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In today’s society, the youth sports culture has become one of professionalizing play and early 
specialization. This can have an adverse effect on a child’s belief in their own abilities and willingness to 
even participate in tennis. 

 
As an advisor, I frequently hear “my child used to beat so and so last year, now he/she is losing to them”, 
why? My answer to this question is multifaceted and includes: 
 
- educating a parent on the process of understanding growth and development 
- the relationship between full time and part time participation 
- being a multi-sport athlete 
- available training assets 
- the one issue we typically avoid discussing, talent 

 
A player’s natural proclivity for tennis can be demonstrated early through their maturation, natural 
ability and time spent developing their skills. 

 
It is natural for young athletes to compare themselves to their peers. However, tennis being a dynamic 
sport requires mastering a series of complex coordination to perform consistently in practice and 
competition. In order to establish the proper perspective for an athlete, parents and mentors should 
have a keen awareness of growth and development. 

 
Growth and development, meaning maturation and understanding the difference between biological 
and chronological age are relative factor in the early years. We have all seen a 12-year-old that 
physically looks like they are fourteen or even ten. There is also a difference between male and female 
athletes at the same age. These variables are frequently discounted by parents and players when setting 
realistic measures of success. Establishing a developmental plan provides the player with tangible 
measures relative to their own development. 

 
A process approach will allow the athlete, parent and coach to measure success through developmental 
objectives relative to the athletes age, stage and maturation. Outcomes goals are needed too. Outcomes 
are part of competing and can be very motivating, however judging and comparing success month to 
month or age group to age group can be detrimental to the long-term developmental process. 

 
As parents, it’s very important you help your child manage these expectations. Without proper 
perspective, your child may lose interest and even walk away from the sport. In today’s youth sports 
culture of early specialization, it is easy for an athlete to feel “not good enough”, especially if those 
around the athlete, whether it be a coach or parent, lack the experience and knowledge to foster the 
proper perspective. Parents (and mentors) must give their child a chance to properly develop and 
succeed. Some athletes need more time, training and coaching to reach their potential. 

 
There is a visual used in player development which has been around for years demonstrating frequent 
expectations of development versus the reality skill acquisition and sport development (see below). 



  
 
 
 

Athletes will always have plateaus, growth phases that impact them both positively and negatively, and 
periods where they show rapid improvement. One thing that almost all studies prove is that early success 
and skill acquisition is not an accurate indicator of future success. There are thousands of stories of 
tennis players that for a multitude of reasons, flourished early in their tennis career, only to have their 
peers catch up over time. Conversely, there are many noted stories of multi-sport athletes who chose to 
focus on tennis later in the teen years and became successful tennis players and even played 
professionally. 

 
I heard a fun analogy not long ago, “if you put popcorn kernels in the pan at the same time, in the same 
oil, at the same heat, they will not pop at the same time. Even though the conditions are the same for all 
the kernels, they will pop when they are ready”. Your child will also “pop” when he/she is ready! There 
will be opportunities missed through this journey, but there are always more opportunities. 

 
As parents it’s crucial you understand the process and encourage resilience and patience in your child’s 
tennis endeavors. We have to accept there will always be someone better at a skill or game than us. 
What parents and coaches need to establish early on are personal goals that are relative to the child 
where advancement is measured against themselves. Having a developmental plan orchestrated by the 
athlete’s coach is a great tool that will provide direction and measures of success. 

 
Athletes can always learn from their peers who may be more advanced by modeling their skills even by 
competing against them. The one thing that should never happen is a child walks away from tennis 
because they compare their skills and or ranking to more advanced or accomplished peers. 

 
Defining success through process goals and developmental planning gives your child a tangible pathway 
to how he/she should navigate their training and competition to reach their goals. Parents must 
advocate patience and be on the same page with their child and coach in order to create an optimal 
learning environment. If you feel your child often falls into the “comparison trap”, be wise and explain 
the journey through the lens of how collectively you define success. Tennis is typically an early initiation 
sport and late specialization sport. Tennis is a long journey, and when navigated properly, will help your 
child “pop” when they are ready! 
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