
o be, or not to be, bet-
ter? It’s all in how you
look at it. For USPTA
professional Scott
Ford, the eyes have it.

In this era of bigger balls,
lighter racquets and more comfort-
able shoes, players are given two
choices when it comes to improv-
ing their games:  use the latest
technology to help with your mis-
hits, mis-steps and lazy feet, or
simply become a better player. 

But given the natural learning
curve of the game, most of us
would rather use the former
instead of giving up years of our
lives to achieve the latter. That’s
not to say any of us would balk at
the opportunity of playing at the
peak of our abilities, it’s just not as
practical as ordering the latest and
greatest technology to accomplish
the same task.

Given the means and the oppor-
tunity, however, which would you
choose? Technology, or “the zone?”

Defining “the zone” is difficult,
but you’ve probably been there at
some point during your life. It’s a
mystical, other-worldly place that
seems almost dreamlike.
Awareness is heightened, physical
performance is maximized and
time seems to move more slowly.

If defining “the zone” is diffi-
cult, trying to get there is doubly
so. Most athletes recognize the
moment they enter this trance-like
state, but have no idea how they
wound up there. It just happens.

When it comes to playing “in
the zone,” perhaps no one knows
more about it than Ford. Twenty
years ago, struggling to maintain
his focus and his discipline, he
stumbled across a technique that
helped him not only experience

“the zone” each time he picked up
his racquet, but has opened doors
to the elite world of sports acade-
mia.

A former Colorado State and
Intermountain Junior Champion,
Ford grew up only minutes from
his current post as a teaching pro at
Heather Ridge Country Club. He
has been teaching tennis since his
junior high days in the early 60s,
and has been the head tennis pro at
clubs from Colorado Springs to
Greeley, Denver to Aspen. While
he has competed at an extremely
high level and has dedicated him-
self to helping players of all abili-
ties improve their games, it wasn’t
until he stumbled upon his Design
B theory of four-dimensional sym-
metry that Ford changed his entire
perspective on the game, both as a
player and a teacher.

“Playing tennis in the zone has
long been considered the ultimate
experience in the game” wrote
Ford in SportsVision, a quarterly
publication of the International
Academy of Sports Vision. He
describes the zone as “[a]n experi-
ence in which the human operating
system performs to its maximum
potential on the tennis court. It is
also considered somewhat of a
mystery; a chance encounter with
human excellence that seemingly
defies explanation, mostly because
it is so difficult to reproduce, mak-
ing it equally difficult to study
with any reliable consistency.”

But reproduce “the zone” he
did, and now twenty
years later, Ford is
finally attracting
the kind of atten-
tion that he
believes his
theory mer-
its. Not only
have teach-
ing profes-
sionals from
the United
States and
Canada started to
embrace his ideas, a
team of theoretical

mathematicians from the
Department of Astrodynamics at
NORAD in Colorado Springs have
reviewed his theory of four-dimen-
sional symmetry.

Back in 1984, Ford put his
relatively heretical
approach forward in
his book, Design B:
How to Play
Tennis ‘In the
Zone’. While
met with criti-
cal acclaim,
Ford struggled
with some of the
more elite aca-
demic circles
whose members dis-
counted his theories as
musings from a tennis pro
with an English Lit degree. 

But Ford’s philosophy got a big
boost this summer, as he is in col-
laboration with William Hines,
MD –  team ophthalmologist for
the Denver Broncos, Denver
Nuggets and Colorado Avalanche
– and Darlene Kluka, Ph.D. –
renowned sports vision researcher
and scholar from Grambling State
University of Louisiana – to pres-
ent his sports vision concepts at the
IASV Sportvision 2000 World
Congress in Las Vegas, and at the
2000 Pre-Olympic Sports Science
Conference in Brisbane, Australia.

Get beyond the terms – four-
dimensional symmetry, variable-
focus visual input, asymmetrical
cognitive processing, variable-

depth motor output – and
you’ll find that Ford’s

theory is relatively
simple, and it just

plain works. 
The theory

boils down to
this:  when
asked to “fol-
low the ball”
back and forth

across the net,
the human brain

and eyes simply
cannot complete the

task efficiently. Ford

eschews the historical admonish-
ment from teaching pros to con-
stantly “watch the ball.” 

Instead, he urges his students to
concentrate on the contact zone,

the time and space in the
future when ball meets

racquet in a spectac-
ular marriage of

h i g h - t e n s i l e
nylon and yel-
low wool fuzz.
Not exactly
the most com-
mon way to

play tennis,
Ford admits, but

definitely the
most efficient. 
Without getting

into the physiological and
scientific side of the equation, let’s
talk strategy. Ford teaches you that
it’s not how hard you concentrate
on the ball, but where you concen-
trate on the ball that will dictate
your tennis success. By training
your focus on your contact zone
rather than tracking the ball in full
flight from opponent’s racquet to
your racquet, you optimize your
brain’s ability to process informa-
tion, thus enabling the semi-trance
like state that players describe as
“being in the zone.” 

The entire point of Ford’s
approach is to increase concentra-
tion and performance. With
improved concentration, Ford sees
more than just an improvement in
a player’s game, he sees a dramati-
cally enhanced learning curve.
Focus over footwork, timing over
technique, concentration over com-
plication. The sum of the parts
equals better learning.

Of course, you’re always wel-
come to play with a bigger ball, but
then you might need a bigger zone.

If you want to find out more
about Ford’s visionary perspective,
or to get back on the positive side
of your learning curve, give him a
call at Heather Ridge Country
Club at 303.755.3440 for an intro-
ductory lesson.
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How to find

“the zone”
Focus vs. Footwork

Timing vs. Technique

Concentration vs. Complication

Billie Jean King

on the zone:

When it happens I want to stop the
match and grab the microphone and shout, 

“THAT’S WHAT IT’S ALL ABOUT!’’ 
Because it is. It’s not the big prize I’m going to
win at the end of the match, or anything else.
It’s just having done something that’s totally

pure and having experienced the perfect
emotion...I can only hope people

realize what’s going on.

Unlocking the mystery of the zone
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