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STORY & PHOTOS BY 
SOLOMON CRENSHAW JR. /
SPECIAL TO USTA SOUTHERN

WEST POINT, MS - The boys lin-
gered on the tennis court, trying as hard
as they could to extend the experience
they just had.

The first van had already headed up
College Street to take the girls back to
the summer camp where they spend their
days. Two male campers could be heard as
they made their way off the court.

“I won,” one told his friend. “No, I
won,” said the other.

In truth, no points, no games, no sets
were played on the tennis courts at
Marshall Park in West Point on this Friday
morning. Neither the boys nor the girls
who were introduced to the game are
ready to lift trophies overhead.

But a seed was planted, the latest seed
planted by Vanita Mattix and her Golden
Triangle Tennis program. It’s one of eight
National Junior Tennis League programs to
garner support from USTA Southern in
the form of its USTA Southern NJTL
Blueprint for Success Capacity Building
joint venture.

The NJTLs in Columbia, Starkville and
West Point deliver a life skills curriculum at
each facility, directed by five teachers plus
volunteers. Mattrix said, “We had a total of
27 kids who wrote a NJTL essay this year,
22 of them were submitted. Two of the
facilities offer ACT prep. The kids received
90 minutes of education weekly.”

Mattix said the potential of the area
makes it a gold mine.

“There is so much untapped interest in
these areas, where kids have not been
exposed to tennis but need something to
do,” she said. “It just amazes me when I
see kids everywhere I go. I’m like, ‘That kid
was in my program six years ago and now
they’re graduating from high school.’ 

“We’ve been able to impact in a posi-
tive way,” said Mattix who, along with her
staff, began their summer program in
Starkville with 58 of the 107 enrolled at
Needmore Community Center. Angel Tate,
18, and Chavis Ivory, 24, taught 31 in the
younger group while Mattix worked with
the older youths on their NJTL essays.

The trio then hit U.S. Highway 82 for
the half-hour trip to Columbus High
School, where 14-year-old Kendall Moody
joined the teachers. Light rain arrived just
as 17 of the 30 enrolled students showed
up but they were undeterred, grabbing
squeegees and rollers to dry a couple of
courts during a break in the downpour.

A day later, Mattix’s son R.L. Mattix Jr.,
joined the group as 21 summer day
campers from Tech Generation Learning
Center were introduced to tennis. Dr.
Martha S. Liddell, director of the center,
calls Golden Triangle Tennis the answer to
a prayer.

“I said, ‘Dear Lord, send us who we
need and who needs us,’” she recalled.
Without Mattix, she said, “Our children
would not have had that opportunity.”

Mattix, 44, who has played tennis since

2007, identifies herself as a certified family
nurse practitioner by day and a certified
tennis enthusiast by day and night. Both
her play and teaching style are largely self-
taught and sometime unorthodox. She
tells children to “Smell your elbow” to
help them understand the follow through
on their groundstrokes.

And then there is training with scoops
of water.

“One day, I was showing them tech-
nique and I was thinking, 'This looks like
I'm scooping water out of the bucket and
pouring it over my shoulder,'” she said. “I
tell them that if they spill the water then
the ball is going down. You've gotta keep
that water in your hand until it goes over
your shoulder. We've actually done it with
cups of water, tossing it over their shoulder.

“Whatever works,” Mattix said. “I just
learned along the way.”

The 2018 investment in USTA
Southern’s NJTL chapters included
$104,000 in capacity building funds from
USTA Southern, $90,000 in program
grants from the USTA Foundation and
$30,000 for a professional consultant pro-
vided by the Southern Tennis Foundation.
In addition, both USTA Southern and the
USTA Foundation have provided training
and travel to the eight chapters selected.

Mattix said Blueprint For Success train-
ing she received in Atlanta provided sup-
port and direction to build her organiza-
tion so it – and the youngsters she reach-
es – can see sustainable growth. 

“I’m ecstatic to have a kid who’s in the
seventh grade and starting on their varsity
tennis team,” she said. 

“And I’m ecstatic when I can stand
with a kid to get his scholarship. But I’m
happy also to see that this kid didn’t go to
jail, this kid graduated high school, and this
kid is coming back and teaching in my pro-
gram.” 
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NJTL 
TIME
Vanita Mattix helps
kids learn the game
in Golden Triangle
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Name: Michelle Wilson
High School: Pigeon Forge High School, Class of 2019
Years played in USTA Junior tournaments? 5
Highest ranking in the Southern Section: #1
Which college or university do you plan to
attend?: University of Arizona
Special Tennis Awards:
• Newest member of Team USA Wheelchair
• Alabama Open 2017-18 Women’s A singles & doubles 
  champion
• Music City Tennis Tournament 2018 Women’s A doubles 
  champion
• USTA Southern 2017-18 champion
• USTA 2018 Junior Wheelchair Most Improved
• US Open 2017 Men’s C doubles champion
• US Open 2018 Men’s B doubles champion
• US Open 2018 Women’s A singles & doubles champion
• USTA Tennessee’s 2018 Most Outstanding Wheelchair 
  Player of the Year
• USTA #1 Women’s A singles & doubles
• USTA #3: Men’s B doubles
• ITF Girls’ #19

Essay: In 250 words or less, please write a short, original
essay which explains how tennis and education have influ-
enced your life.
When I was nine, I watched a lady play tennis at our local
courts. I remember looking to my parents and saying, "I
want to play that next." From that point my love for tennis
skyrocketed. I began practicing every summer morning with
more drive than any other sport I had played. I saw my
future having tennis in it. But, needing to have my right leg
amputated due to a cancerous tumor was a heartbreak. I
thought my future playing tennis in college was over. It was-
n't until my father found wheelchair tennis that I had felt
like I found a piece of my life I had lost. I look forward to
continue playing wheelchair tennis for the University of
Arizona. But for all my life my parents taught me that
school was always first, if I didn't have the grades I couldn't
play the sports. It’s a rule that I intend to carry with me
throughout my college career, especially since my career
choice to be a pediatric clinical psychologist takes 10 years
of schooling. Learning from my experience with my battle
with cancer, I saw the mental toll it has on the kids. I aspire
to take what I learned from my struggles with cancer and
losing my leg and all the school education, and use it to
help as many children I can through their own fight.

Scholarship Application Highlights

Tennessee’s Michelle
Wilson received Southern
Tennis Foundation’s first
scholarship awarded to 
a wheelchair athlete

FIRST
In
Class

EM CULLEN PHOTOGRAPHY
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STORY & PHOTOS BY
RON CIOFFI / USTA SOUTHERN

LITTLE ROCK, AR – It's opening day for the main draw and
Mike Cation overlooks the Baptist Health Little Rock Open
Stadium Court.

He can see about 10 or more spectators in the shaded seat-
ing. But, as he speaks, no one in attendance can hear him, even at
close range.

Worldwide, more than 500 dedicated tennis fans can hear his
polished delivery as he describes a first-round match. That num-
ber of viewers will grow as the tournament progresses, up to as
many as 70,000, Cation said.

Cation is the voice of the USTA Pro Circuit. He puts in 10-14
hours per day as the play-by-play announcer and commentator
covering the low-level pro tournaments in the U.S. Most of the
time, it's just him – no famous tennis player at his side.

Here in Little Rock, most of the names on Cation's score
sheet are little-known pros battling for ATP points that some day
could get them into the Grand Slam and other top-level tourna-
ments most fans watch on TV.

But, now, their exposure is streaming TV, available to the world
through the USTA.com Pro Circuit pages. 

On the daily order of play, the 10 a.m. match features Ryan
Shane, 25, USA, and Thiago Seyboth Wild, 19, Brazil. Though they
were No. 338 and 360 respectively, Cation – who puts in two or
three hours of prep a night – knew them both. Why would an
announcer need to be so versed in players who may never touch
a Grand Slam trophy?

"The people who are watching streaming are not the usual
general audience. These are hardcore tennis fans,” Caton said. “I
have to make sure I am really knowledgeable. I have to match
[the fans'] expertise."

Cation's work, along with the entire production team, made
an impression on Tournament Director Chip Stearns. "We are
reaching out to the world, which elevates the profile of Little
Rock and our tournament. It's great that people from around the
world can see the refurbished Rebsamen Tennis Center."

Cation acquires some extra insight with his direct connection
to the competitors. "I text many of the players. I get little personal

details. Little drop-ins."
Still, the time on the road is exhausting. Cation takes weeks off

between the grueling schedule of working from the morning until
the last night match has finished. "It's isolating and physically drain-
ing. But I absolutely love what I do." So much so, in fact, that he
also does support work for the TV of the US Open, Australian
Open and Cincinnati tournaments.

Behind the cameras
Before the announcer delivers his commentary, the production

staff has been on site for days. LiveSports is fully engaged in deliv-
ering the free stream.

Jef Kethley heads up a crew of four to six, some on site and
some around the world, all producing high-quality work. "We are
working in 4K,” Kethley said. “That means that the Tennis Channel
can put up our feed, which they do."

Huddled in a crowded van beside the main court are three
producers and a bank of a more than a dozen screens. From here
they either manually run four cameras on courts or have their
off-site crew take on those tasks.

Two courts have wide-angle cameras that show the entire
court. "We use a platform to get the camera at the optimum
position," Kethley explained. "We strive for a consistent look on all
courts at all events."

Two cameras sit close to the net opposite from the chair
umpire. For ATP/WTA tournaments, operators handle the equip-
ment. But, on this level, all controls – including shooting angle and
zoom – are either manually run by a producer in the truck or off-
site. 

Megan Rose, USTA Senior Director, Competitive Pathway, runs
the 90-plus USTA Pro Circuit. "The USTA Pro Circuit webstream
is an amazing asset for us to be able to showcase this level of tal-
ent, dedication and quality of tennis," she said. "The Pro Circuit
allows fans the opportunity to sit front row and watch the rise of
the next great talent in professional tennis. For those who don't
have a Pro Circuit event in their backyard, they can watch it all for
free on USTA.com." 

U
S

T
A

 S
o

u
th

e
r
n

4                                                                                                                                                   SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2019 – www.SouthernTennis.comUSTASouthern             #USTASouthern            USTASouthernTennis

AIR TIME

Voice of the USTA Pro Circuit webstream puts fans on front row

Jef Kethley, right, joins Mike Cation as he delivers 
commentary from the Baptist Health Little Rock Open. 
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COLUMBIA, SC – These kids – and mentors – enjoyed a
day full of tennis at Woodland Park in Columbia with the help
of USTA South Carolina staffer Rashawn Nelson.

A Team Challenge is a fun team environment that allows
children to develop their skills through level-based play without
an emphasis on instruction or results. Through early July, USTA
Southern has hosted over 130 Team Challenges with more than
4,000 players participating all together

A USTA Team Tournament is an innovative way for children
to gain match experience, develop their skills through level-
based play and demonstrate good sportsmanship. In its nine
states, USTA Southern has hosted over 60 Team Tournaments
with over 2,500 participants. 

Contact USTA Southern’s James Tart at tart@sta.usta.com to
host an event.

GIVE IT A SHOT

Give Tennis a Try
Net Generation
draws kids to

the courts 

PHOTOS BY EMILY RUSSELL / USTA SOUTH CAROLINA
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STORY & PHOTOS BY RICK LIMPERT / 
SPECIAL TO USTA SOUTHERN

ALPHARETTA, GA – The Georgia zip code that includes
the area where Alpharetta, Roswell, Norcross and Peachtree
Corners meet – 30022 – is ground zero for tennis players,
not only in metro Atlanta, but also for the entire country. 

It’s no surprise when walking through the entrance of Kids
R Kids Early Literacy and Enrichment School on Holcomb
Bridge Road in Alpharetta that, sitting on a bookshelf right
next to the preschool's check-in desk, was one of those
super-sized tennis balls typically sold at pro tournaments for
autographs.

This Kids R Kids preschool, owned by Atlanta tennis enthu-
siasts Paul and Marcy Hirshberg, offers a diverse curriculum or
daycare to a range of ages that includes infants and toddlers
up to preschool as well as a before- and after-school program
for students in elementary schools. Marcy Hirshberg has vol-
unteered in tennis for many years and now serves as USTA
Southern Board of Directors Secretary.

It also includes a tennis program. Two 10 & Under tennis
courts are situated on the north end of the school, in
between a waterpark and a playground. Kids in small groups
are given varying levels of tennis instruction depending on
their ages and abilities once or twice a week for 30 minutes.

Paul Hirshberg says they are the only early literacy learning
academy in Georgia to offer tennis in this type of setting.

“We've had these two courts for about two years now.
Nobody has this going on any other place,” he said. “We've
taken the time to put the energy and investment into the
sport. After the courts, there is a labor investment, and we
don't charge parents (any extra) for the program. It works;
this is the biggest tennis town in the country, and this is the
biggest tennis zip code in the biggest tennis town. This area
has the most concentrated group of tennis players possibly 
in the world."

Hirshberg adds that the labor investment of having a full-
time tennis instructor is a requirement for the program that 
is gaining traction and proving a success.

"There is no doubt that you need someone that is quali-
fied, someone full time that is dedicated to the kids and the
school's mission,” he said. “It's big to have a full-time tennis
person at a preschool."

Full-time teacher
That person at Kids R Kids is Bri Berne-Artis. She played

college tennis at Elon University before going on to serve as
program coordinator and teaching professional at Universal

Tennis Management in
Atlanta. She runs the
younger kids through their
30-minute stints in the
morning before getting
the afterschool kids in the

afternoon. Berne-Artis says this is not only new to the kids, it's
also been a new learning experience for her as well.

Berne-Artis and her assistant run the kids through their 30
minutes at a brisk pace, but one that includes breaks and time
for the youngsters to improvise on their own. The younger
kids start off with something as simple as a "ball toss" before
hitting forehands and backhands from midcourt with balls
tossed by Berne-Artis. Older kids work on developing their
groundstrokes from the baseline. Berne-Artis also said the
two courts can be turned into one full-size court for more
advanced students. 

Berne-Artis is a gentle soul on the court with youngsters
running and jumping all over the place. She offers encourage-
ment while pulling the reigns in when a player gets majorly
distracted. 

"This is more than just an activity," she explained as kids
took turns looping forehands over the portable net. "We want
to grow the game of tennis. They know the Net Generation
pledge and we say it every time. When I get to teach the pri-
vate lessons, it gives them a taste of the academy setting."

As Hirshberg handed out racquets to a new group coming
onto the court, Berne-Artis said, “There are 3- and 4-year-olds
hitting the balls and even 10 ball rallies. You can tell the ones
where the parent goes home and hits with them."

Hirshberg believes highlighting the family and lifetime sport
of tennis is drawing students to the learning academy.

"The word has gotten out,” said Hirshberg, whose own
three children – Samantha 17, Audrey 16, and Eli, 13 – play
the game. “We are really into physical fitness. Tennis is just part
of it as we have other instructors come in and do things for
the kids as part of the FitKids program.”

"If nothing else, the kids learn the coach/student dynamic,
which stays with them throughout their lives," Berne-Artis
said. "I love the younger kids leaning on the fence and watch-
ing the older kids play, and they really want to play tennis."
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Former
college player Bri
Berne-Artis, left, 

teaches tennis at Kids R
Kids in Alpharetta, GA, the
only early literacy learning

academy in Georgia to offer
tennis in such a setting,
according to co-owner

Paul Hirshberg.
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KIDS’
PLAY

Metro Atlanta preschool
First to teach tennis to tots



U
S

T
A

 S
o

u
th

e
r
n

www.SouthernTennis.com – SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2019                                                                                                                                                   7USTASouthern           #USTASouthern           USTASouthernTennis

    ind us on s    cial medIa
Ins tagram.com/USTASouthernTenn is   

  Twi t te r.com/USTASouthern

Facebook .com/USTASouthern  



U
S

T
A

 S
o

u
th

e
r
n

8                                                                                                                                                   SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2019 – www.SouthernTennis.comUSTASouthern             #USTASouthern            USTASouthernTennis

They can do more than they think
they can. They have to believe in 

themselves and keep working hard. 
– Raphaela Lima“

”

Be tough, compete and 
fight for every single point. 

– Kristy Foxx“
”

Try something new, even it’s not comfortable. 
 – Meg Bandy“ ”

Run down every ball. Challenge your 
opponent to see what they can do with the ball. 

– Megan Moulton-Levy“ ”
PEACHTREE CORNERS, GA – Over 20
of the most promising girls, ages 10-13, received
two days of high-level coaching at the USTA
Player Development Team USTA Sectional Camp
in Peachtree Corners, GA. 

USTA Southern brought together an impres-
sive staff of nine coaches, three of whom have
extensive WTA Tour experience. 

Each coach was asked the same question:
What message do you have for the girls in
this USA Sectional Camp?

Melanie Oudin encouraged the girls not to be
so hard on themselves. “They try to impress at
USTA camps,” Oudin said. “I felt like that a little bit
when I was coming up, but it’s not about winning
or being the best.”

“Fight for every point like you’re going to fight
in life,” said Cory Ann Avants. 

“Never underestimate the impact you have
on others,” said Emily Zabor. “Tennis is a huge
platform for you to bring positivity and create
new relationships that allow you to make the
world a better place.”

USTA coaches advise
High-performance girls

tipsTOP


