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When most of us step on the tennis court,
we see competition, camaraderie and friendship.

From Young & Rubicam/Decathlon

We see a good sweat,
aerobic exercise,
or an excuse to eat that extra cookie.

But how many of us step on a tennis court and
realize that we are at the beginning of a journey
that is far more important than its conclusion.
Despite being surrounded by tall fences,
a tennis court is unlimited freedom.
Freedom from adversity.
Freedom to explore.
Freedom to find yourself.
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overcoming the limitations of autism

J

nick eckerling has autism. but thanks to a devoted tennis coach and two
gutsy parents, he has found a sport that not only captivates him, but has
given him a social outlet that he has not found in other sports.

ust like many of the fierce Olympic competitors in
Beijing this summer, Nick Eckerling can boast of a
gold medal in his possession, but he doesn’t. An
18 year-old at South High School in Denver, Nick has spent
a decade on the tennis courts and earned a gold medal for
tennis skills as a participant in the Denver Parks and Recreation
Special Olympics tennis program, one of 26 programs available for people with special needs.
Diagnosed with autism as a toddler, sports have always been
the best way for Nick to interact with others, according to his
father, Wayne, who was a strong tennis player growing up in
Chicago. Autism is a complex developmental disability that typically appears during the first three years of life and affects a person’s ability to communicate and interact with others, according to
the Autism Society of America. One out of 94 boys is diagnosed
with autism, which affects individuals differently. Nick has deficits
in language, cognitive ability and social and emotional deficits.
Nick can be a challenge as he has many of the stereotypical
repetitive behaviors that characterize autism, and also has difficulty
focusing combined with hyperactivity. Nick can get very frustrated,
which means it’s been a trial and error process to try various sports,
including tennis.
Luckily, trying tennis has given Nick the opportunity to work
with a very dedicated Special Olympics Coach, Vicky
Matarazzo, who has coached him since the age of 8. Vicky
answered an advertisement seeking coaches for adaptive
programs and has gone on to make a dramatic difference
in the lives of many families. Vicky had coached at Mullen
for 15 years and understood the type of commitment it
would take to be involved in these special programs.
Nick sums up his feelings about Coach Vicky with an
enthusiastic, “She’s nice!” Nick is also excited about his
senior year and talks about the friends in his life, some
of whom he has met on the tennis court. When asked
if he likes tennis, Nick didn’t waiver, answering with a
convincing “Yep!”
Parents Wayne and Marilyn, who also have a 20 year-old
daughter named Samantha, deeply appreciate the years Vicky
has spent with Nick and the progress he has made. “Vicky has a
way about her, always giving kids more chances,” Wayne said,
adding that “she’s very structured and sets limits,” which is crucial to working within the boundaries of Nick’s autism. “Vicky is
really very special. She’s a lot of the reason that it has worked,”
Wayne acknowledges, also giving credit to the many volunteers
dedicated to the Special Olympics programs and the dedication of the Denver Parks and Recreation staff and programs.
“We had to take him out of team sports, and tennis gives Nick
the social side of a team sport that is important.” He also said
that it forces Nick to stand in lines, and modulate himself.
Marilyn agrees with the progress Nick has made on the
court. “When we first started the Parks and Rec program,
Nick was not very social. He had no urge to be social and
didn’t want to play.” But she said that slowly with time, Nick
was developing skills. “Vicky didn’t ignore him,” giving her

by katie newell

hope of finding a leisure time activity that Nick would enjoy. “Nick always wants
to go to tennis.”
Describing Nick as “the cutest kid” when he started the program, Vicky warmly
describes her long time student as “outgoing and happy. He just loves to be there
with everyone.” Vicky knew early on that it was going to take a unique approach to
engage Nick. “You have to make sure that children like Nick are in Adaptive Tennis
programs, because a traditional professional approach would not be successful.”
She also credits Wayne and Marilyn for their extreme dedication to
their son. “They never miss a practice and the consistency and commitment from the parents is so vital.” She also uses rubber T-balls
which have helped him contact the ball.
It’s been a challenging but rewarding road for all of them
since Nick touched his first racquet, but everyone agrees that
he is a very strong hitter and his ground strokes are the best
part of his tennis game. “Sometimes you have to be careful
because Nick can hit the ball so hard!” Vicky jokes.
Nick has found many activities in addition to tennis that are
an important part of his life. “I ski, bowl, swim, play tennis,
and bike,” said Nick. He also recently began track and
field and hopes to join his high school track team
this spring. Nick also participates in martial arts.
Since starting biking, Nick learned to ride 6-10
miles on his bike. He and his family enjoy trips
down the Platte River Trail. Nick says that of
all the sports, his favorite one is skiing, which
Wayne credits to the freedom Nick feels on
the mountain.
“Nick takes a slope straight down,”
Wayne said, also crediting the Eldora
Mountain Special Recreation Program.
Nick is a strong skier, and can negotiate
the hardest runs on the mountain.
Marilyn would love to see Nick progress
to the point of being able to play games
someday, “even if it’s only for fifteen minutes
at a time.” She wants other parents of autistic children to learn from their experience
with Nick and possibly give tennis a try in
an adaptive sports program. “Parents need
to have the guts to try everything, but to
have the right expectations,” she said.
“The joy is in seeing Nick learn new
things, and he really likes being there,”
Wayne said. He said Vicky is a natural
for working with Nick, a rare combination of ability and temperament. “I still
can’t believe someone like Vicky is willing to spend so much time volunteering. She’s
just a very special person.” 3
Photo courtesy of the
Eckerling Family
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impossible is nothing

julian hall wasn't supposed to play tennis. he wasn't supposed to walk and talk. in
fact, doctors didn't expect him to live. for someone who was given no hope for
a future, julian has proven that the impossible is always in reach.
by tom fasano

C

harlotte Hall looks at her son, Julian, on the tennis court and can’t help but be filled
with pride and joy.
“To be able to see him out there playing when as an infant he wasn’t even supposed to live … now here he is playing tennis on the high school team, said Charlotte.
“His spirit, in general, really made a difference.”
Julian started playing tennis in 2003. The first year he played tennis at East High School
in Denver, he won the award for most improved player in front of his cheering teammates
at the year-end tennis banquet.
“It just looked interesting to me,”
said Julian, 19, who also plays
basketball.
Julian said he’s getting better
at hitting the ball and learning
new tennis skills. Not hitting the
ball so hard is what Julian is
trying to control.

“When I hit the ball so hard, it goes out,” Julian said.
Julian said he plays tennis at City Park on Tuesdays in the summer.
“I’m going to be playing it for a long time,” Julian said. “Tennis is fun for me now.”
Julian had a stroke when he was 9 months old, and he’s partially paralyzed on his right
side. He had viral encephalitis following the stroke and was in a coma for a little while.
“First they said he wasn’t going to live, and then they said he was just going to be a
vegetable,” Charlotte said. “He came out of that, and then they said he would never be
able to walk or eat and he was able to overcome that as well.”
Julian can’t use his right hand at all, and has limited movement of his right leg. He
was also diagnosed with non-Hodgkin lymphoma in March 2007, but he never gave up
on tennis.
A silver medal winner at the Special Olympics National Games in Iowa last year, Julian
also made an impact as a tennis player at East High School his junior and senior years.
So much of a difference that Julian received the 2008 Outstanding Senior Award at East,
and was one of only 34 seniors out of more than 400 students to receive the award.
“He played on the JV team and won one match,” Charlotte said. “He held his own
pretty well. He was just a natural at it. They kept him involved in all the matches. They
didn’t limit how many matches he played. Tennis really helped him feel more of a
part of what was going on at school.”
Vicky Matarazzo, the volunteer tennis director for Special Olympics Colorado,
said tennis is so much more than a game for Julian and others in her program.
“The reason I ever started coaching Special Olympics tennis is that I thought I
could use something that I was knowledgeable about and I could make a difference,” said Matarazzo, a Special Olympics Colorado tennis coach for 15 years.
“Somebody might say, ‘Oh, it’s just a game. It’s just a little ball. It doesn’t matter, but
when you see the difference it makes in these people’s lives, you can see that’s it’s
not just a game for them. It’s so much more. I can’t even express it in words.”
Julian is a lefthander who holds the ball and racquet in the same hand.
“I’m just quick with my left hand,” Julian said.
Matarazzo said she is amazed at how he serves.
“I get angry serving sometimes and I have two hands, but he does it and he
does it well,” Matarazzo said. “He won a silver medal at the National Games
in Iowa last year, and it wasn’t easy for him. When the other players realized he can’t run so much, guess what they make him do? Even the therapist
said, ‘Well, there isn’t really much more we can do.’ But, between tennis and
basketball, Julian is doing fabulous. He moves better than he ever did before
in his life.”
Matarazzo said tennis is a life-altering sport for Julian.
“He played on the East High School team. I went to a couple of matches, and I
think he taught that tennis team more than they learned in all four years of high school in
my opinion,” Matarazzo said. “Julian is determined, and always has a smile on his face. He doesn’t get
angry. He’s just so happy to be there doing something he knows he can do.”
Charlotte said tennis has filled her son with confidence.
“I think it gave him just a lot more confidence in believing in what he could do,” Charlotte said. “To
not having limitations, I think it really helped him in school as there were other classes that he took in
school that I think he normally would not have taken, He took a regular gym class. He took ROTC
and marched in a parade.”
When Julian’s on the tennis court, his body movements are taken to another level.
“Usually, he’s not real steady on his feet, but the way he can move around that court really
amazes us more than anything else,” “Charlotte said. 3

Photo courtesy of the
Hall Family
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a voyage of discovery

the tennis court is proving to be the perfect arena for michael
gill, who has struggled to find a place to fit in.

by linda sargent wegner
esperate to feel like part of a team, 15 year-old Michael Gill has tried his hand at numerous sports. Despite Michael’s enthusiasm for participating and his parents’ efforts to get
him on a team, the opportunity for an open door into an inclusive sports environment
just never presented itself.
Born with a cleft-lip and cleft-palate, Michael has been through a lot of adversity. Unwelcome
Tennis is becoming a family affair for the Gills, now that Michael's stepin other sports he has tried, Michael has had to keep trying to find ways to fit in.
father, Loren, is spending more time on the court.
But when his mom, Cathy, had a chance meeting with Pueblo tennis pro Phil Betancourt this
past January, tennis suddenly found the Gills.
“Phil was welcoming and willing to put in the time with Michael even though I had explained
to him that Michael had never played tennis before,” said Cathy.
Betancourt is the Director of Tennis Mania, a non-profit organization
founded 18 years ago that introduces tennis to kids in the Pueblo
area. Nearly 200 kids went
through the Tennis Mania program this summer. And Michael
was one of them.
“I was actually surprised when
my mom came to me with the idea
to start playing tennis. She had
met Phil, and thought I should play.
I am glad she did,” says Michael.
Cathy was equally surprised by
Michael’s enthusiasm, which was to jump at
the opportunity.
Michael’s first experience with tennis was a positive
to do.”
one. Betancourt saw something special in Michael and quickCathy has seen tremendous improvement in how Michael
ly profiled him as a kid who would respond to the one-on-one
views
himself as well.
coaching that tennis allows. He also noticed right away that Michael
“He
is
so happy on the court. He has found something that he
enjoyed the autonomy of tennis and controlling his own improvements
loves
to
do
and
can push himself to improve at his own pace. Socially
and outcomes.
he
has
found
people
he feels comfortable with. Tennis is great for
“He loved tennis from the first time we had him out on the court.
Michael.”
You could tell that he understood what he needed to work on and was
According to Burress, “Michaels seems much more at ease socially
committed to doing that. He liked that it was up to him,” Betancourt
now
and jokes around with us on the court. Maybe that is due to just
observed.
having
the time and opportunity during the lessons to get to know
Kerrie Burress, an Assistant Coach with Tennis Mania, adds “Tennis
him,
or
maybe because he’s finding he’s got some talent for tennis
teaches you how to be a better person and deal with life. Michael got
over
other
sports and his confidence is boosted.”
that right away. He has come out of his shell with the individual attention
Burress
adds
that tennis provides a comfortable environment for
of the coaching. He appreciates the repetition of the drills for each stroke.
Michael.
From the start, Michael could maintain the necessary focus during the
“The court is a safe place to show emotion, whether it’s frustradrills better than most kids and never complained.”
tion
when a ball doesn’t go where you want it to go or sheer
Tennis provides ample opportunity for Michael to rely on himself for
joy
when a serve goes in just right. Each phase of Michael’s
enjoyment and to achieve his goals while participating with others.
improvement
has led to what I can only describe as a prideful
Betancourt also encouraged his mom and step-father, Loren, to play
glow
he
exudes.”
tennis with Michael outside of lesson time.
Photos courtesy of the
On top of his other interests – guitar, drama and video games
“Good family support is a key factor in making
Gill Family and Tennis Mania
–
Michael will continue to play tennis at least once a week
this sport work for Michael. He needed to have
during
the fall and as school allows. Michael will turn 16 in
time on the court between lessons in order to
February
and is at the perfect age and stage in his game to
make this a successful opportunity for him. His
move
forward
with the next step in his tennis development,
parents have devoted many hours on the court
says
Betancourt.
hitting with him as well,” says Betancourt.
Soon, he will begin working with other kids on the court.
Of course, the extra time on the court has
“Michael’s outgoing nature will be a wonderful fit in workhelped Loren really step up his game, too.
ing
with the kids in the Tennis Mania program and share his
“My step-dad has gotten good at tennis too,”
excitement
for a game he truly loves,” says Betancourt, who
says Michael. “He didn’t play much before I
has
seen
Michael’s
confidence grow and his personality come
started playing. Now he watches me at my lesalive
this
year
through
tennis. 3
sons and when we hit together he knows what
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a whole new world

for a visually challenged player, david jensen's vision
is perfect when it comes to tennis.
by tom fasano

D

avid Jensen can’t see out of his right eye, but his vision is perfect when it comes to
the sport of tennis.
“I just step out on the court and the whole world changes,” David said.
David, 18, of Denver can’t imagine a day without tennis, whether he’s playing, reading
about the sport or watching it on television.
“It means staying in shape, staying healthy and it means that I’m free,” David said.
David was born with epilepsy and developmental disabilities.
Tennis was the sport David played when he first started participating in Special Olympics
after he had brain surgery in 2001 to help with his seizures, said David’s mother, Mary.
“He had a bleed instead and so he came out of the surgery without vision in his right eye,
and just partial vision in his left,” Mary said. “He had to learn how to walk again, and how
to sit up and how to do everything. We found out about Special Olympics and put him in
tennis for the summer.”
David said tennis means so much to him.
“First, I played basketball and that meant a lot to me, but then when I played
tennis it just meant so much to me,” David said. “It really helped me stretch
and tone my muscles.”
Mary said after the surgery she wasn’t sure David would be able
to track a tennis ball or hold a racquet. Vicky Matarazzo, the volunteer tennis director for Special Olympics Colorado, kept working
with him.
“Being with his peers and being with people who didn’t judge
him made such a huge difference,” Mary said. “He went from
really having a lot of problems to being very self-confident. He plays tennis all the time. It’s increased
his physical skills. When he came out of surgery
he couldn’t balance. He couldn’t do anything. Doing the tennis really helped him.
Socially, physically, coordination-wise,
it’s just been an amazing journey.”
Last summer, David went to the Nike
Tennis Camp in Greeley, which was
the first non-disabled camp he
ever attended.
“He was just so determined to
do that because he loved tennis
so much that he just really made
it happen,” Mary said. “He also
went to a Special Olympics tournament in Hilton Head (South
Carolina).”
David said he learned much
about the game at the Nike
Tennis Camp.
“After that, I fell so in love
with the sport, more than I ever
did before. I learned more techniques to my overheads and my
forehands,” said David, whose
favorite player is Rafael Nadal.
By his junior year in high school,
David decided he wanted to try out
for the tennis team at South High
School in Denver.
At first, the coach was extremely skeptical about having David on the team.
Mary pressed the issue, and David

went to practice every day. He wound up practicing with another special needs player, but
wasn’t encouraged to do drills or compete. Mary said her son just hung in there. In his senior
year, Mary asked David if he wanted to go out for tennis again.
“He said, ‘Mom, I love tennis. It doesn’t matter what other people are doing on that court.
I just want to play.’ So, he went out for tennis again,” Mary said. “By his senior year, he
went to the coach and said, ‘You know, you need to include me, and he became a part of
the drills.”
Mary said tennis is so important to David and has given him the self-confidence to overcome adults who were not supportive of him.
“Here’s this kid with low vision and seizures and developmental disabilities, and he just
goes out on the court and just loves it,” Mary said. “He just plays the sport as the sport
should be played. David has joined USTA because he wanted the magazine. The other day
he figured out how to walk to the book store because he wanted to get tennis books.”
Tennis has helped David in more ways than one.
“He doesn’t really like to read, but he’ll read tennis books and he’ll read his tennis magazines,” Mary said. “It’s just an amazing thing to see, and he’s just this great kid. If somebody
is struggling on the court, he helps them. Now he’s talking about getting into a tennis league
in the fall because he says, ‘I want to do this forever, mom.’ ”
Mary said her son keeps improving on the tennis court.
“You figure he’s completely blind in his right eye, and he has an 80 percent
visual deficit in his left,” Mary said. “He just adapts. Can he see high lobs? No,
but he sort of adjusts to how people are hitting them to try and figure out where they
might end up even if he can’t see them.”
David, who is also a photographer, was a 2008 finalist for the John Lynch Superstar
award, and he’s won several gold medals in Special Olympics.
Matarazzo said David would play tennis 24/7 if he could.
“He started with me when he
was about 8 years old,” said
Matarazzo, who has been working for Special Olympics Colorado
for 15 years. “David is the most
motivated young man. I coached
high school for 13 years, and I’ve
never seen the kind of motivation I
see in this young man. Tennis has
just made him believe in himself.”
Matarazzo, who coaches her
Special Olympics program on the
courts at Mullen High School, said
David’s disabilities have never bothered him on the court.
“He never thinks of himself as
having any disability. He just goes
out and does anything he wants,”
Matarazzo said. “He just works at it.
He does it all with the best attitude,
always a smile on his face and never
gets mad whether he wins or loses. He
just
wants to go out and play all the
David refuses
to allow his
time,
all the time, all the time. It’s given
vi
sual deficits
to hamper hi
s on-, and of
f-c
ou
him
that
extra confidence to know he
rt activities.
In 2008, Dav
id was a final
is
could
do
something
like this.” 3
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staring down tragedy

tragedy found julia kirklen at a very young age, but rather
than letting circumstances define her, she's determined to
live life on her own terms.
by kurt desautels

off the tennis court.
Whenever Julia finds the pressures of life mounting, she knows
she can call on her friends to go play tennis and release some of
that negative energy.
Thanks to the social and
“Tennis is my outlet. It gives you something to do,
educational
opportunities
especially when you find out that you’re good
provided by Net Results,
at it.”
But when things don’t necessarily go her
Julia has learned that,
way, Julia confesses that she can get a bit
“Circumstances don’t
angry on the court.
define a person, it’s
“What can I say, I’m very competitive and
how you handle it.”
I like to win.” She thinks for a second, then
adds, “You can’t win every match, though.”
That inner fire is on display when she plays,
says Paula Wolff, Executive Director for Net
Results.
“Julia is one of the most tenacious players in our program, but once the point is over, they’re gone.”
Julia parlayed that competitive drive all the way
to the USTA Junior Team Tennis State Championships
this year, where her team nearly made the finals.
Wolff sees a parallel in the growth in Julia’s
tennis game and the changes to her personality
through tennis. “Tennis has given Julia the support and encouragement she needs to become a
smart, responsible and resilient young woman,”
says Wolff. “She is a tremendous competitor
and works hard to improve her game. I think it
also gives her a safe environment and a place
where she can express herself and just be a
teenager.”
Harold Williams, a Physical Education
teacher at Philips Elementary and a cornerstone of the Net Results program in the Park
Hill neighborhood agrees.
"Tennis has taught Julia to be a fighter.
She's had to deal with a lot in her life and
tennis has shown her if you stick with
something and fight it out, whether it
be on the court or in life, you can be
successful."
In addition to fueling that competitive
drive, Julia likes to recruit new tennis
players. She has introduced the game to
her ex-boyfriend and has helped
grow East’s tennis team, which has a
Net Results Junior Tennis (www.NETRESULTSONLINE.org) is a 501(c)(3) nonno-cut policy. This past summer, Julia profit serving low-income youth in Denver through an after-school tennis and
worked as an assistant coach at the tutoring program and intensive summer camp. Its goal is to increase the life and
Net Results summer camp.
academic skills of children through tennis by forming lasting, positive and effec“It’s fun to work with the little
tive relationships with students who may not otherwise have access to tennis.
kids,” Julia says, adding that
In addition to learning the skills needed to play tennis, students are taught
she shows them “the light”
important life skills such as discipline, good sportsmanship and respect on the
by explaining how tennis
courts while diverse topics such as literacy, responsibility, accountability, goal
and school are all about
setting, listening skills, self-esteem activities and homework help are taught in
discipline. “Math is
the tutoring sessions. Net Results provides students with safe out-of-school experilike my forehand. I
ences and positive adult role models as well as a consistent message that they
have to work at it
can achieve success, set higher goals for themselves, make it through high school
in order to make
and continue on to higher education. This has always been the principal purpose
it work.” 3
of Net Results— to help students succeed in life by investing in their lives.
Photo by Kurt Desautels

pending an afternoon with 17-year-old Julia Kirklen is
an invigorating experience.
She changes topics faster than Roger Federer changes angles in a stream-of-consciousness exhibition that can make
your head spin. Topics range from boys to tennis to origami to
school, frequently in the same sentence.
Quick to smile, Julia speaks fondly about her love of Japanese
culture, especially for animé, a Japanese style of motion picture
animation.
Her face lights up as she describes her involvement with the
East High School drama club.
Her biggest smile, though, is reserved for Raimundo Astorga, a
fellow player from Net Results Junior Tennis. “I think he’s so cute,”
Julia gushes. “And he’s a really good player.”
That Julia comes across like a typical teenager is a testament
to her resilience and tenacity. She was seven when her mom
died of a drug overdose on Thanksgiving Day. With no father
in the picture, she and her sister Juanita went to live with their
grandmother.
“It was a bad neighborhood,” recalls Julia. “There were lots
of drugs and gang-bangers. We’d hear gunshots a lot, and we
lived near this intersection that had car crashes almost every day.
We’d hear the screech and wait for the crash, and think, ‘uh,
maybe we should call 911.’”
But Julia never fell into any of those traps, thanks to her grandmother.
“Nobody messed with me because they didn’t want to mess
with my grandma. They knew she was packin’.”
Another positive influence – one that has taught discipline and
focus – has been tennis.
While in 4th grade at Philips Elementary School, Julia was
introduced to Net Results Junior Tennis, a non-profit after-school
tennis and tutoring program and intensive summer camp that
seeks to increase the life and academic skills of children through
the sport of tennis. The interaction with so many new kids from
different schools helped Julia find and make new friends. In addition to taking away some of the peer pressure and stress, Julia
says that she started to learn things about herself.
“You really feel like you belong,” she says smiling, adding that
at first, she really wasn’t fond of tennis. “I hated it,” said Julia, but
that was when I was really young. Now I love it.”
The smile disappears as she describes the day her life was
turned upside down again as a freshman at East High School.
“I had this weird dream about my grandma, and when I woke
up, I knew something was wrong.”
Julie walked across the hall to her grandmother’s room, and
opened the door.
“It was just so cold in there, I knew she was dead.”
Her grandmother’s death and a terrifying argument between
Juanita and her boyfriend forced Julia to leave the house to
stay with her closest friends, twins Annika and Rashida Jones.
The arrangement became permanent when their dad, Donald –
whom she calls “my Daddyo” – became Julia’s guardian during
her sophomore year.
Julia, Annika and Rashida have been friends since their
elementary school days. And although the twins now attend
Denver School of Science and Technology, they all participate in
Net Results programming. Along with another friend, Sheniqua
Hammonds, the foursome spends a lot of time together on and
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