff will select coaches for admission into the program.

Dear
Reader:
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USA Tennis Player Development Update by Tom Gullikson and Doug MacCurdy

We are pleased to announce that the USTA has
recently established a Coaching Education De-
partment. We view the creation of this depart-

ment as a key to improving the level of American players in the
world game. Nick Saviano, formerly the USTA Director of
Technical Development, assumes the position of Director of
USA Tennis Coaching Education. Paul Lubbers, formerly the
head men’s and women’s coach at the University of North
Carolina at Greensboro, becomes the Administrator of USA
Tennis Coaching Education. Our coaching education staff will
work closely with the USA Tennis Player Development coach-
ing staff, the USTA Sport Science Department, the USTA
Sport Science Committee, and the teaching organizations to
help produce the next generation of American players.

One of the major responsibilities of the coaching educa-
tion department is to work closely with the United States
Professional Tennis Association (USPTA) and the United
States Professional Tennis Registry (USPTR) on the USA
Tennis High-Performance Coaching Program. Top-level
coaches selected to go through the program will attend a
series of seminars and a testing process that will result in a
high-performance certification from the USPTA or USPTR.
The department is also responsible for producing coaching
education materials, which includes this High-Performance
Coaching newsletter as well as videos, books and manuals. 

We in USA Tennis Player Development are very excited
about the establishment of a Coaching Education Depart-
ment. It is clear that we are committed to providing the best
possible services to dedicated coaches and players through-
out the country. We look forward to your input and assis-
tance in helping American tennis grow and prosper as we
charge into the next century. 

A Word from Tom Gullikson:
For the last six years, I have had the honor and privilege

of being the U.S. Davis Cup Captain. I have a lifetime of
great coaching experiences to share from my travels around
the world with our team. One of my goals as the USA Tennis
Director of Coaching is to share my experiences with our top
coaches and aspiring players from around the country.
Although it would be impossible to relate all my experiences
in this space, let me share with you some of the key qualities
that all our top Davis Cup players have displayed in abun-
dance in playing great matches around the world.

Commitment It all starts with the players commit-
ting to the team 100 percent. Jim Courier and Todd Martin
showed an unwavering commitment to the team from the
beginning of my captaincy in 1994, when we played India
in New Delhi on grass. Courier was the first person I called
in recruiting the team, and his response after I told him we

would be playing in India was, “Great, who else can we get
to go?” Martin also answered the call and won his two sin-
gles matches in his first Davis Cup tie.

Preparation A great coach once said, “Proper prepa-
ration prevents poor performance.” I learned so much about
preparation by watching Jim Courier prepare for his match-
es in the practice week leading up to the competitions. Jim
led by example. Nobody worked harder or with more inten-
sity than he did. In fact, I would have to remind him to taper
off from his practice routines and physical training so he
would be eager and rested for his two best-of-five set battles
on the weekend. 

Self-belief and Tenacity Pete Sampras is a very
humble champion. He never boasts about his enormous tal-
ents nor stuffs his triumphs in his opponent’s face. Yet he has
an unwavering, deep belief in his own abilities as a player.
For example, in the semifinals of the 1997 Davis Cup
against Australia, Pete totally outplayed Patrick Rafter, the
newly crowned US Open champion, in the first set but lost
it in a tiebreaker, in which he was a bit unlucky. Instead of
getting down on himself, he picked his game up a notch and
played flawless tennis the rest of the way, disposing of Rafter
without losing another set. Many players will panic or quit
when they get down. Instead, they should take a lesson from
Pete Sampras: Stay poised, believe in yourself, and keep
fighting—and you can come through in the end. 

I am thoroughly enjoying the challenge of trying to posi-
tively influence the next generation of American players. We
have assembled a great team of coaches in USA Tennis Player
Development who are all dedicated to the goal of develop-
ing the success of American players in the world game. Join
us in doing something every day that will help improve
American tennis.

Tom Gullikson is the Director of Coaching, and Doug MacCurdy is the
Director of USA Tennis Player Development.

Jim Courier (left) and Tom Gullikson.
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A committee comprised of the USA Tennis Director of
Coaching Education and the Director of Multicultural
Development, as well as a USPTA and a USPTR rep-
resentative, will assure the stated selection philosophy is
being met and will review the selection process. 

In selecting coaches for the program, the USA
Tennis Coaching Education Department will be fair
and equitable in choosing the most qualified applicants
who have the qualifications listed below. The coaches’
playing backgrounds will be taken into account.
Consideration will also be given to coaches from
diverse ethnic and socioeconomic groups as well as geo-
graphical location.

As the program grows, the USA Tennis Coaching
Education Department will continually review the
selection philosophy and qualifications to ensure that
the program meets its goals.

Qualifications:
1. Code of Ethics: Each applicant must have high

ethical standards and must sign and abide by the
code of ethics.

2. Certified: Each applicant must have achieved a
USPTA P1 and/or USPTR Professional.

3. Coaching Experience: Each applicant must have
at least 5 years of experience coaching high-per-
formance players.

4. Sectionally Ranked Players: Each applicant must
be able to verify having been and/or currently is the

primary coach of a specified number of sectionally
ranked players.

5. Nationally Ranked Players: Each applicant must
be able to verify having been and/or currently is
the primary coach of a specified number of
nationally ranked players.

6. Coach of Successful Players: Each applicant
must have coached players who have gone on to
play at all levels of the game, including collegiate
and professional tennis.

7. Active Developmental Coach: Each applicant
must currently be active in coaching high-per-
formance players.

8. Sports Science Competency Test (Level One):
This test must be completed.

9. Exceptions: Exceptions to the criteria will be
made based on special circumstances.

Coaches will receive notification of their selection
approximately 4 months before the program begins.

Education and Testing
The education of coaches is founded on the recent-

ly established Coaching Competencies (see page 11).
The program will be based on a problem-solving
approach meant to teach coaches education and sport
science concepts in a practical, easy-to-apply manner. 

There will be three phases to the education and test-
ing component of the program:

continued on page 11
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Coaches in Key Biscayne, Florida, participating in a coaching education workshop.
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lthough the sport of tennis has changed
dramatically over the past 20 years, certain

aspects have remained constant, such as the importance of
the return of serve. In this article, we highlight what we
consider to be key fundamentals of technique for the fore-
hand return of serve. 

The technique of the forehand return has gone through
some notable changes over the past generation. Much of
this evolution is the result of dealing with the ever-increas-
ing speed of the serve in the modern game. Tactically, the
forehand return has always been used as a means to attack
the serve, particularly the second serve. This basic strategy
has not changed. However, backhand returns have
improved so much that the forehand return is often not as
intimidating as it once was. 

To illustrate the forehand return of serve, we have
chosen two of today’s top male players: Andre Agassi,
generally regarded as having the greatest return of serve
in the history of tennis, and former French Open cham-
pion Gustavo Kuerten, who has one of the game’s biggest
forehands.

Nick Saviano is the Director of USA Tennis Coaching Education.

• Both players are in the process of landing from their
split step. Agassi’s upper body is leaning slightly for-
ward, whereas Kuerten is more upright in his posture. 

• They have a wide stance with a low center of gravity,
and their knees are bent.

• They are using forehand grips.
• Note that, based on where they are standing, Agassi is

returning a first serve and Kuerten a second serve.

Forehand
Return of

Serve

A

The

PHOTO #1



• Both players have started their unit turn and their ini-
tial racquet preparation. 

• Their right foot has turned out, in the direction they are
about to move. 

• As they are turning their upper body, their left arm
comes across the body, which facilitates the turn of
the front shoulder and helps store energy in the shoul-
der and back muscles. This arm movement is a key to
early preparation.

• Both players are getting into the fully loaded position,
in which they are storing energy in their large muscle
groups (legs, hips, back, and shoulders).

• Their quick move into the fully loaded position allows
them to take a short backswing to reach that position,
from which they can readily handle and generate
power.

• Both players have a relatively small loop in their back-
swing. The turning of their upper body accounts for
much of the racket preparation to this point.

• Both players have excellent upper body posture.
• Note that Agassi has a much more pronounced turn

and a lower center of gravity.

PHOTO #3PHOTO #2



• Both players have excellent posture and balance.
• They take a short backswing and are positioning them-

selves for contacting the ball in the optimum location
in relation to their body.

• Note that Agassi has one of the most compact back-
swings in the game. The fact that he gets a great “load”
in the early preparation phase enables him to deal with
and generate power with such a short backswing.

• Both players display excellent dynamic balance even
though they are off the ground.

• They have their head up and focused on the point of
contact.

• Notice how both players have exploded up and into the
shot with their back leg. This propels them off the
ground and transfers their weight forward, into the
court.

• Note how little the head has moved just after contact.

PHOTO #5PHOTO #4
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• The tremendous angular momentum (rotation) and
racket acceleration is evident. Notice how significantly
their body has uncoiled and how quickly the racket arm
has pronated, resulting in a follow-through finishing
low and to the side of the body. 

• Both players continue to maintain excellent dynamic
balance.

• The racket continues to wrap around the body as each
player finishes the stroke. From this point, the player
will immediately go into the recovery stage and pre-
pare for the next shot.

PHOTO #6 PHOTO #7
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Pattern #3: Inside Out Forehand Player B hits a serve to the middle of
the service box. Player A steps around the serve and hits the return inside
out to the open court. The server is forced to hit the ball on the run and
often attempts a crosscourt shot, with the ball landing toward the center
of the court. Player A then can respond with either an inside out or an
inside in shot. Note: This return of serve pattern can result in an opportu-
nity for the receiver to approach the net and look for a volley winner.

Pattern #2: Deep Down the Middle Player B hits an aggressive serve to
the forehand of Player A, who responds with a powerful return that is hit
deep down the middle of the court. This return takes response time and
angle away from the server. It often results in a shot that allows Player A
to execute an offensive shot to either corner of the court.

by Paul Lubbers, Ph.D.

Andre Agassi and Gustavo Kuerten are two of the
best forehand returners in the game, and what
helps make their forehand returns so great are

commonalities in technique and a solid understanding of
effective return of serve patterns.

The proper use of return of serve patterns allows the
receiver to at least neutralize his or her opponent’s serve—
and, sometimes, to turn the defensive nature of the return
into an offensive opportunity.  In addition, an effective use
of return of serve patterns gives the receiver a clear idea of
the type of return to hit next and leads to proper shot
selection.  Indeed, a good understanding of return of serve
patterns will help any developmental player turn his or her
forehand return into a weapon.

Paul Lubbers, Ph.D., is Administrator of USA Tennis Coaching
Education.

Forehand Return of Serve Pattern

Player B

Player A

Player B

Player A

Player B

Player A

Pattern #1 Deuce Court: Down the Line Return Player B hits a serve
to the forehand of Player A, who drives the ball aggressively down the line.
This return, if executed properly, forces the server to hit a weak backhand
that lands near the center of the court. Player A then can take control of
the point and hit the ball to the open court.
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Changes in the Tennis Ball

events, it will be up to the tournament or league
director, or the USTA to decide which type of ball
will be used. It is anticipated that teaching pros and
coaches who work with beginners will choose the
larger (slower) ball, as will many recreational players.

The Professional Game
There is strong evidence that the game is speeding

up and the serve is becoming the dominant stroke in
the men’s professional game on grass courts, such as
Wimbledon. Analysis of the ratio of tie-breaks to sets
played (which is a measure of serve dominance) shows
a strong correlation with the speed of the court surface
for men but not women at the Grand Slam tourna-
ments. When the data is looked at over a 30-year peri-
od (90,000 sets), there is a trend toward more tie-
breaks on all the surfaces that men play on, but no
increase in the tie-break ratio in the women’s game. If
you examine specific players who are noted for their
big serve, such as Greg Rusedski, 36 percent of his sets
at Wimbledon end in a tie-break, which is twice as
many as the average of all other men at that tourna-
ment. Goran Ivanisevic ends up with 33 percent tie-
breaks and Mark Philippoussis at 29 percent, com-
pared to an all-court player such as Rod Laver, who
had only 8 percent of his sets end in the equivalent of
a tie-break.

It is expected, on the basis of wind-tunnel testing
and computer models, that the larger ball will slow
down the game, allowing the receiver of a 120-mph
serve an additional 0.03 seconds more time to react and
return the shot. This extra time is the same extra time

by Howard Brody, Ph.D.

At its recent meeting in Noordwijk, Netherlands,
the International Tennis Federation (ITF) mod-
ified Rule 3 (the Tennis Ball) of the Rules of

Tennis to allow two new types of tennis balls.

These balls will be “legal” during a two-year exper-
iment starting January 1, 2000.

Ball type 1
These balls will be allowed (not mandated) for use in
professional tournament play on slow courts, such as
red clay. The balls will be identical to the present
balls, except they will be harder. It is hoped they will
speed up the game somewhat by not losing as much
speed when they bounce and also by bouncing at a
lower angle.

Ball type 2
These are same balls that are presently being used.
They are designed for medium pace (or speed) sur-
faces, such as the hard courts used at the US Open
and many tournaments in the United States.

Ball type 3
These balls will be allowed (not mandated) for use in
professional tournament play on fast courts, such as
grass. The balls will be identical to the present balls,
except they will be 7 to 8 percent larger in diameter.
It is hoped the larger balls will slow down the game
due to their greater air resistance and a higher
bounce angle.

Recreational players can use any one of the three
balls on any surface they choose. For sanctioned continued on page 12
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1. Preparation Phase: Coaches will receive a study guide
and detailed information on requirements for the
“Interactive Phase” and projects that must be com-
pleted in advance. 

2. Interactive Phase: Coaches will come to a site for 7
days of interactive learning experiences, including
small group discussions and practical on-court work.
There will be a written test and an on-court assess-
ment test.

3. Application Phase: Coaches will be asked to apply
their knowledge from the previous sessions. They
will be given projects to be completed and submitted
to the USA Tennis Coaching Education Department
for evaluation.

After completing all three phases of the program, coach-
es will receive their certification from the USPTR and/or
the USPTA. 

Coaching Competencies
Coaching competencies make up the cornerstone of

the USA Tennis High-Performance Coaching Program.
We believe these competencies encompass all of the
skills necessary to become a high-performance coach. 

The primary objectives of the Coaching Comp-
etencies are to:

1. Establish commonalities, which transcend differ-
ent styles of play.

2. Enhance and cultivate the ability of coaches to
personalize the development of players based on
their talent and individual needs.

An abridged list of the Coaching Competencies follows.

1. Specific Coaching Skills
A. Communication
B. Demonstrating and Explaining Skills

to Individuals
C. Demonstrating and Explaining

Skills to Groups
D. Individual Coaching
E. Drilling and Training

2. Strategy and Tactics
A. Singles Strategy and Game Styles
B. Factors Influencing Play
C. Percentage Play
D. Tactical Training

E. Match Analysis
F. Anticipation
G. Doubles: Offensive & Defensive Positioning &

Movement
H. Doubles: Communication

3. Tennis Technique
A. Knowledge of Technique
B. Evaluate & Improve Technique
C. Learning Progressions

4. Psycological Skills
A. Coaching Philosophy
B. Sport Psychology

5. Health Sciences
A. Growth and Development
B. Sports Nutrition
C. Sports Medicine
D. Sports Physiology

6. Organization and Administration
A. Planning
B. Travel
C. Rules of Play

Continuing Education
Coaches will be required to complete one or more USA

Tennis High-Performance Coaching Program continuing
education courses over a two-year period. The USA Tennis
Coaching Education Department will approve these
courses, which will be offered by, but are not limited to,
the USPTA, USPTR, American Sport Education Program
(ASEP), USOC, Van der Meer Tennis University and the
USA Tennis Coaching Education Department.

Testing Dates for 2000 and 2001

Date Location Number of Coaches

May 8-14, 2000 Key Biscayne 24
August 17-23, 2000 Palo Alto CA 24
November 13-19, 2000 TBA 24

January 2001 TBA 24
May 2001 TBA 24
August 2001 TBA 24
November 2001 TBA 24

Meeting the Worldwide Challenges…continued from page 4
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Changes in the Tennis Ball…continued from page 10

that the player would get in
switching from a grass court to a
hard court. It is anticipated that
the larger ball will reverse the trend
toward complete serve dominance
on grass and help retain the basic
nature of the game.

Recreational Play
The larger ball should be the

ball of choice for professionals and
coaches working with beginners
and low-level players. For recre-
ational play, the larger ball should
slow the game down sufficiently to
allow more hits per rally and less
time spent in retrieving balls.

When tennis is played at a high
altitude, special low-pressure balls

are used to compensate for the
lower atmospheric pressure. How-
ever, nothing is presently done to
compensate for the reduced air
resistance due to the thinner air at
high altitude, and the balls tend to
fly. The larger ball, because of its
greater interaction with the air,
probably will become the ball of
choice in this situation. Once man-
ufacturers begin making the larger
balls in quantity and they become
available, the ITF will probably
mandate the larger ball for high-
altitude play.

Howard Brody Ph.D. is a Professor of
Physics at the University of Pennsylvania
and a member of the USTA Sports
Science Committee.


