My Initiation to Freeze Frame Technology

The other morning I was asked the following (by a very competent player), "Jim, sometimes I cannot explain how badly I play.  It is not too often, but when it happens I am just incredibly off.  Do you understand this, do you have any recommendations?"  So I asked him, "On these occasions does your vision seem less focused," he answered yes.  "On these occasions are you more winded than normal,"again answer yes.  "On these occasions do you have problems with your shot selection, somehow choosing the wrong shot at the wrong time", again he answered yes.

         Somehow when out of the "zone" you experience all these things - diminsihed vision, somehow out of breath or at least knowing you are not breathing smoothly, and choosing shots you already know you will miss before you even complete the stroke.  This "thing" is really part of tennis, playing occasionally poorly, and not really knowing how to come out of it.

         There may be a solution - read on

       As those of you who have read some of my articles may know, I love studying the  game of tennis, and I continue to experiment with any number of approaches and methods that may enhance my playing or teaching skills.  I enjoy tinkering both on my game, and on others who have the courage to change, for jokingly I suggest that we may, “Take it apart and not exactly get it put back together again.”  So, I this vein, I was introduced to a point of view and a new technology that, it was promised, would open new avenues for me as a teacher and player.  I jumped in with both feet.

       The Power of Now is a frame of reference that emphasizes the NOW.

Eckhart Tolle has written a number of books about “present centering” where one tries to cast off thoughts about the past, worries about the future, all interfering noise and simply dwell in the moment.  As a player I am aware of internal dialogues within my head from time to time, “How could I have missed that shot?”  “How do I explain this bad loss to my friends who are all expecting me to win?”  In each instance, these interfering thoughts obscure our perception, our enjoyment of the present, and reduce our ability to function.  The Power of Now is a coda for living, and the Power of Now is a coda for playing tennis.

On court, the power of now enables me to feel when my internal dialogues are interfering, and when my expectations are blocking performance.  And, where somehow, just getting back into the moment facilitates a higher level of playing, or of teaching.  And though this is just a thumbnail sketch, the Power of Now has brought me understanding of “coherence” as clarified by Freeze Frame technology.

        Freeze ​frame technology has been developed by Heartmath, in Boulder Creek California (see Heartmath.com).  The freeze-framer is a biofeedback tool, measuring heart rate variability.  Your heart rate is displayed on a computer screen, via a small heart rate sensor connected to your computer.  

You place your finger in the sensor, and follow your heart rate on the computer screen.  The freeze-framer closely monitors the changes in your pulse, for each and every beat is at a slightly different frequency, so a resting heart rate of 65 is actually a series of 65, 68, 62, 71 and so forth, averaging to 65 in this instance.  When you are in the zone, the jumps between the highs and lows are less drastic, when you are confused, agitated, out of focus the swings between highs and lows are greater.

With practice, I have been able to reduce my variability, and achieve more often a state of “coherence” where the heart rhythyms and brain rhythyms are more in sync.  I can now feel this state, and equally I am now more aware when I am not in this state.  And that applies both on court (teaching or playing) and when hooked up to the finger pulse sensor.    The freeze-framer provides a real time measure of your experience of the “zone.”  The Zone, or “In the Now”, refer to the calm mindset Roddick produced in the US Open finals, the quiet confidence Sampras found in any number of big grand slam situations.  Players in the zone perform past their typical level of play.  

But they find this without effort, they find it by centering in the now.

In the zone the ball appears larger.  In the zone the ball appears to arrive slower.  In the zone decisions on court are made with clarity.  Certainly we all enjoy this elusive feeling, but what if there were a tool that would help us find it more often?  Read on.

       Three specific actions occur when someone accesses this “coherence”, and these are established scientific facts.  In the zone visual acuity is heightened (making it easier to lock on to the ball that now mysteriously appears larger).  In the zone reflexes are improved (making it easier to time the incoming shots that now appear to arrive slower).  And in the zone decision-making processes improve (choosing between offense and defense, or knowing which shot to try and when).  And to skeptics, Heartmath, the company behind Freeze-Framer, can verify these claims.  But the real proof comes from your own experience and testing....

        So I have been practicing with the Freeze framer for several months.

Sometimes at work, sometimes at home, but always trying to get a better handle on the “feel” of the zone, as measured by the Freeze Framer.  There are days on the Freeze Framer when I can easily find the zone, other days when it is harder, or when I have it and then lose it, or when I don’t have it and then find it (sounds like tennis, doesn’t it).  But in all instances where I have found the zone, it is about a quiet mind when I am hooked up.  

When hooked up and thinking of past problems or future concerns, the machine picks up the disturbance every single time.  But when I can quiet, and narrow down my focus to nothing but a good thought or feeling, I instantly move into the zone, again as measured by the freeze framer.  And I am getting to know this feeling both on and off the court, and I like it.

       On court when playing it goes something like this.  In the warm-up I look for the quiet and happy feel I have on Freeze Framer, for me there is a very subtle facial expression when I am in the freeze frame zone, and I go to that expression in the warm-up.  On the freeze framer, rhythmic breathing is key; I go there at moments before receiving or serving.  On the freeze framer, it is all about process, so during games I work less on the score, or the expectations of winning or losing, and just play the points one at a time.  Interestingly, my first coach in the early 1960’s taught me to, “Play the ball, not the opponent, not the score, not what might be or what just occurred, simply play the ball.”  And though I always knew those words of his, and I have often repeated them to others, I may never have really felt them until now.

       On court as a teacher is goes something like this.  In the hitting warm-up, I am trying to be rhythmic, gentle, playing at a pace the student can handle, but without any judgment, feedback, nothing.  I am working to get them in a good place, where they are not tense, not trying, not struggling to find the stroke, and just in the “now” of hitting the ball. As the hitting continues, I initiate a gentle dialogue, sometimes just to distract them from their thoughts about how they play, but ultimately this dialogue leads us (hopefully) to an issue we can approach in the lesson.  On the freeze framer I am unable to try and find the zone, I have to calm and quiet in order to find it, so on court teaching the same applies.  I introduce a tip or picture or feel only when I think the “teachable moment has occurred”, when she/he appears to be in a good place (pardon the 60’s jargon here).  I am fairly sure that when they are out of synch or “incoherent,” all the lingo I can deliver about how to play will only move them to yet a higher state of incoherence or confusion.

       For a deeper explanation of Freeze Frame technology, please refer to the article by Joseph Sudram, or visit their website at Heartmath.com.  I believe in their technology, and offer an unqualified recommendation to any player or teacher intent on improving their skills.

