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Being Competitive  
I love the definition of the word Warrior. At least in my dictionary it says … “Someone who has been 
trained to fight!” Of course if you are the third boy in a family of four with a competitive younger sister it 
wasn’t really about being trained it was more learning to survive! 
 
As you start on your journey through this resource that looking at competition though the eyes of a child 
but also it’s worth clearly defining what it is to be competitive. So let’s start by asking you what jumps into 
your head when we pose that question. 
 

What does it mean to be competitive?  
I have asked hundreds of parents and coaches in many 
countries this question. The obvious response is the one 
that is most common. Wanting to WIN! But given a second 
thought many also express the view that while this is their 
instinctive response they know that it is not the whole 
story. Something is missing! They are just not quite sure 
what! 
My definition is a simple one. Being Competitive means 
loving the battle as much as the victory. You have to love 
to fight as much if not more than you want to win! 
 
I remember playing football (soccer) 10 years ago with a 
friend’s young son in the garden. I had allowed him to win 
and I think he was up around 15:0. Deciding it was enough 
of a head start I thought I would show my skills and 
dribbled past him to score a goal. For some reason 15:1 
was not a score that he was happy with and the tantrum followed. “He is just so competitive!” came the 
response from my friend. “No” I responded “he just likes to win!” 
 
Equally I once read an article called Goal Setting Is Over Rated! It posed exactly the same suggestion. 
While setting goals is important it is the process by which you achieve those goals that is really the key. 
Fighting is the process! 
 
The problem with all processes is that they are more subjective than the result. Parents, coaches and 
players can quickly identify a win or a loss of course, but to identify the level of fight, the level of effort is 
much more challenging to clearly see, but so is getting your child to eat healthily or do their homework, 
or in fact most things that are good for them. If it is challenging it is probably worth it, right? 
 
Of course society doesn’t help us. According to so many books, articles and media messages every child 
can be a Winner, a Leader and parents are supposed to feel bad if their child isn’t successful at every turn. 
Wouldn’t it be so much better if every child was a worker, a battler, a warrior! Falling down, is a chance 
to get up and losing was viewed much more as an opportunity to learn what I should practice next! After 
all in tennis the result is rarely something that a player can totally control. The level of effort that they put 
in however is. 
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In Norse mythology the ultimate death and the way to 
Valhalla (the afterlife) was to die in battle fighting. I always 
thought this a strange concept but they were not alone in 
this with tribes all around the world holding similar beliefs. 
Fighting was considered not just the ultimate but the only 
respectful way to go. To die fat and lazy at the end of a 
great victory with a trophy on the mantle and ranked 
number one in the village was not goal! It took me a really 
long time but I get it but even back then effort was 
respected above and beyond victory. 
 
Of course a true warrior loves to fight and so will more than 
likely win more than someone that 
wants the sugar rush of the trophy without doing the hard 
work or engaging in the battle. 
 
So here is the challenge to parents, coaches, officials and 
more. Watch for the warrior on court in every child, 

celebrate it, encourage it and get excited by it. Kids feed off the messages from those around them and 
when you can enthuse about a 4:6 4:6 loss when your child is fully engaged in the battle more than a 6:0 
6:0 victory in which they didn’t even try, you will be sending a message more powerful than you can 
imagine. Equally that is what our entire Court Warrior Program is about.  
 
In tennis you can’t control if you win or lose but you can control how much you try, how hard you fight. It 
is not easy to see and all involved will be tempted by the sparkle of a trophy and the bragging rights that 
come with it, but a Warrior will carve his way through the world long after they have left the realm of 
junior tennis! 
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Competition Through a Child’s Eyes  

Just as skills can develop and progress, so we can also look at a 
player’s competitive journey from a young age using a similar 
approach; taking into account the demands of the game, the 
players needs both physically and emotionally and then the 
coaches, and in this case parents behaviour and role, in the 
process. We have to also consider the immature outlook that a 
child has and understand how all these factors will have a 
major impact in a child’s enjoyment of the game. Court Warrior 
is a about helping the child to be prepared for the challenges 
of tennis competition.  
 
Each child’s motivation to compete varies. Some seem born for the battle, while others shy away from 
competitive situations. As coaches, remember that children do change and develop, and the influences 
around them can encourage or discourage this competitive orientation. Rather than consider withdrawing 
them from competition we should: 

 Ensure that it is appropriate - duration, format and location 

 Send the message that performing the skills is more important than the outcome 

 Make them understand that the outcome does not impact on how we feel about them 
 
Children will still reflect on the results, and may cry or get upset, when they lose. This is part of learning 
about winning and losing. The three keys are:  

 Ensuring competition is appropriate for their emotional and physiological age 

 Preparing the child appropriately for the mental challenges of the game  

 Ensuring that parents and other influencers know how to support the child appropriately  
 
The best way to get a child to enjoy competition is prepare them in practice and then to present a pathway 
of experiences that gradually increases the challenge and ownership of the performance. This should start 
in lessons by performing tasks that help them to gain confidence, teach them to focus on the things that 
they can control, make them more aware and finally deal with challenge and adversity.  
 
But to really get a grip on a child’s view we also need to consider the way in which they view competition 
with particular reference to the issue of effort and ability. This is particularly important as young players 
cannot generally differentiate between effort and ability; and as a consequence the following are likely: 

 They struggle to separate the result from their own performance or themselves 

 Believe that the result was entirely down to their own efforts or lack of them 

 Will feel that if they lose that it was all their fault 

 Believe that if they lose today and try harder next time that they will win 

 Are more likely to get very happy or very upset by a result 

 May get upset even when the opponent hits a great shot 
 
Statements like “it’s not fair he was too good” and “next time I’ll try harder and win” are not uncommon, 
so listening to what children say when they speak about competition gives you a good view of how they 
see it. 
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Individual differences 

Ages and Stages 
 

Age 5 – 7 

 ME Focussed – believes the world revolves around them  

 Concrete things (understands things he can see) – will focus on objective things like results  

 Imitation and learning through play – doesn’t really understand the ideas of goals 

 Tactically focussed on Self and Ball – really isn’t thinking much about their opponent  
 

Age 7 – 9 

 Can relate to others – starts to feel judged but also understands the nature of having an 
opponent 

 Starts to understand concepts – can understand subjective measures like effort  

 Can connect 2 bits of information together – is much more tactical  

 Aspirational  (Can relate to Pro players etc) – Has heroes and role models  
 

Age 9 – 10 

 Understand the benefits of learning – can set goals and work towards them  

 Task focus is very important – can identify what they do well regardless of the result 

 Starts to separate Effort and Ability -  

 Can problem solve effectively – can deal more effectively with challenging situations 

 

Gender  
Girls and boys view competition very differently. Society sends messages and this does  have an 

influence. In general boys will be more focused on winning, while girls are more focused on performing 

well (partly as they  are judged in so many ways as they grow  up) . More information is included in the 

Girls  Tennis Network Manual. 

Boys are trained to  
 Stand out and strive to be No. 1 

 Achieve directly – let go and go after the goals 

 Be tough physically and emotionally 

 Bulk up 

 Be task orientated and problem solving 

 Be single minded and focus on the task 

 Straight line path to success 

 Master external world of accomplishments 

 Winning is more important than relationships 

 Trust logic 
 

Girls are trained to  
 Fit in (standing out gets out of the group) 

 Get what you want indirectly (cute/pretty) 

 Toughness = Unfeminine  

 Slim down (fashion and media role models) 

 Be relationship orientated 

 Multi-modal thinking (consider others) 

 Successful life is full of curves and detours 

 Be reserved, look good and be polite 

 Master inner world of feelings 

 Relationships are more important than winning 

 Trust feelings and intuition 
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Under and Over Achievers  
In considering individual differences to challenge we need to also understand that some children will 
naturally enjoy challenge more than others, children come in different packages. Some lean more towards 
the under achiever end of the spectrum and some towards the over achiever end.  
 
Typically an under achiever needs more confidence, support and positive reinforcement. As they are 
socially aware and  have a high level of relatedness within their environment they care what others think 
and are less likely to want to be in a position where they are perceived as being unsuccessful. Challenge 
for these children is not a positive and they are only comfortable functioning in the zone of proximal 
development. i.e. the next difficulty level of skill.  
 
The over achiever is quite a different animal. Less disturbed by failures they perceive challenge as a quest 
or mission and are more likely to keep trying even when unsuccessful on a number of attempts. This can 
be several levels of skill ahead and while this may seem the perfect player, it can sometimes be due to a 
lack of real understanding of the difficulty or risk involved in the task.  
 
No child is totally fixed into one of these modalities but it is worth considering that children will react 
differently to adversity and challenge and may need more or less encouragement and support. 
   

Under 

 I Can’t  

 Socially aware 

 Extrinsic Support 

 Needs incremental success 

 Fear of consequences – peers, parents 

 Must be Fair 

 Team start 

Over 
 

 I Can  

 May be socially naive  

 Intrinsic challenge 

 Will try anyway until successful 

 May not understand consequences 

 Bring it on 

 Individual 

 

Family Order  

Competitiveness will vary greatly from child to child even within a family. First children will be more 
influenced by their parents while second and third children are more influenced by their older siblings. 
Girls who have an older brother tend to be more competitive as they have a non-comparative role model. 
By these I mean that they can push to be like them when no one compares the performance of the two 
children. A girl with an older sister may actually choose to take a very different route, become more of 
peacemaker, be creative or even a little eccentric  in order to avoid the comparison, and still get attention.  
While a boy with an older sister is less likely to take the same route simply as society may expect him to 
be more successful as he is a boy. All boy families often show an increased level of ability from child to 
child in a given sport.  
 
As these considerations are only just to raise your awareness of this topic but equally an essential 
consideration when looking at individual differences.  
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Coaching Warriors  
 
Battling is tough for young kids to love because they 
believe that as long as they try their best they should be 
successful, it is part of the nature of being a child. Thinking 
the world is always fair and no one else has an influence 
on what happens in your world! 
 
Well-meaning coaches and parents can often make this 
worse, believing that their job is to make a child successful, 
a winner, a champion when actually children would 
naturally experience failure every day if their environment 
was not interfered with. After all when not under the 
microscope children call failure “trying” and are quite used 
to things being tough, they are, after all, little people in a 
world designed for adults. The very nature of parents 
being supportive means that now children are in a goldfish 
bowl style court with ever watchful eyes looking in. 
Pressure comes not from losing or the challenge but by 
being judged based on adult expectations. 
 
We can help greatly by creating challenging environments for young players where they feel safe to take 
risks and try more difficult tasks. We associate competitive skills with competitions but actually they 
should be in all parts of our coaching and practice.  
 
As coaches we should use the following strategies to help develop some of these skills:  
 

1) Give players a choice between a simpler task and a more difficult one that could earn them more 
points, creating a balance of risk and reward 

2) Explain how some tasks are very difficult or almost impossible so players don’t feel bad if they are 
not immediately successful  

3) Give feedback around the level of effort and not the outcome as this is actually what a player can 
control 

 
Remember that younger players will need more success generally in a task so you may need to ensure 
that kids in the first few task levels are not challenged quite as much but remember the number one rule 
of teaching kids. Never, ever underestimate them.   
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Presenting Competition  
 
The three key words to remember when thinking about how to make competition more appealing to 
young players are FEAR, FAIR and FUN. In the child’s mind you must reduce the Fear and ensure things 
are Fair. If you can control these two factors then more children will have FUN in the competitive 
experience. 
 
Managing FEAR means that you ensure that 

 Parents and coaches react positively no 
matter what 

 Results are not considered a big issue 
whether they are victories or defeats 

 There are not major prizes for events, 
although small ones are fine  

 You do not raise the expectations of the 
player by expecting them to win 

 All observers maintain positive body 
language and help contribute to a 
positive atmosphere 

 
Managing FAIR means that you ensure that 

 Players feel that they have a chance of 
meeting expectations  

 Players are the same level 

 Players have a chance to see the 
experience as worthwhile 

 Players are not asked to play to the point where they are too exhausted to compete at their best 
There are many other considerations that may be specific to individual children and their personality traits 
but all can be categorised into issues around either Fear or Fair. 
  

The Challenges of the Tennis Format 

The game also has some mental challenges like 

 It’s never over until it’s over (you can be ahead and still lose or visa versa) 

 There is no time limit - the time invested is mirrored by the importance placed on the result 

 There is no immediate way to telling how well you played (it’s not like golf or track where times 
or scores tell you how you performed irrespective of the result) 

 Best of 3, means that you can win even when you lost the first set 

 The match is split up into small blocks which keep restarting, points make up games and games 
sets 

 You can win more points than your opponent and still lose 

 Some points are more important than others for example game point or break point 
Remember that as experienced players that we take these nuances for granted but children may find 
them challenging and frustrating. 
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The Essential Balance 
Without competition we simply do not have a sport. Sport is competitive and this is where some people 
get into a debate about whether competition is good or bad for developing young athletes. The reality is 
that “competition drives any sport” but it should be done in such a way that  

 Understands the needs and views of children and does not impose adult perceptions of what 
completion is 

 Prepares children adequately for challenges by teaching the rules and nuances of the game 

 Provides an incremental pathway so young players can develop competence and confidence in 
competition 

 Tackles the perceived issues of “Fear” and “Fair” by educating parents and coaches 
 Structures competition to place a balanced message about the outcome 

 
Perhaps then we should change the message slightly to  

 

“Appropriate Competition Drives the Sport” 
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Parenting A Warrior  
Let me start this section by saying, I am a coach but I am also a 
parent! So I understand the feelings and emotions that come 
with watching your child participate in sports. But I have also 
experienced many of the highs and lows that come from 
working with Tennis Parents. Many coaches talk about parents 
like they are demons who are only to be tolerated as a 
necessary evil. I have to disagree; most successful players have 
a strong and effective triangle where player, coach and parents 
all work together. With young players there is simply no way 
to exclude parents from the equation and neither should they 
be.  
 
I firmly believe that there is a part of all parents make up which 
makes them illogical when it comes to their kids. You see it’s 

like this. When we get that first glimpse of our offspring we make an unconscious vow to protect them at 
all costs always. We seek to make the world wonderful for them and to try to give them all the things that 
we possibly can; particularly things that we didn’t get as a child. This total commitment extends as far as 
almost illogical impulses, and even to risking our own life in extreme cases for the safety of our child, it’s 
instinctive and emotional, but this doesn’t make it always logical! . As a parent your core mission is to 
protect your child and make the world right for them. It’s wired in, and in moments of stress sometimes 
emotions take over from logic.  
 
So the first thing that I ask you to do as coaches is understand that this is not our fault. Just like a tennis 
match parents are constantly battling between heart and head. 
 
At a young age we forget that a child looks to their parent for everything. They are the taxi, the laundry, 
the chef, the psychologist and the fountain of all knowledge. The wide eyes of their child look to them for 
everything, every day and if they don’t deliver they have failed.  The pressure is on and for many it’s real. 
Of course many parents are trying to live vicariously through their child’s sporting endeavours and many 
have an inflated option of their child’s ability but many, many are usually balanced and intelligent people 
and just need our help. 
 

Here are a list of fears that a sports parent has, taken from our Parent Relationship Guide: 

 My kid will think I am a bad parent 
 My kid will not get the opportunities other kids do 
 My kid will experience incompetence, get embarrassed 
 My kid will get hurt 
 My kid will do something to embarrass me 
 Most of the time I have no idea if I am doing this thing right 
 My kid will hate me 
 Other People will think I am a bad parent 
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Where is the Manual Coach?  
 

One of the first things we did in developing EKT was to ask ourselves, as sports coaches, what are we doing 
to help these parents deal with the pressure and the fears that are innately part of parenting a sporting 
child. As the saying goes, prevention is better than cure so before you complain about another crazy sports 
parent ask yourself if you have done anything to help clear the fog before it rolls in. It’s time we admitted 
that every kids program has two customers, the child and the parent and if you really want make the 
playing field better for the child then it’s time we helped the parent in what is a very challenging role. 
 
The next thing to remind you is that you are a coach.  This means that you are expert at working with 
people. If you had a player who kept double faulting you would help them to improve their serve so that 
this doesn’t happen. Being a Tennis Parent is no different than learning to be a Tennis Player! At first you 
don’t have a clue! You learn the way that we all do, through experience, understanding, listening to others 
and good coaching! So if you want your parents to be great parents then you have to help them. Our 
Parents Guide will help a lot! 
 
Although tennis parents have a bad reputation you must understand that you already have the tools to 
make a difference.  
 
The keys simply are  

 Understand their internal need to protect and defend 

 Help them to understand the challenges of the game 

 Reassure them that you will be there to support them 
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Parents Code of Conduct  
 

We believe that the major emphasis of all competition should be the learning and progress that can take 
place if we create the right environment for your child. You are a vital part of this environment and so we 
urge you to consider what winning is genuinely about.  
 

Winning is, When my child … 

 Learns something 

 Is appreciated for how hard they fight 

 Makes friends 

 Gives their very best effort 

 Improves their performance 

 Smiles and has fun 

 Accepts difficult situations 

 Is motivated to play more 

 Loves being active 

 Can Identify what they want to practice next  

 Is not afraid to take risks 

 Plays without fear. 
 
So we ask you to adhere to this code of conduct  

Independence  
 Encourage your child to learn, know and play by the rules  

 Ensure your child prepares and carries their own equipment  

 Allow your child to call their own lines, score and make decisions, this is a vital part of becoming an 
independent player 

 Your child should check in at the event desk and report scores, return balls etc. as instructed  

 

Respect  
 Set an example by showing respect for officials, opponents and parents  

 Discourage your child from arguing with officials or any behavior that is considered unsportsmanlike  

 Never interfere with officials decisions  

 

Support  
 Be positive in your comments, body language and all communication with your child 

 Understand tennis is a challenging sport and the result is a consequence of the battle between two 
players. It is not always in your child’s control and you should focus on effort and performance and not 
the result 

 Do not force your child to play. We want to foster a long term love of the game.  

 Ensure your child has the appropriate equipment to play. If in doubt consult your coach.  

 Your child needs you as a parent so avoid coaching or crossing the line into correcting their mistakes 
Focus on the Winning Is List! These things are important to the long term development of your child as tennis 

player and a person  
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EKT Warrior Skills  
In the program we have defined a number of skills that we believe should 
be emphasized in every part of the tennis environment. You can find out 
how in the next section “Training your Warriors!” but below we have listed 
the skills from the Mission Cards. These are:  

 Compete  - Keeps fighting, maximum effort, loves challenge 

 Respect -  Supports others, focused, disciplined 

 Explore - Solves problems, creative, 

 Train - Works hard, well prepared, independent 
 

 
Compete Respect Explore Train 

1 
Knows where to stand to 
start a point. Can call in and 
out. Can count repetitions 
of a task 

Greets the coach and other 
players, listens to 
instructions and follows 
directions, respect safety 
rules, clears court 

Answers basic multiple 
choice questions, asks 
questions to help 
understand an activity 

Can remember and repeat 
core drills under the coaches 
direction, understands when 
to listen and can explain 
tasks   

2 
Can name all parts of the 
court, explain how to win a 
point, score a tiebreak with 
the aid of visual scoreboard  

Works well with partner in 
cooperative tasks, thanks 
parents, players and 
coaches at the end of 
lesson 

Understands winning and 
losing, and reacts well to 
both, can use routines 
before points when serving 
and returning 

Packs and carries own bag 
for lessons and events, has 
practiced a skill at home, 
practices drills with focus 

3 

Knows all rules of the 
game, has competed in at 
least 2 world tour events, 
keeps score without visual 
scoreboard  

Can name the grand slam 
events and favorite players, 
helps partner or team mate 
in practice 

Answers open questions, can 
explain why challenging 
tasks aid their development, 
set rules and game 
conditions  

Shows a high level of effort 
in all drills and practices, 
attends practice sessions 
when available at the club 

4 

Uses Game Scoring, has 
played in at least 2 world 
tour and one outside 
events, knows where to 
stand and serve order in 
doubles  

Shows respect for 
opponents, parents and 
officials in competitive 
events, manages own 
equipment 

Assess the difficulty of a 
task, can explain alternative 
ways to solve a tactical 
problem 

Sets short term goals and 
has improved their score in a 
measurable task by 
practicing away from lessons  

5 

Follows a code of conduct, 
knows the procedure for 
calling referee in case 
problems occur, stays 
focused on court 

Can show control of 
emotions in challenging 
situations and explain 
opportunities that exist 
through playing tennis 

Evaluate own performance 
including successes and 
what needs practice, can 
explain ability and effort  

Can give feedback on their 
own level of effort, arranges 
to practice with a partner 
away from the lesson 

6 

 Understands  key tennis 
characteristics including 
best of three, key points 
and when to attack and 
defend based on these 
situations 

Can take various roles in 
group tasks including 
leader, team member, 
umpire and buddy coach 

Identify the strengths and 
weaknesses of an opponent, 
and can explain tactics to 
counter these  

Prepare and run a warm up 
for the group, At 
tournaments can check in 
and report for matches 
independently 

  

WARRIOR 

COMPETE 

RESPECT

EXPLORE

TRAIN  
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EKT warrior Awards  
 
To enhance the motivation of players and recognize the attributes that we want to develop beyond the 
game as part of the court warrior program, we encourage you to use the Player Awards.  This is a system 
of silicon wrist bands that can be used simply to acknowledge and encourage the behaviors that we would 
like to see in all young players.  
 
These are subjective awards designed to be used at your discretion. You can also download diplomas from 
the website should you wish to use these for a formal presentation.  
 
They should be awarded on a monthly or bi monthly basis only or given only once or twice within that 
period within each group. The concept is not have players wearing multiple bands but to reward and 
highlight excellence.  
 
The awards are detailed below. You can order these items from the website.  
 

 

Band Award Reasons  

Black  Compete 
Keeps fighting, maximum effort in competitive 
situations, loves challenge 

Dark Blue  Respect Supports others, focused, disciplined 

Light Blue  Explore Solves problems, creative, responds to questions 

Grey  Train  Works hard in practice well prepared, independent  

 
 

While awarding your court warrior, you want to take into account the need to establish the importance 

of preparation before battle. While bands should not be awarded in a an order you should understand 

that while young players may see Black as the goal the other skills represented through the other 

colors are all crucial for all round development.  

  



 
 
 
 

17 
 

Training the warrior  

Awareness  
Fear of the unknown is something that is inherent in all of us. 

When we are young we are afraid of the dark and as we grow 

many of our fears are centered around things we have a lesser 

understanding of. So it’s logical for us to transfer this to tennis 

also. The greater our awareness of the environment, the less 

we have to fear.  So our first principle of training is to raise 

awareness of the tennis environment. This is focused on these 

areas  

Awareness is directly related to the Explore and Train 

elements of the Court Warrior Program.  

We want to help players to be more aware of their 

environment and so help them to develop a better 

understanding of the following: 

 Own Abilities – Players should be able to understand who they are and where their strengths lie. 

Understanding what you can and can’t do and what your level really is can help a player set 

realistic expectations   

 Opponents Tactics – Knowing the opponents strengths, weaknesses and habits is an important 

part of a players competitive development. As they understand what to look for they can more 

easily come up with the solutions to competitive situations.  

  

 Performance – Players must aware of their performance. They need to understand how well both 

they and their opponent play, see their improvement and understand the nature of the game. 

Through this they can learn to better manage mistakes and build confidence from things other 

than just their results.  

 

  

Awareness 

Opponent 
Tactics 

Own Ability
Skill 

Performance  
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Awareness Drills  

1. Black Hole – Players divide the court into 4 equal boxes on either side of the court and play 
a five point match. At the end of the 5 points the losing player can choose one of the boxes 
to block (place a cone in) on their own side of the court so that the player that won has a 
more difficult task for the next 5 point tiebreak.  

2. Make Me – One player has a set number of shots to make their opponent hit a given shot 
3. Neutraliser – After a 5 point match the losing player can choose one task to stop their 

opponent winning the next. The skills are written on cards. For example if they want to 
neutralise the serve they can pick “One serve Only” or to take the volley away choose “No 
Volley”  

4. Joker – players have 2 jokers and can choose to use them to replay a point but only if they 
can explain to the coach what they should have done instead.  

5. Win and Lose – using clothes pins (pegs) players must assess how the point ended by 
placing a colored pin on the net band by the post. Each player is allocated a color. If the pin 
is placed on top of the band the player has been deemed to have done something to win 
the point. If below the point, the player has made a mistake. The system helps players 
understand how many points were lost due to mistakes and how many are won through 
positive play. 

6. Rate Your Opponent – Using a similar system players give the winner of the point a 
number of pins for how well the point was played. “Zero” if the opponent made a silly error 
in the first few shots, “one” if it was a good point but other player made an error, “two” if it 
was a really well played point by the winner.  

7. Rate the Point – Players must give pins to each other based on their performance but try to 
ignore the final shot of the point and instead consider how well the point was played 
before the final winner or error.  
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Focus  
Children naturally have less attention span (time) and less 
developed attentional focus (one thing), so helping them to 
understand what to focus on during a match is important. It 
is equally important in an open skill sport like tennis that 
players understand what they can control and what they 
can’t. You can reference back to some of the points we raised 
on how children see competition to gain a greater 
understanding and why this is such an important area.  
 
Helping players to focus on their effort level is much more 
valuable than the result and you should help players to 
understand that each practice provides an opportunity to 
work on skills and gain a better understanding of what needs 
to be worked on next.  

 
Focus is directly linked to the Train Element of the Court Warrior Program!  

 
The four areas that we can help a player with are: 
 

 Task – Players need to try to perform tasks well and be able to evaluate their performance and 
what they need to practice 

 Time – Players need to maintain a focus on the here and now and not start thinking too far 
ahead or dwelling on the past. This include during and between points 

 Self – Players need to understand how they are feeling, stay focused and have strategies to cope 
with problems, emotions and energy 

 Score – the nature of tennis scoring is that some points do count more than others. Players can 
lose focus when they are ahead and also not maintain focus for a run of points  
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Focus Drills  
 

1. Tic Tac Toe  (Noughts n Crosses) - Players must win three points in a row to win a card 
or clip. As soon as they lose a point the score returns to zero and they must start again 
trying to win three in a row 

2. Shutes (Snakes)  and Ladders – Players start at 30 All. When one player wins the point 
they have the chance to win the game but they must win and if they don’t their score 
slides back down the shute to love.  

3. Knock it off – Players rally aiming at a cone with a ball on top. With a partner they must 
rally until they hit the target.  

4. Rally Master – Players must start the point with a rally of 3 then play it out, then a rally 
or 4 and play it out etc. Play for 10 minutes and see what the highest starting rally is. 
Remember to keep to point score too. 

5. 21 Down – The reverse of Rally Master. Players must first rally to a high score (21) and 
then gradually lower the starting rally by one each time.  

6. Count Out – Players win the number of points relative to how many shots the point took 
to play. A point that lasts 10 shots will be worth 10 points etc.  

7. Stay – King of the court style game. Players need to beat the king 3 times to take his 
place or can take the short cut straight to the other end if they make the king play 8 
shots. 

8. Mission Possible – Players have a skill written on a card at the back of the court. At the 
end of each point they must go and write how many times they performed the task 
within the point. At the end of the match they will have a winner and loser but also the 
number of times that they performed the task.  

9. Routines – After each point players either perform a pre-point routine to prepare them 
for the next point. A third player must watch the tiebreak and be able to identify the 
routine of both players before rotating in to play 

10. You Blew It – When performing drills use a whistle (attached to a lanyard) for each 
player to emphasise breathing techniques that help players to stay relaxed  

11. Hot Spot – After every point players go to the back of the court and stand on one of 
three spots. Yellow means ready to play, red means too angry or excited (need to calm 
down), blue means too relaxed (need to get intensity up). Players learn to recognize 
how they are feeling and make adjustments. Only start the point when you get back to 
yellow.  
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Adversity  
Tennis by its very nature is a combative sport. It has been 
described as fight at a distance so enjoying the tennis experience 
is means somethings enjoying it when things are challenging. To 
help our young players we can create situations where they get 
to experience this in the safety of the club environment.  
 
It is important that we do this in a fun way where players feel 
safe and that they are not being judged.  
 
It’s also worth noting that players in today’s world do fewer 
things where they lose in public. As table games (Board games, 
cards etc.) become less common players switch to games where 
they lose in private so we must consider a couple of factors when 
creating these activities.  

1) Luck – By using cards, dice or apps that create a random order a player doesn’t feel that they have 
been penalised based on some unfair selection process. It’s just the luck of the draw.  

2) Time – Any advantage should be only a temporary one where players understand that once the 
match is over they can play again and might be luckier  

3) Risk and Reward – For younger players consider giving a bonus is the disadvantaged player comes 
from the position of adversity. You may be behind but you have the chance to win more points.  

 
Adversity Training is directly linked to the Compete element of Court Warrior Program.  
 
The four simple ways to make a game more challenging are:   

 Score – Giving one player an advantage over the other either starting or during a point  

 Skill – Limiting one players options or shot or skill  

 Space – Limiting a players options on where they can hit to or their starting position on the court  

 Equipment – Use shorter, unfamiliar or damaged equipment  
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Adversity Drills  

1. Roll Em  - Play a tie break but start by each player rolling the dice for free points. So the 
tiebreak never starts at love all!  

2. Score Draw – Play a set with every game starting at the score drawn by the two players 
from the cards Ace (Love), Two (15), Three (30), Four (40). You can also make up cards 
that have prewritten scores on them.  

3. Cheats, Reverse and Replays – Use the 12 picture cards from a pack of cards, Each 
player can select 3 cards. If you draw a Jack you can claim a point that you did not win 
(Cheat), if you draw a Queen you get to replay the point, If you draw a King you can use 
this card to reverse the score 

4. Bonus – One player gets double points for winning with a specified shot (Volley, Serve, 
Backhand)  

5. Skill Spin – Use cards or the “Decide now” app to create an advantage or disadvantage 
for one player. For example one player gets three serves, one serve only, no 
backhands, no volleys, only five shots to finish the point. If using cards 1 – 5 you can 
select one player as the black player and one as the red and create a system  

6. Out of Court – Use cards or an app to determine where the players start each point. If 
using cards Red means to the side of the court and black backwards. So if a player 
draws 5 of Clubs they must start five steps behind the baseline on each point.  

7. Zone Out – One player can hit to the whole court while the other must hit to one side 
of the court or only deep. You can set these and decide just on the flip of a coin or use 
a spinner  

8. Racquet Round Up – Players draw cards or numbers to see which racquet they play 
with. Use a balance of players own racquets plus old aluminium frames, frames with a 
broken string, bad or wet grips etc.  

 

 


