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The All-Stars
GROWING THE GAME

We celebrate some of the NJTL Network’s
most successful youth development
organizations that are continuing to build
a legacy of learning and tennis.
EASTERN

FLORIDA

When Mohammad El-Haj Ahmad began volunteering in
2017 with the Kings County Tennis League, an NJTL that
brings tennis to kids in Brooklyn, N.Y., public housing, he probably didn’t know the organization would change the course
of his life. But five years later, he left his nine-year career in
consulting to become the non-profit’s program director.
“I’ve always been passionate about youth development,
especially for communities that don’t have the same privileges and opportunities as others,” he says. “And I learned
tennis as a child in similar circumstances.”
El-Haj Ahmad was born in Palestine and discovered the
game through his father’s friend, who owned an old popup net and would invite all the kids in the neighborhood
to come try it out. “I fell in love immediately,” he recalls. “I
would teach myself by watching tapes of Sampras and Agassi
that my dad had recorded for me.”
One of El-Haj Ahmad’s big projects has been to oversee
the expansion of the KCTL pathway to include more college
prep and workforce readiness programming. “Tennis is an
amazing sport that has taught me so much in my life,” he
says. “It should be accessible to everyone.” —Scott Sode

Mary McCoy is a powerhouse in Daytona Beach and has
made major contributions to the Derbyshire community,
including the founding of Derbyshire Community Tennis
Inc., which was officially recognized as an NJTL chapter in
2021. She has been coaching for more than 12 years at the
high school level and is coach of the girls’ varsity tennis team
at Mainland High School in Daytona Beach.
“DCT’s mission is to make a difference in the lives of
today’s youth, utilizing tennis as a vehicle to develop life
skills and learning opportunities for all,” McCoy says. She
also believes there are things that can be done to foster longterm change regarding racial inequality in Florida tennis.
“It’s important to understand the underlying causes and
conditions of racial inequities to effectively inform and
promote racial equity,” McCoy explains. “I feel if we work
closely with our communities and invite them to play a part
in improving the systemic disadvantages, this will be the
beginning of fostering long-term change. Including members of the community and allowing them to have a voice
and a seat at the table when procedures and policies are being made can go a long way.” —Nicole Hardenstine

A Passion for Youth
Development

Creating Long-Term
Change

I’ve always been passionate about youth development, especially for communities
that don’t have the same privileges and opportunities as others. Tennis is an amazing sport
that has taught me so much in my life. It should be accessible to everyone.
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With more than 700
participants, Fort Collins’ Northern Colorado
(NOCO) NJTL has developed a close partnership
with Boys & Girls Clubs
(BGCs) in Larimer and
Weld counties. In 2021,
volunteers conducted
weekly tennis and life skill
sessions at seven BGCs,
complete with a Net Generation Workshop for staff.
“There is nothing I enjoy
more than being the first
to put a tennis racquet in
a child’s hand,” exclaims
NOCO NJTL founder and
Tribal Elder Dave Boon
(above). “We recently
introduced tennis to over
400 children ages 4 to 10.
What a ton of fun!”
New programs have also
been added, including one
in Estes Park at a Loveland
Housing Authority site, a
program at a Fort Collins
Teaching Tree daycare
center, and a program at
Northside Aztlan Community Center.
“These programs are
invaluable to the youngsters, their families and
the community,” says Fritz
Garger, executive director
of USTA Colorado. “They
make a real difference.
We’re so fortunate to have
incredible leaders.”
—Wendy Anderson

The Tennis Alliance of
Anne Arundel County in
Maryland seeks to “promote tennis as a sport
for LIFE for people of all
ages and abilities.” It also
focuses on establishing
a home for tennis in the
county and has spearheaded advocacy efforts to build
a public indoor/outdoor
tennis center.
Among its many initiatives, the Tennis Alliance
provides free programming
to under-resourced communities through partnerships with other non-profit
organizations, and works
closely with local tennis
groups to grow the game at
the grassroots level.
The Tennis Alliance’s
weekly tennis and education programs—notably
Serving Up Tennis!—reinforce shared missions,
healthy lifestyles and values learned through sport.
In 2021, the Tennis Alliance served more than
150 children, provided 108
hours of instruction, free
programming, 61 events
and free racquets.
“The Tennis Alliance has
been able to bring the sport
to kids who otherwise
would not have access,”
remarks Louise Gengler
Thomas, president of the
Tennis Alliance of Anne
Arundel County.
—Lauren Hoffman
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MIDDLE STATES

Giving Back to a Sport
That Has Done So Much
Since the age of 7, Evie Ellenberger has incorporated
tennis into all aspects of her life. Currently a sophomore at
Upper Saint Clair High School in Pittsburgh, Ellenberger
provides assistance to young junior players in local tournaments and coaches at the LeMoyne Community Center
in Washington, Pa., a local NJTL chapter just south of
Pittsburgh.
Perhaps most impressive: Ellenberger, along with her
mother and friends, created a “Tennis Fun Day” event in
Pittsburgh that provides beginner adult and junior players
with racquets and a day of free tennis instruction.
“It’s a great way to introduce people to the game of
tennis,” says Ellenberger. “They leave with a racquet and
hopefully the desire to play more.”
The LeMoyne Community Center holds a special place
in Ellenberger’s heart. Last summer, she volunteered with
the Washington & Jefferson College tennis coach, Megan
Foster, to provide tennis instruction to children in grades
K-8. During Black History Month, Ellenberger reconnected
with her players when she was invited back to speak about
famous Black tennis players.
Ellenberger currently holds her PTR Level 1 Certification, plays varsity tennis at her high school, and frequently
competes in local tournaments. This summer, she’ll continue coaching at the LeMoyne Community Center.
“What I enjoy most about volunteering is giving back to
the sport that has done so much for me as an all-around
person,” she says.
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First Serve Bridgeport, an NJTL chapter in Connecticut’s
largest city, is changing lives one student at a time. The
organization serves inner-city youth from kindergarten
through high school and even funds the tennis teams at
Bridgeport Central High School. First Serve works specifically with its high school students through a unique College Advisory Program that educates and guides students
throughout the college process.
Led by Darien, Conn., resident and Volunteer Education
Coordinator Mary Alptekin, the program helped 11 seniors
achieve their post-graduation goals last year.
“I really want to make sure all these students have the
same opportunities. A lot goes into the college application
process that under-resourced students oftentimes don’t
understand,” says Alptekin, who owns a college consulting business. She ensures that her students are aware of
all their options and career paths and don’t miss out on
opportunities. She identifies strengths and weaknesses,
encourages a wide variety of extra-curricular activities,
and helps craft applications and essays to create the most
marketable candidate possible.
“I believe that by the time I get to these kids, they’ve
done 90 percent of the work. I don’t want to take credit for
what they’ve done, I just want to provide them with the
resources and info that other students have,” she explains.
“I get a lot of satisfaction seeing them complete college and
change the trajectory of their lives.” —James Maimonis
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NJTL chapters are
critical resources in helping provide tennis and
education opportunities
to underprivileged youth,
and USTA Missouri Valley
has some incredibly strong
ones. Recently, the section
awarded grants to a few of
its NJTL chapters to help
with their tennis programming, now and beyond.
One example is Tulsa,
Okla.-based Youth At
Heart, which offers a
variety of programs to help
kids cultivate their hidden
potential and lead healthy,
productive lives. The
chapter also partners with
LaFortune Tennis Center
in Tulsa to offer camps and
lessons to underprivileged
youth. Youth At Heart will
be using the grant money
to purchase mini nets,
foam balls and racquets for
a local elementary school
tennis program.
Another notable NJTL
chapter is Dwight Davis
Memorial Tennis Center
in St. Louis, which received
grants for two separate
programs: Better Family
Life, which provided six
weeks of free tennis, and
Gerber Wheelchair Tennis
Program, a year-round
initiative. —Mark Collins

Love To Serve Inc. Tennis
and Education Foundation
(LTS) is empowering Chicago youth through sport
and academics and is building kids’ self-esteem so
they can go into the world
and succeed. L. LaMont
Bryant, a tennis pro and
former schoolteacher who
wanted to create structured tennis and academic
programming for students to enjoy after class,
founded the NJTL in 1992
and serves as CEO.
Lori James, Love To
Serve’s executive director,
aims to create long-lasting
community partnerships
to provide better opportunities for players. That
includes being part of the
“After School Matters
Program” that provides
funding for kids to learn
tennis at schools such as
Solorio High School.
Love To Serve also works
closely with USTA Chicago,
the Union League Boys and
Girls Club and the Salvation Army Ray and Joan
Kroc Community Center.
These collaborations
“provide the community
with an unbelievable sense
of pride, dignity and purpose,” she notes.
—Molly Doehrmann

Granting
Success
Throughout
the Section

Love to
Serve
Empowers
Youth
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Creating College
Opportunities
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Robin Coverdale, the
director of tennis at Fred
Wells Tennis & Education
Center, has made a lasting
impact on and off the tennis court. Her tennis journey began at age 14 when
she picked up the sport
at her local tennis club in
Arden Hills, Minn. She
went on to play college tennis at Montana State. From
there, she served as a coach
for high school teams and
women’s USTA League
teams. She arrived at Fred
Wells Tennis & Education
in 2014 as the adult coordinator and moved into her
current role in 2016.
Coverdale wants to see
more women coaching
girls’ youth sports, high
school and collegiate
teams. In her view, the
more female coaches
young athletes see on the
courts and the sidelines,
the more it blends into
everyday life, and serves
as a strong motivator for
young female athletes.
Recently, Coverdale
helped pilot the Women's
Networking Group. The
organization focuses on
connecting female coaches
in the tennis community
through open discussions
and networking.

You can’t blame Sam
Noa for choosing to spend
some of his time serving his
country by sweating on the
tennis court rather than in
the field training for battle.
A natural athlete who grew
up in American Samoa, Noa
enrolled in the U.S. Army
following graduation from
high school and quickly
picked up tennis after discovering the sport at Monterey Peninsula College.
“I found out that if you
learned to play tennis you
could play with the officers
and you didn’t have to go
into the field,” says Noa,
who for the past 20 years
has run the Semurana Tennis Association, an NJTL
and USTA SoCal CTA
chapter out of Victoria
Park in Carson, Calif.
Noa currently has
about 30 kids in his NJTL
program, which includes
clinics and an after-school
education program.
“At the Semurana Tennis
Association, the connection of education and tennis is highly recommended,
because as we say, ‘bad
grades, no play,’” Noa says.
“We believe at Semurana
Tennis Association that
having a good education
and good grades can lead to
a successful future.”
—Steve Pratt

Growing
the Ranks
of Female
Coaches
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Training for
a Successful
Future
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In 2018, a collaboration between USTA Southern, the
USTA Foundation and the Southern Tennis Foundation
became known as the “Blueprint for Success NJTL Capacity Building Program.” By focusing on a targeted group of
similarly situated and motivated chapters, consultants and
staff could best assess the needs of those chapters and tailor
assistance for the greatest impact.
Four years later, the nine selected chapters for the program have exceeded all expectations and recently “graduated” at an event held in Atlanta.
During this three-year commitment, the total funding
exceeded $500,000. Peggie Henderson of Tunica, Miss.,
credits the program with shifting her mindset by viewing
the organization as a “business.” Each chapter has demonstrated significant growth in sustainability, operating
procedures and program evaluation.
“Blueprint has taught me how to grow our NJTL program through creating a business plan and better organizing our board,” says Birlette Jelks of Greenville, Miss.
Congrats to the 2022 Blueprint graduates: Judy
Pearce, Columbus Regional Tennis Association, Columbus
Ga.; Peggie Henderson, Family Biz Builder, Tunica Miss.;
Vanita Phinisey, Golden Triangle Tennis, Columbus, Miss.;
Birlette Jelks, Greenville CTA/NJTL, Greenville Miss.;
Rudy Lewis, James Lewis Education & Tennis Foundation,
Birmingham, Ala.; Shelby Rhyne, Rockingham County
Tennis Association, Madison, N.C.; Sam Kennedy, South
Atlanta Community Tennis Association, Atlanta; Barbara
Jones, St. George Youth Sports League, St. George, S.C.; Al
Garrett, Youth Development Association, Madison, Ala.
				
—Cee Jai Jones

www.tennisindustrymag.com

C O U RT E SY U S TA N O RT H E R N, U S TA S O U T H E R N CA L I FO R N I A , U S TA S O U T H E R N

A Blueprint for Success

COMMUNITY
TENNIS

2022

TEXAS

Decades of Making a
Difference for Youth

COURTESY USTA TEXAS

Bert Cole has been actively growing and supporting NJTL
tennis and youth tennis in Texas for over 20 years. She has
worked tirelessly as director of Junior Recreation for the
Dallas Tennis Association and is a longtime leader for its
NJTL arm, Dallas Tennis & Education. In a recent panel
alongside other leaders including Zina Garrison and James
Blake, Cole shared a highlight of the impact she has made.
“When you’re talking to young kids, they’re always listening,” she says. “There was a young man from our program who
wrote a letter about me and the impact I made in his college
admission letter. He said, ‘You never understood how the
things that you said have stayed with me.’”
Cole has been nationally recognized for her work in tennis
and education, including being named a part of the NJTL
50 for 50 list and winning the 2018 USTA National NJTL
Founders Service Award. —Kyle Wrather
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