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The Knockout Punch 

 
One of the biggest challenges in tennis, at any level, is to create your own pace on a ball 
when it’s coming to you with none of it’s own. Opponents that give you a steady dose of 
this soft ball are often referred to as “pushers” and no one enjoys playing against this 
style for good reason. It’s extremely difficult to return a soft shot (sitter) offensively 
without over hitting and sailing balls long or wide, or getting drawn into cautiously 
pushing the ball back into play for fear of making an unforced error.  
 
Even the most elite pros regularly practice returning this type of ball. After all, the goal is 
to hit strong enough shots in a rally to earn the short, soft, midcourt ball to finally put 
your opponent away. It only makes sense to put some time into practicing the final 
knockout blow.  
 
There are some simple exercises you can work on to improve your ability to hit the sitter 
back with pace and accuracy so you won’t fear the “pusher” any longer. The first is to 
practice with a ball that is tossed straight up to the side of your body rather than coming 
from the other side of the net. Initially it may appear to be a simple task more suited for 
beginners (like tennis t-ball), but it can be surprisingly difficult when you’re trying to hit 
an offensive shot from this type of feed. This is especially true if the ball is tossed with a 
high bounce and you have to let the ball drop back down into your strike zone before 
hitting. Your footwork, positioning, and timing will all be greatly challenged. I work with 
students all the time using tossed feeds, but it’s easy enough to do this for your self on the 
practice court. Begin by tossing a ball about head high a few feet away to your forehand 
side. This should give you a comfortable bounce close to your strike zone with a little bit 
of time to move your feet and prepare your racket. Hit these with only moderate pace at 
first, and when you can successfully make at least 8 out of 10 to a target area you’re 
ready to add more pace to your shot. As you get more comfortable and consistent you can 
challenge yourself with a higher ball toss and hitting from different positions around the 
court. Try it from the baseline, no man’s land, service line, and even from inside the 
service box. Don’t forget to work through the same progression for your backhand so you 
won’t feel the need to run around it in order to hit an offensive shot. Two weapons are 
better than one! 
 
Another useful exercise for learning to handle the sitter involves the ball machine. All too 
often I see conscientious players practicing on the machine set to feed a perfect ball at a 
comfortable pace right in their strike zone. While this may be fine to warm up or get 
some reps on a specific stroke technique you’re working on, it’s not a typical ball that 
you’ll see very often in the real world. After an initial load of “feel good” shots, I suggest 
bringing the machine well inside the baseline, lower the speed significantly, raise the 
elevation, and even add some backspin to the ball. It may take some tweaking but you’ll 
soon find the settings to give you that soft, midcourt sitter that draws so many unforced 
errors. Be sure to slow down the interval setting a bit so you’ll have time to start near the 



baseline and move inside the court for the shot and get back to your starting position 
again before the next feed. While working this shot on the machine, it’s always good to 
give yourself various targets to aim for to test your control. A well-placed shot with 
moderate pace can actually be more effective than a stronger ball hit right back to a 
player.  
 
A final exercise I’ll recommend is to take the same sitter ball and reverse your thinking a 
bit. Try returning the ball as a soft angle shot instead of a more powerful put-away. Quite 
often when an opponent has hit you a weak shot they’re more prepared to defend a deep 
hard return and there may not be much open space for a strong drive to get by them, but 
the short angle is almost always open and can be a more effective way to put your 
opponent away. This is especially true if you’re hitting from the midcourt or inside the 
service line as your opponent won’t have much time to react to your short angle.  
 
Try these exercises and over time you’ll get more confident and consistent with 
delivering the knockout punch. 
 
See you on the courts!!! 
Paul 
 
Paul can be reached at: 
TCRDM 831-688-1144 
Home 831-685-2180 
Email  paul@paulzaretsky.com 
 
 
 
 
Summer Junior Clinics:  If you’re interested in summer classes for your kids please 
contact me with your availability. Classes will be set up by demand. Thank you! 
 


