
Dedanists’	Society	Programmes	 1	 British	Real	Tennis	Academy	-	in	depth	review	

The	British	Real	Tennis	Academy		-		In-Depth	Review	
A	Dedanists’	Society	Programme	

	

The	British	Real	Tennis	Academy	is	the	UK	national	coaching	programme	for	the	best	young	
players	in	the	country.		It	was	launched	by	the	Dedanists’	Society	in	2005.		The	Society	is	the	
primary	funder	and	runs	the	programme	day-to-day.		The	T&RA	is	the	other	main	supporter	
and	funder.	
	

Purpose	of	the	Academy	

• To	 improve	 the	 match	 play	 performance	 of	 the	 best	 young	 real	 tennis	 players	 in	 the	
country	by	bringing	to	bear	the	latest	thinking	and	coaching	in	terms	of	tennis	technique,	
tactics,	sports	psychology,	biomechanics,	and	physical	training.		

• To	be	a	centre	of	excellence	for	the	coaching	and	development	of	the	best	by	applying	to	
real	 tennis	 the	 same	 research,	 innovation	 and	 best	 practice	 that	 informs	 the	 coaching	
and	development	of	elite	players	in	the	world’s	major	sports.	

• To	provide	a	beacon	of	aspiration	for	all	young	players	of	real	tennis.	
	

Design	Concept	

The	Academy	is	a	national	programme	of	one	day	coaching	workshops	for	multiple	groups	
of	3	to	6	players,	supplemented	by	additional	support	and	personal	coaching	for	those	with	
the	highest	potential.		The	workshops	are	held	at	various	clubs	around	the	country.	Most	of	
the	coaching	is	one-on-one.	Players	are	streamed	according	to	age	and	proficiency.			

Each	year,	the	Academy	selects	25	or	so	young	players	for	the	programme.	 	These	players	
are	a	mix	of	amateurs	and	professionals,	men	and	women	and	between	13	and	26	years	of	
age.		They	are	selected	from	across	all	clubs	on	the	basis	of	match	play	results,	commitment,	
potential	 and	 the	 recommendation	 of	 their	 club	 head	 professional.	 	 The	 selection	 panel	
examines	 in	 detail	 the	 case	 for	 each	 candidate.	 	 The	 performance	 of	 those	 selected	 is	
monitored	 throughout	 the	 season.	 Players	who	 lack	 commitment	 and	 fail	 to	progress	 are	
deselected.	

Programme	 content	 and	 design	 are	 rooted	 in	 the	 principles,	 research	 and	 current	 best	
practice	of	sport	science.	 	We	take	advice	from	the	heads	of	department	of	the	Faculty	of	
Sport	Sciences	at	Brunel	University	and	recruit	 its	postgraduates	as	specialist	coaches	and	
trainers.		Brunel	is	assessed	by	the	Research	Evaluation	Foundation	to	be	one	of	the	leading	
sports	science	research	centres	in	the	UK.		The	application	of	sports	science	is	central	to	the	
coaching	and	training	of	elite	performers	in	many	other	sports.		This	Academy	is	the	first	to	
apply	 sports	 science	 rigorously	 to	 real	 tennis.	 	 Independent	 reports	 indicate	 that	 our	 real	
tennis	 Academy	 delivers	 better	 value	 for	 money	 than	 similar	 programmes	 run	 by	 other	
sports	in	the	UK.	
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Programme	Content		

For	coaching	purposes,	players	are	grouped	into	4	separate	development	streams	according	
to	age	and	handicap.	 	These	streams	are	the	Senior	Academy,	Development	Squad,	Junior	
Academy	and	Ladies	Academy.		Coaching	is	delivered	primarily	one-on-one	(i.e.	one	player	/	
one	coach).				

Core	curriculum	modules	are:	

1.	 Tennis	technique	&	tactics	 4.	 Physical	training		
2.	 Sports	psychology	 5.	 Review	of	player	development	plans	&	objectives	
3.	 Biomechanics	 6.	 Other	 according	 to	 player	 need	 (e.g.	 nutrition,	

injury	management)		
	

Tennis	Coaching	

Tennis	 coaching	 is	 delivered	 by	 leading	UK	 coaches.	 	 All	 have	 achieved	 high	 standards	 of	
match	play	themselves	and	developed	techniques	for	the	coaching	of	elite	players.			

Sports	Psychologists	

Academy	sports	psychologists	have	a	minimum	of	a	second	degree	and	appropriate	practical	
experience.		Two	of	them	specialise	in	working	with	under	18s	in	elite	level	sport.			

Biomechanics	and	Physical	Training	

Academy	trainers	have	both	physical	training	and	real	tennis	skills	(single	figure	handicaps).		
They	provide	training	specific	to	the	demands	of	real	tennis.			

Management	Review	of	Player	Objectives	and	Development	

We	use	a	modified	style	of	 industry	appraisal	and	counselling.	 	We	examine	the	aims	and	
aspirations	of	players	and	consider	what	may	be	holding	them	back.		Aspirations	may	be	too	
high	 or	 too	 low.	 	 Applying	 10	 years	 of	 Academy	 experience,	we	 encourage	 players	 to	 re-
assess	objectives	and	barriers	and	to	re-set	their	personal	development	plans	accordingly.		

Nutrition	

Ten	years	ago,	players	were	not	very	knowledgeable	about	what	foods	to	eat.		The	Academy	
runs	occasional	modules	on	diet	and	nutrition	to	change	this.		Players	are	now	much	more	
aware	 of	 “good’’	 and	 “bad”	 foods	 and	 when	 to	 eat	 when	 competing	 in	 events	 and	
tournaments.		We	have	even	persuaded	them	how	good	nutritional	food	can	taste.	

Microtactics	

Microtactics	 is	 the	 art	 and	 science	 of	 accurately	 assessing	 the	 risk	 and	 reward	 associated	
with	playing	different	shots	and	deploying	different	tactics	during	a	game	and	match		-		and	
then	selecting	the	‘best’	shot	and	tactics	for	each	specific	point.		Microtactics	helps	players	
to	 win	 points	 and	 games	 by	 tailoring	 their	 shot	 selection	 and	 tactics	 to	 changing	
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circumstances	within	a	match.	 	This	Academy	module	was	originally	developed	by	Graham	
Tomkinson	and	has	now	been	adopted	by	real	 tennis	professionals.	 	Rob	Fahey	was	a	key	
adviser	and	has	used	microtactics	in	retaining	his	world	title	for	some	20	years.	

Video	Analysis		-		Stroke	&	Match	Play	

The	 Academy	 uses	 video	 analysis	 to	 help	 players	 to	 improve	 both	 their	 stroke	 play	
technique	and	their	match	play	performance.	

Stroke	Play	Technique	

The	Academy	uses	video	to	show	players	their	actual	stroke	play	technique,	as	opposed	to	
what	they	think	 it	 is,	and	to	show	what	the	coach	recommends.	 	Such	videos	are	typically	
shot	during	coaching	/	practice	sessions.		This	use	of	video	is	effective,	low	cost	and	widely	
used.	

Match	Play	Performance	

The	videoing	and	analysis	of	entire	matches	is	more	resource	and	skill	intensive		-		and	more	
expensive.	 	The	Academy	uses	 it	 sparingly	and	 for	players	of	high	potential.	 	Match	video	
analysis	captures	all	aspects	of	a	player’s	performance	including	stroke	play	and	consistency,	
shot	selection	and	execution,	physical	positioning,	 speed	and	strength	over	 three	and	 five	
sets,	mental	 strength	 and	 control	 on	 low	 and	 high	 pressure	 points	 	 -	 	 and	 the	 tuning	 of	
strategy	 and	 tactics	 to	 changes	 in	 circumstances	 and	 opponent’s	 performance	 during	 the	
match.	

The	Ball	Machine		

A	number	of	sports,	such	as	cricket	and	lawn	tennis,	already	use	ball	projection	machines	as	
an	aid	 to	coaching	and	practice.	 	 In	 the	case	of	 real	 tennis,	 the	benefits	are:	 	 (i)	Coaches,	
relieved	of	the	necessity	of	personally	feeding	balls,	can	cross	to	the	player’s	side	of	the	net,	
intervene	more	directly	and	deliver	better	coaching	as	a	result.		(ii)	Players	can	practice	on	
their	own.		With	this	in	mind,	the	Dedanists	bought	a	cricket	bowling	machine	and	Graham	
Tomkinson,	working	with	the	Engineering	Faculty	of	Brunel	University,	converted	 it	to	real	
tennis.		The	machine	projects	real	tennis	balls	very	accurately	from	the	far	end	of	the	court.		
It	delivers	speed,	spin	and	swerve	as	requested.		It	is	‘ball	friendly’,	causing	minimum	wear	
and	tear.		The	prototype	is	called	DART	(Development	Aid	for	Real	Tennis).	
	

Where	Are	We	Now?	

During	 the	 2015/16	 season,	 we	 delivered	 coaching	 and	 support	 to	 28	 of	 the	 best	 young	
players	in	the	country.		We	delivered	eleven	one-day	workshops	to	small	groups	of	players	
from	 the	 Development	 Squad	 and	 from	 the	 Senior,	 Ladies	 and	 Junior	 Academies.	 	 We	
organised	 and	 funded	 additional	 personal	 coaching,	 training,	 match	 video	 analysis	 and	
physiotherapy	for	individual	players	according	to	need	and	potential	
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What	Are	The	Results?	

In	 the	 men’s	 game,	 Academy	 alumni	 are	 currently	 positioned	 in	 the	 world	 rankings	 at	
numbers	1,	4,	5,	6,	7	and	10.	 	 In	the	women’s	game,	Academy	alumni	 include	the	current	
world	 champion	and	 the	holders	of	 all	 four	national	open	 singles	 titles.	 	Our	alumni	have	
also	been	UK	amateur	champions,	winners	of	all	the	age	group	championships	from	Under	
14	 to	 Under	 24	 and	 winners	 of	 many	 UK	 club	 tournaments.	 	 Academy	 players	 form	 the	
backbone	of	all	UK	national	 junior	 teams.	 	Much	to	the	envy	of	other	sports,	 these	teams	
have	been	unbeaten	 in	 international	 competition	 since	 the	Academy	was	 founded	eleven	
years	ago.		
	

Continuous	Improvement	

Over	the	years,	the	Academy	has	continuously	sought	to	 innovate.	 	Almost	every	year,	we	
introduce	a	new	approach	or	technique.		At	year	end,	we	reference	independent	specialists	
in	order	to	evaluate	these	initiatives,	audit	our	achievements	against	those	in	others	sports	
and	check	for	best	value.	
	

The	Future	

We	will	continue	to	develop	the	Academy	and	to	apply	innovation	in	sports	science	that	is	
relevant	and	affordable.	


