The Return of Serve Part 2 
Scott Murhphy
At the conclusion of part one (JayURL) on the return, your opponent was ready to hit the serve and you were moving forward into a split step. Now it’s time to swing.  But how?

This depends on several variables: whether it’s a first or second serve (because the speed, spin and placement will very accordingly); whether you’re hitting a forehand or backhand; and whether the server is coming in or staying back. 

But let’s start with one good, age old thought: “When it’s a first serve you want to make ‘em play. On the second serve you want to make ‘em pay!”
Still: Make ‘Em Pay

Caption: Read on to find out how “making ‘em pay” worked for me.

Grips

The grip you use when you actually hit the return depends on the kind of shot you’re attempting. If you’re chipping, slicing, or blocking the return on either side, the best grip is the continental. These returns are more like half volleys so it makes sense to use the ultimate volley-oriented grip. As always, the big bonus with the continental is that you don’t have to change grips to hit off either side. 

You can also use a mild eastern grip on either side, but unless you start with the one on the side where you actually hit the return, you’ll have to make a grip change. 

Animation: Continental Grip FH Return (JAY MAKE THIS ONE RUN NICE AND SLOW TO SEE THE GRIP)

Caption: I can chip off either side with the continental without a grip change.

Chip returns are generally used to save time, especially on the first serve. For example, when you’re up against a server hitting with a great deal of pace and or the ability to keep you off balance by mixing up placement. Or when you’re chipping and then charging the net. They’re also effective when trying to put the ball at the feet of a serve and volleyer.

 If you want to drive the ball with more topspin, then on the forehand the eastern or semi-western forehand grips are the way to go. For one-hander, it’s the eastern backhand.

Two handed backhanders tend to hit the topspin return more often, regardless of whether it’s a first or second serve. A one-hander will use topspin more on second serves. The reason, as mentioned in part one, is that the one hander, unless he guesses right, will have to change grips. On second serves there’s usually more time to do that.   
Two-handers don’t have to change.  Still, if a two hander gets a backhand and was waiting with a semi-western grip on the forehand side, it’s better to rotate that semi-western to AT LEAST an eastern forehand if not a continental.  The reason? Better leverage and arm extension.  But again, it’s not a pre-requite to make the return.

Still: Upright Posture (JAY CAN YOU LIGHTEN THIS ONE??)
Caption: Coming out of the split stop be upright with your head still.

What are the constants regardless of the type of swing? First of all, out of the split step your posture should be upright with the back and shoulders relatively straight. This will help you keep your head still so you can better follow the flight of the ball. Your stance should be wide with your knees bent so you can generate energy from the ground for a quick first step. Stay down! Keeping your center of gravity low helps maintain balance throughout. 

A short backswing is a must, regardless of the kind of return you’re hitting. This refers not only to how far back you take the racquet, but also the overall size of the backswing. Watch a pro who generally hits one or both of their groundstrokes with a fairly sizeable loop, you’ll notice when it comes to returning serve the size of the loop is much less.  Sometimes the backswing is virtually straight back. 

Click Thru: Agassi Backswing  ProStrokes http://tennisone.com/prostrokes/agassi/agassifh1dfront2.htm
Caption: Click here to watch Agassi’s ultra compact, straight backswing.
The key to compact preparation, whether forehand or backhand, is a quick turn of the front shoulder. The non racquet hand virtually "pulls" the racquet back on the

backhand and "pushes" it across on the forehand to fascilitate the turn of the front shoulder. In addition to the shoulders, this quick move will pull the trunk and hips into a “loaded” position from which you can handle and generate power with a short backswing. 

To further assist in economizing the backswing, I will often pantomime the backswing I want just before my opponent serves. As I do this, I keep my hitting hand on a plane equal to hip pocket level on both sides. This acts as a quick pre-serve reminder to avoid my natural tendency to loop too much.

Animation: Pantomime Backswing 
Caption: Pantomine a compact return backswing before your opponent serves.

The image of having a wall behind you can be effective in shortening the backswing. To enhance this have someone hit serves to you while you literally stand just far enough away from the fence so that if your backswing is too great you’ll hit the fence. The server will need to move up on their side of the court the equivalent distance you’ve moved back to the fence. In addition, having someone serve to you from their service line while you stand where you usually would is a great way work on shortening up your return.

There’s one other drill I do with my students that incorporates all aspects of the return up until the end of the backswing. As I serve, they attempt to read where the ball is going as fast as possible, and stop at what would be their “loaded position.” The emphasis here is on seeing the ball as early as possible, which prevents guessing, plus, they have to replicate the loading movement that insures better timing. 

Now let’s take a look at the individual strokes starting with the forehand. A very important key to early preparation involves the use of the non-racquet arm. As the upper body turns, that non-racquet arm comes across the body to facilitate the turn of the front shoulder and help store energy in the shoulder and back muscles. 

The non-racquet arm also works as a measuring stick to determine your lateral distance from the ball. When you reach arm’s length across the body, if you could catch the serve with that hand you’d be in perfect position to hit the ball, laterally speaking. If the ball gets inside that outstretched arm you’ll be crowded.

Still: Catch the Ball

Caption: Catch the ball with the non-racquet arm and you’re in perfect position.

If you’re hitting a chip or what I call a volley-oriented forehand the distance the arm moves across will be somewhat less, because, as a rule, the shoulder rotation on a volley is less than on a groundstroke. 

When the non-racquet arm releases to begin the body’s unloading it should stay on more or less the same plane as the hitting arm. Otherwise there will be an imbalance and some form of compensation will occur to throw off the return.

Whether driving or blocking on the forehand, your elbow and wrist should be bent and locked as your racket approaches the ball. This, in combination with using the butt of the handle to lead the racquet head to contact, will help prevent your “winging” the racquet.  There’s no difference here than on the groundstroke in that excessive use of the wrist prior to, or during contact will lead to errors.

Stills: FH Butt of Racquet BH, Butt of Racket 

JAY CROP THESE FROM ABOUT SHOULDER DOWN
Caption: Lead the racquet head to contact with the butt of the racquet on both sides.

Coming out of the split step, you should step out with the outside leg, as opposed to stepping across. At that point you may also have to step across if the serve is well wide. The size of the outside step will vary according to the pace of the serve and it’s distance from you. 

There will be times when there will be no time to step out, but that will depend in great part on when the split step is made. If you make it before the ball is struck there’s usually time. If you wait until the moment the ball is struck you’ll likely hit with your outside foot in more or less the position it lands. If the serve is right at you and you want to hit a forehand, you’ll need to immediately push off the outside foot towards the inside to make room.
Click Thru Movie: FH Ret Step Around

Caption: Click here to see how to step around the ball and hit a forehand return.

The outside leg is also considered the back leg and if you’re driving the return it’s the one you want to explode up and into the shot with. If everything prior to striking the ball is on the money, the back leg will propel you of the ground, transferring your weight forward into the court. If you chip the forehand return, whether or not you move into the net, you’ll want to stay ON the ground as you push off the back foot and step forward. 

Ideally, the contact point is comfortably in front of your center of gravity. This is instrumental in allowing the body to uncoil in a controlled, balanced fashion. It also paves the way for tremendous racquet acceleration. In today’s game you most often see the follow through on the forehand drive return wrapped around the side of the body. That’s fine, again, as long as the wrist and forearm don’t roll over until after contact is made.

The two handed backhand return is a virtual transposition of the forehand, with the obvious difference being there are now two hands on the racquet and the top and is now dominant. I find that with most two handers the non-dominant arm acts as a governor in terms of length of backswing and, of course, that’s a good thing. For both arms to work together, it is paramount that the ball is struck well out in front of the body. If both arms don’t get extended, the non-dominant arm will force the hitting arm “off line.” Also, as a part of that necessary extension, the follow through is more up and over the shoulder than on the forehand.

Click Thru Movie: Lleyton Hewitt ProStrokes (Jay Find a good one!)
Caption: Lleyton Hewitt’s arms work together perfectly with contact well in front.

As mentioned earlier, one handed backhanders, even at the pro level, tend to slice as many returns as they drive. The backhand slice return is a lot like a half volley and very effective when returning faster serves and serves that stretch you out wide. It’s also good for keeping the ball down, which is especially effective when playing a serve and volleyer or when chipping and charging, making it harder to pass you. 

I recommend the continental grip, but a slight eastern is also “doable.”  The backswing is at most a quarter turn and is assisted by the non-racquet hand. The racquet should not be much above the ball to facilitate a fairly level swing. The wrist should be in a cocked at a 45-degree angle to the forearm. This sets the edges of the racquet head relatively even, making for a cleaner forward swing. 

The forward swing is lead by the handle, not the racquet head, and should be on a line to the intended target. To keep the hips, trunk and shoulders from over-rotating, the non-racquet arm should move back, equal to the hitting arm. The follow through should be long and towards the target.

Animation: Scott BH Slice Return

Caption: The slice return with the finish toward the target and the non-racquet arm moving back.
When driving the one handed backhand return you should once again economize on the backswing and, once again, a quick turn is the key. The non-racquet hand assists in the takeback and provides support of the racquet while the grip change to an eastern backhand is made (unless you were already there). To help get the hitting arm extended as soon as possible, keep your hands in the plane of your hips. 

Still: Backhand Quick Turn
Caption: The completion of the backhand quick turn with the racquet hand in the plane of the hips.

The weight is transferred off the back foot onto the front foot as you pull the racquet forward to meet the ball—again comfortably out in front. You want to keep the arm locked and moving in the direction the return is heading. As it’s very important that you don’t open up after contact, make sure your non-racquet arm stays back and in a straight line with your hitting arm (back hand lower than the hitting hand).  Note this opposite arm position is different for topspin than for slice (ie, lower.)

Still: Topspin Backhand Arm Action
The position of the non-racquet arm finishes lower for topspin.

I am particularly proud of my topspin backhand return, or rather the work I did to develop it as a weapon. It wasn’t always that way.  I started part one recounting a match I lost with 36 breakpoints and numerous squandered chances on weak serves to my backhand in the third set. That experience was extremely disappointing, but it turned out to be a big positive in the long run, because of the motivation it provided to really improve.  

For months I worked maniacally on my backhand topspin return.  It was very sweet when I saw that work paying off in my tournament results. There is no doubt my topspin return was the key in getting revenge for that match I lost.
Click Thru Movie: Scott Make ‘Em Pay
Caption: The work on my topspin backhand return paid off!

Over the years, in other tournaments, I played this same opponent a number of times with great success because I was now able to “make him pay” for those soft second serves to my backhand.   He wasn’t the most pleasant guy to play, and was known for his flamboyant (and even bizarre) gamesmanship.  Certainly that was no excuse for losing to him in the first place (or my weak returns), but I will admit added to the pleasure of seeing him absorb the pain of another loss, instead of the other way around.

