
High-Performance

In This Issue

USA Tennis High Performance
Coaching Program Update 2

The Two-Handed Backhand 
Return of Serve 5

Dynamic Tennis Warm-Ups DVD 9

Ask the Expert 10

A s coaches, our main goal is to help 
players become as good as they can be.
It is important to remember that 

competition is one of the best tools for helping
a player develop. By competing on a regular
basis, players will discover if they can success-
fully combine all the skills they have practiced
with their coach and utilize them under the 
rigors of match play situations.

Not surprisingly, a coach can do a lot to
improve a player’s success in competition. It is
important to remember that competition is
much more than just forehands and backhands.
A player needs to be able to combine mental
skills with physical skills in order to have suc-
cess in competition. Every coach has seen the

Competition: 
A Critical Tool for Development
Lew Brewer, USA Tennis High Performance, Director, Junior Competition

player with great strokes or excellent mental
skills who cannot combine the two effectively to
win matches. 

Develop a Healthy Attitude
Toward Competition

Players need to develop a healthy attitude
toward competition. While most of this work
should be done in conjunction with parents, the
coach is equally important to developing a good
attitude toward competition. A coach should
emphasize that competition is the arena where
players can demonstrate their skills. It is only
under the pressure of competition when play-
ers can truly see the results of their practice
and effort.

A coach also can stress the importance of
the opponent in tennis. A player cannot demon-
strate superior skills unless his or her opponent
is performing well too. Great competition and
great performances result when two players
(four in doubles) are playing at their best. How
many times have we heard Pete Sampras or
Lindsay Davenport say that a particular oppo-
nent brings out the best in them? It is a player’s
duty and obligation to give their absolute best
effort in every match. If all players make their
best effort, great matches will result.

Players who have a healthy attitude toward
competition may be nervous before matches,
but they look forward to the competitive 
experience. Unfortunately, all too often we see
players and parents who want to advance in
tournaments by any means. Great competitors

understand that they invest too much time and
effort to advance by means of a default or
walkover. Although defaults and walkovers are
a part of the game, great competitors seek out
competition and the opportunity to test their
physical and mental skills.

continued on page 4
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Fourteen-year-old Donald Young competing in his
first Junior Davis Cup competition in Key Biscayne,
Florida. 
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Coaching Update

Just imagine how the level of play across the country would improve if all the young players we coached loved and embraced
competition, possessed solid technique and were all healthy and injury free! In this edition of High-Performance Coaching,
we will address these issues with the intent to help our players embrace the challenges of competition. 

In the feature article, entitled “Competition: A Critical Tool for Development,” you will find information about the new
USTA tournament structure for Junior competitors. The right competitive environment is really the backbone to any player’s
development and tournament success! The technique sequence addresses a topic that many coaches love to discuss and
debate: the differences between style and fundamentals of technique. We hope we bring up some important points as they
relate to the execution of the backhand return and perhaps stir some heated debate with your fellow coaches! Finally in
“Ask the Expert,” we debut the “USTA High Performance Profile.” This simple physical testing protocol was developed by
the USTA Sport Science Committee and can be used to both improve performance and screen for potential injuries.

As always, we hope that you will enjoy this issue of High-Performance Coaching. If you have any suggestions or 
comments please feel free to contact us at Coaching@usta.com or 305-365-USTA.

Sincerely,

Paul Lubbers, Ph.D.
Director, USA Tennis Coaching Education

T H E  U S T A  N E W S L E T T E R  F O R  T E N N I S  C O A C H E S
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USA Tennis High Performance Coaching Program Graduates
The following coaches successfully completed the January 1-6, 2004, USA Tennis High Performance Coaching Program

in Key Biscayne, Florida. Congratulations to all of the coaches for their hard work and dedication toward helping improve
the level of play in the United States. Job well done!

USA Tennis High Performance Coaching Program Update
The USA Tennis Coaching Education Department is accepting applications for the USA Tennis High Performance

Coaching Program. More than 400 coaches from throughout the United States have participated in this program that is
intended specifically for the coach who is working with players striving for excellence in competitive tennis (i.e., sectional
and national ranked junior players to collegiate and young professionals). Applications for the 2004 program dates are avail-
able by contacting Bobby Bernstein at 305-365-8711 or e-mailing us at Coaching@USTA.com. We encourage all interested
coaches to apply as soon as possible. See page 12 for dates, locations and application deadlines.
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USA Tennis 
High Performance Update
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New Staff
Director of Women’s Tennis. Jean Nachand has been named Director of
Women’s Tennis for the USA Tennis High Performance program.
Nachand is joining the USTA following 19 years with the WTA
Tour, most recently as Vice President of Competition and On-Site
Services. She will begin her new position on July 6 following the
conclusion of Wimbledon, and will be based out of the USA Tennis
High Performance Training Center at the Home Depot Center in
Carson, California.

High Performance Coach. Lori McNeil has been named USA Tennis
High Performance coach. She joins the USTA on July 6 and will
be based at the USA Tennis High Performance Training Center in
Key Biscayne, Florida. Competing on the WTA Tour for 19 years
(1984-2002), she reached a career-high singles ranking of No. 9
in the summer of 1988. Since retiring from pro tennis, McNeil
has turned to coaching, working with Amanda Coetzer and hold-
ing the position of Senior Tennis Professional at the Junior
Tennis Champions Center in College Park, Maryland.

Strength and Conditioning Specialist. Mike Nishihara, CSCS, was
named Strength and Conditioning Specialist for the USA Tennis
High Performance program. Nishihara’s primary responsibility is
to plan and implement physical testing and training programs
for players. Most recently, he was Director of Fitness and Sports
Conditioning at the Saddlebrook Resort. He has worked with
many professional tennis players over the years, including Pete
Sampras, Martina Hingis, Jennifer Capriati, Chanda Rubin,
James Blake, Mardy Fish, Jelena Dokic and Elena Dementieva.

by E. Paul Roetert, Ph.D., USA Tennis High Performance, Managing Director

The Junior Fed Cup, Junior Davis Cup, and World Junior Boys and
Girls teams all advanced to the World Group Finals with victories at the
Regional Championships.

T here has been a tremendous amount of activity this past
quarter of the year in the High Performance Program. We
have hosted a major event with some great player results,

started activity at a new training center and hired some very 
talented new staff members.

North/Central America and Caribbean
Regional Championships 

The U.S. swept all four team events at the North/Central
America and Caribbean Regional Championships on May 7-9,
held at the Tennis Center at Crandon Park in Key Biscayne,
Florida. In addition, the U.S. advanced to the World Group Final
in Junior Davis Cup (16-and-under), Junior Fed Cup (16-and-
under) and World Junior Tennis (boys’ and girls’ 14-and-under).

Each event featured a four-team round-robin competition
with the top two teams advancing to the 16-nation World Group
Final in every division except Junior Davis Cup, where only the
winner advanced. The World Junior Tennis Finals will be held
August 2-7 in Prostejov, Czech Republic. The Junior Davis Cup
and Junior Fed Cup World Finals will be held September 28-
October 3 in Barcelona, Spain.

2004 Final Standings

West Coast Training Center
The West Coast Training Center in Carson, California, is now

open and we have hosted our first training camp. USTA coach
Mike Sell invited some of the top 14- and 15-year-olds to this
brand new state-of-the-art training center. USTA Director of
Tennis Operations Eliot Teltscher and guest coach Paul Annacone
assisted with the instruction. The office space for administrative
staff and coaches will be completed by the middle of June and
the facility will be fully operational at that time. The facility not
only is the home of the USTA’s west coast training center, but also
features soccer fields (including a 25,000 seat stadium), a 10,000
seat track and field stadium and an indoor velodrome for cycling.

Junior Davis Cup
Coach: Roger Smith
1. United States 3-0
2. Canada 2-1
3. Mexico 1-2
4. Jamaica 0-3

World Junior Tennis-Boys
Coach: David Dilucia
1. United States 3-0
2. Mexico 2-1
3. Guatemala 1-2
4. Canada 0-3

Junior Fed Cup
Coach: Jai DiLouie
1. United States 3-0
2. Canada 2-1
3. Mexico 1-2
4. El Salvador 0-3

World Junior Tennis-Girls
Coach: Jay Berger
1. United States 3-0
2. Mexico 2-1
3. Canada 1-2
4. Dominican Rep. 0-3

USA Tennis High Performance Update

Michael Baz



Which tournaments count for points?
All tournaments on the National Junior Tennis Schedule count for points
toward a national ranking. In addition, each USTA Section will designate 
12 tournaments, which also will count for national rankings.

What are the different levels of tournaments?
There are five levels of events that count for national rankings. Level 1
events include all the USTA National Championships. Level 2 events include
the National Opens and Team events such as the Zone Team Championships
and the Junior Davis and Fed Cups. Level 3 events are other events on the
National Junior Tournament Schedule. Level 4 and 5 events are Sectional
tournaments, which will include Section Championships and Endorsements
events and some other important tournaments.

What is the difference between a Standings List and a Ranking?
Each month a Standings List will be published, which will include all the
tournaments played in the previous 52 weeks. Players who have earned at
least 100 points in their best of eight (8) events during that period will
appear on that list. A ranking will include the points earned in the best of
eight (8) events during a calendar year. Players who have earned at least 200
points between January 1 and December 31 will earn a National Ranking.

If I am aging up to a new age division, will any of my points count in the
next age group?
Aging up to a new age division requires careful planning. Points accumulated
in one age group cannot be used in a higher age group. On the other hand,
if a player earns points in an older age division, those points count in the
older age division as well as the player’s natural age division. For example,
a 15-year-old player competes mainly in the 16-under division. If that player
earns points in the 18-under division, those points apply to both age 
divisions. Players who are aging up may want to begin competing in the next
higher age division three to six months before actually aging up. That way a
player establishes a record and points in the higher age division.
Additionally, new rules for the National Opens allow players who are in the
Top 200 of their age division to earn entry to the next higher age division of
a National Open based on their standing in their natural age division.

continued from page 1
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Competition: A Critical Tool for Development

Set Realistic Goals for Competition
Helping players set realistic goals is a critical duty for a coach. Careful

planning is required to ensure that a player progresses through the various
levels of competition in an optimal manner. While obvious to a skilled
coach, it is important to remind players and parents that no one wins
every match. In fact, with proper feedback from coaches and parents,
players often learn more through their losses than their victories.

Most parents and players need some help in choosing appropriate com-
petitive levels. Many parents place their young players in the toughest
competitive events long before they are ready for such competition. Still,
players should not be in events that are too easy either. Most coaches know
that a win/loss ratio of about 2 or 3 to 1 is probably the best for 
helping players advance through the various competitive levels. If players
are winning more than this, the competition is probably too easy and they
are not being challenged. If they are losing more than this, the competition
is too difficult and there is a risk that a player will become discouraged.

Another goal for competition is to have players compete under varying
conditions. If possible, players should compete on different surfaces and
in different weather conditions. By varying surfaces and conditions, play-
ers hone their competitive abilities. While it is somewhat unrealistic to
expect that a player will excel on all surfaces (only a handful of players
have won the Grand Slam in tennis), competitive skills are enhanced by
these different experiences.

Rankings
The USTA recognizes the importance of the competitive structure in

our country. Many changes have been made to this structure in the last
few years to help players become the best they can be. The biggest
change in the last 40 years of junior tennis took effect this year when the
USTA adopted a new ranking system—a Points Per Round (PPR) system.

One of the goals of the PPR is to simplify the entire ranking process.
Under our old system of ranking players, parents and coaches had a 
difficult time understanding rankings and how players achieved certain
rankings. The new PPR could not be simpler. Players earn points for each
match they win in a tournament. They add their points from their best 8
tournaments to get their point total. The player with the highest point
total is then ranked number one and the other players are ranked in
order of their point total. (For a more detailed explanation of the PPR,
visit USTA.com, and click on the Juniors section.) 

Another goal of the new ranking system is to encourage competition—
especially at the national level. We have all heard many stories of players
who “ducked” tournaments because they had collected a good win or two
and did not want to risk losing. There also are the stories about not being
able to recover a ranking due to a single “bad” loss. With the PPR, players
are rewarded for winning matches but not penalized for losing.

There are many competitive benefits for players from the Points Per
Round system. For example, players can now experiment with tourna-
ments on different surfaces and not worry about affecting their ranking.
Players can attempt new tactics or strategies in competition without fear
of ruining their competitive record. They also can try to play more difficult

tournaments or play in an older age division. Since only the best eight
events count toward a player’s ranking they have much more freedom to
try to improve their competitive skills.

All indications are that the new system is very successful. Players are
competing more often which improves their competitive skills. The best
players are playing each other regularly, thus offering more challenging
competitive opportunities. Tournaments that at one time had open 
spots are now full and many have waiting lists of players who would like
to compete.

Competition is what drives improvement. Coaches can help players
with lessons and practice but players need to compete in order to develop
their skills. The USTA is improving the competitive structure for players.
Coaches should seek continuing education to ensure that they have the
most up-to-date information on coaching and the competitive structure
in this country. Helping American players become the best they can be is
everyone’s job.

Frequently Asked Questions about the Points Per Round System
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The Two-Handed Backhand Return of Serve

In these photo sequences we will look at Carlos Moya, Andre
Agassi and Venus Williams as they execute the two-handed
backhand return of serve. You will note many similarities

related to the fundamentals of each player’s technique. Having
solid fundamentals of technique such as dynamic balance, a
properly timed split-step, the proper loading and unloading of the
large muscles, and a complete follow through are some of the key
components that can help a player reach his or her potential.
When a player masters the fundamentals of technique, he or she
can consistently produce the most efficient, effective and suc-
cessful strokes while minimizing the risk of injury. 

You also will notice stylistic differences in the way each player
prepares and executes the return. No standard technique for a
stroke is optimum for all players. Each player is unique, with his
or her own individual physical and psychological characteristics.
Therefore, optimal technique for one player may not be optimal
for another. Let’s examine each player’s return and highlight both
fundamentals and stylistic differences.

• In the first three pictures the players display excellent posture and bal-
ance—head up, shoulders and back relatively straight. This is a funda-
mental of solid preparation. In picture 2, Venus has started her stroke with
her racquet head moving back and down below her hands. This part of her
preparation is unique to her style and is very different than Moya and
Agassi who begin their stroke with more of a unit turn.

• During the loading phase all three players will fully load by rotating their
shoulders and hips while putting large muscles on stretch, including the
legs. In picture 7, we can see the tremendous load on the left leg of each
player. This is an example of the stored energy that will be released in the
next phase of the stroke. Again, this is fundamental to proper mechanics.
At this point, the similarities are striking. All three have their racquet back
with the racquet head slightly below their hands. The difference between
the three players in pictures 4-7 lies in the manner in which they bring their
racquet back to the fully loaded position. Regardless of how one brings
their racquet back—high like Moya, low like Williams or in-between like
Agassi—the key principle to teach our players is the importance of proper
timing, where there is efficient storing of energy as a player moves the
shoulders, hips, and legs and gets into a fully loaded position.

• It is amazing to see the many similarities in the final three pictures. As you
examine these photos, focus on the excellent dynamic balance. The players’
heads are still and their shoulders are relatively level. In addition, look at
the effects of the ground reaction force. Each player is being lifted off of
the ground by the unloading of the stored energy which moves from the
legs to the hips to the shoulders and finally to the arm and the racquet. 

• In picture 10, Williams has fully completed her follow through, while Moya
and Agassi are well on their way to a complete stroke. A complete follow
through is a fundamental and it accomplishes three things: 1) It reduces
the risk of injury by properly decelerating the racquet; 2) It keeps the rac-
quet in the correct stroke path for a slightly extended period of time,
increasing the chance of making an accurate shot; and 3) It can be an
effective learning tool for players to establish the correct racquet head
positioning at the end of the stroke.

1
T H E  U S T A  N E W S L E T T E R  F O R  T E N N I S  C O A C H E S

Top to bottom:
Carlos Moya,

Andre Agassi,
Venus Williams.

Bobby Bernstein 
Administrator, 
Coaching Education

Paul Lubbers, Ph.D.
Director, Coaching Education

Style vs.
Fundamentals
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USA Tennis High Performance is pleased to announce the
arrival of a new educational DVD on dynamic warm-up
and flexibility training. Produced by the USTA with Mark

Verstegen, Dynamic Tennis Warm-Ups provides information on
how dynamic warm-up can be used to optimize tennis perform-
ance. Dynamic Tennis Warm-Ups presents three 10-minute
dynamic warm-up routines that have been designed specifically
for tennis and can be used “right out of the box.” It also outlines
how you can use the exercises presented in the DVD to develop
your own routines that target the individual needs of your players. 

Dynamic warm-up and flexibility training is an essential ele-
ment of any pre-practice or pre-competition routine and helps
prepare the body for the demands of today’s tennis game. An
effective warm-up does five very important things for tennis
players. 
1.  Increases body temperature, allowing muscles to work more

efficiently.
2.  Gets the heart and lungs ready for vigorous activity.
3.  Stretches muscles actively, preparing them for the forces

experienced during tennis.
4.  Engrains proper movement patterns and the coordination

needed in tennis.
5.  Wakes up the nervous system and gets the brain talking with

the muscles.

Dynamic Tennis Warm-Ups DVD by Scott Riewald, Ph.D., CSCS, Administrator, Sport Science

Pre-practice and
pre-competition warm-
up routines have typi-
cally focused on static
stretching. While this
type of stretching is
still important for
maintaining flexibility
and joint range of
motion, it really should
be performed after play,
not before practice or
competition. This is a
new way of thinking
about stretching and
flexibility, and has
come about because
recent research has shown that static stretching can reduce the
amount of force and power a muscle can generate. This impaired
function can last for over one hour. 

Warming up properly with the dynamic movement routines
presented in this DVD will help your players prepare to play their
best whenever they step on the court. Have fun with these routines
and watch play improve.

The USTA Dynamic Tennis Warm-Ups DVD
provides three warm-up routines designed
to prepare the body for tennis and
improve on-court movement.

New Educational DVD
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Introduction

T o ensure that elite level tennis players perform 
at their highest level requires extensive practice,
physical training and grueling competition. But this

high level of performance can ultimately lead to overuse
injury. Physical testing is an important part of both 
optimizing performance and preventing injury. 

The USTA Sport Science Committee has developed a
series of tests it calls the “High Performance Profile” or HPP.
This profile contains a series of musculoskeletal tests that
were assembled for the purpose of identifying muscular
imbalances and pinpointing areas on which tennis players
should focus their physical training in order to prevent
injury and optimize their performance on court. This 
article will outline some of the key tests in the profile and
provide the reasons why each of these tests is important for
elite tennis players.

Upper Body Tests
The HPP contains three tests to evaluate the upper

body. Shoulder internal and external rotation range of
motion is measured to determine whether a significant loss
of flexibility exists in the racquet arm compared to the
opposite arm. Figure 1 shows how internal rotation is meas-
ured on the right arm of a player. Research has shown that
while tennis players can usually externally rotate their
dominant shoulder (i.e., “cocking” position on the serve),
they lose very precious motion in internal rotation. This
loss of internal rotation range of motion can negatively
affect shoulder performance and lead to injury to the rotator
cuff and cartilage in the shoulder. Players who are found to
have tightness on this test are given specific stretches to
increase internal rotation to prevent shoulder injury
(Figure 2).

In addition to shoulder rotation, the strength or ability
of the muscles around the shoulder blade or scapula to 
stabilize during arm motion also is measured. Players raise
and lower a very light weight in both arms simultaneously
while the examiner closely watches how the upper back
muscles stabilize the shoulder blades during this motion.
This test is important since research has identified that

tennis players often have upper back weakness despite all
the muscle activity during tennis play. Players who have a
lack of scapular stabilization are given exercises to increase
the strength of the trapezius, rhomboids, rotator cuff and 
serratus anterior which are the important muscles tested
during this maneuver.

Lastly, grip strength is used as a gross estimate of
upper extremity strength. Research has shown that the
dominant arm is often 10-20% stronger in grip strength
from holding the racquet. Players who have weakness in
this test are given exercises to increase wrist and forearm

T H E  U S T A  N E W S L E T T E R  F O R  T E N N I S  C O A C H E S

Todd S. Ellenbecker, MS, PT, SCS, OCS, CSCS 
Clinic Director, Physiotherapy Associates Scottsdale Sports Clinic
Scottsdale, Arizona, and Chairman, USTA Sport Science Committee

W. Ben Kibler, MD, FACSM
Medical Director, Lexington Clinic Sports Medicine Center 
and Kentucky Shoulder Center, Lexington, Kentucky, and USTA
Sports Science Committee

Figure 1. Shoulder internal rotation measurement

Figure 2. Player performing a cross arm stretch to address a 
limitation in internal rotation range of motion. 
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strength using elastic bands, dumbbells and
squeeze balls.

Lower Body Tests
Several lower body tests also are performed

as part of the USTA HPP. The one leg stability
test measures the ability of the player to control
their body during the performance of a partial
squat (Figure 3a). Players often have poor
strength around the pelvis and thigh in addition
to balance deficits, all of which are measured
during this test (Figure 3b). Players who cannot
control their body during this test are given
exercises to increase hip and thigh strength in
addition to core stability training. This test also
is important to protect players from knee
injuries since hip and thigh strength is essential
for proper support of the knee joint during the
demanding movements performed while playing
tennis and training. 

Several flexibility tests also are performed for
the lower body. These include measuring the
flexibility of the hamstrings, hip flexors and
quadriceps muscles. Each of these tests are com-
pared on both legs of the player. Identification
of a loss of muscle length/flexibility results in
the player being given specific static and
dynamic stretches to address the loss of motion. 

Trunk Tests
The HPP uses one primary test to assess what is termed “core

stability” or the ability of the muscles of the lower back and
abdomen to stabilize the spine. This test is important to tennis
players since the spine experiences tremendous stress, arching
and rotating during the serve and on virtually every stroke during
tennis play. 

The test involves the use of a blood pressure cuff that is
placed under the players back during testing. This allows the
examiner to monitor the player’s ability to keep the muscles 
contracted during testing. From a lying position with the legs
raised, the player moves his legs one at a time alternately down
toward the ground while tensing the muscles in the abdomen
and lower back. Players are evaluated on their ability to maintain
a strong, stable back position during the test. If a player does
not perform the test well, then he or she is given a series of exer-
cises using exercise balls and other low back and abdominal
strengthening exercises to address this weakness. Core stability
is very important to tennis players and research has identified

imbalances in the muscles surrounding the spine in tennis players,
which makes this a key area for testing and training.

How Do I Go About Getting My Player Tested?
E-mail either Sportscience@usta.com or Coaching@usta.com

to receive your copy of the USTA High Performance Profile. A
physical therapist or athletic trainer in your area can perform
the tests and give valuable feedback on the performance of your
player on these tests. Perhaps the most important part of the
testing is not the tests themselves but rather what is done with
the results of the tests. The HPP provides important information
that can be used and applied in the development of tennis 
specific training programs for elite tennis players. Tests and 
subsequently retesting your players is highly recommended at
intervals of 3-4 months. Retesting allows the player, coach and
trainer/therapist to measure and track the improvements the
player is making with his or her training.

Figure 3a. (left) Normal test finding on one leg squat indicating good strength and balance.
Figure 3b. (right) Abnormal test finding. Note how the knee juts inward and the body
leans forward indicating muscle weakness in the lower body.

Ask the Expert continued
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High-Performance USA Tennis High Performance
Coaching Program Dates

Applications for the above program dates are available

by contacting 305-365-USTA or e-mailing us at

Coaching@USTA.com. We encourage all interested

coaches to apply as soon as possible.

Program Dates for 2004
Date Location Application Deadline

August 17-22, 2004 Cincinnati, Ohio Full

November 16-21, 2004 Atlanta, Georgia September 3, 2004

January 11-16, 2005 Key Biscayne, Florida November 5, 2004


