Game Based Coaching

Kirk Anderson

Submitted for TennisPro

April 30, 2001

As tennis teaching professionals, it is our responsibility to get people to play the game of tennis better.  Traditionally this meant that students would come to us in groups or as individuals and we would work on and improve stroke technique.  Our teaching was focused on error detection and we used progressions to build biomechanically sound strokes.

Once our students displayed some competency of dependable stroke mechanics, they were taught positioning, scoring, strategy and tactics.  The student had to possess a certain level of skill before they could actually begin to play the game.

A tool that is gaining in popularity worldwide is the game based approach of coaching.  This method uses a more holistic approach by working on the entire game by placing students in actual game situations.  When I refer to game, I am not talking about fun games like “Around the World” or “Champion of the Court.”  I am talking about the game of tennis as we see and play it every day, or a modification based on the ability of the students.

While playing the game of tennis, students have the opportunity to experience decision making, positioning and stroke technique as it relates to actual match play.  The game approach gives students the chance to play, ask questions and learn what works best, depending on the situation.  They understand what they can and cannot do and it opens up teaching opportunities when they discover a need for help.

Game based coaching is different than the traditional approach and may not appeal to every professional or even to every student.  Children especially enjoy this method because the emphasis is on playing rather than boring drills.  If you ever took music lessons, what did you like best – practicing scales or playing songs?  Adults may prefer more description and detail in their lessons. 

Traditionally tennis has been taught in the following steps:

1. Learn the skills (stroke technique)

2. Learn strategy

3. Learn positioning

4. Play the game

The traditional coaching does have the following advantages:

· Teaching stroke technique is objective

· Teaching strokes follows a progression

· We are comfortable because that is how most of us learned how to teach

· This method is what many lesson takers expect

· The traditional approach is a very structured method

The game approach is not new.  If you played other sports as a youngster you probably learned them by playing the game.  Sides were chosen and rules were made and you played.  If you played baseball, you probably struck out frequently before you figured out how to hit.  You made fielding errors and threw to the wrong base or cut-off person – but you were playing the game.  You watched better players and saw what they were doing and imitated them.  You were forced to learn what worked best for you.

So you might be thinking that this game approach might have some merit with other sports, but this is tennis, and tennis is a difficult sport to learn.  Before you go there, do you really believe that other sports are easier to learn?  How easy is it to hit a baseball with a bat and play in one of nine positions in the field?  How about shooting a basketball while moving and being guarded?  What about passing or shooting a hockey puck while on ice skates?  

In fact, many of us learned how to play tennis by playing rather than formally learning all of the strokes.  We probably started out on a tennis court with a friend.  After we understood a few simple rules, like the ball can only bounce once, you get two serves to get the ball in the service court and the balls have to land inside the court, we began to play.  We might have discovered that if we hit a few balls back over the net, our friend would make some mistakes.  We learned that if we hit to one particular side of the court, like the backhand side, they made even more mistakes.  We probably searched out a backboard or wall and tried to rally by imitating a better player.

The game approach begins with students playing the game, or a modified game, immediately.  As a coach, you have to choose a game that is appropriately matched to the skill level of the students. After describing the purpose of the game you let your students play and you observe the play and assess their performance.  Where does the game break down?  Is it the result of poor shot selection, poor positioning or inadequate shot making skills?  

As your students play the game, you can stop the action and ask questions to see if they  understand what they are doing on the court.  Students are encouraged to ask questions so they are more involved with the learning process.  This interaction with the coach is not only fun and motivating for the students, but also has the advantage of enhanced understanding of skills and tactics.  Better comprehension naturally leads to enhanced performance during actual match play.

Even beginning students can begin to play the game by making some modifications.  The simplest method is to shorten the court and racquets and slow down the ball.  Foam balls or other light weight, limited flight balls, are readily available, and make rallying easier.  Shortening the court and lowering the net gives students the opportunity to play by making it easier to hit over the net and into the court.

Using the game approach method opens up a great many possibilities for you as a coach.  While students are playing, you can ask probing questions that will help them in their development.  This guided discovery technique gives you the opportunity to see if your students really understand the game.  When you identify what your students do and don’t understand, you can isolate and practice those situations or strokes that need more emphasis.

For example, let’s say that a student realizes that they need to develop a particular stroke to be able to place their shots in a certain area of the court.  Just think of how much more receptive a student will be when they ask you how to hit with direction, or if they want to hit the ball hard, and who doesn’t, how to hit with spin to keep the ball in the court.  The possibilities are endless when we observe our students as they play.  They will learn what decisions need to be made, what shots to hit, correct positioning and recovery, and the stroke techniques that will enable them to hit the shots they need to play the game better.

So if you really want your students to play better, give them an opportunity to play the game so that you can observe their progress.  Through your critical eye as a skilled professional, you can direct your teaching to the area of the game that will lead to the most improvement.  The game approach of coaching tennis is fun for your students. It also adds another creative way of teaching to your repertoire of teaching methods. 

