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One of the most challenging and reward-
ing aspects of coaching is being able to
work with players during their transition

from childhood through adolescence and into
young adulthood. This is the time of greatest
change and growth in their lives. Coaches who
have worked with players in this stage know that
their players’ bodies, emotions and thought
processes can transform rapidly, sometimes
changing several times in a single day! The
coach who has an understanding of the changes
associated with physical, emotional and mental
growth will be better equipped to communicate
with their players and help them deal with any
challenges that may arise along the way. It also
is important to realize that certain skills are
best developed during specific developmental
stages and injuries are more likely to occur at
other stages. 

Coaching Through the
Phases of Growth and Development
by Carol L. Otis M.D., USTA Sport Science Committee, www.sportsdoctor.com 

This article reviews coaching guidelines for
the three stages of development and suggests
appropriate training programs and coaching
strategies. Notice that there is considerable
overlap between the phases. Since players
mature at different rates, there is a great deal
of variability in when these periods occur. Let’s
take a look at these stages and examine some
coaching strategies that may help us better
meet our players’ needs during these times.

The Basics - Early Adolescence:
approximate ages 8-15

This is a great time to be a coach. Most play-
ers look up to you as a coach and want to listen
and learn. In fact, you are a role model in all
that you say and do. This is the time to build the
basics: sound technical skills, love of the sport,
and good practice and competition habits. It is
in this phase that you have the ability to help
players establish the routines and attitudes
they will carry with them for the rest of their
lives. If players do not learn the basics now,
they are unlikely to learn them later in adoles-
cence. Some general guidelines for coaches to
follow are presented below.

Coaching Guidelines for Early Adolescence

• This is a “romance phase” – Build in fun,
balanced with concentration and intensity.

• Emphasize fundamentals and technique –
Accentuate gaining skills and doing one’s best,
rather than focusing on the ultimate outcome continued on page 4
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of the match. Teach routines to use between
points to aid in concentration and relaxation. 

• Begin limited strength training – Focus on
developing core stability, endurance and
basic athletic skills like agility, balance and
coordination. Teach dynamic warm-up and
its importance before practice. A firm foun-
dation in the core muscles (trunk, hips,
abdomen and lower back) is the basis for all
future strength and power development.
Always insist on proper technique.

• Realize you are a role model – As a role
model, give positive messages about healthy
body image, good eating habits and the value
of rest and recovery. Teach players and par-
ents how to plan meals, develop hydration
strategies and plan for rest.

• Promote teamwork and set standards –
Teach working with others in practice and
coping with winning and losing. 

• Establish periods of rest and recovery –
Most children should have at least two days off
each week to help the body as it grows. Rest
will help to avoid over-training and consolidate
the gains made during training. Plan times
away from tennis to coincide with high demand
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T he other day I had a conversation with one of my former college players. This player, who graduated from college
seven years ago, had a great USTA junior career, obtained a college scholarship and then excelled during her four
years of college tennis. During our conversation, she talked about the positive personal growth that she experienced

since the time she was recruited as a rising senior in high school, through her college career and now to the point as a
young woman who is well on her way to a successful career and an exciting life. It was evident she believed that tennis had
helped her grow and develop positively both on and off the court. To her, tennis was the vehicle that helped make her who
she is today. 

We all share stories like this. They are a testament to the importance of tennis in our students’ lives and a reminder of
the many changes our students experience during the years we spend together both on and off the court. In this issue of
High-Performance Coaching, we tackle this topic of Growth and Development with the hope of providing some new ideas
of how and what to coach during the different stages of development. The goal is to help our players reach a higher level
of tennis ability and to ensure that in years to come tennis will continue to serve as a means of positive growth.

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

USA Tennis High Performance Coaching Program Attendance
The following list of coaches successfully completed the November 11-16, 2003, USA Tennis High Performance Coaching

Program in Queens, New York. Congratulations to all of the coaches for their hard work and dedication toward helping
improve the level of play in the United States.

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 throughout the United States have participated in this program, which is intend-
ed specifically for the coach who is working with players striving for excellence in competitive tennis (i.e., sectional jun-
ior players to collegiate and young professionals). Applications for the 2004 program dates are available by contacting
Bobby Bernstein, Administrator of Coaching Education, 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.

Constantine Ananiadis John DeFilippo Richard Makepeace Eddie Parker
Chestertown, MD Stanford, CT Northfield, CT Richmond, VA

Louis Ballantyne Solomon Demeke Carlos Maldonado Guy W. Parks
Jacksonville, FL Roswell, GA Brentwood, NY Columbus, OH

Greg Bolitsky Barry Goldsmith Viktor Marinkovic Katie Schlukebir
Flushing, NY Brooklyn, NY Glen Cove, NY Miami, FL

Chris Cagle Rob Gurden Joe Mattingly Mike Sell
Rocky Mount, NC Deerfield, IL New Market, MD Los Angeles, CA

Kent Chalmers Scott Haralson Wade McGuire Eric Steidlmayer
Chatham, NJ New York, NY Los Angeles, CA La Jolla, CA

James Davis JoAnn Lee Francisco Montana Adam Steinberg
Toledo, OH Charleston, SC Miami, Fl Malibu, CA
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High Performance Update
The ITF Junior Circuit by E. Paul Roetert, Ph.D., Managing Director, USA Tennis High Performance

Scott Oudsema and Phillip Simmonds finished
the year as the Nos. 1 and 2 junior doubles play-
ers in the world (2003 ITF year-end doubles

rankings). Their run started by winning the
Australian Open Junior Championships in January
2003. A great accomplishment by two players who are
both returning in 2004 as junior players. In fact, this
is the first time since the ITF Junior Circuit was
started that the United States has had a world cham-
pion in doubles. Let’s take a look at how the ITF
Junior Circuit works and also at the renewed empha-
sis on doubles.

ITF Junior Circuit
The ITF started the Junior Circuit in 1977 with

only nine tournaments held in six countries. In 2004,
there are approximately 300 tournaments in 110
countries. These tournaments are for players aged 18-
and-under. The first year the ITF featured the Junior
World rankings was in 1978, when Czech players Ivan
Lendl and Hana Mandlikova became the first Junior
World Champions. Since that time, the U.S. has had
several singles world champions: Mary-Lou Piatek,
1979; Susan Mascarin, 1980; Zina Garrison, 1981;
Gretchen Rush, 1982; Brian Dunn, 1992; and Andy
Roddick, 2000.

The 2004 Circuit is open to players born between
January 1, 1986 and December 31, 1991. It is required
that players are endorsed by the USTA to compete in these tour-
naments. There are six different levels of events with Group A
tournaments the strongest, followed by Groups 1-5. There are nine
Group A tournaments; this includes the four Grand Slam Junior
events. Players are accepted based on 1.) ITF Junior World rank-
ing; 2.) ATP/WTA ranking; 3.) Recent results (if the player does
not have an ITF or ATP/WTA ranking); 4.) Players from a country
with the fewest players already accepted in the main draw if play-
ers have a similar standard; 5). Regional or National rankings if
the player does not have an ITF or ATP/WTA ranking.

Obtaining a Ranking
ITF Junior World Ranking points are available at all of these

ITF tournaments. The number of points available in each round
will vary depending on the grade of the tournament and the
round reached. At the beginning of this year the ITF introduced
a combined singles and doubles ranking. This will be the only
junior ranking published by the ITF. The purpose is to encourage
more players to play doubles. Points will continue to be counted
on a 52-week rollover system, but there also will be a year-end
ranking published. A player’s ranking will be calculated using the
best six singles results plus 25% of the best six doubles results.

Although singles are still most important, being a good doubles
player will certainly help a player’s overall ranking. This should
help promote the doubles game. 

For Example:
Player X:
Best 6 singles results = 950
Best 6 doubles results = 880
One quarter of 880 = 220
950 + 220 = 1170 = Combined Ranking Points

2004 Outlook
As mentioned previously, players have to be endorsed by

their Federations (in our case, the USTA). This circuit is for the
best international players. Players need to have had some sig-
nificant success at the National level first before taking part in
the ITF Junior Circuit. The U.S. is starting off the year with two
girls and five boys ranked in the Top 20. With these players and
some good young talent coming up behind them, we should be
well positioned to be very competitive internationally this year.

Sources: International Tennis Federation

Scott Oudsema and Phillip Simmonds celebrate their victory in the Junior Boys’
Doubles final during the 2003 Australian Open Tennis Championships.
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times at school. Also, teach about proper
nutritional recovery following competition or
practice.

• Establish ground rules, communication
patterns and goals with parents – Learn
about and convey the positives of parental
push versus the negatives of parental shoving. 

• Take time now to form a sports medicine
team – Connect players with sports medicine
professionals as part of their support team:
physician, nutritionist, conditioning specialist
and sport psychologist. Use these professionals
to lead workshops for players and parents.

What type of training is recommended for
young adolescents off-court? They need addi-
tional work beyond playing tennis to develop
general cardio-respiratory fitness. So, add run-
ning, or other more aerobic sports like soccer
or basketball, to your training. Some training
in different sports will help develop coordina-
tion, speed, and flexibility and balance the
body from the one-sided demands of tennis. It
also continues to build the player’s body of
knowledge about competing.

Transition - Middle Adolescence:
approximate ages 12-18 years

The transition phase of middle adolescence typically has the most
changes and turbulence. The hormones are raging during middle adoles-
cence so expect to see mood swings. Rapid changes in body size can
affect center of gravity and motor performance, and players may seem to
be gangly and uncoordinated for a few years as they adapt to their new
bodies. Social/emotional development is characterized by connecting to
a peer group and challenging authority, and a tennis player traveling
alone or with adults to tournaments may feel left out of the normal fun
things other adolescents are doing. Girls, in particular, may find that
their participation in sport is devalued. The bottom line is tennis may no
longer be seen as cool or fun as it once did. 

Coaching Guidelines for Middle Adolescence

• Focus on refinement and precision of tennis skills – This
includes tactical understanding, technical mastery and weapon
development.

• Recognize growth spurt, hormonal changes – Girls start their growth
spurt around age 12 and it finishes by 13-15. Growth starts in boys
around age 14 and may not end until age 18-22. 

• Understand peer group influences – The approval of friends and peer
groups becomes all-important. 

• Increase intensity and develop mental aspects of tennis – Expect
players to learn from and accept their mistakes. Emphasize the need
to keep emotional control on and off court.

• Allow players to provide more input into training – Actively solicit
selected input from players into planning training, tactics, competition
and rest and recovery times. Help them to analyze on court situations,
and develop problem-solving skills. 

• Expect questioning, challenges from players – Players are likely to
challenge and question your authority, information and rules.

• Communicate with parents regularly – Clearly explain training
goals and objectives. Work with parents together on setting consis-
tent standards.

• Add strength, nutrition, stretching – Proper training during this
growth stage includes stretching and core strengthening. Use more
movement and balance drills to offset the changes in weight and the
body’s center of gravity. To best determine the right off-court training,

continued on page 9

Coaching Through the
Phases of Growth and Development
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Paul Lubbers, Ph.D.
Director USA Tennis Coaching Education

Daniel Gould, Ph.D.
USTA Sports Science Committee
Professor, University of North Carolina Greensboro

How does one become a world-class player? What skills and attrib-
utes does it take to get to the top? Sport science researchers have
begun to scientifically study these issues and have identified keys

for guiding the progressive development of a world-class player. This arti-
cle and adjacent chart will briefly discuss some of these keys to long-term
development and bring to life some of the prerequisites that players need
to learn in order to maximize their abilities.

The progressive development of a world-class performer is a long-term
process that research has suggested takes a minimum of 10 years or
10,000 hours (Ericsson, 1993). Further research shows that world-class
performers go through distinct phases of talent development. According
to Bloom (1985) and Gibbons (1998), elite athlete development is broken
into the following three stages.

• Stage 1: Introduction/Foundation. Having fun and developing a love
of the game characterize this phase. In addition, the individual is free
to explore multiple sports, experiences success but little pressure to
perform, and receives encouragement from coaches and parents.

• Stage 2: Refinement/Transitional. During this phase the athlete
evolves into a “serious” player. He or she no longer wants to just
play tennis; they want to be a good “tennis player.” Most often, the
athlete enlists the help of a master coach that specializes in refine-
ment of skills and fundamentals.

• Stage 3: World-class Performance. This phase is marked by many
hours of practice and the honing of technical skill and expertise
into personal excellence while playing at the highest level of com-
petition. While the player maintains a love of the game, tennis
becomes a serious business and significant part of one’s life.

What is so interesting about these stages is that players do not begin
their careers with championships in mind. Instead, they become exposed
to tennis, enjoy, derive satisfaction and fall in love with the game. Then
after falling in love with the game, they progress into more serious and
focused involvement. Thus, in the early years, the best way to produce a top
player is to do the same things needed to grow the game—encourage fun,
fundamentals and involvement. Once this foundation is built, a more
focused and intense approach evolves.

One variable in the first stage that is particularly important to the
ultimate development of the player is the acquisition of fundamentals.
The successful acquisition of fundamentals is the cornerstone of the
continued refinement of technical and tactical skills as well as physical
and mental growth. After all, it is hard for a player to enjoy and fall in love
with the game if he or she cannot play it! In addition to making the expe-
rience fun and teaching fundamentals, the primary mental skill to focus

on in the early years of involvement is the enhancement of self-esteem via
heavy doses of positive instruction and encouragement. If this does not occur,
it leads to self-doubt, anxiety and motivation concerns in subsequent stages.

In the middle stage, the developing player must learn how to prac-
tice with purpose and intensity. He or she must further refine funda-
mentals and create a vision of the type of player they want to become
and learn what it takes to become a positive competitor. In addition,
depending on the developmental stage of the player, the physical
aspect of training begins to take shape. Coaches must address the
strength, endurance and flexibility needs of the player to improve per-
formance and fend off potential injury. Goal setting becomes particu-
larly important in this stage. Players must not only learn to set goals,
but the right types of goals (specific, challenging but realistic, out-
come, process and performance). Players also must learn concentra-
tion skills, develop stress management strategies for dealing with the
pressures that result from intense practice and play, and mental
preparation strategies.

In the third, world-class performance stage, the players must train to
endure the demands of professional tennis. Both the physical demands
and the mental demands are great during this stage and players must
find ways to continually challenge and motivate themselves because per-
formance gains will come at a slower pace. Learning to maintain focus
and deal with distractions on and off the court are considerably impor-
tant in this stage, as the successful player will spend more time in the
limelight. Finally, the player in this stage must develop self-regulation
skills. That is, while coaching is still critical, the player must learn to
make decisions for him or herself and manage an increasingly complex
physical and social environment.

In summary, world-class players are developed through stages and
those of us who are involved in tennis must understand these stages in
order to provide the opportunity for our country’s young players to develop
the many pre-requisites to success. Certain skills are emphasized during
each stage and it is important that overzealous parents and coaches do
not try to skip stages in an attempt to make players champions before
they are ready. For the development of tennis talent is a fragile process
that takes time and quality support from all those involved.
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VE DEVELOPMENT 

What to teach
Physical Skills
• Agility, balance, coordination
• Throwing, jumping and running
• Encourage participation in other sports
• Promote development of athleticism

Tactical
• Height and depth 
• Dynamics of the tennis court (space and time)
• Serving and returning skills
• Accuracy and consistency

Technical Skills
• Focus on basic striking skills with progression

to sound stroke fundamentals
• Proper swing path & technique
• Acceptable grips
• Racket head acceleration 

Mental Skills
• Enjoyment of sport
• Sportsmanship & respect
• How to score
• Working with others

Type of Instruction & Coaching
• Developmental coach
• Entry-level program with focus on fundamentals
• Group instruction

Type of Competition
• 6-10 hours of structured weekly tennis activity
• USTA district and state tournaments

Introduction/Foundation Phase
Age of Player: 6-12
Years in Phase: 2-4

Learning Theme:
Fun & Fundamentals



OF A HIGH PERFO

What to teach
Physical Skills
• Complex coordination 
• Continued participation (formal or informal)

in other sports 
• Injury prevention & fitness testing
• Pre-puberty focus

(endurance, flexibility and core stability)
• Post-puberty focus

(maximal strength, speed, power)

Tactical
• Development of personal gamestyle
• Offense and defensive skills
• Principles of high percentage play
• Clay court tactics
• Doubles skills

Technical Skills
• Fundamentally sound strokes, ready for competition
• Use of power and spin
• Weapon development

(at least two weapons, serve plus one more)

Mental Skills
• Positive attitude towards winning and losing
• Goal setting
• Self-discipline
• Emotional control & error management
• Relaxation skills
• Concentration skills
• Practice and match preparation 

Type of Instruction & Coaching
• High performance coach
• Established developmental plan
• Systematic training program (groups and private)

Type of Competition
• USTA Sectional & National Tournaments/ITF events
• At age 11, maximum of 40 matches per year
• At age 14, a maximum of 70 matches per year
• At Age 16, a maximum of 90 matches per year

Refinement/Transitional Phase
Age of Player: 10-20
Years in Phase: 4-10

Learning Theme:
Training and Competing

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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RMANCE PLAYER

What to coach
Physical Skills
• Individualized training: speed, strength,

endurance, power, flexibility and core stability.
• Injury prevention & fitness testing

Tactical
• Ability to adjust to opponent, court surface

and environment
• Ability to impose personal tactics on opponent
• Clearly defined gamestyle

Technical Skills
• Complete technical mastery as it relates

to personal gamestyle
• Multiple weapons

Mental Skills
• Self-responsibility and independence
• Motivation
• Distraction control
• Able to positively deal with stress

World-Class Performance Phase
Age of Player: 15-30+
Years in Phase: 4-10+

Learning Theme:
Personal Excellence

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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Type of Coaching 
• High performance coach 
• Physical trainer/strength coach
• Network of sport science specialists 

Type of Competition
• ITF Group A events
• Futures & Challengers
• ATP & WTA Tour tournaments
• Grand Slams
• Davis Cup & Fed Cup



continued from page 4

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 Vol. 6, No. 1 / 2004 9

begin to individualize for each player’s stage of growth.
Conduct basic fitness and physical tests for weakness and
inflexibility. Continue to emphasize aerobic fitness, with run-
ning or other sports. 

• Refer to your team of sports medicine experts – Seek their
assistance with annual physical exams/nutrition advice and
advice on body image.

• Monitor for over-training – Because this is a rapid growth
phase, rest and recovery are essential. Incorporate at least one
day off a week and schedule time off to coincide with times of
high demand in their life, such as final exams.

• Be conscious of preventing burnout/boredom – The biggest
risks of burnout in this age group are from boredom and over-
training, so prevent these problems by periodizing training
and incorporating fun. It is important to include activities that
are more social and team events to help reduce dropout from
tennis at this stage.

Body composition also changes considerably during this time.
Girls gain body fat and develop a body ready for reproduction.
Boys gain muscle and a larger heart and lungs. The weight gain in
girls occurs about 6-9 months after their growth spurt, while boys
gain weight at the same time as their height increase. The weight
gain is natural and is due to hormone action. 

However, in today’s weight and image-obsessed culture, the
body changes can be very distressing. Both boys and girls are at
risk for body image distortions. What are most men told to do to
improve their performance? “Bulk up” or “gain weight.” The ide-
alized male body is muscular with a well-defined “six-pack”
abdomen. But this is an impossible goal for most young adoles-
cent males, thus some turn to ineffective protein supplements,
hours in the gym and abuse anabolic steroids or growth hormone
in the effort to build more muscle. This preoccupation with
appearance and a muscular body image taken to an extreme is
known in men as the “Adonis Complex.”

In contrast, girls are told to lose weight to be better at sport.
They are fighting a battle of evolutionary proportions. Hormones
cause body changes, not overeating nor a lack of “will power.”
Pressured to be unrealistically thin, some women develop
anorexia or bulimia or fall into the Female Athlete Triad of
disordered eating, amenorrhea and osteoporosis.

Adolescents are already overly sensitive about their bodies, so
avoid making comments about any player’s weight or appear-
ance. Refer these issues to one of the professionals on your
sports medicine team. If you pick up clues about harmful eating
practices and poor body and self-image, discuss your observa-
tions with their parents. Work together to get the player the help
they need early and refer to a nutritionist, primary care physi-
cian or psychologist. 

Coaching Through the
Phases of Growth and Development

Advanced - Late Adolescence:
approximate ages 15-25 

Physical training on and off the court can peak as the player
stops growing and starts “filling in.” Increases in testosterone in
males make it possible for players to fully develop their muscles,
and get more power. Emphasize developing strength and balance
along with power. Some adolescents are “late bloomers,” and
may not have the body capable of an adult tennis game until very
late adolescence. In particular, boys who were not great tennis
players early during puberty may find they catch up and exceed
their age group peers at this stage.

Coaching Guidelines for Late Adolescence

• Focus on achieving potential/integrating/performing – This
is the time when critical decisions are made about school,
sport and work. Coaches can help the athlete focus on specific
realistic goals in tennis.

• Develop strength, control and power from firm foundation –
Now is the time to engage in a full-fledged strength and con-
ditioning program that emphasizes performance enhancement
and injury prevention. Seek out a certified Strength and
Conditioning Specialist.

• Encourage player to develop an individual style – While
peer group approval is still important, now the player is trying
out being individual and different.

• Players are self-determined/independent – They should have
a well-developed sense of who they are and what type of player
they are with confidence in a weapon and when to use it. 

• Have players set own goals with parents/coaches – Players
can analyze more complex on-court situations and react to
them. They can set their own short and long-term goals and
design much of their training and competition plan with the
assistance of a coach. 

• Sports medicine – Include a high performance exam, nutrition
plan and strength training as part of the program.

Summary
There are a number of changes that players go through as

they grow and develop. We need to understand where our players
are and when to take advantage of windows of opportunity. By
recognizing how players are impacted by growth, you will be bet-
ter equipped to optimize their long-term development and
enhance their potential.
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Introduction

Strength training and conditioning are becoming neces-
sities in today’s tennis game as play continues to get
faster and players hit the ball with more power from

everywhere on the court. As coaches, players and parents
realize this, they want to get their players involved in a
strength and conditioning program, often at younger and
younger ages. There are a lot of questions surrounding
strength training, especially when we start talking about
younger players. Through a series of questions and answers,
this article will look at some of the questions and dispel
some of the “myths” surrounding youth strength training.

What exactly is strength training?
“Strength training” is synonymous with “resistance

training,” and the two terms can be used interchangeably.
Strength training uses the principle of progressive overload
to force the body (muscles, bones, tendons, etc.) to adapt in
order to be able to produce and resist greater forces.
Strength training is not power lifting, nor is it bodybuilding.

Also, one does not need to lift weights to strength train.
Many exercises can be performed simply using a player’s
body weight as resistance.

What are the goals/benefits
of strength training?

Strength training for tennis can help to prevent injury
and enhance on-court performance. It is important for all
tennis players, even young players, to strengthen the mus-
cles of the rotator cuff to maintain a proper strength bal-
ance in the shoulder. With young players, the goal of
strength training also should be to increase muscular
endurance. The goals of strength training should not shift
to increasing maximal strength until after a player goes
through puberty. 

Is strength training safe
for young players?

The risk of injury is probably the primary concern of any
coach or parent who has a child entering a strength-train-
ing program. Any exercise or activity carries with it some
level of injury risk—even a child running in the backyard

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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can suffer an injury—so it is unrealistic to assume that injuries
will never occur in conjunction with strength training. However,
both the National Strength and Conditioning Association and
the American Academy of Pediatrics state that youth strength
training can be safe and effective if: 

• A competent coach who is skilled in program
design supervises every training session; and

• Proper technique is taught and required in every
repetition of every exercise. 

Isn’t there a risk that growth plates
will be damaged?

Many parents and coaches are hesitant to begin strength
training with young athletes for fear of damaging the bones
and possibly stunting growth. The fact is that no growth plate
fractures have been documented in athletes who engage in a
resistance-training program that follows the two guidelines
listed above. The risk of injury to the growth plates can be further
minimized if players do not lift heavy weight over their heads
or attempt to lift extremely heavy loads. Growth plate injuries
should be taken seriously because they can happen. However,
with proper care the risk can be almost eliminated.

Does strength training work
for young players?

Yes, it does. Most people believe that testosterone (a steroid
produced naturally in the body) is necessary to build strength.
However, resistance training helps to improve motor control and
strength by “teaching” muscles how to work together in a coor-
dinated manner, which leads to improvements in strength with-
out an associated gain in muscle mass. Some other benefits of
youth strength training are:

• Improved strength and coordination;
• Increased bone density;
• Improved self-image and self-confidence; and
• Potential to prevent injuries.

What exercises are appropriate
for young players?

Probably the best way to introduce athletes to strength train-
ing is to start with “body-weight” exercises. As you might guess,
these exercises use the athlete’s own body weight as the resist-
ance. These exercises can include push-ups, pull-ups, sit-ups
(crunches, bicycles, etc), “supermans,” body weight lunges and
squats, and step-ups.

Players also can use stretch tubing to perform shoulder inter-
nal and external rotation exercises, to train the muscles that

make up the rotator cuff, and rowing exercises, to train the
scapular muscles that control shoulder movement. 

The benefits of these exercises are several-fold. First, this
type of exercise is easy to implement and requires virtually no
equipment. And second, many of these exercises strengthen the
core muscles of the body (the core is defined as the muscles sur-
rounding the body’s center of mass—namely the abs, lower back
and hip musculature). The core muscles stabilize the body and
it is important to develop a solid strength base in these muscles
before progressing on to more advanced exercises. 

Questions to ask before starting a
strength-training program
Is the athlete physically and emotionally mature enough to
engage in a strength-training program?

Players need to show the maturity, both physical and mental,
to advance to these more complex exercises. Keep in mind that
athletes of the same “chronological age” can differ by as much as
±2 years physically or mentally. Also keep in mind that females
mature as much as 2 years earlier than males.

If you are using machines or equipment, is it sized appro-
priately for a young athlete?

Most equipment in strength and conditioning facilities will
be sized to meet the needs of an adult, and not a young athlete.
Make sure you can adjust any equipment to the size of the child.
If you cannot, then do not perform the exercise until the child
“grows into” the equipment. 

Is the program going to be properly run and supervised? 
Proper supervision and teaching is essential to running a safe

and injury-free strength-training program. Strength training is
more than just throwing a bunch of exercises together; a pro-
gram should be carefully tailored to the needs of the athlete and
the sport.

Summary
Strength training and conditioning can be an effective, and

safe way to augment on-court training, and there is no reason
why young players cannot engage in some form of resistance
training. The positive benefits of strength training include
decreased potential for injury and improved strength and motor
control. Additionally, the risk of training-related injury is
reduced as long as sessions are built on sound technique and are
properly supervised. Even performing simple body weight exer-
cises will help players move better on-court and adapt to the
demands of today’s game. It is worthwhile to make strength and
conditioning work a part of every player’s training plan.
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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

May 11-16, 2004 Houston, TX Full

August 10-15, 2004 Indianapolis, IN May 15, 2004

November 16-21, 2004 TBA September 1, 2004


