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This is for all the great people who have taught me so much 
about tennis, business and most of all, about children. We 
are who we surround ourselves with, and I am lucky to have 
had a world-class group of people to feed me. Thanks 
especially to Butch Staples, Sandi Proctor, Carlos Salum, 
Jenny Thomas, fellow evolve9 Director Ronald Pothuizen, 
Dave Miley, and the tutoring team at the LTA, as well as 
all the people I have had the privilege of working with at 
Tennis Australia, Tennis Corporation of America, Norwegian 
Tennis Association, KNLTB and the International Tennis 
Federation.

And fi nally, to my greatest teacher, Miss Ella Joanne 
Barrell--with my eyes and ears open, she has taught me 
more about children, learning and teaching than any book 
or course ever could. All this in only nine short years! Now I 
look forward to sharing the rest of my life with this beautiful 
and amazing person who makes me smile everyday and 
inspires me to keep making the journey as both a coach 
and as a parent. 

DEDICATION
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We hope that you will fi nd 
it challenging, enjoyable 

and productive.

This is not a manual about 
how to deliver a lesson. It’s 
a manual on how to create 
the environment in which 
children and your program 
will fl ourish. There are no 
apologies for being direct 
and at times contradicting 
what others might say, 
because this manual is 
based on over 20 years of 
working in and advising 
programs.

I have been involved with kids’ tennis since I started as a 
coach. Like many of us, this is where I learned my skills 
before gravitating towards the “glory end” of working in 
an academy setting with older high performance players.

After some years, I was confi dent and comfortable with my 
abilities to coach and to impart both knowledge and skill 
to my players, and I started to look around at what was 
happening within programs. What I discovered was that 
the older performance end of tennis was well catered for, 
but there was a defi nite lack of quality with programs for 
younger children in the under 10-age group.  Sometimes 
there was even a lack of interest among coaches, who 
seemed to expect this part of the development process to 
just take care of itself.

On even closer inspection, I began to see that not only 
were these programs failing to deliver tennis (in fact, many 
were using entertaining TWAs-- time wasting activities) but 
also, if players were produced from these programs, it was 
more through luck than judgment.

Some coaches even said things like, “I am a recreational 
coach!” or “These are just starter players!” These statements 
seemed to suggest that not only was it fi ne to deliver tennis 
without direction or quality, but also that the kids didn’t 
even want to improve or become good players.

In this manual we challenge the thought that kids want 
merely to be entertained, and that as long as it’s fun, then 
anything is ok!.  We look at a pathway of participation and 
discuss the elements of a great program that can and will 
produce great little players without compromising on fun, 
and the essential life skills that tennis programs have to offer.

FORWARD



FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis

How to Use This Manual

Core Values

When I Grow Up, I Want to Be a Recreational Player!

The Participation Pathway

The Tryer Summary

Introducing the Tryer

Lessons

Competition for Tryers

I’m the Parent, So What About Me?

Through the Door

The Buyer Summary

The Buyer 

Lessons

Competition for Buyers

I’m the Parent, So What About Me?

Making the Jump: Buyer to Flyer

The Flyer Summary 

The Flyer

Launching the Flyer

Lessons

More Tennis for Flyers

Competition for Flyers

I’m the Parent, So What About Me?

5

6

7

9

11

12

15

18

20

22

25

26

29

33

35

37

40

41

43

46

50

52

54

CONTENTS
TR

Y
E

R
B

U
Y

E
R

FL
Y

E
R

3



FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis

The High Flyer  Summary

The High Flyer

Lessons

Competition for High Flyers

I’m the Parent, So What About Me?

Conclusion

About the Author

56

57

62

66

67

70

71

FL
Y

E
R

H
IG

H

4



FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis

5

THIS MANUAL
Unlike many other manuals from evolve9, this is not 
designed to just dip in and out of. Because it’s about the 
player journey, you need to understand the stages that 
players move through in order to get a perspective on the 
big picture.

It has been made easier for you to quickly reach this 
understanding by starting each section with a summary. It’s 
then your choice, if you feel that you want to read the detail 
or just skip to the next summary. Either way, by developing 
a greater understanding of the player journey you will be 
able to design and develop a much better program that 
meets the needs of young players at different ages and 
stages.

Through this manual, you will understand a child’s needs 
from a program and how this changes based upon their 
commitment and motivation. Of course, it will change 
based upon age as well, and  remember at all times that:

... a child is a child all the 
time, but a tennis player 
just some of the time.

HOW TO USE



Before you read on, we’ll list the core values of kids’ 
programs. This will help you to better understand and put 
into context what you are reading.

CORE VALUES

Children want to be good at anything they do, whether it’s tennis, other sports, arts, 
academics or other activities.

Parents are generally lacking in both support, information and understanding. This is 
often the fault of the teaching pro and program.

A program should be based upon an exchange. Players and parents provide a level 
of commitment and in return receive a level of time, resources and opportunities.

The under 10-age group is like the foundation of a building. Building it with quality 
is absolutely key to its long-term future.

Taking lessons and not playing points or matches is like learning a language you will 
never use.

Children are children all the time; they are only tennis players some of the time. 

Children must learn to love the game and not just love spending time with the coach, 
so playing tennis must be fun.

Motivating a player along a pathway of commitment is key to the health and success 
of our sport. A good program supports the development of players at all levels and 
doesn’t solely focus on one or two high fl yers.

Children have the right to play and learn in an environment that provides borders 
and structure to help develop values including sportsmanship, commitment, 
independence and discipline.

The measure of any good program is not the number of players in the program but 
the numbers that love the game, commit and engage in regular competition.
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RECREATIONAL PLAYER! 
Understanding the Participation Pathway 
Sport often categorizes players as either performance or 
recreational, social or competitive. And yet no child ever 
stepped on the court at the age of seven and said. “When 
I grow up, I want to be a recreational player!” It just doesn’t 
make sense.  All children, given the right motivational 
environment, will hope that you as a tennis teaching 
professional can help them to achieve their dreams.

At the age of 12, children understand their level of 
competence and can take a reasonably rational view of 
what they want by participating in tennis. Kids at this older 
age may play for social, competitive, fi tness or a variety of 
other reasons. But at a young age, under 10, the mind is 
full of dreams, often without an understanding of the price 
or possibility of ever reaching them. 

It’s not logical to use the Performance vs. Recreational 
model for under 10s. Good coaching is just that, good 
coaching and every child deserves this. However, clearly 
some children are verging on performance tennis at a 
young age and some not so, so what is the model that we 
should be looking at?

WHEN I GROW UP, 
I WANT TO BE A
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It’s Not About Talent, 
But About Commitment 
If we are to make real strides in progressing our sport then 
we must get more children playing the game at a young 
age. Part of our job as coaches is to encourage those 
players that view tennis as just one thing they do to commit 
to more tennis and in turn view themselves as potential pro 
players of the future-- just as they do when they unwrap 
their fi rst soccer ball, or U.S. football.

Before you read on you, please understand that we are 
talking about creating commitment and motivation as the 
keys to long-term participation in tennis. These in turn will 
lead to a critical mass of players playing our game and the 
super stars will rise out of this group, but also be pushed 
along by it.  It’s about creating enough quality opportunity 
and ensuring that players can all dream and have the 
chance to commit enough to make these dreams a reality.

Finally, like all pathways and progressions, this model is 
presented as if all children start at the beginning.  Naturally, 
some children will want to make a huge commitment from 
the start and you may get the luxury of bypassing one or 
two stages. 

It’s simple really; it’s not that there is 
no such thing as recreational tennis or 
performance tennis, it’s just that as young 
players make the journey into the sport, 
they get more and more excited and more 
and more committed. One simply leads, 
through a few stages, to the other.

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis

8



PATHWAY
Although it’s not logical to  categorize players into two 
opposite groups,  it’s useful to think about a pathway in 
stages. These are: 

Here, children are coming to their fi rst lessons.  They are 
not sure if they even like the game and their participation 
may have been fuelled by the parents or simply as part of a 
“try lots of different things” policy at a young age. Children 
here might say that they have started tennis or that they 
take a lesson.

At this stage, players make a regular time commitment 

to tennis (but it will probably be only once a week) and it 
may be just one of fi ve sports or activities that they play 
each week. Most children in programs around the world 
aimed at this age group fall into this category.  Children at 
this stage say that they do tennis or they go to lessons.

This is the stage that we should be targeting for all young 
players. This is where tennis is a child’s #1 sport and they 
make an emotional commitment, putting time and energy 
into improving, playing and falling in love with the game. 
They will still play other sports, but in addition to at least 
one group lesson each week, they will take other lessons, 
practice and actively compete. Children here say that they 
play tennis and are tennis players.

THE PARTICIPATION

STAGE
TRYERS

STAGE
BUYERS

STAGE
FLYERS

1

2

3
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Many children will not reach this level at this young age.  
In fact, there is still huge debate as to whether the kind of 
intensive training and specifi c approach to playing only one 
sport is actually good for young players in the long term, so 
balance is still crucial. This is where tennis has become the 
#1 activity in a child’s life, and has a major effect on many 
aspects of daily and family life. Tennis fi rst--everything else 
is second!

What To Do?
Having established this pathway as our model, the question 
to answer throughout this manual is how to move players 
along this participation pathway.  What will motivate them 
at each stage to stay in the program, and give you the 
maximum opportunity of moving players along to a stage 
where you can really start making good little players and 
seeing the fruit of your efforts?

In truth, a seven-year-old Buyer wants very different things 
than a seven-year-old Flyer, so we also need to understand 
that the program needs to provide different things for 
different stage players. Motivating a player based upon 
different needs at different stages is important, and your 
success relies on you also tailoring these solutions your 
particular situation, but rather than feed you with all the 
answers, you need to develop an understanding of the 
issues and  come up with answers that meet your individual 
club, facility and program. By doing this, you will come up 
with ideas and good practices that are way beyond the 
capacity of the one brain and set of experiences of the 
author.

STAGE
HIGH FLYERS 4
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SUMMARY
THE TRYER

Players and Parents Need:

A teaching professional that they like instantly. First 
impressions count and children need to build friendships 
and relationships quickly to feel comfortable and excited.

Easy access to the program and a chance to decide if the child 
likes it before making a big fi nancial or time commitment.

A child friendly club atmosphere that  welcomes and caters 
well for young players understanding their need to play and 
expend energy.

An exciting and dynamic atmosphere on court which meets 
the attention span and learning needs of young players.

Simple, short, fun, club based competitions, usually in teams 
with limited competitive stress, or focus on the outcome.

To learn to serve rally and score quickly so that they can fall 
in love with the game, avoiding too much technical detail 
that may be unnecessary at this stage.

To see success and have their efforts recognized even if they 
are small. Success will create the motivation to continue.

To be and behave like children; to have fun and play

|  THE TRYER  |
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This is the fi rst stage and described as the hook: the stage 
that gets children into your program. This is also the “easy 
stage” and the “danger stage”.

It’s called the easy stage because players lost at this stage 
are easily replaced by others.  A few visits to schools and a 
couple of open days, and the program swells its numbers 
again. While this may not seem like a problem, it is.  
Retention is one of the measures of a good program and 
not just the total number. A program with greater numbers 
but lower retention rates is probably an inferior program 
with superior marketing!

It’s also called the danger stage because players who stay 
at this stage for too long will often drop out of the program 
in favor of other things that capture their imagination and 
aspiration. The danger is that you might get complacent 
thinking that all is fi ne and numbers are healthy and money 
is coming in, and then one day your kids just don’t sign up 
again! You are left asking why, but of course, the lack of 
progress ultimately was the problem. This fi rst stage should 
always be viewed as a transition stage that players move 
through and don’t stay too long in-- and this requires hard 
work by the coach.

THE TRYER
INTRODUCING

12
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First Serve
Later in this section, we will discuss how to get more 
children through the door and into your program, but to 
start, let’s look at the elements you need in your program 
to satisfy these Stage 1 players.  At this stage some of the 
keys elements that will attract players are...

THE DAZZLING PRO PERSONALITY
You (the teaching professional) and the way in which you 
relate to the children will be the number one factor. No one 
takes lessons from someone that they don’t like or have fun 
with, no matter how good they are.

EASY ACCESS PAY AND PLAY
These players are just starting and both they and their 
parents may not yet be sure if they want to make a 
commitment, so you may want to allow them to access the 
program on a pay and play basis.

KID FRIENDLY ENVIRONMENT
Kids need to feel comfortable and welcome, so consider 
what would be their fi rst experience on coming to the club 
or venue and how can you make this just right. It should be 
relaxed, you should know and use names quickly, and be 
very positive, but also it should be a place where children 
don’t feel that there are too many adult rules forcing too 
many constraints on them.

BEING WITH FRIENDS
Children try many different activities in their formative 
years. Interestingly, the ones that they often enjoy at the 
initial stage are the ones with fun coaches and those where 
they either go with another child (a friend) or where they 
can make friends quickly. What do you do to help players 
make friends quickly? It may be the difference between 
your players saying, “tennis is fun” versus “I don’t want to 
go to tennis!”

It’s simply really; just 
understand what’s fun for 

these players and what 
will engage them. 

13
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LIMITED COMPETITIVE STRESS
Competition needs to be appropriate. Having a child 
compete at a level that they are not yet ready for could be 
a bad move. It’s not that there should be no competition. 
Competition is a major factor in moving players along the 
pathway but make it fun, and centered around very simple 
skills and in teams with friends.

ACHIEVEMENT / SUCCESS 
Seeing quick progress is a key. Create simple certifi cates 
and awards and make them pretty easy to get. Recognize 
the improvements, no matter how small and remember 
that children need to build their confi dence at this stage.

Also Important….
PARENT FRIENDLY ENVIRONMENT
Don’t forget that a welcoming environment for parents could mean the 
difference between signing up again for tennis or another sport. Having 
somewhere for parents to sit and watch, communicating actively with them 
and providing activities for younger siblings could make all the difference. 

ROUTE MAP
Finally, you may want to think about clearly mapping out the pathway for 
parents so that they can see the progress that their child is making. More 
specifi cally, you can help parents see where tennis will take their child if they 
make the next level of commitment to your program.
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LESSONS
If you have a group of Tryers, the next question is whether 
you teach them differently than players that are more 
committed? They come to tennis with some simple 
basic expectations and it will take them a while to really 
understand how lessons, competitions and general skill 
acquisition work. 

Here are the keys!

TEACH THE GAME
Avoid an overly technical approach that can be a real bore 
for kids who have yet to decide if they even like tennis. 
Make it a game and make sure that you show how to play. 
Some simple obvious things would be:  keep the ball in, 
direct the ball away from the opponent, and that the server 
gets two chances to start the point. Using simple technical 
messages like: wherever the strings point, this is where the 
ball will go, and that a bigger or smaller swing controls how 
far the ball will go. We can get some really good basics 
in here without burying kids in technical jargon and non-
essential details. 

USE MODIFIED EQUIPMENT 
Create quick success. We know that red, orange and 
green balls and courts are a core part of any kids’ tennis 
program, but don’t get stuck on a ball just because a child 
is a particular age or size. Find the ball that they can rally 
with quickly and determine the correct court size that will 
enable them to do this. Remember that this may be even 
smaller than a Red court for very young children.

The key for you is to think 
about hooking these 

players in and moving 
them through this stage 

and on to the next stage. 

15
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RACQUETS PLEASE!
Get the racquet in the child’s hand for most activities, 
as players will not understand why if they don’t. Their 
expectation is that they came to learn to play, and even 
though we know that players will probably struggle more 
with tracking the ball than sending it, still consider that there 
is an expectation of what they think tennis looks like. A few 
weeks in, you will have their attention and the attention of 
the parents and then you can start to do some activities 
that work more on tracking and perception that may not 
always use the racquet. 

DON’T TEACH TENNIS LIKE GOLF
Don’t forget to include sending and receiving. Avoid 
making players stand in lines and feeding the ball right to 
them.  Using a simple short stroke with a good solid contact 
point will allow players to rally much sooner than trying to 
teach them a full length stroke that they can’t control and 
will send the ball so far and fast that the player on the other 
side of the net will have no chance to return it. 

MAKE IT VERY ACTIVE
Children don’t want to stand in line and wait their turn. 
It’s just not natural to a child who still thinks that they are 
the centre of the universe. Pairing children up and moving 
children around stations or changing activities frequently 
will help players enjoy your sessions more. Do remember 
that children will have no problem repeating an activity 
from week to week or even within the same lesson as long 
as they don’t do it for too long.  

A child that says, “I can 
rally”, will also view 

himself or herself as a 
tennis player and make 
the commitment to the 
next level and beyond.
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SMILE, SMILE, SMILE
Children need to feel like they are making progress and 
having fun at this level, so make sure that you are being 
very positive.  Show how much you are enjoying yourself 
and try not to be too self-conscious. It will help if you can 
show that you can be a kid too. Remember, before you try 
to teach - kids are not listening unless they like you!

DON’T LOSE SIGHT OF THE PRIZE!
You must remember that this is just the fi rst stage so 
don’t forget that that you are selling the next stage of the 
program and need to get these young players to make a 
commitment. Try to build trust between you, your players 
and parents, and excitement for the game!

17
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At this stage, young players may fi nd a game of tennis a 
little intimidating. They may have a limited skill level, and 
like many of us, prefer to compete when they have at least 
a basic level of competence.  Of course, some players 
may want to get on and play in competitions immediately, 
but we should not take this for granted or assume that all 
children have the same orientation towards competition. 
Here are some suggestions to help those less confi dent 
players integrate more quickly into the program.

Task-based competition 
Start little competitions in lessons. Set up skill tasks like a 
little Olympics, and try to build confi dence gradually as this 
will be a factor in getting players to make the commitment 
to more and regular tennis. With simple measureable tasks 
you can try:

• Beat my Personal Best with players practicing skills 
on their own to develop a mastery of a skill and build 
confi dence

• Beat our Personal Best with players working with 
a partner try to beat previous scores and develop 
cooperative skills

Practice these set skills regularly in lessons and then, 
after a set number of weeks of the program, have a little 
competition for 30 minutes where players perform each 
skill in a circuit. Within this circuit practice three or four core 
tasks, doing each task twice for a few minutes.

FOR TRYERS
COMPETITION

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis
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Match play based competition
Playing points is important, even at this early stage. It 
teaches players what tennis is all about, and is vital because 
you want players to love playing the game more than they 
like taking lessons. Again, playing points should be started 
in lessons and then backed up by some simple informal 
events. Create tennis festivals and team competitions where 
it’s as much about socializing as it’s about which team wins.

• Team vs. Team is best at this stage with lots of very 
short matches that allow players to play lots of different 
opponents and not spend too long thinking about 
whether they won or lost the previous match before 
moving quickly on to the next.

You will fi nd all the formats that you need to create the 
right events in the evolve9 manual, When Can I Play Again?

Club-based Festivals or Fun Days
Having events that all players can come to will help players 
get a sense of belonging-- which is absolutely essential 
for any program. Remember, once you belong, you don’t 
leave. It’s also a great idea to get the parents involved here 
as well. There is no reason why children and parents can’t 
compete and play together, as long as you ensure that 
parents keep the event in perspective.

Prizes and Awards 
Consider an Offi cial Competitor Certifi cate for every player 
or a small take away gift or medal at this stage. You might 
also want to create special prizes for effort, most improved 
player, or even some awards that show an understanding of 
the game or good sportsmanship. At a late stage you must 
consider how you deal with the winning player or team but 
at this stage, it’s more important to encourage every player.

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
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At the end of each section we are going to stop and 
remember that with every child comes a complex support 
system of parents, grandparents and siblings.

In working with each and every child we must not forget 
that parents provide the transport, the fi nance and the 
time to get the child on the court. Often, parents are also 
crucial in providing the motivation that initially gets a child 
to step on the court. Without them we simply do not have 
young players to work with. So never forget that they are 
the customer as well and want to be communicated with 
and respected. 

Tryer Parents 
At this stage parents will fall into two categories; parents 
who have played or currently play themselves and parents 
who have little idea about tennis. Most parents will bring 
their child to tennis to see if they like it before making any 
big commitments.

Ironically, all parents still need the same type of information. 
The playing parents need to understand what the program 
is about and how it may have changed from how they 
learned the game. The non-playing parents, who have 
little idea about tennis, need to also see how the game will 
be taught, as their limited understanding may come with 
some odd preconceived ideas.  

SO WHAT ABOUT ME?
I’M THE PARENT,

At each stage there 
are expectations and 

strategies for working 
with them and achieving 

a mutually benefi cial 
relationship.
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To help, try the following:

PARENTS’ MEETING
At the start of each set of lessons, invite all the parents together to explain 
what will be taught in the program and what your core philosophies are. 
Even better–supply them with a drink and some light bites; they will 
remember your hospitality.

PROGRAM INFORMATION
Have a welcome packet for your program that maps the player’s journey. 
For each stage, list where the journey leads, what competition is provided, 
what competencies will be worked on, the expected time for players to 
remain in that group, and the approximate age grouping. 

PARENTS ON COURT
Even better, if you can invite your parents on court for a one off session, 
they can play a little tennis using the red, orange and green balls and 
you can demonstrate the drills that you will be using and also explain the 
purpose of the activity. You will convert your parents from bystanders into 
a playground sales team, as they tell other parents how great you and 
your program are, in one easy step.

THE KID FILTER
Make sure that kids always know the purpose of what they are doing. Not 
only will it speed up their learning but if questioned later by the parent, 
they will be able to answer on your behalf.

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
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As this is the fi rst stage you may want some ideas around 
attracting players to your program. Here are some simple 
projects you can undertake and also some strategies that 
will ensure a steady fl ow of children into your program.

ASSEMBLIES OR EXHIBITIONS
Choose a key time when tennis is in the minds of the general 
public and give a presentation at local schools to ride on 

the wave of excitement that is already out there.

ROAD SHOWS
Visit all the classes in the school in one day providing a 
taster session for all the children. Make sure that the 
children get as close to playing a mini tennis match as you 
can get them. Don’t forget to get them to serve, rally and 

score even if it’s in a very small space. 

SELECTION
During the fi rst year of a child’s school life, they will receive 
multiple fl yers from different clubs and activities. How is a 
parent supposed to choose which ones to try and which 
ones waste our precious leisure time? It’s very dependent 
upon their interests and what the child says they want to 
do, but one thing will make a difference. Many of these 
“invites” will be generic fl yers which are open to every 
child but what if it’s a specifi c invite that has identifi ed a 
child as having shown some potential. They have been 
chosen, and every parent is looking for someone who is 
genuinely interested in helping their child become good at 
something. 

THE DOOR
THROUGH 

So ironically you may get 
more children to attend a 
session in your program if 
you don’t invite everyone 
but you select only some!
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FUN DAYS
Having a day at the club with a special promotion attached 
to it’s a nice way to attract more players and has the 
added benefi t of people being able to see you in the club 
environment. Remember to ensure that you collect as much 
data as you can on this day. The day can be free but make 
sure that all players complete the registration so you can at 
least e-mail them and invite them to attend future events. 

SCHOOL CLUBS
Running a tennis club or even school team on behalf of 
the school may help you access players immediately after 
school, during lunchtimes or even breakfast clubs, and it 
will also allow you to use the facilities of the school. At 
some point, you will want these players to move from the 
program at the school to the one at your club or facility 
so you must decide at which point this will happen and 
how you will help the players make that transition, so a 
structured approach is essential.

BRING A FRIEND
Bring a Friend Week is an easy way to encourage players 
to introduce a new player into the program. Children like 
to show off their skills and to feel positive about sharing 
their tennis experience with someone. Alternatively, give 
children vouchers for free sessions that they can give to 
their friends.

BIRTHDAY PARTIES
It’s one of the big challenges we face as parents. How to have 
a great party for our child, not have our house destroyed, 
or spend most of the day after cleaning up. Many activities 
offer birthday party packages and you can too, while at 
the same time encouraging more children who otherwise 
might not have tried the game to come along with their 
tennis playing friend. 

On these days, have some 
key staff available to talk to 
parents and explain details 

of the program to those 
interested. Don’t fall into the 
trap of having all the staff on 
the court and no one making 

sign ups. Big mistake!

 Don’t forget to add fl yers 
and sign-up sheets to the 

party bags at the end.

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis
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EYE ON THE PRIZE
Don’t forget that there is always a mission when we do any 
of these activities. We want to see the fruits of our labors and 
know that they will result in more children in our program.  
Always remember that you are doing these activities with a 
goal in mind!  You want to get children signed up into your 
program, so never miss the opportunity to communicate 
what your program is about, what you provide and what 
the benefi ts are for children taking part.

Gather as much information as you can on the parents 
that you meet and fi nd ways to build strong and lasting 
relationships with schools, other youth groups and key 
connections within the community.

Finally, make sure that you get a really good fl yer to 
distribute or even have a voucher printed on the back of 
your business card.
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Players and Parents Need:

A regular time slot, teaching professional, and set of friends on court 
with a minimal number or changes at the start of each term or session. 
Relationships are still very important to young players.

To feel like they belong and are recognized by the teaching professionals 
and club members

To see progress and be recognized through a pathway of award tasks 
or competencies that are clear and understood by players and parents

A progressive and creative on court environment with familiar and 
regular drills, games and practices 

A focus on game based skills that will help them improve their ability to 
serve, rally and score in the short term

To develop a greater understanding of the skills and tactics of the game 
and to know how each skill they practice can help them to improve their 
ability to actually play the game

Structured opportunities to play and practice outside of lessons 

Social activities that mean that they can come to the club for more than 
just tennis lessons

Simple team based competitions at the club throughout the year, but 
still infrequently enough to be seen as special events

To be and behave like children: to have fun and play

SUMMARY 
THE BUYER
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Like the name suggests, the real fi rst level of commitment 
is when players sign up for your ongoing program and 
maybe even start to buy a few associated products, like 
racquets, tennis shoes, some balls and maybe the program 
t-shirt. They want to belong and you must do everything 
that you can to make this happen quickly. Still they may be 
only attending one session per week and tennis is just one 
of the four to six weekly activities that they are scheduled 
for. 

The key here is not to get complacent because these 
players are still on a countdown to leaving the program 
if they don’t make progress and see some quick success, 
preferably making the jump to the next level. Most kids at 
this stage will say “I do tennis!” but they won’t say, “I am 
a tennis player!” They will probably also say that they do a 
number of other things.

The keys to creating retention and 
progression are the following:

MAINTAINING A REGULAR AND CONSISTENT 
ENVIRONMENT
The teaching professional, court, scheduled time and 
friends all form part of the regular environment that players 
trust and come to expect. As adults, we might think that we 
want lots of variety but actually we are all creatures of habit. 
Parents may have a number of children to transport and a 
number of activities that their child is involved in across the 
week so only change things when you absolutely have to.

THE BUYER
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BEING WITH FRIENDS AND BELONGING
Girls particularly form strong emotional bonds to their 
friends and so it’s important that you understand that even 
at a young age, the social benefi ts of taking group lesson 
and attending festivals and group activities together is key 
to making children feel secure and that they belong.

DEVELOPING A RELATIONSHIP WITH COACH 
The quality of the coach is often not as big as issue at this 
stage as “Did you have fun?” Young children particularly 
may be wary of new people. Getting to know someone as 
important as the coach and developing that relationship is 
a big thing in the child’s life. When the children choose to 
move from the Tryer stage to the Buyer stage, being with a 
certain coach is probably part of that decision. 

PLAYING THE GAME (SERVE, RALLY & SCORE)
During the last stage kids came to learn to play the game 
and this is still true at this point. Not only is a direct 
approach to getting kids to serve, rally and score crucial, 
but it may also be a big factor in driving them to make a 
bigger commitment to the game and jumping to the next 
level. Most drills should be related instantly back to playing 
a few points using the skills that they have practiced. A 
court area should be specifi ed for each and every activity 
and children should do most activities in twos, working on 
basic sending and receiving skills. For more on this, see 
Buyer Lessons.

RECEIVING AWARDS – VISUAL PROGRESS/ 
RECOGNITION
Although the amount of time players spends on court at 
this stage is limited, it’s vital that they are appreciated and 
can see some progress. Competence breeds confi dence 
and this in turn leads to a greater level of commitment. 

Having a simple set of skills 
or competencies or having 
a simple certifi cate scheme 

will help players see the path 
ahead.  This in turn will help 

them to commit to more tennis. 

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
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HAVING COMPETITION IN TEAMS THROUGH 
SKILLS AND MINI MATCHES
Players need to be engaged in actually playing the game 
and teams can help. Be careful of the team sports (soccer) 
model for tennis as it seems that many children drop out 
of these sports at a later age, having over competed at a 
young age and losing motivation for the regimental weekly 
schedules that are required. Instead have a set of six events 
across the year. If you link these to some major tennis events 
then you can have your own Australian Open, Monte Carlo, 
French Open, Wimbledon, US Open and fi nish the year 
with a Masters event. With each event comes a chance to 
link lessons to it so you train for this event. (For example, 
in July and August you can be “Training for the US Open” 
etc.)

CLUB-BASED OPPORTUNITIES INCLUDING 
SOCIAL ACTIVITIES
When you belong you don’t leave, and part of belonging 
is forming social bonds, so try to have some things off 
the court as well to bring players back to the club and 
meet other players. It’s a good idea to have some simple 
events that correspond to national holidays or festivals. 
The obvious times to schedule these through the year are 
Christmas, Easter, summer, Halloween and any other key 
times in the calendar.

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis
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Now that you have players signed up and committed to 
your base level. Remember that the Number One goal of 
working with once a week players is to get them to commit 
to more tennis and to go to the next stage. You just can’t get 
good at anything that you do only once a week. Whether 
this is sports, music, arts or academia, there is a certain 
level of skill acquisition and retention that a “once a week” 
lesson just does not give you. When you are teaching these 
kids, you want them to fall in love with the game and want 
to do more. Teach good simple basics and try to give them 
only the skills that they need right now. Once they have 
made the commitment to the next stage you can think 
about building for the future. 

DON’T TEACH TENNIS LIKE GOLF, 
I.E. I CAN RALLY = I CAN PLAY TENNIS
Much of the evolve9 philosophy is based upon the idea that 
tennis is about receiving the ball before you send it. This 
means that you must react, judge and move to a position 
where you can strike the ball. Unfortunately, many coaches 
also have the idea that tennis is all about sending, so they 
spend endless hours working on refi ning stroke shapes and 
having kids stand in long lines and having the ball fed right 
to them. These coaches make tennis seem like golf, but 
when the children venture onto the court at another time 
with a friend or parent and the ball does not arrive exactly 
in the same place, they can’t adjust and achieve a rally. 
The game soon breaks down and the kids believe that they 
can’t play. Before you know it, the kids are gone and have 
moved on to another sport

For right now, the most 
important goals are to 

keep the game simple and 
to get kids really playing.

LESSONS
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A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis
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TEACH THE GAME - THE RULES, 
THE COURT AND TACTICS
The next problem children encounter is when the coach 
thinks the game is only about learning skills. No, it’s also 
about learning the rules of the game. Imagine going to 
soccer and not knowing what the goal was. It just wouldn’t 
happen. But coaches often think that this is not important 
until the player can perform all the skills. Actually quite 
the reverse. Players learn faster when they understand the 
context of what they are learning; when they know why! 

TEACH TACTICS
Don’t miss the chance to teach the tactics of the game. 
When a child learns that the idea of the game is to hit the 
ball away from the opponent (tactic) they have a good 
reason to learn to control the racquet face in order to direct 
the ball (technique). It’s not that technique is not important–
just that it exists to facilitate a tactic. Remember that we 
want these children to fall in love with and understand the 
game so that they will want to play more!

USE MODIFIED EQUIPMENT – ITF PLAY AND STAY
If the concept of Red, Orange and Green is new to you, then 
where have you been? Scaling the court size, ball bounce 
and equipment is vital if we are to get kids engaged and 
make playing the game a real possibility for each and every 
child.  Many people say that this is about making tennis 
easier. Not true! 

If you are a child then this is not about making it easier, it’s 
about making it fair; it’s all about scaling the court, balls 
and equipment to the child!

Learning how to keep score, 
where the ball must land 

and all the other rules of the 
game helps children to form 
an attachment to the game 
itself. This should be lesson 

#1 information!
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VARIETY IS NOT THE SPICE OF LIFE
If you fall into the trap of changing lesson content every 
lesson, don’t be surprised when players don’t progress as 
fast as you might want them to. Kids do not get bored by 
doing things again; just by doing them for too long. In fact, 
they actually like familiar games, TV programs and activities 
because they feel secure and confi dent with the familiarity. 

PROGRESSION
As well as using familiar tasks you should also think about 
one task as being a set of maybe six to ten tasks of varying 
degrees of diffi culty. This way you can stick with the core task 
for longer but move to the next level. This communicates 
improvement to the player and parents and builds a greater 
level of confi dence and ultimately commitment to your 
program.

CREATE A PURPOSE
One of the keys to this stage is create the motivation to 
move to the next level of commitment. As with all sports 
programs this means that we need a clear direction for 
each session. Posting the goals for each session (term) on 
a bulletin board is a way of getting buy-in both from the 
parents and from the players. Before you take any journey, 
you want to know the map and the direction. Using an 
Award or Progression scheme as outlined below can 
certainly help.

RATIOS
The Red, Orange and Green format lends itself to effective 
group coaching with larger numbers as players learn to 
rally sooner and more effectively. At this stage ratios may 
come into question. Parents will expect to see their child 
in a group of similar ability level and receiving enough 
attention from the coach. So here use a ratio of one coach 
to no more than six players when possible.

Stick to a core group of 
tasks that really work on 

the basics and you will 
fi nd your players getting 

closer to playing the 
game sooner. 
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Progression Schemes

AWARD SCHEMES
Create a set of competencies for the key skills that you teach in your program 
and report cards to accompany these. They don’t have to be complex as long 
as all players and parents understand what is required to achieve them.

RALLY 100 CLUB
Have some key tasks that you consider important and post the names of all 
players that achieve these tasks, just like an honors board.

PLAYER OF THE WEEK
Identify the player who has made maximum effort or a signifi cant commitment, 
improved signifi cantly or achieved a great result.

REPORT CARDS
To accompany any of these schemes, have a report card for each player at 
the end of a series of lessons that can be quickly completed and given to 
players and parents. Parents who are paying for lessons may naturally expect 
to receive something that explains what was accomplished.

MEASURABLE DRILLS
By having a set of core drills that can be measured based upon distance, 
number, time or some other objective measure and using them from week to 
week, players can track and see their improvement.

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis
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FOR BUYERS
Players at this level have made more of commitment to the 
program, although still limited, so it’s worth considering 
making some competitions a formal part of the program 
that you provide. Rather than just selling lessons consider 
scheduling a few select events that you can cost in to the 
overall package.

COMPETITION

Some ways to make this happen are: 

MONTHLY COMPETITION TOUR
Make a regular set of events, for example of the fi rst Sunday of every month 
hold a Red event, second Sunday Orange event etc

WEEK 10 COMPETITION
On the 10th (or any selected) week of the program, substitute a lesson for a 
short competition, which could be either a team match or simple set of skills 
that are measurable (like a mini Olympics).

CREATE A GRAND SLAM SERIES
These events, as already mentioned in this section, would include four to six 
events per year themed around the Grand Slam tournaments plus two other 
events.

CREATE SOME FUN EVENTS
More of these in When Can I Play Again, but some basic ideas might be to 
have parent and child events, multi-sports festivals or fun events which have 
an element of luck attached to them, so it’s not always the about the best 
players winning!

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis
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Task-based Competition 
It’s so important that players understand that they are now 
practicing with purpose; to get ready for the tournaments 
and events that you are scheduling. For any task you could 
help players to understand that they are improving and 
competing by: 

Beating a personal best -  helping to develop a sense 
of mastery leading to increased confi dence

Beating our personal best – working with a partner to 
develop mastery, cooperation and increased confi dence

Team challenges – in pairs or small teams players 
compete to record to the highest score of all the pairs 
or teams

Match Play Based Competition

TEAM VS. TEAM
At this stage, all match play competition should be in teams. 
This will enable players to feel like they belong to a group 
and not get personally demotivated by results that are not 
quite what they expected.  Remember the analogy of the 
baby bird in the nest. Just like baby birds, young tennis 
players need to fl ap, and test their wings in the safety of 
the nest before being launched out of the nest and facing 
the challenges of individual competition. Proceed with 
caution!

NATIONAL TEAM INITIATIVES
Many nations have team competitions for young players 
which are generally both successful and well supported. 
Players at this early stage may have a very competitive 
orientation in which case entry into these leagues may be 
fi ne and correct, but you should make sure that the player 
is feeling competent and confi dent before assuming they 
are set to go.

Pushing a child into individual 
competition who does not 

have the confi dence or 
necessary skills can be a 

recipe for disaster.   

Some children will fi nd that 
club-based competition 

more suits their needs 
and the idea of competing 

against other clubs might be 
a little premature. 

You can continue to use 
measurable tasks and 

format regular drills and 
tasks to help players grow 

in confi dence. 
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SO WHAT ABOUT ME?
I’M THE PARENT,

Buyer Parents 
It wasn’t just the children who made a bigger commitment 
to your program it, was also the parents.  That’s good news; 
it means that you are doing something right!  But now, 
everyone expects to see some return on this commitment. 
Before, the children were just trying tennis, with few 
expectations of how they might improve.  Now, however, 
the parents have bought the racquets, paid for a series of 
lessons and maybe some other accessories too.

They need to see how their children are progressing and 
may quiz you regularly in this area.  

To help, continue to use the steps suggested before:

• Parents’ Meeting 
• Program Information 
• Parents On Court 
• The Kid Filter 

But you also might want to consider:

REPORT CARDS
These should be based on set competencies that a child 
will be working on during the lessons. Try to use very simple 
systems based around: 

Grade #1: the child has just started

Grade #2: the child is having some success

Grade #3: the child has mastered this skill

It’s a good idea to send out 
a list of these competencies 
at the start of the series or 

lessons and then follow this 
with a report of where a child 

is at the end of the series.
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This is usually enough for the parents to know that the child 
is making some progress. If a child will not be moving from 
one group to the next, don’t forget to keep a copy of the 
report card for your records so you can assess progress for 
next time.
 
REGULAR E-MAIL NEWSLETTER 
E-mail is a great medium, but is probably not effective 
for communicating messages about individual players. 
It’s great for communicating the successes and progress 
of the program, themes that you may be focussed on for 
the session and the evolution of the program. It’s also a 
great medium for highlighting events and week-to-week 
information.  

As with all e-mails, remember that the key is to make it 
short and to the point. Long e-mails get put to one side to 
be read later and often are never actually read. 

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis
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BUYER TO FLYER
MAKING THE JUMP:

This could be the most important part of this whole 
manual. Making the jump into genuine commitment is a 
key to developing any successful program, so read this 
section and consider it carefully.

Let’s imagine that there are two tennis facilities side by side, 
divided by a bridge. On one side of the bridge the players 
play only once a week; their commitment level is minimal 
and they often stop playing and go off to try other sports 
and activities.  Mostly when they do this, they never return. 

On the other side of the bridge, the players are committed 
and motivated and never leave. They play tennis for the rest 
of their lives and some achieve great results and develop 
confi dence, which translates into a sense of personal self-
worth. 

This is the bridge that takes a player from Buyer to Flyer.  
Once children cross it, they’ll never go back. It’s not that all 
children will make this crossing or that all children should 
but surely if we understand that our sport’s health is derived 
from long term commitment then we want players to make 
this commitment. 

You will enjoy teaching these players more, make more 
progress and they will gain more from involvement at this 
level.

There are many factors that 
make players make this 

jump, not least the infl uence 
of parents, friends and 

siblings but there are a few 
others for you to consider 

which are crucial to helping a 
player to make this step into 

lifelong tennis participation 
and mastery.
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PLACE
Do you have an inspirational environment?  Do players 
practice and compete actively right in front of the eyes of the 
younger players? Do you schedule sessions so that players 
see their older counterparts and aspire to be like them, 
or do you place your older academy players in one hall 
while the little players have lessons at a different time and 
in a different part of the club? Many people also have the 
misconception that young players don’t  have role models. 
Actually even the average seven year old has about fi ve 
adult role models.  How do you give players the chance 
to fi nd their heroes? Top tennis players are often eccentric 
and have exciting personalities.  Think about tennis like 
a Marvel comic, and help players fi nd their heroes. Look 
around your venue.  How many images of top players will 
these young players see in their journey around the club? 

PEOPLE
Do you recognize, motivate, ask for and select players? 
Sometimes to make the jump we need to be asked! Often 
parents are afraid of appearing pushy or overbearing so 
they back off and don’t encourage their child to do more. 
Getting more commitment from players and parents often 
means asking for it. When you see children who love the 
game, explain to the parents that they will improve much 
faster if they come to more sessions. Explain that you like 
teaching their children and you want to help them to feel 
competent and allow this to become confi dence, which 
can be transferred into many things that the children do. 

PURPOSE
Do you communicate destinations? While you are having 
this conversation, you should tell parents about the whole 
tennis journey that you have created through Red, Orange 
and Green. Let them know what skills can be taught at each 
stage and how simple skills will build into more complex 
ones. 

Remember that every child 
has the right to be good as 
something, and by playing 
enough tennis all kids can 
become pretty good at it.
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Explain how your program is about a series of defi ned and 
graduated steps and how the journey can go from age 
fi ve through to ten and beyond. This is a powerful and 
persuasive discussion, and a greater level of commitment 
will often follow from both the parents and the children 
once they all understand the whole journey!

PROGRESS
Do you show the map and reward incrementally? As part of 
this journey, it’s important to create short-term goals and 
to recognize achievements. As a guide, the less committed 
the players are, the more they are likely to need to see 
physical evidence of their progress. It’s also true that when 
players see improvement and progress, they are much 
more likely to make the jump to the next level.

COMPETITION
The simple truth is also that without competition, no player 
has reason to do more--to practice with purpose and to 
aspire to be like the heroes of tennis. Taking lessons without 
competing is like learning a language that you are never 
going to use. Ultimately, without an outlet to actually use 
it, skills quickly diminish and frustration builds by the lack of 
progress.  A copy of When Can I Play Again? is absolutely 
essential reading to get competition right in your venue. 
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Players and Parents Need:

A teaching professional who is focused on the needs of the player, both in the 
short and long term, and who can balance the development of skills around 
short and long term goals.

More access to court time, teaching professionals and practice partners.

An inspirational atmosphere that motivates young players and provides heroes 
for players to aim for, both from the professional tour and as older players 
within the facility.

An on court environment which meets the attention span and learning needs of 
young players, providing a balance of repetition and variety.

A strong competitive outlet that allows players a balance of individual and 
group sessions. 

To see a connection between what is learned in lessons and in practice and 
how it’s used during competition, based on pre-established simple goals. 

To refi ne technical skills within a tactical framework while balancing the use of 
different modifi ed equipment, problem solving, adaptation and repetition of 
key skills.

To develop a sense of independence and responsibility. Players should come 
well prepared for lessons and competitions and should spend time practicing 
away from the formal structured sessions.

Ongoing communication and updates on progress and achievements.

To be and behave like children; to have fun and play.

SUMMARY 
THE FLYER
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When children reach this level, the back door has gotten 
pretty close to being closed. They are unlikely to suddenly 
walk out of the program or give up tennis. They have made 
a commitment and they are saying to you “Hey Coach, help 
me become a tennis player!” Of course, you know that most 
of these young players will not get close to a professional 
level, even with this increased level of commitment.  But 
they are young, and have a right dream, and we should 
not try to take these dreams away. One of the few things 
that we do know about young children is that we don’t 
know who will end up being the best. There is so much 
court mileage ahead that we just can’t and shouldn’t make 
predictions.

But you should now be very excited that you are working 
with children who are developing a level of intrinsic 
motivation and genuinely love the game. The quality of 
your delivery now is as important as ever, but the content 
may change a little. Players and parents will become more 
discerning at this stage since the competition is not from 
other sports but from other clubs and programs that may 
be offering more opportunities or resources. Keep in mind, 
however, that you since you have gotten players to this 
stage you have accumulated some credit with parents and 
players. As long as you can maintain your standards, your 
players are unlikely to leave.

THE FLYER
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Able and Committed
Before we go any further, you may expect us to discuss 
the concept of talent _ but actually we are not going to!  A 
program is not based upon one or two talented players, 
so you can’t create a model based upon hoping to fi nd 
this. Instead, we are looking for average ability levels that 
can, with the right level of commitment, develop into good 
players. The holy grail of talent identifi cation has been long 
debated and no one has yet to fi nd the answers. 

Many programs have been destroyed by one or two over 
jealous parents, and sometimes players, who shout from the 
rooftops that their child is somehow more deserving than 
any other. For sure, some children will show a higher level 
of ability than others, but your program should be based 
upon an exchange whereby the more committed a player 
and parent is to the program, the more opportunities and 
resources are sent their way. This is fair, honest and actually 
realistic.

As Malcolm Gladwell, writes in his excellent 
book “Outliers” the better players are often 
those who were simply provided with the best 
opportunities, most court time and access to 
coaching, often as a result of the time of year 
that they were born, rather than those who are 
genetically gifted.  
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So now that you have a child who is committed to more 
tennis, how does the provision for the program change? 
What new elements need to be introduced and which ones 
developed further?

RELATIONSHIP
The relationship between coach, player and parent is now 
pivotal in the retention of the player in the program. Tennis 
has become a big thing in the child’s life and the players 
and parents will look for help and support to make simple 
balanced decisions and be communicated with on a regular 
basis.

ASPIRATION
Aspiration is now even more important. Players will 
now start following the sport away from the court. They 
will imitate top players and start to invest some of their 
free time in the game. It’s crucial now that you take this 
opportunity to talk about players on court, naming drills 
after them and discussing matches and results from events 
that are currently being shown. The little fi re has started 
and it needs to be fuelled.

PATHWAY AND DESTINATIONS
These remain as important as before.  Now, however, with 
more commitment, more long-term goals can be set and 
you’ll know that players want to make a more long-term 
commitment.

THE FLYER 
LAUNCHING
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RESPONSIBILITY AND INDEPENDENCE
It’s also time to try to foster these traits in young players. 
They will now have a racquet bag, more and better 
equipment and they will probably bring these with them 
to lessons. Players should be expected to arrive on time, 
pack their own bag, sometimes lead the warm up activities, 
answer more questions and give opinions, know how to 
report scores at a tournament and generally develop all 
the skills that are needed to in order to take control of their 
little tennis life.

COMPETITION AND SUCCESS
Why am I training more? The answer is simple; train and 
practice more in order to perform better at tournaments. 
The connection between training and competing should 
now be well established, although due to the age of the 
child, there may still be a few disconnects at times. But 
in competing it’s very important that players don’t have a 
negative experience and you should try to ensure that you 
fi nd the most suitable events for players to participate in. 
More on this is discussed later in this section.

TASK ORIENTATION
It would be very easy here to start focussing too much 
on results, but it’s important that players start to learn 
that winning is generally a result of performing skills at a 
required level. Young players struggle to separate outcome 
from effort and will commonly only say that they played well 
when they won and claim that they played badly when they 
lost. Asking players to write simple notes after each match 
on what they think they did well and what they think they 
need to practice more helps to make a good connection 
between training and competing, but don’t become too 
serious and analytical about this. It’s a good idea to ask 
them to list three things that went well and one to practice.

You want the emphasis to 
be placed on the positive 

and you also don’t want to 
create such long lists that 

the task itself becomes 
arduous. Many children at 

the start will struggle even 
to list fours skills without 
making reference to the 

outcome of the match. 
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MORE COACHING (FREQUENCY AND DURATION)
More commitment means a greater level of opportunity and 
this means more court time and more access to coaching. 
You may also fi nd that a player at this stage is able to 
concentrate on a task for longer and so you may extend 
the length of sessions.  Remember that children here are 
still children, and even though they are more enthusiastic 
about the game, you should not make the schedule too 
arduous as this may have the opposite, and sometimes, 
demotivating effect. 

TRAINING (IN ADDITION TO COACHING)
Players here need to hit more balls, it’s what they want to 
do, but this doesn’t have to mean all their tennis time is 
received through lessons. There are many ways to create 
alternative sessions. For example, you might create a team 
environment and ask parents to supervise a scheduled 
training session each week. Or you might provide a large 
group drills session, arranging for older players to practice 
with younger ones in return for certain privileges. More 
ideas are listed later in this section. These activities also 
build responsibility and independence. These are especially 
relevant as players move along the player journey, and 
their time on the court moves away from skill acquisition 
towards skill maintenance, practice and conditioning.  Try 
to be creative –  after all; you don’t want fi nances to be the 
limiting factor just when the kids want to play more.

INTERCLUB COMPETITION
At this stage, players will be stepping outside the club 
environment to compete at other venues and against other 
clubs and teams. It’s something wasn’t required at the earlier 
stages but now can create a great sense of belonging and 
purpose as long as the players are feeling ready to accept 
the challenge that this provides.
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Lessons now must take a longer term view of skills 
development and you might want to consider how you 
balance the need to deliver skills that will help players 
perform in the current competitions while also spending 
time on developing skills that will help them further down 
the line. 

TEACH IN CONTEXT
Learn why – technical relates to tactical always – If we really 
understand children and how they learn then we know that 
they are contextual learners. That means that they learn 
based not just on a remote skill but also based upon the 
situation in which it will be used. Players at this level are 
motivated and starting to fall in love with the game. The 
situations – and not just the skills – are of equal interest. 
Teaching technical and tactical together is a must, and it will 
help players connect the skills with great tactical decision 
making.

TEACH THE GAME
Tactics – How many young players, do you see that make 
crazy tactical decisions, unaware of when to attack and when 
to defend, especially the latter. When we teach kids at 7 
and 8 years old, we need them to understand the patterns 
of play that are the basics of good decision-making.  They 
also need to understand what to do from where on the 
court. So often these simple laws of percentage tennis are 
not taught, leaving kids to believe that they can just do 
what they want.  For example kids should understand that 
it’s not a great idea to go for a big winner when pushed 
back deep behind the baseline.

Don’t forget that 
when something has 
importance to us, we 

learn much faster. 

LESSONS
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APPLY LONG-TERM PRINCIPLES
This kid could be a lifer – The child at this stage is suggesting 
to you that they want to be a player and this means that 
they will want to look ahead. It’s not about just learning the 
skills that are needed immediately, but taking a more long-
term view. This is a delicate balance, children still have little 
concept of actual time.  For them, an hour can seem like 
a day, and the idea of thinking even one year ahead is like 
thinking about another lifetime. But you still must think 
about this little player and where you are going, and who 
they will be in the future.

USE AND VARY MODIFIED EQUIPMENT
If you really get tennis then you will know that consistency 
is a product of adaptation. Every ball that fl ies towards a 
player has different characteristics and in order to return 
a ball with any degree of consistency, players must make 
adaptations of footwork, position, racquet path and more.  
So how do you help players adapt? The use of modifi ed 
equipment, including Red, Orange and Green balls is now 
seen as a developmental route to introducing the game, 
but it’s also a great set of tools to both challenge and learn 
new skills. For example, using foam balls with older players 
can help them to develop racquet head speed.   Using 
Orange balls with players will force them to bend low and 
work on slice and open racquet face skills, while using a 
variety of different balls in a drill will force a player to adapt 
on a massive and very challenging level. Try not to label 
a player as an Orange player or a Green player.  Instead, 
know which ball they use to compete with and use a variety 
of balls to create the right level of challenge in practice.
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BALANCE REPETITION AND PROBLEM SOLVING 
APPROACHES
Repetition of any skill is still important but also try to 
remember that players have small batteries, both physically 
and mentally. They will work better in small blocks of 
time.  A good example would be by working on a drill 
for 15 minutes and then practicing another drill and then 
returning to the original drill for another 15 minutes. This 
allows both mental and physical recovery and will aid skill 
acquisition. It’s also important to think about challenging 
the players’ minds and getting them engaged through a 
variety of problem solving activities.  

GOAL SET
Purpose and progress – at the earlier stages of the pathway, 
we created awards systems and certifi cate programs to 
help create motivation. Now, at this more committed 
stage, players will not need these kinds of measure so 
much. Instead, they will look to their results and start to 
make judgements on their own level of progress.  This 
doesn’t mean that you can stop looking ahead. Goals 
for the groups should be posted on the bulletin boards.  
Players may even have record cards, which they use to 
record personal improvements in measureable drills. The 
destinations should be really clear for everyone.  In this 
stage, you might expect players to take some personal 
responsibility for their own practice and improvement,  but 
remember how young they still are.

RATIOS
Expectations are higher based on this increase in 
commitment. Coach to player ratios should be around 
one: four in lessons, although in training and match play 
sessions, this number could be higher.

Tennis is a great mental 
challenge and so players 
need to know that when 

the going gets tough 
they have been trained 

to fi nd solutions.
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HAVE FUN
Reading through this list you might be thinking it’s quite 
a serious outlook on kids tennis. It is because it is about 
creating a quality approach for a child who really wants to 
be good at the game. But they still must have fun and you 
should never lose sight of this. 

Some ideas to help maintain the balance include allowing 
the children to pick the drills, the scoring system and the 
rules or having a timeout button that they can use two or 
three times during a lesson which when they decide to use 
it the can do whatever they wish for fi ve minutes. You must 
show that you love to play too so make sure that you don’t 
fall into the trap of being the entertainer at this stage but 
do make sure that you play against them, smile, laugh and 
sometimes let them win.
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FOR FLYERS
Players will need greater on court time and more sessions 
to match their increased level of commitment. Here are a 
few practical things that you can do to make this happen.

SMALLER GROUPS
You might consider changing the ratios at each stage. 
Players in the earlier stages may get benefi ts from slightly 
larger groups which create more energy, but players in 
the Flyer stage may not need this type of environment to 
motivate them.   By working with 4:1 or 3:1 ratios you can 
make sessions more tailored to specifi c needs.

MANAGED PLAY SESSIONS
Of course players can learn a lot just by playing, but in 
today’s world, this doesn’t always happen. So you may opt 
for a managed play session at a regular weekly scheduled 
time. This can be run using an assistant or even a willing 
parent and can provide an ideal time for these players to 
socialize also.

HITTERS (LEADERS, PARENTS, MEMBERS)
If you really want to create a structured way for players to 
practice but your time is limited, then you might consider 
using some trained hitters. The best way to do this is to 
spend some time training these willing volunteers or 
assistants so that they understand that the purpose of the 
practice is to help players improve. You may also want to 
train them to use some core drills, which you specify. Each 
session you can specify the drill number and the amount 
of time that you want your hitters to do this drill with the 
players. 

It can provide a cheap 
and motivating way 
for young players to 

practice, especially if you 
use older teenagers – 

who the young players 
may look up to –  to run 

these practices.

MORE TENNIS

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis

50

|  THE FLYER  |



CHAIN PRACTICE
This is a slight more complex system, but basically works 
by asking a player to practice with a player at a slightly less 
ability level in return for another session where they get the 
opportunity to practice with a player of a higher level. This 
forms a chain where players get to practice with a better 
player in exchange for helping another player. All you need 
to do is make sure that everyone fulfi ls their part of the 
promise and also provide an hour of your time to practice 
with the player at the very top of the chain who has no 
player above them to practice with.

TRAINING (VS. COACHING)
It’s a good idea to help players and parents to think about 
training and coaching differently. They need to learn that 
when there is a coaching session, the objective is to improve 
skills, while the training session is more about practicing 
those skills that they have and conditioning them. You can 
provide these training sessions and often cater to larger 
ratios than you would within a coaching session. 

PARENTS PLAY FOR FREE
This may seem like an odd idea, but remember that many of 
these children will be unable to come to the club or facility 
without their parents. Parents are part of the package. Add 
to this that even a non-tennis playing parent can play a 
reasonable game of tennis on a red court and sustain a rally.   
You have an opportunity for kids and parents to practice 
together. Even better, if you can persuade your facility 
to create a parent membership, which allows parents to 
play as long as they are playing with their child, you have 
provided a safe and responsible practice partner for your 
young player.
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Some ideas here might be: 

TIC TAC TOE 
To help focus players-- they only win a game if they win three points in a row.

SNAKES AND LADDERS
Another focus activity where a player who gets to game point must win it or 
their score goes back to love.

LUCKY CARDS
Players draw a card and must do what it says on the card. This could be a 
positive advantage card where they receive three serves instead of two, or play 
in the whole court while their opponent is restricted by a challenge card where 

they get only one serve etc.

Task-based competition 
Most competition at this stage will be through points, 
although it’s great to throw the odd skill-based competition 
into the program.  Don’t forget that children are still social 
animals so don’t make the mistake of making all competition 
individual. 

You may want to use some more creative formats within 
lessons to create conditions that focus the players on 
practicing their technical and tactical skills in non-pressure 
situations. 

For more ideas and formats take a look at the format and 
competition guide from evolve9, When Can I Play Again? 

FOR FLYERS
COMPETITION
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Match Play Based Competition
Children should be competing actively through this stage. 
It’s part of actually playing the sport, and lessons should 
equip the player with the skills to feel competent when 
they step onto the court.

Players will also start playing singles outside of the 
teams that have supported them for the fi rst few parts of 
the process, but you should be cautious at this point to 
ensure that children who are still involved in team based 
competition don’t feel too pressured by playing only 
individual tournaments. Here you will fi nd that: 

Matches get longer and so do the duration of events 
Distance travelled to matches and events increases
Team and individual competitions should be balanced

Don’t Forget Doubles 
It’s also a great idea to use formats at this stage that use a 
combination of doubles and singles matches. Children are 
still social little beings and they really want to be with their 
friends at times. What this means also is that you might 
need to spend some of your instruction and training time 
helping them to get ready for this. 
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SO WHAT ABOUT ME?
I’M THE PARENT,

Flyer Parents 
The Flyer parent now has some major expectations that 
you need to be ready for. By asking the child to choose 
tennis as the #1 sport, you must be ready to deliver a 
comparable level of service and support in exchange for 
this increased commitment. Engagement with parents 
becomes, absolutely paramount here. You have a choice, 
so work really hard to keep the lines of communication 
open and make the parents “raving fans.” If you don’t, they 
may well become “courtside critics”.

To help, continue to use the steps suggested previously:

• Parents’ meeting – which may now be more formal, 
   structured and regular

• Program information – which should now include 
   information about this specifi c part of the program

• Parents on court – may now be about having a 
   parent courtside sometimes to explain what you are 
   working on and why and keeping them better 
   informed

But you also might want to consider:

PUBLISHED GOALS AND CONTENT
Human beings are uneasy when we don’t know what to 
expect. Earlier on, we discussed this with regards to children 
but now we must also remember that parents too should 
know what is happening on court, what content they should 
expect to be seeing happening and what are the goals and 
competencies are that players are working towards.  

All the stages that we 
suggested before remain 
important, although now 

you must understand that 
the parent is expecting an 

individualized level of support 
and interaction. 
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Post them very clearly on the bulletin board and you will 
help to manage expectations more effectively.

CODE OF CONDUCT
Equally, a good way to communicate acceptable behavior 
is a code of conduct. It need not be too sophisticated, 
but like any list of rules there should be standards and 
consequences. A code of conduct will quickly pull them 
back, so put it down on paper and publish it on the bulletin 
board.  Then, the rules that are laid down, and they, not 
you, can help to control the situation.

THE HOTLINE

At this stage, parents want a relationship with the coach.  
They will appreciate having your cell phone number so 
they can ensure regular communication. 

55

|  THE FLYER  |

Under stress, parents, 
just like little kids, can 
forget the boundaries 
and may behave in an 

antisocial manner. 
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Players and Parents Need the Same 
Provisions as the Flyer players, plus: 

A teaching professional who can set short and long term goals and work toward 
them with the agreement and cooperation of both parents and player.

Signifi cantly more access to court time, teaching professionals and practice 
partners.

Increased levels of physical conditioning and development of athletic skills such 
as balance, coordination and agility.

The opportunity to see players compete and train in subsequent levels of the 
program to fully understand the goals and standards which they should meet.

A challenging on court environment that meets the attention span and learning 
needs of young players but also pushes them to focus harder and longer. 

A planned and structured competitive calendar that balances free time, with 
challenging competitions and practice matches. 

To be supported in such a way as to develop effective and logical decision 
making skills which encourage autonomy and responsibility.

An individualized coaching program that focuses on developing both players’ 
strengths and weaknesses.

To continue to develop a varied range of technical skills within a tactical 
framework while using modifi ed equipment to create challenge and progress.

Individualized and personal communication on a regular basis between parents, 
teaching professional and player. 

To be and behave like children; to have fun and play.

SUMMARY 
THE HIGH FLYER
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You might think that this is the ultimate destination for 
young players. There is still much debate as to whether this 
level of immersion into tennis is the right thing to do with a 
young player, but there is no doubt that players are playing 
lots and lots of tennis at younger and younger ages and 
some guidelines will help.

At this level, by their own defi nition, a child will describe 
himself or herself as a tennis player. They see tennis as the 
thing that they do and part of what defi nes them.  But it’s 
a jump that you are not driving and it’s a jump that parents 
and kids together must decide if they make. 

Players at this stage will have such 
individual needs that giving generic 
advice is probably not benefi cial. 

The bridges that lead from one level to the next are the 
things that we have focused on, the keys that drive a player 
from tryer to buyer to fl yer to high fl yer.  Ironically, by 
reaching this stage, they have crossed the last bridge.

Federations, books and National Coaches will offer advice 
on what you should do with your player to add to the 
information provided here and much will depend upon the 
national model from your own country.

THE HIGH FLYER
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THE STOP SIGN
Before you delve deep into this stage of the pathway let’s 
add that it is not recommended for Red players or children 
under eight years old. This is very clearly a stage for players 
at Orange and Green level and you should be very wary 
about pushing for this stage. Experience suggests that 
if players are living and breathing tennis at six then they 
probably won’t be playing at fourteen. Remember that kids 
need to play, have fun, develop friendships, social skills and 
a variety of interests and only when they are older should 
they be making choices about spending this amount of 
time on tennis.

LET’S GET SERIOUS
It’s now time to think about the level of commitment that 
parents and kids are making and the message that they 
are sending you. They are saying that they want to be a 
player and not just a good player but a serious player; 
maybe not now or in the next three months, but in the 
years to come. It’s important that kids are looked at with 
the same professional eyes that you might use to look at a 
tour pro or a kid at an academy. You must of course never 
forget that they are children, and although they may be 
determined and passionate about their tennis, they are still 
mentally and emotionally immature. But nonetheless, do 
not underestimate the kind of ambitions that they have.  As 
we said right at the start, you have no right to quash this.

PHYSICAL CONDITIONING
Players may now benefi t from working with or at least 
seeing a strength and conditioning coach who has expert 
knowledge and understanding of young developing 
children. It’s not about kids hitting the gym in a formal way 
but S & C coaches can help with posture, alignment and 
fl exibility – all essential in maximizing the athletic potential 
of young players.
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MORE AGILITY, BALANCE AND COORDINATION
You might be thinking that making a much higher level of 
commitment means hitting a lot more balls.  While that is 
true, the extra time that the player is committing to the 
program should in part be used to develop athletic skills. 
Players need to spend more time working not just on 
specifi c movement skills but also on fundamental movement 
skills like running, jumping, throwing and catching. These 
core skills provide a balanced foundation for developing 
the specifi c tennis skills that they will use later. You may 
be asking why there was not so much emphasis placed 
on developing these skills earlier in the process. Simple; 
earlier in the journey, your mission was to get kids hooked 
on tennis and lead them to a higher level of commitment.  
At that point, they didn’t spend enough time on the court 
to allow you to teach them much more than serve, rally and 
score. Now the situation has moved on and you need to 
develop not just the player but also the athlete. 

OTHER SPORTS AND ACTIVITIES
It’s important that players develop other interests in their 
lives and don’t focus solely on tennis. Yes, at this stage it’s the 
number one thing, but encouraging some other activities that 
provide social connections like team sports, or competence 
in something else like music or art is a good thing.  

TRAINING
You need to consider not just that you must manage what 
is taught but also you need to manage a player’s complete 
tennis package. You may need to schedule on court 
practice for players with each other or with older players 
who may act as hitters. You will need to map this program 
so that this is linked to lesson content and competitions. 
However, don’t forget to laugh and have fun with it. A 
nine-year-old is still a nine-year-old and you must strive to 
keep a balance between the child, their personality and the 
training environment you provide.

Tennis is a highly 
coordinated and 

demanding sport, 
which requires excellent 

movement skills. 

In Wayne Bryan’s book, 
Raising Your Child to Be 
a Champion in Athletics, 
Arts, and Academics, 
he describes how he 
encouraged Mike and 
Bob to spend time on 
their music also – an 
excellent, although 
sometimes challenging 
plan. 
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TOURNAMENT PLANNING
This becomes a major consideration. The investment and 
energy that is being put into this child’s tennis means that 
they need to have a balanced and structured competition 
plan. You may also want to balance some local events that 
they do well in with some more challenging events where 
they will meet stronger opponents. Try to avoid “pizza 
syndrome” with tournaments.  Kids who love pizza might 
at fi rst choose to eat it every day but after a while they will 
become sick of it. Kids who want to compete might end up 
playing so many tournaments that they burn out. 

Parents think that they are providing what the child wants 
but actually a player at this young age doesn’t know their 
own mind. Complete tennis addiction at a young age can 
be very risky. A few years back, one  nine-year-old  travelled 
over 150 miles, with his parents, to a tournament, got out 
of the car and said “Mom, I don’t want to play today!” 
He had just played way too many tournaments and, just as 
kids do, just decided he had had enough! Unfortunately, to 
this day he has never recovered his love of the game. So a 
balanced plan, including rest periods, is essential.

INDIVIDUALIZED COACHING PROGRAM
The level of individual attention that is needed has now 
been increased by several levels and you will be required 
to work with a player several times per week. Again try to 
maintain a balance of quality activity with a few times to 
just play and have fun within each session. You can’t get 
away from the fact that the child is a child and so doing 
some drills and games that are the player’s favourite will 
provide the chance to break up the routine. This in turn will 
result in some added energy and motivation.

Players must be entered 
into the right tournaments 

and not over compete at 
an early age.
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HOW MUCH
The question now becomes how much time to spend 
on court at this age. When players make this level of 
commitment, it’s because they want to make tennis a major 
part of their life.  At this point, a common question is how 
much time is too much versus not enough. 

On this one, use information from a well-respected and 
knowledgeable coach, Judy Murray. Her advice is a simple 
and common sense approach. Boys who are 12-years-old 
should be playing 12 hours of tennis per week.  Under this 
age, they should be playing one hour less than their age. 
So our nine-year-old should play around eight hours. Girls, 
for whom the onset of puberty comes earlier and who will 
peak physically sooner, should be playing 10 hours a week 
at 10, and for each year younger, one hour less. So a nine-
year-old girl should play eight hours.

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis

61

|  THE HIGH FLYER  |



The fi rst and most important thing to say is that you are still 
dealing with a child. Despite the commitment level that 
you might see from both player and parent, there are many 
emotional and cognitive elements about this young player 
that just can’t be overridden.

Here is a story from the front line. In one program was a 
very able young seven-year-old who occasionally would 
have an emotional outburst on court. Much debate was 
had in coaches meetings and between the senior coaches 
about this child’s “problem.” But the fact remained that 
“He was seven! And this is what seven-year-olds do!” The 
debate raged for some time, but coaches kept focusing on 
this and making an issue of it and eventually it became a 
self-fulfi lling prophecy. In part due to this child’s ability they 
just couldn’t understand that this kid was a normal kid!

So fi rst of all remember that this is not a 
touring pro in front of you, but a kid. 

That aside, you may want to consider looking at the 
following general points to remember when working with 
better players in the under 10 age group (and of course all 
the principles that we discussed in the Flyer Lesson section 
still apply).

LESSONS
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CONTEXT IS STILL KING
Connecting tactics and technical work has never been 
more important. Players should clearly understand how any 
technical work helps them perform the tactics of the game. 
For players to learn effectively, they must understand why 
they are trying to learn something and how this will benefi t 
them when they step on court to play.

INDIVIDUALIZE
Players should develop a set of skills that match their 
personalities. They should develop the weapons that 
will help them make the most out of who they are, be 
encouraged to experiment and develop their strengths 
and not just work on their weaknesses.

LONG-TERM CONTENT
You have a major responsibility with a player of this level, 
as they trust you to deliver what they need, not just now 
but in the long-term. You will have to consider developing 
not just what will help them to win now but also what 
they will need in the future. This will mean working on a 
variety of skills that will give them an advantage later. For 
example even though Red players may not make much 
use of a volley in matches, they should learn to use this 
effectively in practice. Similarly, orange players should 
develop a good use of slice and topspin on ground strokes 
and spend considerable time working on the development 
of the serve and return as weapons.

INTENSITY
Make sure that you demand a certain level of intensity from 
your players. They need to learn to perform at the right 
tempo and need to practice in short block.  Hitting ten 
balls at a good pace is preferable to hitting rallies of 50 or 
100, which only conditions players to move slower. 

FROM TRYER TO HIGH FLYER
A Guide to Programming Kids' Tennis

63

|  THE HIGH FLYER  |



CHALLENGE
Players at this stage need to feel comfortable with a level 
of challenge beyond that of the players at the earlier 
stages. Success is of course always important, but also you 
must understand that the very nature of tennis is about 
overcoming challenges, so challenge must be part of the 
environment. 

Remember that a player still needs some success to provide 
a balance, but you should be prepared to present tasks that 
are more diffi cult for short periods of time. Players need to 
love learning, and being challenged is a key part of making 
learning happen.

ADAPTATION
Kids learn more through a variety of different approaches 
to a given task than through mass repetition. You may 
read studies that tell you that you must do thousands of 
repetitions, but it’s not true. Get the context right and 
let kids learn by making different variations on the same 
theme, and you will see the progress that this level of 
variety creates.

SMALL BATTERIES
Although not mentioned it much in this manual, there is 
a common principle in working with young players called 
“Small Batteries”.  Simply put it means that kids can focus 
physically and mentally on a task only for a short period of 
time. 

At this stage, you might rightfully expect this to be a little 
longer as players are more motivated, but don’t forget that 
20 minutes on any task is a really long time for an under 10 
and you might be better using shorter blocks of time.

The key, as always, is 
to praise the effort and 

commitment to a task rather 
than the actual outcome. 
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RATIOS
You will probably be working with ratios of one:four or 
one:three, but don’t fall into the trap of giving only individual 
lessons. The child must understand that they are not the 
center of the universe at eight or nine-years-old. Being with 
other players, training and practicing together are crucial 
to their long-term success. Nations, clubs and academies 
are most successful when they have several players coming 
through together and not just one superstar.

CONTINUE TO DEVELOP THE WHOLE PLAYER
Building confi dence through measurable drills, ensuring 
players continue to develop independence and 
responsibility, can actively problem solve and make good 
decisions is as vital as learning a good forehand.  Humility, 
sportsmanship, and respect have always been key but now 
need to be emphasized more than even in order to ensure 
that players do not develop an over infl ated view of their 
own performance. They are still very young and at a very 
early stage of their tennis journey. 

PLAY
This last point should perhaps have been the fi rst point in 
the list of what to do in lessons starting way back at the 
Tryer stage, but we’re assuming that you have made it fun 
and exciting through play from the start. Now you need to 
spend time creating situations where children can choose 
what to do and can sometimes go off the focus of the lesson 
to do what they want to do. Many children have lost their 
love of the game thanks to an over jealous parent or coach. 

At this young age, learning through play is still the most 
important mechanism a child has, so make sure that you leave 
room for it in everything that you do!
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FOR HIGH FLYERS
Although measurable 

drills may now form 
the basis for your task-

based development, the 
remainder of a player’s 

competitive experience 
will of course be more 
traditional match play.

The child at this stage wants to compete and so will be out 
there. Take caution from the Tournament Planning notes 
earlier in this section and also some guidance from the 
parents’ section at the end.

Balance in all things is key.  Remember the last line of every 
chapter summary in this manual. Children will always be 
children and so will still have many of the needs of children. 
They may seem to be tough competitors, but underneath 
they are still in need of support and love, and under moments 
of stress you will see some of the characteristics of simply 
being that age appear.  A balance of singles, doubles and 
team events with some events based at the home club and 
some based on travelling will be commonplace. There is 
no need to have an 8, 9 or 10 year old national champion. 
Usually this badge gets somehow attached to the coach or 
is for the ego of the parent. National based travel should 
be avoided unless this is absolutely the only way to get the 
right level of competitor to test skills against. 

Players do need to compete in different kind of events and 
children who are 8 or 9-years-old could play in four different 
categories of events or matches:

1  Matches where they are expected to win: 
    good for developing confi dence in young 
    players 

2  Matches that will be a challenge and the 
    outcome is not clear at the start: 
    real competition

3  Matches where they are not expected to  
    win: challenge matches where players  
    battle against  adversity

4  Practice matches where they must work on  
    specifi c skills or tactics and the outcome is 
    not recorded

COMPETITION
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SO WHAT ABOUT ME?
High Flyer Parents 
Get ready for the next big relationship in your life. High fl yer 
parents are like your best friends and your worst enemies 
all at once. The challenge you face is stopping these proud 
parents from turning into peacocks. You know peacocks; 
they strut around and scream a lot but really they are just 
better dressed chickens, pretending they are better than 
everyone else.

Actually, most parents are very rational and reasonable 
people.  After all, we all have them and we know how they 
were there for us and looked out for us and wanted the 
best for us. Every parent does this, but now these parents 
are paying a lot of money and committing time and energy 
to their child’s tennis, while still regarding them at times as 
their baby that they must protect! 

IT’S PERSONAL
The fact is that these parents now wants a hotline to you 
even if many of the parents won’t actually ever use it. You 
will experience the 80/20 rule of dealing with parents. 80% 
of your time will be taken up with only 20% of the parents, 
but that is no excuse not to actively manage the relationship 
with all parents. 

Start a parents’ diary recording what you have told them 
about and making sure that you speak to each parent at 
least once a month, even if only through a phone call.

They expect and deserve a 
reasonable amount of help, 

support and attention.

I’M THE PARENT,
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PUBLISHED GOALS AND CONTENT
Human beings are uneasy when we don’t know what to 
expect. Earlier on, we discussed this with regards to children 
but now we must also remember that parents too should 
know what is happening on court, what content they should 
expect to be seeing happening and what are the goals and 
competencies are that players are working towards.  Post 
them very clearly on the bulletin board and you will help to 
manage expectations more effectively.

RESPONSIBILITY AND INDEPENDENCE
Have you ever read The Guide to Being a Wonderful Tennis 
Parent? No, of course you haven’t, because it doesn’t exist. 
So how does a parent know what qualities are important 
and whether laying out the tennis clothes on the bed is 
being a good parent or whether it’s actually spoiling the 
opportunity for a child to take some responsibility?  You, 
the coach, have to tell them! And that is pretty tough 
when you may not be a parent yourself, but as a parent 
any advice and help is welcomed and appreciated. The 
best way, of course, is to give parents examples of other 
fi ctitious parent behavior that mirrors their own and all have 
a laugh together about it. The subliminal message will be 
there and they will get it!

CODE OF CONDUCT
Equally, a good way to communicate acceptable behavior 
is a code of conduct. It need not be too sophisticated, 
but like any list of rules there should be standards and 
consequences. A code of conduct will quickly pull them 
back, so put it down on paper and publish it on the bulletin 
board.  Then, the rules that are laid down, and they, not 
you, can help to control the situation.

Under stress, parents, 
just like little kids, can 
forget the boundaries 
and may behave in an 

antisocial manner. 
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YOU’RE FIRED
You may get to the point where your program principles 
are being compromised by a parent or a group of parents. 

Here is the #1 rule: It does not matter how good the 
kid is, if a parents are making waves in your program and 
publically questioning your professionalism or ethics, 
calmly and quietly tell them to leave. 

Professional standards and respect are keys in any program; 
compromise these, and you will open the door for every 
step you take to be criticized.
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Writing this pathway was a short but exciting voyage for 
me. I have given this presentation many times and it has 
always been well received. It seems to ring true in the 
minds of the teaching professionals that I speak to, so I 
hope that it has helped.

The follow up to this manual is Kids on Court, The Tennis 
Programming Toolbox, with many real life examples 
showing how you can implement the principles we have 
discussed--but hopefully the ideas are already buzzing 
around your head. 

Ask a hundred coaches what is their role and almost all will 
say to teach tennis. Actually, in teaching the game, we hope 
to motivate thousands of young players to fall in love with 
it and stay with it for life. The job of the coach becomes to 
help players move along the pathway, at least until the fl yer 
stage, when it becomes a sport for life.

The ITF Tennis10s program, along with the concept of Red, 
Orange and Green, is here to stay and will continue to 
make it possible for children at a very young age to pick up 
a racquet and play our game really well. Our challenge is 
to understand that children don’t fall into the ”one size fi ts 
all” category, that they have different orientations, values 
and that they see the world with different eyes.

Good luck and thanks,
                                                   
                                                        _  Mike 

CONCLUSION

By understanding the 
needs of different players 
at different stages, I really 

hope that you will be 
able to develop a better 

program that meets their 
needs and retains children 

in the game and your 
program for years and 

years to come.
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Mike Barrell is the Director of evolve9, a company which 
specializes in delivering coaching education, developing 
resources and designing programs aimed at the under 
10 age group.  An LTA Licensed Coach, a PTR Certifi ed 
Professional, and member of Tennis Coach UK, and 2007 
PTR Professional of the Year, he is a requested speaker 
at many international, national and regional conferences 
across North America, the UK, Europe, and Asia. 

The company mission is to educate tennis teaching 
professionals to better understand the needs and potential 
of young players, and through this, present a quality 
approach to teaching this age group.

evolve9 has delivered workshops and training for the LTA, 
ITF, ATP, Tennis Australia, and KNLTB (Royal Dutch Tennis 
Association), and continues to consult for various clubs and 
associations. 

evolve9 has devised and developed various junior 
development programs for National Associations, Clubs 
and Commercial Facilities. 
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