Learning to Play
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American players hit the ball as well as any players in the world.

If you see how American kids play, I think the forehands and backhands and
serves are as good as the players in the rest of the world, but in general they
don't play as well in matches. When I watch juniors play matches they often
seem “disconnected” from one shot to the next.

I think this is because we don't emphasize point play enough. We don’t
emphasize the reasons you should hit the ball to certain places at certain times,
or where your court position should be. The way I see it American kids are more
used to hitting balls than really playing matches.

The kids don’t play enough practice matches and they don’t understand what the
actual meaning and purpose of these matches should be. We have kids that hit
the ball as well as anybody, but they don't play as well when it counts.

This problem could also relate to the fact that American juniors play mainly on
hard courts. There is very little clay court play. When you play on fast surfaces
the majority of the time, I think it's a little tougher to get the feeling of how to
play because you have less time to figure things out.

In general Europeans are taught more patterns, and they are taught more about
point play. The basic idea underlying this is that every ball that you hit has an
effect on your opponent, either positive or negative. And what that effect is
depends on how well you execute on every ball.

European players understand patterns and how every shot has an effect.

If you see a top 10 player hit with a guy that's 80 or 100 or 250, I'm not really
sure you can tell who's who just by watching their strokes. To really evaluate a
player I think you have to see them play.

In general, better players have a better understanding of where they are in
relation to their shots. When they start playing points, you can see that the best
players hit the ball from the right place on the court. They hit the ball at the right
height, with the right pace. They also hit it to the right place more often.

Teaching a player how to play is a lot tougher than just teaching strokes. 1 would
much rather work with somebody with lesser shots, but a good idea how to play
than with somebody with good strokes, but no clue where to hit the ball.

If a player has problems with a certain stroke, with a number of repetitions you
can address that. But if he's got no idea how to play, it's going to take a lot longer
to teach him how to play than to teach him how to do certain technical things
better.



Let’s say you watch a kid play, and he typically hits the ball from a position 8 to
10 feet behind the baseline. Then one of his shots goes deep with weight. If he
just maintains that position rather than moving up in the court that pretty much
tells me his mind is dead. To me he's not really playing tennis. He's just hitting
the ball because the ball comes to his side.

It's a myth that top players never hit the ball moving backwards.

You see the same thing when a kid plays close to the baseline. If he hits a shot
that doesn't penetrate enough but he doesn’t move back to natural, he's telling
me the same thing--that's he not really playing. Very likely an error is going to
come as soon as the opponent hits a ball deep with decent pace.

True, every individual player is different, and therefore their exact offensive and
defensive positions will vary depending on factors such as their hands their
perception of the ball. But better players are always responding to the nature
and effect of their shots, and the shots of their opponents.

Receiving the Ball

['m sure everybody agrees that this game is a game of movement. You've got to
be able to move to play. So the first step in helping a player learn how to play is
to look at the footwork. If he doesn't know how to play, more than likely his
footwork is not very good either.

[ still go by some of the terms that [ grew up with in Spain that aren’t common
here. If I could say it in one word, [ would say good players know how to
“receive” the ball.

If you receive the ball well, then you can send it well.

Receiving the ball includes your movement, your balance, and your vision of the
play. If you receive the ball well, then you can send it well. If you don't receive
the ball well, then you tend to be hitting emergency shots all the time.
Unfortunately this is what a lot of our kids do. And if you are hitting emergency
shots and your opponent is not, then your opponent is in control.

When the ball leaves the other player's racket, it happens very, very quickly.
Your body has to react. But are you reacting to gain ground, are you reacting to
give ground, or are you reacting to stay natural?

Receiving well means that the player doesn’t go against the balls path. The
response is appropriate to the ball that is coming. Does the player back up when
he needs to? Does he move forward to take advantage? Can he open the angles
when he is pushed? How well does he see the ball coming?

When I start working with a player I'll ask, “Do you go back when somebody
pressures you with the ball?” And some players will say, “No, I don't like to go
back.” And I'll say “Well, neither do I.” But there is a need to do this when you
play against good players. You can’t always just play on top of the baseline.



That was probably what made the difference in Andre Agassi’s case. He probably
had the best hands of anyone in the word. He saw the ball earlier and came to
the ball earlier than anyone.

But he learned you have to hit the ball in your strike zone. If you take a step back
you can hit the ball at a comfortable height rather than trying to hit it down
around your socks. Especially with today’s equipment, you can hit the ball very
well while you are actually moving back. It's a myth that the top players don’t hit
the ball going backwards. You see it all the time.

When Agassi learned to adjust his contact height it made a big difference in his
results.

Sometimes when you don’t have a chance to take to step back, you can absorb
the power of the ball in another way, by leaning back away from the ball. It’s
another example of the way good players go with the ball rather than fighting the
ball.

When you get caught, then yes, it's an emergency. You do whatever you can. But
if you're not caught, you move your feet and you let the ball come up. So part of
receiving is learning to move up and back is to adjust to find your strike zone.

Patterns

While you are working on the footwork, the second step is to give players some
ideas on where to hit the ball, to give them some patterns that will make them
feel more confident in matches.

When you feed balls to most young players, they naturally go down the line.
They get used to getting set for that shot, and when they play matches, they do
the same thing. Then as soon as the ball beats them a little, it's an error. So
when [ push kids side to side, | ask them to go crosscourt a high percentage of
the time. If they can’t go crosscourt, then they can go down the line.

The goal is to get the feet together with the mind and the racket.

The idea is to get the player’s feet get together with his mind, and then to get his
feet and his mind together with his racket. Once that begins to happen, you start
to have a player.

Decisions
To me this comes down to good decisions and bad decisions. If you miss a ball

making the right decision, that's fine. You have to understand that it's the right
decision.



Let's say I get a ball in the middle of the court and I hit it big and I miss it wide or
I miss it long. It's still a good decision even though I lost the point. It was the
right ball to hit when I had the chance.

The fact is everybody misses. But the top players know when they've made a
right decision and they've made a wrong decision. Now, if the ball is below the
level of the net and I hit it flat a thousand miles an hour, and I don't know that it's
a bad decision, then that's a problem.

Did I win the point or lose the point? That’s what everyone worries about. But |
always say that a good player knows when he has won the point, but still done
the wrong thing.

[ ask players to go crosscourt a high percentage of the time from wide positions.
Believe me, he knows it. He is not going to do it again if he can help it. Overall
he's not going to do it as many times as a lesser player. When you see good
players play, it looks very easy, but it looks easy because they do the right thing,
hitting the ball with the right speed at the right height and to the location.

Once again, if the decision is right and you lose the point, then it's a matter of
execution. It's not a matter of your decision making. There are two ways to lose
points. The first way is through bad decisions. The second way is through bad
execution of good decisions.

Bad execution of good decisions, to me, I can accept that. But if you make enough
bad decisions in a match against a good enough player, he will beat you.
Unfortunately we see that a lot with some of our juniors.

Practice Matches

[ think the role of practice matches is critical in learning to play. This is where
you learn to make decisions. Practice matches are where you learn how to
resolve problems. A practice match is as close as you get as playing a real match,
so unless you were born with great instincts and a great eye and a great feel for
the game, you're going to learn how to play by playing practice matches.

Good decisions mean trying for the right shot at the right time.

But our culture for some reason is to protect the kids too much. They don’t play
each other regularly in practice. They hit thousands of balls out of the basket or
in drills.

Sometimes the idea the kids have, or their parents have, is that they should play
only against better players. Or the opposite, that they don't want to play against a
given player because if they lose, they think that maybe they’ll lose to him in a
tournament.



Practice and playing tournaments are very different things. There is an
additional element of pressure in tournament matches. The notion that if I lose
to someone in practice, they will have always have an advantage over me—that
is totally ludicrous in my opinion.

[ can give you a story from my own experience that shows this. When I was
playing on the tour, I travelled with another player. We were good friends and
he used to beat me in practice consistently, and I used to get very upset.

When you play practice matches play the way you really want to play.
You see this all the time. When two players play in practice, the lower player will
win much more often than when they play in tournaments.

But my friend never beat me in a tournament match. And then I discovered the
secret. This is how pressure comes into play. In practice we had to bet
something. With something on the line, pressure came into play and that
changed the outcome of our practice matches as well.

In my opinion, there is way too much weight placed on the outcome of practice
matches. Practice basically counts for practice. It doesn't count for anything
else.

You're going to learn by playing practice matches and playing them pretty close
to the way you play when you play your tournaments. But there are junior
players who play one match a week. There are others who play one match a
month. You can’t compare hitting balls out the basket or drilling to playing
matches.

A Different Approach

Over the years, this is the approach I've taken to working with players. We drill
in the morning. We work on the specific needs of the individual players.

Then in the afternoon, we play matches. Everybody is playing at least 4 matches
a week. Therefore, they're serious matches. But once again, you have to make
the kids understand that practice only counts for practice.

Isn't learning to play the game the ultimate goal?

The closest thing to playing a tournament match is a practice match. You want to
work on your game in practice matches, but you don't want to get away from
your game too much. You want to make it pretty realistic.

Let's say you're working on coming in more, then you try to come in more in
practice matches, but you don't try to come in on every ball because that's not
what you're going to do anyway.



You have to understand the dynamics of practicing. It doesn't mean that you
don't try to win. It doesn't mean that you don't care. But at the end of the day,
practice is practice.

The most important thing is to know your game and practice in order to learn
how to play it. If your forehand is bad in certain situations, then you're going to
have to drill to try to correct those mechanics. But if you just hit balls and you
don't play many matches, then when you play top players, you're going to be
insecure about your forehand and for that matter about anything you do.

To me this is just a common sense approach. Unless you play practice matches it
will much more difficult to actually incorporate changes, and you will also have
more difficulty learning how to play the game. And playing the game as well as
you can, isn’t that the goal?
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