Your Players
COACHING JUNIORS

The Danger of Anger

How to help junior players cope
with their on-court emotions.
By Joe Tedino

A

fter battling back to even
his match at one set all,
a varsity player at my
Chicago high school found
himself down by two points in the
deciding, third-set super tiebreaker.
On the next point, the sophomore
ripped a forehand down the line that
seemed to catch the outside edge, but
his opponent called it out. In frustration, my player slammed a ball into
the net—an act that elicited a point
penalty by the opposing coach.
So, in the blink of an eye, 2–4 be-
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came 2–6—a deficit he could not erase,
losing the match 6–4, 2–6, 10–6.
Keeping emotions in check on the
court is as important for juniors as
their technical skills. But helping players develop the emotional intelligence
to channel their feelings in a positive
way is a tricky issue for coaches. Most
players prefer to focus on technique,
but their emotional development is
vital to winning.
“Mental toughness is having the
natural or developed mental and
emotional makeup to better cope with

the demands that opponents place
upon you,” says sports psychologist
Ben Loeb, a Missouri Sports Hall of
Fame coach and author of Next-Level
Coaching. “No technical expertise
will be more important than mental
toughness when the outcome is truly
in question.”
Juniors need to understand what
they can’t control in a tennis match.
They can’t control their opponents’
shots, their line calls, or their behavior
or comments.
“If any of these factors causes you
a loss of point, don’t get upset, just
move on to the next point,” says Dave
Rineberg, author of The 100 Best
Tennis Lessons and former hitting
coach of the Williams sisters.
Juniors need to develop the emotional intelligence to move on from a
missed forehand or bad line call and
then continue to regulate their behavior during the entire match.
A few simple tactics can help your
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players reset when anger strikes:
• Stop and Breathe. When a player
reaches the boiling point, “They must
learn to shut down completely and
start over,” Rineberg says. Breathing
and a silent count can help to reset.
• Grab a towel. A towel near the back
fence is a ready aid to help pause and
recover between points. It can be a
good diversion and may keep players
from kicking the fence or slamming a
racquet.
• Have a ritual. Re-tying a shoelace
or straightening the racquet strings
after a tough point can provide just
enough of a break to detach from the
error that provoked the anger.

the sophomore to reflect on his action.
What could he do the next time anger
boiled up?
A few days later, he emailed me:
“Coach, I haven’t really found a solution, but here are my thoughts: I could
calm myself down by taking a pause
and using a towel. And I could take
deep breaths and count to five.”
Sounds like a good start to me. 

SHUTTERSTOCK

For student-athletes, controlling
on-court anger and frustration in
high school tennis becomes vital as
the season moves to higher-stakes

contests. In my state, penalties carry
forward from match to match in the
state tournament.
As Kipling wrote a century ago, “If
you can keep your head when all about
you are losing theirs” the world can
be yours. That may sound lofty, but it
speaks to how level-headedness can
help keep a tennis match on track.
After his on-court outburst, I asked
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