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Hopscotch Your Way to Better Footwork 

 
If you’ve been around tennis long enough you’re probably heard the term split-

step.  But, what exactly is a split-step and when should you do it?  Both answers are 
surprisingly simple.   

Most of us, at some point in our lives, have played the game of hopscotch.  
Remember how you jump on one foot in the single squares and when you hit the double 
squares (side-by-side) you land on both feet at the same time.  That’s the same basic 
movement as a split-step in tennis.  You’re splitting your feet apart and landing on the 
balls of your feet evenly balanced before transitioning to the next single square. 

And when do you do this split-step in tennis???  The answer is…every time your 
opponent hits the ball.  The most common time to focus on taking a split-step is when 
you’re moving forward toward the net and you’re in mid-stride as your opponent is about 
to return your previous shot.  If you don’t take a split-step, your ability to make an 
immediate change of direction to cover the shot is greatly reduced and you’re likely to be 
forced to volley off the wrong foot or with limited reach.  Taking a split-step just as the 
ball is leaving your opponents racket will allow you to make a much faster “cut” to 
wherever they’ve hit their shot including pushing back to cover a lob.   

However, even when you’re not in motion on the court you should still focus on 
taking a static split-step as the ball is being returned from the other side.  Think of this as 
more of a jump rope movement…a light hop off both feet at the same time (although in 
tennis you want a wider stance than when jumping rope so you can push off laterally with 
better leverage).  This static split-step doesn’t have to be very big…just enough to get 
your heels off the ground and put you into a reactive mode so you’re primed to move.  If 
you’re standing still with both feet flat on the ground as the ball is being hit it will take 
extra time and energy to break the inertia and start your reaction to the ball.  Even though 
it’s only a fraction of a second, every little bit counts.  There’s not a lot of time to react to 
a well-hit ball and if your first step is quicker it can make all the difference.  The next 
time you’re on the court practicing, think back to your childhood days jumping though 
the hopscotch squares and you’ll be moving and reacting like a kid again. 

 
If you want to see the split-step in action, a quick Google search for “split-step in 

tennis” will yield plenty of videos discussing and showing examples of this movement. 
  
See you on the courts!!! 
Paul 
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