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USTA/National Junior Tennis & Learning 

The USTA/National Junior Tennis & Learning (NJTL) network is a nation-wide group of 

community tennis organizations seeking to develop the character of young people through tennis 

and education.   

 

Founded in 1969 by Arthur Ashe, Charlie Pasarell, and Sheridan Snyder, this growing network 

of tennis providers share similar values, ideals, and goals by:  

 

- reaching out to those who may not otherwise have the opportunity to play tennis 

 

- instilling in youngsters the values of leadership and academic excellence 

 

- giving all kids (regardless of income, race, gender) the opportunity to fully develop their 

tennis skills so they can derive a life time of enjoyment from the sport.  

 

NJTLs are unique because they offer a variety of on-court programming and also educational and 

life-skill components designed to enhance a player’s overall development. These educational 

components are diverse in nature, but can vary from things like mentoring, drug and alcohol 

counseling, to things like computer skills training, health and nutrition, and college preparation. 

The NJTL is a great way for kids to get exercise, make friends, and have fun in a team-oriented 

and safe environment. 

 

This First Serve Life Skills Curriculum™, a registered trademark of the United States Tennis 

Association Incorporated, is offered at no cost to NJTL Chapters, allowing for local 

chapters/programs to provide high-quality life skills programming for their constituents.  

 

For more information, visit www.usta.com/njtl.  
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UNIT 5 FOUNDATION LESSONS 

5.1 THE CONVERSATIONAL PROCESS 

Materials: 

Setup: 

Time: 

Tennis balls 

Inside or on court, group discussion and activity 

40 minutes 

Lesson Opening (10 minutes) 

1. Review how to introduce yourself. Ask participants to remember what they learned months 

ago about how to introduce themselves to others. Get them to call out as many of the steps as 

they can remember, or have someone come up and demonstrate. Eventually, review all of the 

steps: stand up straight and tall, looking at the other person and smile, offer a firm 

handshake, and state your name loud and clear. 

2. Introduce the conversational process. Explain that they will use many of the same skills in 

carrying on conversations with people. Point out that introducing yourself is mostly a one-

way process—you telling the other person your name. Now they are going to practice a two-

way process for talking with others, where you go back and forth with the other person with 

questions and answers (like a rally in tennis). The three steps that keep a conversation going 

involve: 

� Asking good questions  

� Listening to the answers 

� Responding to keep the conversation going  

Make an analogy between carrying on a conversation and two players rallying to warm up in 

tennis. After you serve the ball to the other player, you wait for the return—you do not hit 

another ball. When you ask a question, you listen for the answer—you do not ask another 

question right away or butt in with another statement. When the return or answer comes back 

to you, you take another stroke and hit the ball back to the other player—you begin a rally or 

a conversation with the other person. Just like a series of return strokes is a rally between 

players warming up, a series of verbal exchanges is a conversation between people. 

Activity 1: Conversation Ball Rally (25 minutes) 

1. Describe the conversation ball rally.  Explain how to play the conversation rally game. In 

pairs, participants will toss a tennis ball back and forth while talking with each other. The 

movement of the ball simulates what is taking place in a conversation.   

The basic rules: 

� When a person is holding the ball, they can talk   

� When a person is not holding the ball, they must listen—and cannot talk 
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The conversation rally process:  

� The person holding the ball Asks a question to start the conversation and then tosses the 

ball to the other person 

� They then must Listen to what the other person says—they cannot talk because they do 

not have the ball  

� When the other person tosses the ball back, they can then Respond with a statement or 

another question and then toss the ball back 

� Try to keep the conversation rally going as long as possible. Indicate, since they will be 

tossing the ball back and forth—waiting to get the ball before they talk—the 

conversations in this exercise will not flow as smoothly as a normal conversation. The 

focus of the activity is on asking questions and listening.  

2. Demonstrate the conversation ball rally. Pick one volunteer that would like to demonstrate 

what it looks and sounds like to have a conversation with a coach (either you as the leader, or 

another coach involved in the activity). Space the coach and the volunteer a few feet apart 

and give them a tennis ball. (You might decorate the ball and call it the “conversation ball” to 

make things more fun). Demonstrate the process for a couple minutes until the observers get 

the point.  If there are long pauses, during the demonstration, you can ask the rest of the kids 

to offer a possible questions or responses.  

3. Create pairs and practice.  Pair up all of the participants for a conversation rally contest. 

Give them a few minutes to practice so they feel comfortable with the game. Next, ask for 

volunteers to keep a rally going in front of the whole group. Give the pair a simple 

conversation topic (your favorite vacation) and see how long they can rally without breaking 

the rules or having a long pause (10 seconds without a response).  Have the observers try to 

catch the mistakes. Ask several pairs to participate in the rally contest and recognize the 

winner by a vote of the whole group.  

4. Practice using a few typical conversational situations. Continue playing the game using 

other situations in which it is helpful for the conversation to keep going, or ask them to 

provide the examples. This could include where you are trying to get to know someone, 

when a friend is upset about something and you want to find out why, or you want to find out 

more information about how to do something. 

Lesson Closing (5 minutes) 

1. Review the benefits of practicing how to talk with others—or carry on good conversations. 

Ask them about the basic parts of a conversation they just practiced (Asking questions, 

Listening, Responding). Then ask for examples of how they can use this skill at First Serve 

or in other places. (For example; when meeting new friends, learning about people, or 

learning something new from another person.)   
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