Introduction
“Practice is everything”. Periander of Corinth, one of
the 7 sages of Ancient Greece, had this insight 26
centuries ago. How right was he?

Tennis is said to be like playing chess on a big board.
Is there a way of practice that is beneficial to both
sports? Indeed, there is: Deliberate and Well-Structured
Practice.\!!

This article attempts to describe the model of
Deliberate Practice (DP) and its potential applications
to tennis.

What is Deliberate Practice?

Lev Vygotsky, the legendary Russian psychologist of
last century (1896-1934) had proposed the Zones of
Proximal Development.?) In Vygotsky's work, authentic
learning tasks should be designed so that they are
more difficult than students may handle if lefc alone,
but may be resolved with the support of peers (or
teachers) using appropriate strategies.

Similarly, Collins et al. in the 80’s used the term

successive approximations in order to describe the

process of adapration to a sequence of ever-stretching
difficulties, to reach the desired goal. The goal, in

turn, changes or develops as a function of time and .
experience ga:here‘d-;@‘ L
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tratning tasks and monitoring of the atrained performance

Repetitiveness is not a
sufficient condition for effective practice. After individuals
have completed their adapting stage, the mere act of
performing the same ac tivity repeatedly, induces no
further physiological and cognitive adaprations and hence,
performance improvements ' (cf. contextu
). It is worrisome that drills stre
(blocked practice ')

is done by a teacher or a coacly”,

al interference
ssing repeatability
are still popular in tennis,

One may pereeive DP as the special kind of training
haracterized by two features or components: a need
five mental participation of the learner (focus and
heigi rened awareness), and the step-by-step increase in
lifficuity, (modification of learning stimulus) in order
wtantly serecch performance limics, 516 The latter
ed by “the constant evaluarion of one’s current skill
zainst that of a more skilled model” “ (Figure
nnis, this translated into exposing athletes to
p.opriarely selected models of higher performance.
¢ models could be diagrams, videos, drawings or
ner representations of the nexe level of the specific
ill currently being practiced (e.g. a part of a foorwork
artern, a phase of a stroke, erc)
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Figure 1

A step-by-step performance improvement 9

Characteristics of Deliberate Practice
Arrested Performance

l’crfm’mers,{vcn elite ones, may choose to m?-dy
perform for recreation, or engage in DP actvities and
evolve further."” In both music and sports, children
who excel among their peers are found to adopr

DP more than their peers do.""’ Experts of any age
and level engage in DP acrivities. Even after_ﬁ.m:bu—
performance gains through deliberate practice, some
individuals quir DP. Performance, even ar world-.
class level, starts ro deteriorate, as DP is necessary
to maintain a high level of performing.> When one
drops DP, performance stabilizes for some period.
This state is known as arrested development 3 :
(Figure 2). Tennis players should think of practice
(which is not another name for friendly mardles!? as
a never-ending process, necessary to merely remain
in technical shape and nor only o evolve. Moreover,
there is a constant need for DP throughout the
season; even more so at periods when technical
changes are introduced.
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to fast, parallel, robust, low effort performanc
extended training, is difficult to control, an
memory modification. In contrast, controll
slow, serial, effortful and brittle, but
processing to be rapidly acquired, can
bindings, can rapidly alter processing, can par
automatic processes, and speeds the developme
processing”

Performance

Figure 3

‘A conception of how
performance progresses
with time when:

I) DP > performing;
and, IT) DP < performing
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rewarding children, be it in 4 symbolic context, based
on the predetermined skills they actually master, all
the way to introducing periodical tests and establishing
hierarchies. It is crucial to help children realize, from
carly on, that there is an extra component in their
practice, which s distincrively different from playing,
from competing, and even from excessive physical
effort, that indeed would seem to be too popular a
trend nowadays: and that extra component would be
technical mastering. On the other hand, senjors should
be informed whar DP s about and what opportunity
it provides for improvement; thence they are expected

to come to appreciare what benefics they may enjoy
through a mild form of practice.

Effort and Compliance with Deliberate Practice
There are cases of world class level attainment wich as
few as 500-1000 hours of training (memorizing digits),
as well as cases in which Dp averaged as much as
25.000 hours — or more, %) Attentional, physiological
and various other parameters restrict daily practice to
5-6 hours of focused practice.">% [n formal teaching,
as much as 50% of time spent is time lost (athletes
waiting, transitioning between groups and tasks etc).
An alternative strategy might be necessary towards
1gaging learners more efficiently, like the ‘good old”
auro-supervising model.(3) Superficially, DP seems to
be a dull rask producing no immediare positive results
of any kind; conversely, distress might come out to
be the usual short-term outcome. 132 The average
person usually drops DP. Hence, if DP is a truly part
f the mechanism mediating superior performance,
learning systems should also Incorporate strategies
towards specifically overcoming the motivational
detriment. Others argue that DP can be enjoyable in
sports, “**” and achletes may still become successful
in spite of late engaging in DP.®62”) The present
author argues that DP is capable of becoming pleasant
as soon as the individual has mastered the skill of
concentrating and entering the flow state.® Children
at early stages, and even grown athletes later on,
should be encouraged to perfect technical aspects. An
effective method for achieving this would be the urging
of performers to engage in peer-teaching activities.
The’secret"there would be a practice of mutual
assistance by demonstrating, explaining and discussing
technical details. However, this shift in responsibility
would require the development of more comprehensive
biomechanical models and teaching systems. &

Criticism
The entire conception of DP notion has b
subjected to criticism not regarding its
but rather o its alleged absolure super

against the rival conception of ﬁ;.l_e
it DP or talent? The author argu
bi-polar scheme, expressing di ergerent co
about the DP. model. In the nex :

epistemonic approach of DP is attem

Epistemonic Definition of DehberatePrhcuce
DP may better be conceived as a valuc—_y.udgfmgn&
Indeed, starting from Newton, every scientific

and philosophical field operates in search .for

the archimedean point which can and shall be v
demonstrated as its solid foundation. Episteme,

however, is not bound to experience or sensorial
experience (‘fraud of the senses”), but to surveillance,

as it models the world on pre-extant abstract

formulation according to the discipline of :
mathematics. Deliberance, consciousness, practice,

all entail value judgments. However, this should ;
not be taken as an inhibitory factor, but as a fine
opportunity to articulate a model as defined by one’s
own needs withourt being restricred by any existing
external truth we ser our ro discover. Truth cannor

be found in reality. Moreover the DP-model should

not be perceived as a conclusion, reached by sampling

or otherwise, posterior to examining a population,

bur in essence as a postulated internalized abstract
pattern prior to studying it by means of a process of
interpretation and application. Models articulated as a
result of experience are logically incorrect.

Tennis and Deliberate Practice
The author argues thar the present habits in players’
practice stresses automated (fast) movements ro
excess. Players strive to practice faster and faster,
when inclusion of slow practice would conceivably
and observably improve their rechnical awareness.
At least in part, this may stem out of the established
approach to expertise being considered objective, i
when in fact it entails value judgments. A less rigid .
approach/definition might assist in considering more
possibilities when trying ro attain expertise in sounder
systemic considerations, other than Just merely '
imitating professional tennis playersmzcmmqnd’m
style, as though their performance were some sort of
choreography. I
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may be said to be the essence of Dp.

It is quite difficule to swallow how eurrent trainers feel

free to go about erratically switching back and forth from
—w'nu.k\l\\: top players to projecting and refining elaborate
models that are abstracely conceived. An cduc.uEnn.ﬂ
protocol for trainers might be in order.

j‘ll‘ic ]

Deliberate Practice in Tennis

® DP is a necessary part for the development/maintenance of contributory expertise (i.e. world-class performance in lennis)

» DP s an aspectual way of practice, but it does not include the actual content of practicing. Therefore it may fai f the content of e
practice is not appropriate.

® DP is the “gold standard" of practice for all skl levels — even if performers should expect their capacity of engaging in
time and practice.

DP 1o evolve with

» Tennis coaches are advised to carefully plan the tasks to properly stretch their athlete’s capacities.

o |n absolute terms, DP is demanding both in time and in physical/mental resources.

» Slow practice ought to be an inherent part of DP. Tennis pros should not hesilate to include sessions of slow practice in every occasion

o “Kill" mindless waiting time.

» Properly motivate learers to enhance their adherence to DP utilizing methods such as role-modeling and re-definition of “success

» Experts engage in a different type of DP which is inaccessible fo novices. Novices have different attentional, motivational, cognitive and
physical abilities.

o The baseline for world-class performance attainment in tennis should be an average of 3-5 hours daily of DP. 340 days/year for about 10

years (playing and general practicing time not included).
o Automatization is of the utmost importance in performing but turns out detrimental in practicing. DP leads to better performing-

automaticity.
o |mprovement in older individuals is a mental process in most aspects; DP is important in that age too.

* Younger individuals will have to play more, both in the long- and in the short-term, even though they have o sacrifice a part of

immediate enjoyment

Nole: Ericssons we

Il structured practice only refers fo the importance of selecting asks, not to a specific sefection-thereof
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