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Dennis Van der Meer is the inaugural inductee into the PTR Hall of Fame.  Fittingly, the induction ceremony took place on Stadium Court
of the Van der Meer Shipyard Resort during the Parade of National Flag Ceremony of the PTR International Tennis Symposium.  With his
beloved wife, Pat, by his side, Dennis was also surrounded with dear friends and his PTR Family.  Lifelong friend, Dr. Jim Loehr, served
as Master of Ceremony, and the commemorative marble plaque was presented by Luciano Botti.

Dennis touched countless lives through his Standard Method of Teaching, World Class Academy, TennisUniversity and as founder of
PTR.  The boy who grew up traveling through African villages with missionary parents became a coach so renowned that Billie Jean
King. Margaret Court, Amanda Coetzer sought his expertise.  As an innovator in the field of tennis education, Dennis believed in sharing
knowledge.

During the early stages of PTR, known then as USPTR, Dennis found that only limited educational materials existed for tennis teaching
professionals.  So, he set about to provide a series of handbooks and manuals by assembling the finest educators to write on the areas
of expertise.  To compliment the vast collection of written materials, Dennis produced a large number of videos.  Since the mid-1970s,
hundreds of thousands have learned to teach tennis in ways developed by Dennis Van der Meer. 

Known for his uncanny ability to remember the name of everyone he met, his name will live on in our hearts and the PTR Hall of Fame.

PTR Hall of Fame
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An Interview with
PTR Founder & President,

Dennis 
Van der Meer

Recently Myles Williams, PTR Director of
Education, interviewed Dennis Van der
Meer to discover how changes in the game
have influenced teaching and coaching
over the years.  Myles wanted to know how
PTR’s method of instruction weathered
changes and what the future might hold for
the career tennis professional.

PTR Master Professional, Dr. Louie Cap & Dennis circa 1976 and 2007
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MW:  Have you seen an improvement in teaching and coaching over the years?  What do you
consider to be the most important qualities needed to be a successful tennis teaching profes-
sional or tennis director?

DVdM:  There’s been an incredible improvement in the overall level of teaching pros over the
past 30 years.  Players push the pros to develop their skills, because they want to receive up-
to-the-minute relevant information from knowledgeable coaches.  Prior to the 70’s, it was dif-
ficult for fledgling tennis teachers to find a source of practical information to help them day to
day.  In 1971, Skip Hartman, with Eve Kraft and John Conroy from the USTA, inaugurated the
Tennis Teachers’ Conference during the US Open.  I was a member of the staff, along with top
college coaches like Clarence Mabry.  This was the start of sharing information from experts
on a large scale.  We took it a step further through the TennisUniversity course manual, which
became the first of PTR’s instructional series of books and supplements.  The USTA has really
helped present additional sport science components very well, both on line and through coach-
ing education courses.

I look for a good personality, organizational skills, and the ability to communicate knowledge
enthusiastically when I hire tennis pros.  A solid level of play is important, as well as demon-
stration ability.  To be a tennis director you also need excellent leadership skills, maturity and
responsibility.  Fiscal understanding and accountability are other keys to being successful at
the director level.  You need to be able to put yourself in the owners’ shoes.  The transition
from mainly teaching on court to a responsible management position is easier when you try
to gain as much knowledge as possible beforehand.  Hopefully you’ll find a mentor in this tran-
sition.

MW:  Were there any individuals in your early teaching days who inspired you or provided a
motivation to make tennis instruction and coaching your lifelong pursuit?

DVdM:  Like so many others, my mother was my first coach.  My parents were missionaries in
Namibia, and my mother first strung up a rope between two sticks in the Kalahari Desert so
we could play tennis.  No backstops meant I had to learn consistency quickly or I would be
chasing balls.  I fell in love with this sport, and when my family moved to South Africa, I became
a tournament player.  In a Davis Cup trial I ran into a problem - I choked on a critical point and
lost my opportunity.  My coach at the time suggested I help him teach for a while, which ended
up changing my life.  I have never looked back.  My friend, Russell Seymour, and I traveled all
over Southern Africa teaching at various schools.  When I was invited to do a clinic in America,
I jumped at the chance.  Tom Stow at the Berkeley Tennis Club became a mentor to me.  Much
of what I’ve accomplished is a result of the sound base I received as a young pro working
under Tom Stow in California.  He taught me how to simplify my lessons.

MW:  What were your primary thoughts when you first envisioned the formation of a “standard”
method of instruction?  And why did you see a necessity to provide professionals with some
teaching guidelines?

DVdM:  Shortly after the Battle of the Sexes match, Billie Jean King and I were launching Tennis
America, a huge project that mass-marketed tennis camps all over the country.  We wanted to
make tennis affordable and easy to learn in a fun and fast way.  However, when the coaches
we hired started to work for us, we ran into troubles.  Our students got confused from court to
court, because of the tremendous variation in teaching philosophies.  They literally would have
to start all over again, because the instructors disagreed about technique and teaching method.
We decided we needed commonalities in our teaching to make it simpler for our students.
There are literally hundreds of ways to teach tennis, many of which work well, but we saw that
our pupils became overwhelmed and discouraged by too many choices in a myriad of instruc-
tions.  At that time, there was very little help in terms of organized education for fledgling teach-
ers and there was a tennis boom.  A systematic approach was needed to make learning tennis
simple, especially for the novice, and teachers needed guidelines to ensure professionalism
in delivering quality lessons in a friendly environment. 

MW:  What are some of the major changes you have noticed over the years in how tennis is
played?  How have these changes impacted tennis teachers and coaches?
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DVdM:  A combination of space-age equipment
and vastly improved fitness levels has produced
an enormous amount of power available to many
more players.  Shots that used to be winners are
now part of routine rallies.  Speed and movement
training have allowed players to get in position to
put balls back in play that they couldn’t get to be-
fore.  The general level of junior and circuit tour-
nament play is truly amazing.

Tennis coaches sometimes are so enamored with
various touring pros’ techniques that they try to
apply their model to novice or young players who
lack the fitness and strength levels needed.  Tour-
ing pros excite and motivate our students, and it’s
important that we study them carefully.  It takes a
lot of experience, however, to know when and how
to employ their stroke production.  Orthopedic
doctors have many patients due to inappropriate
technique encouraged by overzealous, short-
sighted pros or parents.  Digital video analysis has
helped us examine and understand the pros’ good
and problematic techniques.  Thank goodness for
Roger Federer!  Having a role model like him really
helps our job.  He’s obviously extremely success-
ful, and should have a long and relatively injury
free career.

MW:  Some early critics of PTR suggested that
the teaching method you developed was too rigid
and that players would end up “playing and look-
ing the same”.  How do you respond today to that
criticism?

DVdM:  It’s always strange for me to hear that
comment, since the Standard Method™ is based
on commonalities (basic fundamentals) instead
of individual styles, PTR students end up much
more individualized in their strokes.  Many famed
coaches produce students who look the same,
because the coaches have fallen in love with a
distinct style.  Our philosophy is:  make sure you
get a solid base, then develop your own style ac-
cording to your temperament, physical attributes,
etc.

We wanted the Standard Method to be one for
the ages, forming the base for creative, educated
coaches to add to and adjust as needed with stu-
dents.  Judging by the number of federations that
have integrated the basic TennisUniversity I cur-
riculum into their programs and materials, we
have been extremely successful.

MW:  Another criticism is that the method prima-
rily targets beginning tennis players.  Is there ap-
plicability of the technique to intermediate and
advanced players?

DVdM:  I like this “criticism”.  It is a method meant
to allow beginners to learn the basic strokes
quickly in a group setting.  This allows a critical
mass of competent players to form around the
world.

We have been applying the lesson format of pro-
gressions and lots of student interaction to ad-
vanced students for many years in Van der Meer
Academy and camps.  For instance, Coach Jim
Verdieck’s simple progressions on return of serve
give tour level players the ability to return well. 

I have always looked at what players are doing
at the Orange Bowl and various Grand Slam
events to see what needs to be added or adapted
for our progressions.  When I was working with
several top touring pros, I simplified the swing
volley into progressions, and to this day use these
progressions in my teaching.  Similarly, the
Swedish put-away shot has become a staple of
our advanced coaching progressions.  Over the
years, I’ve traveled the world giving Advanced
TennisUniversities, seminars and courses show-
ing simple ways to teach advanced strokes and
tactics.  Many of our Master Pros have worked
closely with me in these courses.  They have the
knowledge and understanding of how to teach
advanced strokes in an organized sequence of
progressions, with lots of action in group situa-
tions. 

MW:  You coached through the period of time that
the two-handed backhand became a major part
of today’s game.  What was this “evolution” in the
game like for the teaching professional and
coach?

DVdM:  My motto is that you try every innovation
that players come up with, and see whether it
works or not.  If it’s something that can be helpful,
without injury potential, I look at how to adapt it
for my students when appropriate.  When popular
touring pros like Bjorn Borg, Jimmy Connors,
Chris Evert and Andre Agassi had tremendous
success with this stroke, many students wished
to learn it.      

We all realized that the two-handed backhand
could be a powerful weapon.  As a coach, I inte-
grated it into my lessons after analyzing its
strengths and drawbacks, as well as the various
adaptations of the stroke.  We added it to our Ten-
nisUniversity curriculum, and began exploring
how to test it through PTR progressions.  This was
a relatively simple additional choice to the one-
hander, which still remained valuable and neces-
sary for most slice shots.

Another example of studying player trends and
adapting it is the serve;  Pat Rafter and Andy Rod-
dick’s short motion caused a lot of interest.  We
asked our sports medicine experts to look at the
backswing for commonalities and possible prob-
lems.  Dr. Ben Kibler and others agreed that the
short swing is fine, as long as you turn enough to
avoid injury.  (Rafter didn’t, Roddick does.)

MW:  Do you think that a lot of teaching profes-
sionals become specialists?  In other words,
some are good at coaching professional players,
others more skilled at working with juniors, and
some are more skilled at teaching beginning play-
ers, etc.?

DVdM:  Certainly many teaching pros have a pas-
sion for one area of their work that can evolve
into a specialty.  Our profession has many av-
enues which afford satisfying jobs in various are-
nas.  It’s important for new pros to get experience
in many areas, so they can make a good decision
about which parts of the profession suit their
skills, and where they can realistically advance.
Personally, I love every aspect of teaching on
court, and derive as much satisfaction and hap-
piness from teaching beginners as I do watching
our top players win Grand Slam titles.  Maybe
even more, because I know a beginner taught
well will become a lifelong tennis lover;  the Wim-
bledon champ is already hooked!

My advice is to enjoy and be competent in as
many areas as possible, which will make you
more versatile and thus, more valuable to your
club owner.  As you move up the ladder, you will
understand the challenges of each department,
and eventually will be able to manage a team of
teaching pros.

MW:  Over the years, various countries have
taken the lead in having players at the top of the
professional game, only to lose their grip at the
top a few years later.  What do you think has been
the reason for this?  How do you feel the U.S. is
currently fairing in the development of top com-
petitors?

DVdM:  The United States will always be a major
tennis country.  We have great facilities, athletes
and coaches.  Sometimes we think that life is too
easy for our players and they get distracted from
striving for excellence.  Less abundantly comfort-
able countries, like Russia and China, are where
many top performers are coming from these
days;  the players see tennis as a way to wealth
and a different way of life.  They are willing to
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work really, really hard in order to achieve this.
More of our players have to be equally willing to
put in the effort required to reach the top of the
game, and stay there awhile.  If we give them a
good solid base, and help them develop strong
character, hopefully they’ll have a love of com-
peting that will bring more U.S. players through
the critical teenage years to the top of the game.
Having successful role models is very important
for any country.  Look at the effect in their coun-
tries of players like Laver, Vilas, Borg, Noah, San-
tana, etc.  Sania Mizra has had a big effect in
India lately.  And the Williams sisters certainly
have brought tennis to the attention of multicul-
tural America.  The whole world loves Roger Fed-
erer;  what better role model is there?

Europe, particularly Spain and France, has been
providing lots of opportunities for young competi-
tors in the way of circuit and prize money tourna-
ments.  I feel we could do more in this

department;  if each of our USTA districts would
run a challenger, we’d have 50 challengers right
off the bat, to be supplemented by other localized
events.  I remember doing a TennisUniversity in
Spain, where a participant told me he was play-
ing in two tournaments simultaneously.  I realized
then why the Spanish had so many good competi-
tors.  Competitive opportunities are abundant,
close in proximity, and not costly.  We should pro-
vide as many similar opportunities as possible for
Americans, and let the cream rise to the top.
Tough competitors develop through lots of com-
petition.

MW:  There has been talk about allowing coaches
to coach players during matches.  Do you think
this would be good for the game?  What other in-
novations do you like?

DVdM:  We are always looking for ways to im-
prove the excitement of the game for spectators.
In my opinion, on court coaching of a player has
added great interest.  The WTA rules for on court
coaching are quite strict, and this innovation has
been well received by fans.  The jury’s still out,
but so far so good. 

The instant replay/challenge innovation is terrific
- for fans, players and officials.  Since I first
watched it in Miami last year, it has gained mo-
mentum so much that I wish it could be used in all
events. 

The super-tiebreaker instead of a third set brings
added excitement to doubles, while helping with
time restrictions for tournaments.  I think it has
helped us get more doubles on television too.  I’ve
supported the Tennis Channel since its inception,
which is another great addition for us tennis fa-
natics!
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THE

NAME
GAME
DON’T FORGET TO
REMEMBER
YOUR STUDENTS’
NAMES

by Peggy Edwards

Dennis Van der Meer is known for it.  The world famous tennis coach has had an uncanny ability to re-
member the names of hundreds of his students without anyone ever wearing a name tag.  Imagine being
in a clinic with five, or 50, others and the instructor calls you by name?  It would make you feel very special
and you would probably want to take lessons from that teacher again.  It is good for the student and good
for the teaching pro.  A win-win situation!  
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1.    Try
        The very first thing you have to do is change your attitude toward this.

Stop telling yourself that you won’t be able to remember names be-
cause you’ve never been able to.  Stop telling yourself you can’t.  Stop
telling yourself that you’re not good at it and that you can’t, and start
telling yourself that you will try.  Better yet, convince yourself that you
will remember names.  Think positively.  Make a commitment to your-
self to make a concerted effort to remember.  Do it not only for yourself,
but for your students.  Want to remember.  Try to remember.  Focus on
remembering.

2.  Pay attention
        Simple as it may sound, the most important step is to pay attention.

Really listen when someone tells you his or her name.  Although you
have a lot going on getting ready for the lesson, stop for a second and
look the student in the eye during the introduction.  Don’t be distracted
from this simple courtesy.  Taking just one extra moment to look at the
student during the introduction lets them know you are interested.  It
also helps you focus on the individual as they tell you their name.

3.   Verify
        Say the name back to your student to make sure you heard it right.

This will not only verify it, but it will also help you commit it to memory.
If a student said, “Kathy”,  you can ask, “Is that Kathy with a K or Cathy
with a C?”  If a student said, “Stanley”, you can ask, “Do you go by
Stanley, or may I call you Stan?”  Some students will have unusual
names.  If you are not sure what they said, or it is a difficult name that
is foreign to you, ask them to spell it.  You can always say something
like, “That is a beautiful name.  I’ve never heard it before.  Would you
spell that for me to make sure I get it right?”  Break a long or difficult
name into syllables if you have to, but verify it.

4.    Repeat
        Right after you verify it, repeat the name silently to yourself a couple

of times and then out loud a couple of times in the natural course of
the conversation.  “Nice to meet you, Sam.  Thanks for coming to the
lesson.  Today, Sam, we’re going work on the serve.  Does that sound
good to you, Sam?”  If you can say a person’s name three times in the
first 10 seconds of conversation, you will have a much better chance
of remembering it.  Repeat it, but don’t overdo it.  As you meet each
member of a group, silently say their names in the order you meet
them, adding each new one to the list.  “Susan.  Susan, Jon.  Susan,
Jon, Nathan.  Susan, Jon, Nathan, Tia.  Susan, Jon, Nathan, Tia, Jack.”
Of course, you’ll remember best the names you repeat most, even if
you are doing so silently in your head, so the names of the first you
meet in a group should definitely stay with you.  Another trick to slyly
repeat names is - once you have the name of the second student, in-
troduce him or her to the first.  “Jamie meet Craig.”  Get another
name?  “Craig meet Randy.”  On the next name, “Randy meet Gail.”
And so on down the line.  Repeat.  Repeat.  Repeat.

5.  Write it

        We are visual learners.  We all learn faster when we see something
as well as hear it, so by all means, write down their name, especially
if it is one that is difficult for you.  You have your PTR clipboard on the
court with you, so writing their name(s) won’t take but a moment.  Writ-
ing a name will reinforce it and help you commit it to memory.

6.  Visualize
        Look carefully at the person.  Do they have a physical characteristic

that can help you remember their name?  Silently, in your mind, link
the first letter of a person’s name to a descriptive word about them
like Tom is tall or Laura is lean.  A rhyme can work well like Patty’s a
fatty.  Is Harry hairy?  These may sound silly, but they will help you re-
member.  Of course, you would never say anything hurtful aloud.  A
student may share the name of a celebrity and have a physical char-
acteristic that will help you.  Frank has blue eyes, so you can visualize
Frank Sinatra.  Amanda is short like Amanda Coetzer.  Try to focus on
a characteristic or association that won’t change like glasses or a hair
style.  To remember Bonnie because she is blonde may help today, but
what if next week she’s a redhead?

7.  Ask again
        So, Bonnie was blonde and now she’s a redhead back for another les-

son and you have forgotten her name.  Ask her name again and go
through the steps again.  You can be honest and say, “I apologize, but
your name escapes me at the moment.  Did you do something differ-
ent?”  Bonnie will be flattered that you noticed, when in reality you
just need her name again.  This time connect Bonnie with a visualiza-
tion you will remember - one that won’t change.

8.  Make a game of it
        We’re a competitive bunch.  Whether you are one of several pros con-

ducting a clinic, or you are teaching a group solo, play the Name
Game.  Have a contest with your fellow pros, perhaps with a gentle-
men’s bet, that you will remember every student’s name faster than
they will.  Teaching alone?  Play the game anyway by giving yourself
a time limit.  “I’ll remember every student’s name in 10 minutes.”  Just
like tennis, make it fun!

9.  Record it
        After the lesson, write each name again in your students/contacts file,

which will help to reinforce it and command the name to memory.  As
you go through your files to send thank you notes or to remind students
of upcoming lessons, visualize the student whenever you look at or
write their name.

Following these steps may not work instantly, and you may never be
as good as Dennis Van der Meer, but keep trying and over time you
will get better and better at remembering all of your students’ names!  

Dale Carnegie said that the sound of a person’s name is the most important, sweetest sound.

Not good at remembering names?  
Try these simple tricks that are sure to boost your memory banks.

   




