Over the past three decades tennis has evolved into a game quite unlike the one I learned when I was a teenager. Technological advances in equipment, and the influx of scientific research findings in areas such as nutrition, physiology, psychology, and kinetics have brought the game to its current pinnacle.

Modern Tennis Concepts
Concepts such as “angular motion,” “kinetic chain,” and “system five” were not bandied about in the 1970s when I was introduced to the game. And who was teaching open stance forehands and backhands in those days? In today’s tennis world, you need to be intimately familiar with all of the above if you are to become a certified teaching professional, and two months ago, certification became one of my short term objectives.

USPTA Certification a Stiff Challenge
Having been a certified United States Professional Tennis Registry (USPTR) Teaching Professional in the early 1990s, I knew that becoming a certified Teaching Professional would be a bit more difficult than hitting a forehand sitter two feet from the net. When I set out to obtain certification by the United States Professional Tennis Association (USPTA) I knew that the task would be on par with hitting a backhand overhead winner from just inside the baseline.

Yet, that didn’t deter me. I contacted the USPTA, promptly received the study material for the exam, and in reading the material, realized that, indeed, the game that I learned in the 1970s was not only played differently today, but was also taught differently. My pulse quickened as I looked forward to the challenge before me.

Testing Weekend Arrives
A few weeks (and not enough preparation time) later, the long weekend of testing was upon me. A baker’s dozen of us gathered in a cozy classroom at The Oaks at Boca Raton at 8:00 A.M. on a Saturday morning, with nervous excitement similar to that experienced prior to a first round match. The group was diverse, with those accepting the challenge spanning five decades in age, representing at least six countries, and composed of recreational players and national champions alike. Histories and futures differed, but we each sought the same outcome: the title of certified USPTA Teaching Professional.

Testing Your Knowledge
It wasn’t easy, although our testers, Glen Howe, Ben Rakusin, Robin Keener, and Charlie Gaussiran, did all that they could to alleviate any anxiety we had accumulated in our anticipation. Even if you have been teaching the game for years, could you relay the advantages and disadvantages of every forehand and backhand grip? Do you know the original name of the All England Club? If you watched several players on videotape, are you certain you would be able to identify every root cause of stroke malfunctions?

Stroke Production as Important as Knowledge
Even if you could do all of the above, could you hit eight of ten backhands down the line beyond the service line and a specified distance from the side and centerlines? How many flat serves could you hit down the T? Have you mastered the American Twist serve sufficiently to hit four of six within three feet of the singles line in the ad court? And even if you have perfect control on every shot, do you say each student’s name at least eight times during every lesson? Do you go through every progression suggested by years of research as you teach each stroke?

The Oaks at Boca Raton 
The challenges we faced were enough to make us sweat even in the refreshing cool of the air-conditioned classroom when we escaped the triple-digit heat index of the courts. Speaking of refreshing, The Oaks at Boca Raton, a state of the art facility with 12, lighted courts (one hard, one red clay, and 10 hydro-courts), was an excellent host facility, deemed so as much for the superb customer service provided as for the pristine condition of the courts and locker rooms.

Head Professional Kyle LaCroix was omnipresent, ensuring that every need was met. After a torrential downpour threatened to washout a significant portion of the testing on Day-two, LaCroix miraculously prepared enough clay courts and the one hard court so that testing could be completed. Yet, the facility was only one, and perhaps not the most important, of two excellent choices made by the USPTA. The other was the choice of testers.

USPTA Testers Class Acts
Lead Tester, Glen Howe, USPTA “Professional of the Year” 2005 - 2006, set the tone early Saturday morning with his low-key demeanor. His presentation style, a harmonic blend of professionalism and “good ole boy” congeniality, allowed for as much relaxation as one could hope for under the circumstances. Ben Rakusin’s comedic storytelling based upon three decades in the industry only contributed to the atmosphere.

USPTA Professional Robin Keener, a National Champion, USPTA Player of the Year, and former Captain of the United States Lenglen Cup team, tested our stroke production and teaching prowess. Despite her awe-inspiring credentials, Keener showed nothing but consideration and support for the examinees. Charlie Gaussiran’s years of experience as a USPTA Tester, including 2006 – 2007 “Tester of the Year” for Florida, was also evident as he took us through our paces.

A Test Worth Taking
Coming into the weekend, I had hoped to do well enough to achieve a Professional 1 rating, the highest of three. Now that testing is completed, I would be happy with Professional 2. The weekend closed with a mixture of relief, more anticipation, and re-dedication to continued learning about the game that contributes so much to life.

As I take students through stroke progressions in years to come, I will remember the diverse group of individuals who came together, assisting and supporting each other in efforts to become certified USPTA Tennis Professionals. And, I will submit to the open sky a silent note of gratitude to those who put us to the test but not through the wringer.

