
n the late 70’s, when I was the Head
Pro at the Colorado Springs Racquet
Club, I did something that caused me
to go into “the zone.” I had been in

the zone before as a tennis player but never by
choice, always by chance. This was different.
Whatever I was doing was causing me to go
into the zone every time I did it. And when I
showed other players what I was doing, they,
too, went into the zone. 

Since that time, I have been studying the
phenomenon of the zone from the inside by
going into the zone myself, and from the out-
side by teaming with sports psychologists,
world renowned sports vision professionals,
motor behaviorists and neuroscientists to
research the scientific underpinnings of peak
performance. 

Throughout this year, this column will intro-
duce you to several exercises that, when done
properly, will allow you to experience this phe-
nomenon we call playing tennis “in the zone.”
It is important to note: these exercises are
experiential. You can’t read about the zone and
expect to master it through intellectual under-
standing. You have to do it: to understand the
zone, you have to experience the zone.

What is the zone?
The zone, as it is commonly called today, has

been around for thousands of years, and goes
by many different names. In modern parlance,
it’s known as a peak performance state.
Modern sports psychologists have termed it a
flow state. In Zen, it’s called satori – an awak-
ening. The athletes of the Ancient Olympiad
called it areté, meaning excellence. 

Whatever you call it, if you have experienced
the zone in any sport, you will remember it.
You will remember the effortless ease with
which you played the game. You will remember
how everything came together, how every
aspect of your game started working. You did-
n’t think; you just performed. It was like going
on automatic pilot. 

Your concentration was total, your focus
absolute. You saw the ball more clearly than
ever before, sometimes it even appeared to be
moving in slow motion. You felt a sense of
power and control, like you were in charge, not
your opponent. In fact, you hardly noticed your
opponent at all. Winning and losing were irrel-

evant. You had a great time just playing the
game, one you would remember long after the
match was over. 

That was playing tennis in the zone. That
was your peak performance state.

The next time you went out to play, however,
no matter how hard you tried to reproduce the
zone, you couldn’t do it. Your game returned to
normal. Your strokes were the same as always.
The flow was gone. The automatic pilot was
gone. Your concentration failed. Your focus
was confused. You had less time to react. 

Where was all the control and power you felt
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the day before? What happened to
those quick reflexes? Why did the
match take so long? What happened to
the zone?

Welcome back to your normal per-
formance state. 

Why is it that you were in the zone
one day and back to normal the next?
What were you doing differently when
you were in the zone? You’re the same
person, with the same physical, emo-
tional, mental and spiritual make up.
Why is it that one day you were in the
zone and the next day you weren’t?
What makes playing in the zone so elu-
sive? 

Why is the zone such a mystery?
Modern sports psychology suggests

that the door to the zone is opened
when certain higher-order behavioral
components are brought together
simultaneously. These are called “flow
components.” There is no guarantee
that synthesizing these flow compo-
nents will cause the zone to happen. It
will only open the door to the possible
occurrence of the zone - maybe. In
short, conventional wisdom says that
the zone cannot be manufactured
through some generic formula for peak
performance. 

This column will not be about con-
ventional wisdom. Conventional wis-
dom is what keeps you in your normal
performance state. In order to experi-
ence your peak performance state, you
must step outside the boundaries of
convention. You must be willing to
leave your comfort zone and take a few
risks. For those of you who are willing
to experience something different, this
column will give you a glimpse of what
it’s like to play tennis in the zone.

Over the years, I have been privi-
leged to present these concepts at the
USTA and Canadian National Tennis
Teachers Conferences, and at USPTA
National Conventions. In the fall of
2000, with other members of the
International Academy of Sports
Vision, I presented two workshops at
the Pre-Olympic World Congress of
Sports Science and Physical Education
in Brisbane, Australia. 

Defending your window
This first exercise is a designed to

introduce you to a method of visual

and mental focus that lies at the heart
of playing tennis in the zone. It starts
with a childlike, imaginary game you
can play with a practice partner. This
game is about concentration and
focus; and if you do it right, it will put
you square in the middle of the zone.

There are three parts to this drill.
The first part is to visualize an imagi-
nary window in front of you at a com-
fortable arm’s length. This imaginary
window reaches as high as you can
reach your racquet down to the surface
of the court and, to start with, spans
the width of half the court. 

The second part requires a short
explanation. If you actually had a large
window pane spanning the court in
front of you, then oncoming balls
would never get past your window.
That is what you are trying to do in this
first drill. 

Use whatever strokes necessary to
prevent oncoming balls from getting
past your imaginary window. That’s
it. 

Defend your imaginary window. The
ball does not have to go back over the
net. That’s not the objective. The
objective is to prevent oncoming balls
from getting past your imaginary win-
dow – any way you can.

The third part of this drill involves
immediate feedback about how you
are succeeding at your objective.
Audibly say “yes” if you succeed in pre-
venting the ball from getting past your
imaginary window and “no” if you do
not. Your immediate feedback is the
only objective, not whether the ball
lands in the court, or in the net.
This is the zone?

The zone is not as elusive as people
believe. By defending your window,
you are helping to set the stage for the
next step in playing peak performance
tennis, which will be covered in future
issues.

February: Verbal feedback 
April: Controlling your contact zone
June: Parallel Processing & the

zone
August: Positive contact & the zone
October: Strategy in the zone
December: Competing in the zone
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