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Moving on from Square One 

Irregular Practice
This month’s tip has been written by Steven Paterson who has been involved in Scottish Table Tennis for many years. Steven has attended many coaching courses including one with Mikael Andersson, who laid the foundations for Denmark’s recent successes at European and World levels. 
Square One can be described as the level you have achieved when you can successfully keep the ball going for about 25-30 times, using all four of the basic strokes, i.e. forehand, backhand, forehand push, backhand push; and to be able to serve reasonably well. You should, at this stage, be reasonably confident in regular combination practices such as backhand/forehand cross court or down the line.

This is a reasonable level to achieve but one of the problems players at this level have is being able to implement what they have been practicing into a match situation. The main reason for this is that players have to move from a regular feed in practice (which is necessary to obtain the required consistency) to a totally irregular situation in a match. The best way to overcome this problem is to introduce irregular practice to your training regime.

If you are serious about your game, let me quickly set out at this stage how much practice you should be doing to improve. The bare minimum I would recommend is 3, two hour sessions spaced evenly throughout the week. Of these 2 hour sessions, at least 20 minutes per session should deal with irregular drills. Anything less than three practices a week will see much slower improvement, if any at all.

Irregular practice drills are those in which there is an element of surprise about where and or when the ball is being switched by your partner. These drills have 2 major benefits: 
· Improves your anticipation levels 
· Speeds up your reactions

One of the most effective of these drills is a basic one. For two right-handers, A + B, play backhand to backhand crosscourt. Whenever he feels like it, B can switch the ball down the line so that A has to return with a forehand down the line and the rally continues b/hand to b/hand until B switches it down the line again.
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B/hand - Player B (dotted line represents the switch own the line)
Although this seems easy on paper, in practice it can be very hard but with practice you will gradually see an improvement. After a few weeks you will begin to see an improvement in your anticipation in matches and is one of the best ways of improving your match play.

Another option, and one which relates to a match situation, is that after the first switch is made play becomes free and the rally is played out as if in a match situation but it’s probably best to start with the original routine for the first few weeks at least. 
Footnote
I think it’s important to move on to this irregular practice only when the level of competence referred to in the first paragraph has been reached, as trying this too early can lead to destabilisation or the backhand and forehand shots which you have worked so hard to achieve.

I would also recommend that you try this for at least the first few times under a coach’s supervision as the footwork and movement are very important  and bad habits are easy to acquire but very difficult to correct. 
Please note past tips of the month can be found in the documents area of the site. 
