
StepS

Positioning and Footwork: How to Move to the Ball 47

Positioning and Footwork:
How to Move to the Ball

Howyou positionyourselfat the tableoftensets the
tone for your future efforts. Ifyou positionyourself
correctly, you'll tend to play correctly. Ifyou don't,
you cannot possibly play correctly. You'll have to
learn thecorrectmethods to moveinto positionand
execute any necessary shot ifyou wish to improve.
In this step you will first learn correct positioning,
then correct footwork using the two-step method.

Positioning is whereyoustand. Footworkishow
you get into position. Without good footwork, you
won't be in position for most shots.

WHY POSITIONING AND FOOTWORK
ARE IMPORTANT
You can't return a ball if you're 5 feet away as it
whizzes by! The better your positioning is, the less
distanceyou'll have to coverwhen movingto a shot
and the less rushed the shot will be. You have to be
able to put yourself in a position that allows you to
get to any shot made by your opponent.

Some players stand in one area and just reach
for each shot. This means that they hit a ball from
their middle forehand, wide forehand, and close
to the body forehand differently, as well as all
shots in between. The same goes for the back
hand. It's impossible to learn to hit all these differ
ent types of forehands and backhands as well as
you could learn to hit just one type of forehand
and one type of backhand. Reaching instead of
moving means you'll always be off balance when
you hit the ball.

POSITIONING
Many playersautomaticallyposition themselves in
the middleof the table. This is incorrect. Yourready
stance should be somewhat to the left of the
centerline (see Figure 5.1). (Note that this is for
right-handers. Here, and elsewhere in the book,
left-handers reverse.)

Three things must be considered when you p0
sition yourself; they must be done automatically:

• The playing elbow marks the midpoint be
tween the forehand and the backhand, so you
should keep your playing elbow near the cen
ter of the table. This moves yourwholebody to

theleft. (Whena playerhits to the "middle," he
isn't hitting to the middle of the table-he's
hitting to the opponent's middle. This is de
fined to be his playing elbow, which is in the
middle ofhis forehand and backhand contact
points.)

• Many players have a stronger forehand than
backhand and should therefore favor it
whenever possible. (Note that ifa playerhas a
stronger backhand than forehand, she prob
ablyshouldnotuseitfromtheforehandrourt
the backhand has limited range.) If a player
does favor the forehand, she should inten
tionally stand as far to the left as possible,
covering as much ground as possible with the
forehand. A good rule for a forehand-oriented
player is to stand as far to the left as possible
andstillbeable to justcoverthewide forehand
corner effectively.

• Your opponent's position has to be taken into
account. Forexample, ifyouropponentmoves
to the left, you have to move to the right to
cover the angle to your right.

Figure 5.1 Correct positioning.

Many players have difficulty with a ball hit at
their playing elbow, their middle, because they
have tomakea quickdecisiononwhether to use the
forehand or backhand. A general rule to follow is if
the ball is hit to your middle, it's usually best to use
a backhand to return hard-hit shots if you're close
to the table. Use the forehand against weaker shots
or when you're away from the table.
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You should start every rally in the ready stance.
Between shots, even if you're way out of position,
youshould be inyour readystanceas the opponent
hits the ball.

FOOTWORK
The table is only 5 feet wide, which doesn't seem
like much. But when the ball starts traveling at
speeds close to 100 miles per hour (and long before
it gets that fast) you'll have to know how to get into
position for each shot.

Thekey is to move into a position that allows you
to hit any given shot at the same point in relation to
the body. For example, good players will always
make contacton their forehand atabout 2feet to the
side (depending on the length of their arm), but
whatever distance it is, they'll always hit at that
distance.

Sometimes you will be close but not quite in
position. Don't be lazy-move. You want to be in
perfect position for every shot. If the move is very
small, you can make it by moving only one leg,
especially with the backhand. For example, if the
ball is to your wide backhand and you don't have
much time, take a short step with your left leg to get
into position. But if you have time, it's better to
move both feet, using the methods shown in this
chapter.

There are many styles of footwork. Some should
be used only by players who favor that one style.
Some styles are more general and should be mas
tered by all players. Rather than cover all types, I'll
cover the most popular and successful method of
footwork. However, there are a few fundamentals
of all footwork. First, always keep your weight on
the balls ofyour feet. Second, be bouncy. Many top
players even bounce slightly on their feet between
shots. It keeps you primed to move. Third, always
move left or right the instant after the other player
is committed to his shot, but never before.

The type of footwork I'll teach is called two-step
footwork; it's used mostly for moving side to side.

Two-Step Footwork
This is the most popular method of footwork; it's
used by nearly all top level attackers. It's quick and
covers a lot of ground.

Two-step footwork is used in moving sideways
in either direction. You can use it to cover the wide
forehand with the forehand, the forehand outofthe
backhand comer, and to cover the wide backhand
with the backhand. A version of it is also used to
move to and away from the table.

Get into your ready position (see Figure 5.2a).
Let's say you're moving to the left.

Start by taking a short step, about 4 to 6 inches
long, with the left leg (see Figure 5.2b). This puts
your legs farther apart and starts your momentum.
Pull with the left leg, letting your weight transfer
onto it. Move both feet to the left. Use the momen
tum from the short shuffle step to pullyour body to
the left. Both feet should move, coming closer
together in the middle of the motion (see Figure
5.2c) butendingup withyourfeetthesamedistance
apart as at the start of the motion (see Figure 5.2d).
Your right foot should end up about where the left
foot was after the short step.

To move to the right, use the same motion except
switch left and right. Ifyou're moving into position
to hit a forehand, you should pull your right leg
back slightly so as to be in a proper forehand
position when you arrive.

Suppose you're too far away from the table to
make a good shot. You can use two-step footwork
to get closer to the table. If you want to hit a
forehand, move as if you were going to the left
except move your left leg forward, following with
your right leg. If you're going to hit a backhand,
leadwith your right foot. For all inand out motions,
lead with the foot that puts you in the best position
for the stroke. If you have to cover more ground
than one application of two-step footwork would
allow, run.

Sometimes you'll need to cover a lot of ground
(side to side) in a hurry, especially after hitting a
forehand from thebackhand comer. You have to be
able to cover that almost inevitable quick block to
the wide forehand. You can use two-step footwork
to do so, but to cover the extra ground you may
have to do two-step footwork twice in succession,
without the short step on the second one.



Figure 5.2
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Keys to Success:
Two-Step Footwork
(Moving to the left-reverse left and right to move to the right)

Preparation
Phase

1. Knees slightly bent __
2. Weight evenly distributed between both

legs __
3. Weight on inside balls of the feet __

a

Execution
Phase

b

1. Left foot takes a short step __
2. Weight begins to shift to left __
3. Left leg pulls _

4. Both feet shuffle to left
5. Feet come together in middle of motion __
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FaIIow-Through
Phase

1. Left leg moves to the left __
2. If preparing for forehand, right leg pulls back

slightly _
3. End in position for stroke __
4. Start backswing stroke immediately after

footwork

GETTING BACK INTO POSITION
After hitting any shot, don't stand around admir
ing it. It just might come back! Always expect it to.
You have to get back into position.

To do so, push with your right leg to go left, your
left leg to go right. Ifyou're way out of position, get
back as far as you can, butnever be in motion when

Many players with seemingly poor strokes actu
ally suffer from footwork problems. Poor foot
work can make anybody's shots look poor; good
footwork will carry poor strokes a long way. Foot
work is the most tiring part of the game to practice,

ERROR 0
1. Your feet bounce too high or lift off the ground.

2. You're not in position at the end of the move
ment.

d

the opponent hits the ball. It's better to be ready to
cover most of the court and hope she doesn't hit a
strong shot to the part you can't cover. If you're in
motion, you won't be able to effectively cover the
part you're moving away from, and even a weak
shot there will give you trouble.

Detecting Footwork Errors

but top players consider it the most important
practice of all. Even a player with slow feet can
improve immenselyby using correct footwork and
avoiding some of the more common errors.

CORRECTION

1. Your feet should stay low to the ground, almost
sliding.

2. Make adjustments during and after the move
ment.



ERROR Q
3. Your heels are on the ground.

4. You're reaching for the ball.

1. Positioning and Shot Selection
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CORRECTION

3. Yourweightshouldbeontheinsideballsofyour
feet.

4. Try not to reach for the ball, but instead use the
two-step footwork. Move the leg that is in the
direction you want to go and follow up with the
other leg.

Positioning and Footwork Drills

Write down the answers to the following:

a. When your opponent moves to the left, which side of the table do you cover?
b. If your opponent moves to the right, which side of the table do you cover?
c. When a player hits the ball to your middle (your playing elbow), when would you use your forehand?
d. When a player hits a ball to your middle, when would you use your backhand?

Success Goal = Respond to the questions

Your Score = Answers to the questions

a. If your opponent moves left, you cover the side

b. If your opponent moves right, you cover the side

c. Use forehand:

d. Use backhand:

2. Two-Step Footwork Practice

Practice moving side to side with two-step footwork. Start slow and build up speed. Keep your feet low to
the ground. Ifyou do this by a table, touch the right comer with your left hand when you move right; touch
the left comer with your right hand when you move left. Do this drill to help you monitor how far you need
to move in each direction. This will also develop two-step agility.
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Success Goal = Side to side 50 times correctly

Your Score = (#) __ correct repetitions

3. One-One Footwork Drill

Have your partner hit forehands side to side, alternating one to your wide forehand, one to the middle of
the table. Return them all with your forehand, using two-step footwork. As you get better, try covering two
thirds of the table.

Success Goal = 20 consecutive repetitions of one-one footwork drill

Your Score = (#) __ consecutive repetitions of one-one footwork drill

4. Figure Eight

One player hits everything crosscourt, alternating forehands and backhands. The other player hits
everythingdown the line, alsoalternatingforehands and backhands. Theball travels inafigure eight. Players
move side to side for each shot, using two-step footwork. Then repeat, with each player reversing roles.

Success Goal = 20 consecutive shots, both crosscourt and down the line using two-step footwork

Your Score =

(#) __ crosscourt figure eight shots using two-step footwork

(#) __ down the line figure eight shots using two-step footwork

5. Forehand/Backhand Footwork

Have your partner hit backhands to your backhand comer, crosscourt. You alternate forehand and
backhand drives from backhand comer, moving side to side with two-step footwork.

Success Goal = 20 consecutive repetitions of forehand/backhand footwork

Your Score = (#) __ consecutive repetitions of forehand/backhand footwork
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6. Two-One Footwork Drill

Yourpartnerhits onlybackhand drives, two to yourbackhand side,one to yourforehand side,overandover.
You hit a backhand from your backhand comer, then use two-step footwork to step around and hit a
forehand drive from thebackhand side. Then you use two-step footwork to cover a wide forehand with your
forehand. Then use two-step footwork to getback into position to hit a backhand drive from your backhand
comer. Rally continues.

Success Goal = 15 consecutive rounds of two-one footwork drill

Your Score = (#) consecutive rounds of two-one footwork drill

7. Figure Eight Game

Play games, using the figure eight path described in Drill 4. One player hits everything crosscourt, the other
down the line. If a player hits to the wrong side, it's a lost point. The middle line tells whether the ball is hit
on the correct side or not. Play best-of-three games to 21 points (a match), with each player hitting crosscourt
one game, down the line one game, and trading roles as soon as a player reaches 10 points in the third game.

Success Goal = Win at least 1 best-of-3-games match

Your Score = (#) __ matches won

8. Two-Step Footwork Race

Set up two tables side by side, about 7 feet apart (closer if players are short). Fill two buckets with an equal
amount of balls; put them on one table on opposite sides near the endlines. Put two empty buckets on
opposite sides of the other table. Players use two-step footwork and go back and forth, picking up the balls
in the full bucket and putting them in the emptybucket. Players can only handle the balls with their playing
hands. Two or more can race each other in this game (you need more buckets and possibly more tables if
more than two race at one time). Whoever moves all the balls from one bucket to the other first wins.

Success Goal = Move all the balls from one bucket to the other first

Your Score = (#) times moved all the balls from one bucket to the other first



54 Table Tennis: Steps to Success

The importance of footwork in table tennis cannot
be overemphasized. The difference between hit
ting a ball while in position, and trying to do so
while reaching, is the difference between a success
ful and an unsuccessful player. Discuss with your
instructor, coach, or practice partner the proper
positioning for different circumstances, especially
pertaining to how your opponent's position affects
yours. Then have your partner or coach observe
your two-step footwork and make sure it's being
done properly, using the Keys to Success checklist
(see Figure 5.2). Pay particular attention to staying

Positioning and Footwork
Keys to Success Checklist

balanced, knees slightly bent, and doing each step
ina smoothprogression. Makesureyou're ready to
start your stroke as soon as you get into position.

Answers to Drill 1

a. Cover the right side.

b. Cover the left side.

c. Usually use your forehand if the ball is hit
softly or if you are far away from the table.

d. Usually use your backhand if the ball is hit
hard and you are close to the table.




