
Maximize Your Training While Returning Back to Competitive Play 

There are many ways players prioritize and devote time to training. However, the least applied 
and most uncomfortable way to develop a well-rounded game is train up a level, at your level 
and down a level. In this article we will focus on the advantages of gaining mental stamina and 
awareness by playing up as well as down a level. 


Athletes can strengthen their competitive mental muscles and gain valuable insight, by playing 
opponents of a variety of levels. There is a myth perpetuated by uninformed players and par-
ents that the only way a player can improve is by competing against players more skilled than 
they are. If this were true, there would be very few matches played and the pathway for the 
weaker player would be much longer since there would be little time to develop proper tech-
nique and tactics!


Instead, a great rule of thumb in the developmental years is for a player to compete a 1/3rd of 
the time at their level of play, 1/3rd of the time below their level of play, and 1/3rd of the time 
above their level of play. This model creates situations mentally, physically, emotionally and 
tactically that vary a great deal. All three of these competitive situations require adjustments of 
all kinds in order to be successful. Consistent performing players have the ability to adapt and 
succeed. 


All too often players hit with the same player of the same level of play. However, in a tourna-
ment it's rare that there is only one competitive level of play. When competing in a tournament, 
in most cases, players will compete against a variety of skill levels, and playing up or down can 
pose unique challenges. By embracing early on the willingness to compete against players of 
all levels early on, a player will not only expand their tennis IQ, but develop an awareness and 
comfort level when competing.


Most players have an Academy or clinic environment as an element to their weekly training. 
This is an ideal space to put into practice this concept. The self-confidence gained from solv-
ing problems by playing up or down, equips a player with experience to perform day in and day 
out in competition or practice. As a coach I was always thrilled to have a player in practice who 
wanted to challenge down. The situation for both players can cause discomfort, which is great 
for a learning environment. Too often players do not get out of their comfort zone when practic-
ing or playing practice matches.


The same holds true for playing up. As you can imagine the skills required could be quite dif-
ferent. In all cases, players should choose the correct skill level to practice the various friction 
points in their own game. The players private coach is a great resource to help establish the 
skills to practice in all three environments.


In conclusion, when returning back to play a lot of players may be rusty and most likely not 
match tough or as disciplined as they were before. Players may also find they face new chal-
lenges due to the extended break. The good news is by expanding your training options you 
may learn from opportunities that have been there all along. Take time to journal post-match 
and determine which environment would be most helpful to sharpen you game, improve your 
weaknesses and raise your tennis IQ.



