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Basic Fundamentals of Hitting
Hitting is probably the most difficult part of the game. However, it is also the
most enjoyable and satisfying part, as we all love to hit a baseball. It's difficult
because the pitcher has the ability to throw the ball hard, or not so hard, or to make
it curve or sink. As the hitter, we not only have to determine what pitch has been
thrown, but also whether it is a strike or a ball. If it is a strike, we have to attempt to
hit it. All of this must be done in a fraction of a second. Like all parts of the game
there are basic fundamentals that can help make us become better hitters.

Choosing The Bat
This is very much a personal preference. Choosing the type of bat is all about
what feels good to you. Some people like thin handles and some like thick. Others
like big barrels and still others like small. Choosing the size of the bat is also a
personal preference. Feel free to experiment, but be very careful not to choose a bat
that is way too heavy. If you choose a bat that is way too heavy, your swing can
become long and slow. The ideal swing is short and compact. A heavy bat will not
allow the maximum use of your wrists. A good guide in determining if a bat is too
heavy is to have the player swing the bat and see if the bat controls the player or
the player controls the bat. If the bat swings around and the player has trouble
maintaining balance, it is too big.
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The Grip
The bat should be placed in the fingers. Line up the knuckles. The grip should be
loose at the start, it will tighten naturally when you swing. By lining up the knuckles
and maintaining a loose grip you are essentially unlocking your wrists. This allows
the wrists to snap or throw the bat head. The bat can also stay on a level plane
throughout the strike zone.

The Stance
Remember, the stance is just a starting position. Choose one that is comfortable
to you. Whether it is open or closed, straight up or crouched, there are three things
essential to a stance.
1. You have to be in a position to see the ball. You can’t hit what you don’t see.
The most important thing a stance needs to provide is the ability to see the
baseball.
2. You should have good balance. Good balance will provide you with a stable
athletic base. A stable athletic base is a starting point for all of your athletic
movements.
3. You need to have plate coverage. The plate is the reference point for the
strike zone. The pitcher is trying to use the entire strike zone. The hitter has
to be in a position to cover that strike zone.

2

Weight Shift
It is important to have your body and swing working together. A weight shift will
help keep things together. Simply, you go from a cocked or loaded position to a
swing position. Just like a cobra coils before he strikes, a hitter gathers his energy
then takes that energy forward to swing the bat. We like the expression, “You have
to go back to go forward.” It sounds kind of goofy, but what it means is that you
start in a balanced position before transferring your weight first to your back side
then to your front side as you stride into the swing. The tee is an excellent way to
practice weight shift. The ball is sitting still so you never have to rush. Develop a
rhythm and try to do it the same way every time.

The Stride
The stride varies for each individual. Some hitters prefer a short stride, where
others prefer a longer one. Some stride in toward home plate while others stride a
little away from home plate. There is no right or wrong; the bottom line is what
works for you. Fundamentally there are two things about the stride that we feel are
important:
1. The stride should be toward the pitcher. It puts you in a position to strike the
ball. By striding toward the pitcher, your body position is good for the inside
pitch and the outside pitch.
2. A short, soft stride is preferable. A short stride keeps the head on the same
plane, allowing you to track the ball from the pitcher’s hand to the bat. A
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shorter stride allows you to wait longer, which helps you from being fooled by
the different pitches and the varying speeds of those pitches.

The Swing
When preparing to swing, the hands are in the ready position, which is
approximately at the top of your back shoulder. The ideal swing is level. Terminology
such as “stay on top of the ball” or “swing down on the ball” really means to swing
level. Sometimes people use these expressions to correct a hitch. A hitch is simply
dropping your hands below your shoulder as you start your swing. We encourage a
short, quick swing -- a swing that utilizes your forearms and wrists. We think the key
here is not to get too technical or analytical on the swing. A player’s own swing will
develop the more he plays.

Point of Contact
Generally, the point of contact is out in front of home plate. This allows for good
extension, and it also allows for more bat speed. By hitting the ball too far back,
your swing essentially has been cut in half and you have less time and space to
generate full bat speed. Conversely, if you hit the ball too far in front, your swing is
in the slowing-down mode when contact is made. There are optimum points of
contact for everyone, and they vary for each individual. The key is to find your best
point of contact. You will find however, that an inside pitch will be hit a little farther
out front than a pitch down the middle, and a pitch down the middle will be hit a
little farther out front than the outside pitch.
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Follow Through
Through
The follow through really means swinging through the baseball. If you do not
follow through you are essentially slowing the bat down at the point of contact. We
want the maximum bat speed at the point of contact. Swinging through the
baseball after contact will enable the hitter to have a follow through. Basically there
are two ways to follow through; keep two hands on the bat or release the top hand.
Both are correct, but always remember to swing through the baseball.
Now that we have covered the basic fundamentals of hitting, we would like to
focus on some specific drills.

Tee Drill
The tee can be used in many different ways. It has been used by players to
work on hitting the ball the other way, hitting the ball up the middle and pulling the
ball. It also has been used to emphasize the concepts of hitting the ball out in front
of home plate as well as letting the ball “get deep” before making contact.
Each of these methods can be an effective way to teach young players, but we
feel that the tee drill is best utilized to develop a rhythm to a player’s swing through
some form of weight shift.
Weight shift, like so many other aspects of the game, is very much an individual
thing. The important teaching element to stress when doing tee work is the concept
of “go back to go forward.” This is easily accomplished with the tee, because the
ball is stationary and the batter has no reason to rush the swing.
To execute the drill, the batter places the ball on the tee, gets in a comfortable
stance, focuses on the ball, gathers energy with weight shift and swings.
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Soft Toss
As with the tee, many things can be accomplished with soft toss, but once again
we like to stress a very simple message. In this drill, we work on the components of
the swing itself. The ideal swing is one that is short and quick to the baseball.
The important teaching concept to stress with the soft toss drill is “loose hands,
quick bat.” Grip the bat loosely in the fingers and concentrate on using the wrists
and hands to swing the bat. Don’t worry about body position or the hips or anything
else. The focus should be on the hands and wrists. The tosser is vital to the success
of this drill. If the tosser is careful to consistently give the hitter good tosses, the
hitter is able to focus on the drill’s purpose – “loose hands, quick bat.” Soft toss is
not a race. The hitter should have ample time between tosses to collect himself and
assume a normal stance.

OneOne-Arm Drill
A slightly more advanced drill, but one that we have been able to use even with
7- and 8-year-olds, is the one-arm drill. The purpose of this drill is to create a direct
path by the lead arm to the baseball.
The hitter should try to use the same bat that would be used any other time. The
bat is gripped with the bottom hand in its normal position, and the tosser is
stationed out in front of the batter (behind a screen, please). Start out by swinging
normally for the first five swings. Then take off the top hand and swing with just the
one arm for five swings. This part will be difficult. Then finish by swinging with both
hands again for five swings.
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The batter should notice a shorter, more compact swing during the final set. If
the batter is having trouble executing the one-arm set, try choking up a little or
tucking the lead arm into the side of the body to help increase stability. Some kids
will be able to hit the ball with one arm and some will not have as much success,
but by going through this process the batter should notice a shorter, more compact
swing during the final set.

Free Hitting
Once the other drills have been completed, it’s time to let the player get in
the cage and have some fun. We call this free hitting. Hitting is supposed to be the
most fun part of the game, so as coaches the last thing we want to do is to get too
technical when a young player is hitting. It’s hard enough to hit when you are just
reacting naturally to the pitched ball. When someone starts talking about hand
positioning, weight shift, squashing the bug and other technical points during free
hitting, the player may become confused or think too much and the fun may be
taken out of hitting. The time to work on all of those minute details is during the
previously mentioned drills. Free hitting is the player’s time to take everything that
was learned during tee work, soft toss and the one-arm drill and put it all together.
Those drills put all the pieces together. When the player gets in the cage to hit, a
rhythm and timing should automatically develop from the drill work that already
has been done. So, in free hitting, let the batter swing away and have fun. Notice
any flaws and address them at another time in drill work.
These drills are designed to cater to the individual. We don’t want to push any
concepts that are too technical and may confuse young hitters. The drills should
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provide a solid fundamental base and at the same time allow the individual’s
specific swing and talent level to take over naturally.

Philosophy
The correct idea is to hit the ball hard someplace. With this idea in mind, we
should try to hit a line drive either at the pitcher's chest or at an infielder's chest. We
really are not trying to pull the ball consistently, thus making it easier to hit pitches
that are on the outside half of the plate. As a result of this type of approach to the
ball, we will be stepping to the pitch to hit and will not fall into bad habits such as
pulling the head and pulling off the ball. The main idea of hitting is to hit the ball
well or hit the ball hard each time we go to plate. Home runs and extra-base hits
take care of themselves if our objective is to make solid, hard contact. We like the
concept of "solid, hard contact," because just the word "contact" really is not
correct. We can go to home plate, and make contact and hit the ball softly, and the
infielders and outfielders can converge and make the play and throw us out at first
base or catch a little soft pop fly. Approaching the at-bat correctly both mentally and
physically allows us to hit for a better average. Generally speaking, we want to
watch the ball coming to the plate and we want to hit the ball out in front of the
body and the plate. By hitting the ball out in front we can see it, and we are able to
get the bat in the position for maximum bat speed and power. By watching the ball
and keeping the eyes on the ball we tell the brain the truth about the position of the
ball and then the mechanics of the swing, through muscle memory, take over and
function correctly. For example, if the ball is on the inner half of the plate and we
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watch and see the ball, the brain will tell the hands to be a little quicker and as a
result we will automatically get the bat out front quicker and pull that particular
pitch.
The Ideal Hitter
The ideal hitter would probably have a combination of these qualities:
strength, determination, coordination, confidence, vision, rhythm, style, body
control, quick hands, and the will to learn and to take advice. This hitter also would
have a relaxed body and a loose, natural arm action. The hitter would blend the
important parts of hitting —grip, stance, stride, swing and follow through — into a
smooth, graceful motion. While waiting for the pitch, the hitter would be perfectly
relaxed in a good, balanced stance. Eyes, hips and shoulders would be level, and the
weight of the body would be distributed almost evenly on both feet. The bat would
be back and ready. The swing would be a clean, free, crisp swing, and the ball would
be struck out in front of the plate with the swing continuing through the ball into the
follow through. At no stage of the swing does the batter's head jerk out of line. The
hitter follows the course of the ball from the moment it leaves the pitcher's hand
until it has hit the bat and is on its way.
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Hitter’s Checklist
Each player is equipped differently, physically and mentally, so it is extremely
difficult to determine what procedure is best for an individual player. Following is a
list of ideas that can help anyone become a better hitter:
•

Select a bat you can handle.

•

Keep your head still.

•

Concentrate on solid, hard contact.

•

Hit strikes. Learn the strike zone.

•

Keep your front shoulder pointed toward the pitcher.

•

Keep your hands back.

•

Turn your head so that both eyes are on the pitcher; don't look around your
nose.

•

Hold the bat bat in the fingers.

•

Learn to hit your strength. Every hitter has strengths, just as every hitter has
weaknesses. Hit your pitch. When you get it, don't let it get away.

•

Start with a balanced stance.

•

A rhythm and triggering mechanism is necessary to any swing.

•

Go back to go forward; every hitter must have some form of weight shift.

•

Take a short stride. A long stride may throw you off balance.

•

Stay on top. This term is used to promote a level swing and to help eliminate
a severe uppercut.
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Basic Fundamentals of Infield Play
Infield defense can be broken down into two parts: catching and throwing. It’s as
simple as that. If we don’t catch the ground ball, we certainly can’t throw it. If you
take that concept to its extreme form, a double play is five simple parts: a catch, a
throw, a catch, a throw and a catch.

Fielding a Groundball
To catch a groundball correctly, three things have to happen:

1. You have to establish a wide base, meaning feet at least shoulder width
apart. Sometimes wider; that’s a personal preference.
2. The rear end must be down, allowing the head to stay up.
3. The hands must be out in front of the body.

If the fielder doesn’t get the rear end down, the hands can’t be out in front and it
won’t be possible to see the ball go into the glove. Establishing the wide base, with
the butt down and the hands out in front gives the fielder the most freedom to react
to a bad hop.
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Throwing
Once the ball is caught, there are three key components to making accurate
throws:

1. Creating momentum toward your target.
2. Pointing the front shoulder toward your target.
3. Using your momentum to follow the throw.

Keep in mind that every throw made by an infielder (or, for that matter, every
throw made by any position player) should be made with the four-seam grip.

The Ready Position
The ready position is similar to the athletic positioning you would use in almost
any other sport. For infielders the primary concern is going right and left. This can be
accomplished by having the feet and shoulders square to home plate, the knees
slightly bent, and the weight distributed evenly on the balls of the feet in a wellbalanced position. To get comfortable an infielder can creep in a little bit or move
from side to side as the pitcher is preparing to deliver the ball, but the ready
position MUST be assumed as the ball enters the hitting zone.

The Basic Groundball
This groundball is the one hit directly at the infielder. It should be the easiest one
for the infielder to catch, because the ready position provides for an easy transition

2

into the wide base, which is used to catch the groundball. The infielder now simply
must get the rear end down and the hands out in front.

Throwing After the Catch
Thus far we’ve covered fielding a groundball (catching) and throwing separately,
now let’s talk about making the throw after fielding a groundball. We’ve caught the
ball out in front in the center of the body, so the next step is a simple technique of
bringing the hands into the center of the body. Once this is accomplished, we need
to shuffle our feet toward the target (never crossing or hopping). By shuffling our
feet toward the target, we create momentum and allow our shoulders to stay
horizontal to the ground. This is important because our front shoulder should be
pointed directly toward the target. By crossing your feet or hopping, the front
shoulder has a tendency to point upward. With a consistent shuffle toward the
target, pointing of the front shoulder and releasing of the ball, the infielder will find
it easy to allow his momentum to follow the throw.

Balls Hit to Either Side
To start with an example, if the ball is hit to the right, we use the crossover step
to move toward the ball. In this particular case we simply cross over with the left
foot as our first step. This is the most efficient way to move laterally on the baseball
field. Right now we are focusing on getting in front of the ball. The backhand will
come into play later. The ball is hit three steps to our right, we see the ball, we read
the ball, and we cross over. As we cross over we are pivoting on our right foot, and
the crossover step is simply that — our left foot crosses over the right foot to get
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going. When we do this the focus should be on maintaining the proper footwork. It’s
better to take a split second to read it to the right and make sure our footwork is
properly done. That will help as we get older and play more baseball. The crossover
step will become second nature and the movement will be even more efficient.

Good lateral movement will allow us to get in front of baseballs that normally we
wouldn’t.
So, let’s work on the crossover step, concentrating on the proper footwork and
not worrying about being in too big of a hurry. Cross over, try to get in front of the
ball, and if we get in front of the ball, we establish our wide base with our butt down
and our hands out in front.

Backhands
For the most part, the backhand is a more difficult play than the basic
groundball or the groundball hit to the forehand side. The biggest problem with
young infielders and the backhand is that they try to catch the ball behind them. We
never catch the ball behind us in the game of baseball unless it’s an extreme case.
The backhand is still caught out in front of the body.
The three principles of fielding a groundball still apply to the backhand. Here’s
how: With a backhand the wide base seems to get a little wider than when a ball is
hit right at you. With that in mind, it stands to reason that if your base is wider, your
rear end is automatically going to be lower to the ground. This will allow your glove
to be out in front of the body.
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There are two types of backhand plays: Using the right foot as the lead foot or
using the left foot as the lead foot. Let’s first talk about using the right foot as the
lead. This is a play in which we cannot comfortably get in front of the ball, so in a
sense we are going to take our right foot into the path of the baseball. When we
take the right foot into the path of the baseball, we have created a wider base. And,
by collapsing the trailing leg, we have gotten our rear end lower to the ground,
creating a lunge position and allowing us to have the glove out in front of the body
directly in between the ball and the foot. Once the ball is caught it should be
brought into the center of the body, allowing the basic throwing principles to take
over.
When the ball is hit farther to the backhand side, it becomes necessary to use
the left foot as the lead. This allows us to have more reach than when using the
right foot as the lead. The same basic principles discussed above for the rightfooted backhand still apply. The main difference is that the ball is played outside of
the lead foot and not even with it. Everything else essentially is the same, with the
only real difference being that one foot is exchanged for the other.
A lot of young infielders attempting the left-footed backhand want to play the
ball behind them. You still don’t do that. At the most extreme case you may catch
the ball even with the foot, but never behind. The backhand is a one-handed play.
Catch the ball first, then bring it into the center of the body to set up for the throw.

Throwing Off the Backhand
When using the backhand you have the ability to stop your momentum from
continuing away from your target. After successfully catching the ball with the
5

backhand, the fielder must use either foot to stop the momentum and then push off
to create momentum back toward the target.

Troubleshooting the Backhand
When attempting backhands young infielders, even if they are in a position to
catch the ball out in front, want to take the glove away from the ball too quickly.
Gloves are designed well enough these days that the backhand is a one-handed
play, period. Catch the ball first and bring the ball into the center of the body, but
don’t be in too much of a hurry. Do not take the ball away from the body.
Another big problem with younger players and backhands is balls bouncing off
wrists and forearms. That means the fielders are trying to catch the ball behind
them. If you set up with the glove behind the body you are going to see the forearm
and wrist come into play a lot more often than if you catch the ball out in front. If
you are playing catch in the backyard and the ball is thrown to your backhand side,
you don’t reach behind to catch the ball. You reach out and turn the glove to the
backhand position. The same exact thing should happen on a groundball hit to the
backhand side.

Forehand Plays
Once again, as with the backhand, if the ball is hit where we cannot get in front
of it and it’s to our forehand side, we should utilize our good athletic position. As
with the backhand, we use the crossover step when going toward our glove side.
Some extreme cases may arise in which this is not the case. The idea is to get to a
position where the left foot is closest to the baseball. That’s going to enable us to
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reach out and catch the ball in front of the body. Once again, if we cannot get in
front of the groundball, this becomes a one-handed play. You’re really going to have
to concentrate on keeping your eyes on the ball and the glove. The glove has to be
out in front. The glove-side foot should be the lead foot on this play. Since we are on
the run our stride is going to be a little bit longer, which is what establishes our wide
base. Our rear end is going to automatically go down lower because the stride is
longer. It is always preferable to use the second hand whenever possible, but much
like the backhand, the forehand is a one-handed play. Because the second hand is
not involved, we want to be careful to force the glove well out in front of the body so
we can actually see the glove and the ball at the same time.

Throwing Off the Forehand
Sometimes I see young infielders, especially going up the middle from shortstop
or going toward their left from third, catching the ball and throwing it with their
momentum going out toward right-center field. They really don’t get their bodies
turned and moving toward first base. Once we catch the ball, half the play is done.
Now the rest of the job is to make a good, accurate throw, and the best way to do
that is get our momentum going toward the target. We must make a concerted
effort to get the lead shoulder pointed toward the target. Once the throw is made,
take an extra step or two toward the target. This will increase the accuracy of the
throw.
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DoubleDouble-Play Depth in General
For this purpose, we are referring to the middle infielders. In order to actually
talk about double-play depth, one thing must happen: There must be a man on first
base and less than two outs. Let’s throw out all the formulas for where to play. If, for
example, I’m playing second base, I know that I have to come up and over
somewhat toward second base to be in position to complete the double play if a
groundball is hit. Now, let me look at my off infielders – the shortstop and the third
baseman. Let me look at my first baseman. These are the guys who are going to be
involved on a double-play. I ask myself, “If that ball is hit hard, a sharp two-hop
groundball to my shortstop, can I get to second base in good position, be in my
proper set-up position, and be a stationary target for my shortstop?” If the ball is a
hard-hit two-hopper to my shortstop, if it’s a firm two-hopper — not a rocket — and I
can’t get there, if I’m still on the move when he’s ready to throw to me, then
automatically I should tell myself that my double-play depth is not correct. I need to
move in a little bit and over a little bit. There’s a comfort zone for each infielder who
plays the middle. You are an individual and this is an individual game. Even though
it’s a team game, you still have to do certain things individually, and this is a
personal preference thing for the infielder. Somebody’s double-play depth might be
three in and three over. Another guy’s might be two-in and two-over, so you must
ask yourself as a middle infielder. “Can I get to second base, set up in the right
manner and be a good target for my shortstop if he gets a firm two-hopper hit to
him?” That’s your simple formula for double-play depth. It’s better to get there too
early than too late.
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Shortstop
For the shortstop, the same rule applies. Look at your second baseman and look
at your first baseman. Your first baseman in this situation, if there’s a man on first
base and nobody else on, is holding the runner. So this might be a little bit tighter
for you. Let’s look at the second baseman and say “If there’s a two-hopper hit right
at my second baseman, can I get to second base, set-up in the proper manner and
be a good target for my second baseman?” A good target means stationary, of
course.
Remember, defense is two parts, catching and throwing. Well, if we’re having a
catch in the backyard, we’re not throwing to a guy who’s running post patterns,
running curl patterns, or running anything else. We’re playing catch with a guy
whose shoulders are square to us; we see his chest — that’s the big part of his body
right there — and that’s what we want to throw to. The double play is no different. If
we eliminate throwing to people when they are moving, we’re going to be a better
ballclub because we’re going to play catch better. If we start running all over the
place and trying to hit people on the move, we’re not going to play catch as well and
we’re not going to be a good ball club. So, the simple formula in double-play depth if
you’re playing in the middle is to look at your off infielders then ask yourself, “Can I
get to the bag, set-up and be a stationary target for my teammate if the ball hit to
him is a firm two-hopper?”

Second Baseman: Executing the Double Play
Now we know what our double-play depth is. We feel comfortable we can get
there when balls are hit sharply to the third baseman or the shortstop. Now, how do
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we get to the base and how do we set-up? First and foremost, we make a straight
line from where our position is to the bag. Let’s eliminate rounding the base and
any other path that deviates from going straight to the base. The quicker you get to
the base, the quicker you can set up and the easier it is for the teammate to throw
to a stationary target.
As second basemen, we are going to get to the bag and we are going to put our
left foot on the bag. We’re waiting and our shoulders are square to the fielder. The
left foot is on second base. Don’t straddle.
Wherever the throw comes from, if it’s a perfect throw right over the middle of
the second base bag, we can do a number of things. We can take our right foot and
simply walk toward where the throw came from, catch it, plant our left foot and
make a throw to first base. If the throw is to the left field side of the bag, we take
our right foot toward the ball. Our right foot always goes toward the baseball. The
left foot goes to the bag, then we check to see the flight of the ball. If the throw is
actually toward the first base bag, we can cross over with our right foot and catch it.
What that does is insure that every time we take our right foot to the baseball,
which takes the center of our body to the baseball. That’s where we want to catch
the ball, because we’re going to ultimately bring it back to the center of our body
when we make a throw to first base.
Second basemen need to get to the bag early; get there as quickly as possible
on a straight line. The left foot goes to the bag. Then you see the throw — don’t
anticipate a good throw; in fact, anticipate a bad throw. If it’s a good throw it
becomes very easy to receive. But if we anticipate a good throw and the throw is a
bad one, then we have problems. Anticipate the bad throw, because if it’s a good
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throw we can do anything with our right foot. We can walk to it or we can kind of
step back, but the left foot goes to the bag and the right foot goes to the baseball
every time when you’re playing second base.
Keep in mind (second basemen) that there are different ways to turn the double
play. It is pretty much dictated by where the throw is coming to us. If we get to the
bag with our left foot to the base and our right foot goes toward the ball and the
throw is up the line, we cross over the bag, stepping to the ball with the right foot. If
the ball is behind the bag on the left field side, the right foot goes out toward the
ball so that we are using the bag as our friend to turn the double play. If it’s a
perfect throw, we can do one of two things: We can step across the bag toward the
ball, or if the throw has good pace on it, we can just step back.
The three basic ways to turn a double play by the second baseman are:
1. Go across the bag to the ball.
2. Take the right foot to the outfield side, using the bag as your friend.
3. Step back.
These three different methods of turning the double play allow the second
baseman to give the base runner a different look every time, but the throw actually
dictates what the second baseman does on his double play. If he’s in proper
position — left foot to the bag, right foot to the ball — he can handle any throw.
Remember, get there early and set up as a stationary target, taking the left foot to
the base and the right foot to the ball.
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Shortstop: Executing the Double Play
Once again, the first step in executing the double play properly is to look at your
second baseman, asking yourself, “If the ball is hit hard, a firm two-hopper to my
second baseman, can I get to the bag and be in position to be a good, stationary
target for my middle infield partner?”
The shortstop is going to be getting to the bag early. There are two basic
approaches to this. We are going to start off with the most basic way, for younger
ages. Go ahead and get to the bag early. We put our right foot on the bag, once
again with our shoulders square to our second baseman — not square toward first
base, but square to where the throw is coming from. Once we are square to that
player and we give him a good target, we read where the throw is going, because
that dictates our movements as an infielder. If it’s a perfect throw, we take our left
foot toward the ball, which takes the center of your body to the ball.
Shortstops have to be very conscious about really getting their feet pointed back
toward first base once they receive the feed from the second baseman. When we
catch the ball we should be square to the second baseman, so now we have to
move our feet, and there is a long way to travel. So, once we catch the ball, we have
to concentrate very hard on swinging our feet around and getting in line to first base
to make the throw. Moving our feet will also point our shoulders in the right
direction. Once again, when we talk about throwing the baseball — about playing
catch — we want to point our lead shoulder toward our target. Again, the shortstop
must get to the bag early, square to where the ball is coming from, take the right
foot to the second base bag and then take the left foot toward the ball.
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In the extreme case — and this is an extreme case, an advanced move — when
the throw is to the inside of second base, the pitcher’s mound side of second base,
we’ll take our right foot off of the bag. Take our right foot to the ball, step through
with our left foot — our left foot will actually drag second base — and we’ll be in
perfect position to throw to first base. That is a very advanced move and usually
happens with older kids and more advanced players. But let’s remember to get to
the bag early as a shortstop, set up with the right foot on the bag and take our left
foot to where the throw may be except in that extreme case. If it’s the perfect throw
right at us, coming right toward our chest, we just step toward the throw, catch it
and get our feet in position to throw to first base. If the throw is toward the outfield
side, we must take our left foot to that side. That’s the one where we have to catch
the ball and really concentrate on bringing our feet and our lead shoulder back
around toward the first baseman.
What happens when the shortstop is receiving the double play feed from the
first baseman in a first and second situation with one or none out? If the first
baseman is behind the runner, the shortstop is going to get to the second base bag
in the same manner that he did when was receiving the ball from the second
baseman. Now, if there is a man just on first base, and the first baseman is holding
the runner on and he bounces off and is inside of the runner, the shortstop then can
get to the inside of the bag and he can place his left foot on second base. When the
throw arrives, he catches the ball and takes a step toward first base. If the throw
would happen to take him on the outfield side and cross the runner’s path, then he
can move his feet and take his left foot to the ball, using his right foot to touch
second base before getting his feet back into proper position to throw to first base.
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The Pivot
The pivot guy on the double play should always try to use two hands. Middle
infielders should get into the habit of using two hands and catching the ball out in
front so they can see the ball entering the glove. The reason we use two hands is
that we’re going to have to make a transfer and a throw. So instead of reaching out
with one hand then bringing that hand to meet the other, it makes sense that if we
reach out with both hands and catch the baseball, the transfer is going to be easier
for us to make. When receiving a throw to record even the third out of an inning, the
second baseman and shortstop should get in the habit of positioning themselves as
if they are starting a double play by getting there early, being a good target for the
infield partner, and catching the ball out in front with two hands.

The Underhand Flip
The underhand flip is an important part of infield defense that often is taken for
granted. In actuality, the underhand flip at the highest level can be used by the
middle infielders to start 2/3 of all double plays. How does that relate to youth
baseball? Well, it may not start the 6-4-3 or the 4-6-3 double play at the 12-year-old
level, but it can be used as a valuable tool in eliminating errors that occur when
trying to record a force out at second base. Most errors occur at second base at the
youth level because one of two things happens: Either a bad overhand feed that is
thrown too hard or a middle infielder who gets to the bag too late. When it’s a
combination of both, the end result is not good. By developing the proper technique
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of the underhand flip, errors can be eliminated at the youth level, and double plays
can be turned at higher levels.
The mechanics of the underhand flip can be broken down into three parts after
the ball is fielded:
1. Take the momentum toward the target by using the feet.
2. Flip the ball, leaving the hand at the target’s face.
3. Follow the ball.
Creating momentum can be done in two ways. The easiest way for younger
players to do it is by shuffling their feet toward the intended target. A more
advanced and the most efficient way to do it is by using a crossover step and
exploding toward the target.

Differences Between Second and Short (Underhand Flip)
The shortstop has the advantage of being almost open to second base to begin
with. Whether the shortstop is shuffling or using the crossover step, the underhand
flip should feel more natural. The second baseman’s underhand flip will be slightly
more difficult and uncomfortable. The tendency of a young second baseman, even if
the footwork is done correctly, is to bring the ball from in front of the body all the
way to a point behind the body before actually executing the flip. The key thing here
is to try to get the second baseman to basically flip the ball from where it was
caught. If the ball is caught out in front, it makes sense to flip it right from that spot.
This may result in an awkward feeling for the second baseman until this technique
is mastered.
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From either shortstop or second base, the principles are the same. We have to
create momentum to the target, flip the ball and leave the hand to the face, and
follow the flip. The underhand flip is a tool that can be used at the highest level, but
it is a fundamental that should be introduced even to the youngest baseball players.

First Base Play
When nobody is on base, the first baseman is like any other infielder. Thus, the
main responsibility is the same as any other infielder; the first baseman must be
ready to field a groundball if it is hit in that direction. A misconception is that
because a first baseman’s glove is different that things are done differently at that
position. Not true. Catching a ground ball is catching a ground ball, and the same
fundamentals apply to the first baseman that apply to any other infielder.
When the ball is not hit to the first baseman, the priority changes. The first
baseman must get to first base in time to be a good, stationary target for the off
infielders. At the younger ages it is more important for a first baseman to play more
shallow, because it is even more crucial for him to be able to receive throws from
other infielders than it is to actually field groundballs himself. We still don’t want
the first baseman to play on the bag, but at the younger ages it’s better to err by
positioning the first baseman too close to the bag instead of too far away.
When the groundball is hit to another infielder, the first baseman must get to
the bag early and set up to be a good target. A good target is one that is stationary,
square to the infielder who is making the throw, and big (don’t squat or scrunch
down).
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First basemen should set up with the heel of their throwing-side foot on the
center of the inside part of the base. They should then see the ball coming across
the infield, making sure they have determined the flight of the ball before
committing their stretch. The stretch should result from the first basemen seeing
the flight of the ball and then taking their glove-hand foot to the baseball. A stretch
should not be defined by going necessarily toward the player who threw the ball, but
by the glove-hand foot and glove going directly toward the baseball. In simple terms,
you can stretch up the line toward home plate, in toward the fielder who threw it or
up the line toward the right field corner. If you are able to catch the ball at the same
time your glove-hand foot touches the ground, this will prove that you’ve seen the
ball cross the diamond and have taken the proper step to catch the ball.
Two golden rules of first base play are:
1. If the ball is not hit to you, get to the bag and set up as soon as you can to be
a good target.
2. Don’t stretch too soon.
For some reason, people want to make the first baseman the big guy with bad
hands who can hit for power, but in reality the first baseman handles more balls
than anybody on the field except the catcher. So, the better the first baseman
handles the receiving of thrown balls by the other infielders, the better the team will
be as a whole.

Something to Watch For
When watching a big league game, look at the proper fielding position when the
ball is hit like a rocket at the infielder. Note how wide he gets, how low his rear-end
17

gets and how far his hands get out in front. By the same token, on the ball hit at a
lesser speed, the infielder at that level realizes the more times the ball hits the
ground the greater the chance it will bite him. The routine ball, every now and then,
is one that comes up and bites the major league player, because he is used to
seeing the ball hit that way and just expects to make the play. That’s a time when
he gets a little lax and might not be in as good of a fielding position as he would if it
was a rocket or if the ball is hit a little bit slower.
Treat every groundball as if it is the game’s most important out and you will
always be in the proper position. Just keep in mind when the ball is hit harder at an
infielder, almost inevitably his concentration goes up, the base gets wide, his rearend gets down, his hands get out in front and he makes the play.
Infielder’s Checklist
Prior to assuming the ready position:
•

The type of pitch has been signaled.

•

The positioning of the infielders has been adjusted – based on the hitter, the
pitcher and the game situation.

•

Fielders have made each other aware of the number of outs.

•

Second base coverage responsibilities have been discussed if necessary –
for stolen base attempts and balls hit to the pitcher.

•

Bunt defense options have been considered.
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As the ball enters the hitting zone, the fielder assumes a ready position:
•

Feet spread a comfortable width apart.

•

Shoulders square to home plate.

•

Weight shifted forward and distributed evenly on the balls of the feet.

•

Knees bent slightly.

•

Head up, eyes focused on hitting zone.

General guidelines for infielders:
•

Anticipate that the ball will take a bad hop, and if it does you will be ready to
field it.

•

Create a wide base with the butt down and the hands out in front.

•

See the ball and the glove. Watch the ball into the glove.

•

Use two hands whenever possible.

•

Field the ball in the center of the body.

•

A crossover step is the first movement side to side. Practice this when the
ball comes off the bat in batting practice until it is second nature.

•

Practice backhand plays in practice. An infielder can't get in front of every
ball, and the ability to backhand is a weapon. The backhand is caught out in
front of the body off of either foot.

•

Know your arm strength as well as the speed of the batter and other runners.

•

Always be aware of the game situation (outs, runners on base, inning, score).

•

Always try to know as much about hitters as you can. Learn from earlier atbats.
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•

Be aware of the pitch being thrown and be ready to move one way or the
other accordingly.

•

In a double play situation, make sure to get the first out. Double plays are
rare at the youth levels, so avoiding errors and getting the lead runner should
be a focus.

•

Middle infielders should perfect the use of the underhand flip. If utilized
properly, the underhand flip can be used to start 2/3 of all double plays.

•

When throwing, create momentum toward the target, point the front
shoulder and follow the throw.

•

Always use a four-seam grip when throwing.
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Basic Fundamentals of Outfield Play
Outfield play, especially at the youth levels, often gets overlooked. Even though
the outfielder is not directly involved in the majority of plays, coaches need to stress
the importance of the position. An outfielder has to be able to maintain
concentration throughout the game, because there may only be one or two hit balls
that come directly to that player during the course of the contest. Those plays could
be the most important ones. There also are many little things an outfielder can do -backing up throws and other outfielders, cutting off balls and keeping runners from
taking extra bases, and throwing to the proper cutoffs and bases – that don’t show
up in a scorebook, but can really help a team play at a high level.

Straightaway Positioning
All outfielders – all fielders for that matter – must understand the concept of
straightaway positioning. For an outfielder, the best way to determine straightaway
positioning is to reference the bases. By drawing an imaginary line from first base
through second base and into left field, the left fielder can determine where
straightaway left actually is. The right fielder can do the same by drawing an
imaginary line from third base through second base and into the outfield. The
center fielder can simply use home plate and second base in a similar fashion. Of
course, the actual depth that determines where straightaway is varies from age
group to age group. Outfielders will shift their positioning throughout the game
depending on the situation, the pitcher and the batter. But, especially at the younger
ages, an outfielder who plays too close to the line or too close to another fielder can
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create a huge advantage for opposing hitters. This also can be dangerous if the
outfielders have not learned to communicate properly.

As the Pitcher Begins the Windup
There are two methods of picking up the baseball after it is delivered by the
pitcher. Whichever method is used should be determined by an individual player’s
comfort level.
The first method is to focus on a spot in front of home plate as the ball leaves
the pitcher’s hand. This is easier for some players, who find it difficult to follow the
ball all the way from the pitcher’s hand to the hitting zone and then back out to the
field when the ball is hit.
The second method is to watch the ball all the way from the pitcher’s release
point to the point of contact. Again, each player needs to determine which method
is most comfortable.

Ready Position
Before the ball is delivered, the outfielder should assume an athletic “ready
position.” The weight should be distributed evenly on the balls of the feet and the
legs should be a comfortable width apart, creating a solid, balanced foundation.
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Square to Home Plate
Young outfielders should be square to the hitting zone as the ball is delivered by
the pitcher. This allows the outfielder to break either way after the ball comes off
the bat.

Catching a Flyball
Flyball
The number one job of any outfielder is to catch the flyball and record the out. It
doesn’t matter if an outfielder catches the ball on the right side, the left side or the
center of the body as long as the glove and the other hand are above the eyes. The
most important thing is to be able to see the ball AND the glove.
We like to teach younger players to catch flyballs with two hands. As players
become more advanced, we may let them catch the ball in the manner that is most
comfortable – one hand or two – as long as they can see the ball and the glove.
The outfielder should get to the spot where the ball is going to come down and
catch it above the head.

Catching a Groundball
Once a batter gets a base hit, it becomes the outfielder’s job to keep the batter
at first base. The outfielder should get to the spot where the ball is going as quickly
as possible and then get under control. Once at the spot, a wide base is established,
with the butt down and the hands out in front. Just as in catching a flyball, it is
important for the eyes to be able to see the ball AND the glove. The ball should be
fielded out in front of the glove-hand foot. Once the ball is fielded, the outfielder
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throws the ball to the proper teammate (base, cutoff or relay). At that point the
outfielder’s job is done.

Crossover Step
On balls hit to the outfielder’s left or right, efficiency of motion is very important.
The best way to achieve this is by using a crossover step. On a ball hit to the
outfielder’s right (no matter if the outfielder is left-handed or right-handed), take the
left foot and crossover in the direction of the baseball. There should be no wasted
motion. The crossover step should be the first movement after the ball is hit. This
movement needs to be practiced over and over until it becomes second nature. This
can be accomplished by breaking on balls during batting practice or by a coach
tossing balls to a player’s left or right until the movement is mastered.

Drop Step
To achieve efficiency of motion on balls hit over the outfielder’s head, a drop
step must be utilized. The drop step is a diagonal step back used when a ball is hit
deep to either side of the outfielder. It is followed by a crossover step toward the
spot where the ball is going to come down. Just as with the crossover step, the drop
step should be practiced until it becomes second nature.
Backpedaling should be avoided. The outfielder should get to the spot where the
ball is going to come down as quickly as possible, catching the ball with the glove
above the head if possible. Outfielders should avoid drifting or trying to “time” the
catch.
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In the game of baseball we cannot get underneath every flyball that is hit to us.
There will be instances when we have to make plays on the run, but the ultimate
goal is to hustle and make as many plays as possible look routine.

Throwing From the Outfield
Outfield
All outfielders should throw over the top using a four-seam grip. Once the ball is
fielded, the outfielder should pick a spot on the target’s body and focus on it. Ideally
this spot should be the chest or head. Throwing over the top with a four-seam grip
allows for maximum carry and reduces the chances of the ball tailing away from the
intended target. The rotation generated by a four-seam grip also allows for a truer
skip when the outfielder makes a one-hop throw to a base.

Communication
The center fielder is the general in the outfield and should catch any ball that
he can reach. Naturally, if this catch would be an easy one for the off outfielder, the
center fielder should encourage the off outfielder to make the play. Outfielders
should constantly talk to one another. When calling for balls, the center fielder
should continue to call for a ball, since a one-time call may be at the same time as
the off outfielder's call, and the players may not hear each other.
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Outfielder’s Checklist
In addition to the basic fundamentals discussed throughout this lesson, all
outfielders should:
•

Constantly check wind and sun conditions. Check playing field conditions.

•

Keep in mind the condition of the outfield surface and the distance to all the
fences.

•

Watch all the actions of the hitter closely, such as stance change for hitting
to the opposite field, stance for bunting, a shortening or lengthening of the
grip on the bat or any change that might indicate the direction he might
attempt to hit.

•

Know the opposing hitters and how the pitcher will attempt to pitch to them.

•

Back up other outfielders and all throws to bases.

•

Call plays whenever a call is necessary.

•

Back up infielders on balls hit to them.

•

Run on the balls of their feet and make a smooth approach to the ball.

•

Know all game situations, such as number of outs, tying and winning runs,
etc.

•

Be sure to know where to throw the ball before getting to it.

•

Attempt to hit all cutoff men with a chest-high throw.

•

Refrain from making useless throws where a trailing runner could advance.

•

Get to the spot quickly on all groundballs and flyballs. Do not coast or drift.
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•

Never be caught without sunglasses. One fly ball lost in the sun may really
cost the team. If sunglasses are not available, be aware of the sun location
and use the glove or off hand as a shield.

•

The center fielder has priority on flyballs over all other outfielders. If the
center fielder can get to the ball, that player should call off the other
outfielder repeatedly so there is no confusion.

•

Call loudly, distinctly and confidently on all flyballs and take all flyballs they
can handle toward the infield. Never pressure the infielder by forcing him to
make the tough play. The infielder goes back until the outfielder calls him
off.

•

Learn how to play fences. On balls that stop at the bottom of a fence,
outfielders should make sure they look at the ball when they pick it up, so
that they don't have to reach for it more than once. Pick the ball up the first
time.

•

Like infielders, anticipate every ball is going to be hit to them. Think, "What
am I going to do with the ball when it is hit to my right, my left, in front, over
my head, hard, soft..." etc.

•

Practice taking balls off the bat during batting practice. Much more can be
learned by fielding balls off the bat then by any other method.
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Basic Fundamentals of Pitching
As a pitching coach or an instructor, you do most of your work from behind the
mound watching pitchers throw. There is a certain progression to use when you are
observing pitchers. The first thing to do, especially when watching pitchers for the
first time, is to just observe. Resist the urge to discuss any theories or any
expectations. Just give them the ball and let them throw for 10 minutes. When
watching pitchers throw for the first time, it’s important to look for three things, and
one of them isn’t mechanics. Don’t really concentrate on mechanics as one of the
first things. Look at:

1) Ball movement
2) Velocity
3) Is the pitcher throwing strikes?

Obviously, when you look at the younger age groups, throwing strikes is the most
important thing to focus on. Ball movement is a more advanced concept that comes
into play as the players get older. Velocity is relative, based on the age group, but
can be improved by throwing mostly fastballs at the younger ages. Velocity and ball
movement should naturally take care of themselves as the players progress up the
ladder.
Look at the results first and see where the pitcher is, because the more he’s
doing those things right and throwing strikes, that should tell you that you don’t
have that much work to do with that pitcher. The pitcher is doing a lot of things right
if those things are happening. You are going to run into pitchers who don’t
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necessarily look smooth. They’re herky jerky and unconventional, but they are
throwing strikes. Do you need to change that pitcher much? Absolutely not. Look at
how the pitcher is throwing before you start breaking down that kid.
You’ll see the guys in the big leagues with picture perfect mechanics and not so
picture perfect mechanics. If they are throwing strikes, the one thing they have in
common is that they put themselves in a position -- no matter what their mechanics
are -- with their hand and their arm slot to throw strikes. And that’s what we want to
try to accomplish from mechanics, a good end result. Everybody’s mechanics are
going to be a little bit different. We talk a lot about celebrating each player’s
individual talents, and that is never more important than with pitching. Just turn on
the TV and you’ll see that no two pitchers are alike.

Gripping the Baseball
The first thing we like to do is see how a pitcher is holding his fastball – either
the four seam or the two seam. Does he know what type of movement he is
supposed to get out of either one of those pitches?

FourFour-Seam Fastball
The first thing to introduce, especially to the young pitcher, is the four-seam
fastball. Ask to see how the pitcher is holding the four-seam fastball. The pitcher
should be holding the ball across the four seams. There are two ways to hold the
four-seam fastball. You’ve got the open end of the horseshoe and the closed end of
the horseshoe. Which way is the best way? The one the pitcher is throwing strikes
with. But for the pitcher with smaller hands, it’s a little better fit with the open end
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of the horseshoe closest to the index finger. The index finger is shorter, so the seam
drops down and allows the pitcher to contact the seam with both fingertips. For the
older pitcher with bigger hands it really doesn’t matter much. But for the little guys,
that’s a pretty good first step.
The next thing to look at is how wide the fingers are apart. You can’t have the
fingers too far apart, because the wider the fingers are, the more velocity the pitcher
is going to lose. The fingers should be a comfortable distance apart for that
individual pitcher. A common mistake is for the thumb to creep up the side of the
ball. It’s really hard to throw strikes if the thumb isn’t below the ball serving as the
anchor. It doesn’t have to be all the way under, just more underneath the ball than
on the side. Everybody has heard the expression, “Hold it like an egg.” This really
holds true. You want a nice, easy grip. The ball should come out like a feather. The
fingertips are on the seams to generate the proper rotation, which helps movement
and velocity. We want to make sure there is contact with the seams. You don’t want
to ride too high so the fingertips are not touching the seams.
What’s the four-seam fastball going to do for you? It’s going to stay straight. It’s
a good basis for throwing strikes. As the pitcher evolves and gets a little bigger and
stronger, there might be a little action on the end of the four-seamer. But with the
younger kids, a four-seam fastball is going to stay pretty much straight. That’s good.

TwoTwo-Seam Fastball
Fastball
We’ve talked about the four-seam fastball, now let’s discuss trying to generate
some movement. That’s where the two-seam fastball comes into play. The pitcher
should hold the two-seamer with the seams. Again, make sure the fingers are a
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comfortable distance apart and the pitcher’s fingers are not riding up on the ball.
When riding up on the ball with a two-seam fastball, the fingers are splitting farther
apart and the pitcher is losing velocity. The fingers should be working with the top
half of the ball where the seams are the closest together. Whether the pitcher grips
the ball with the fingers on top or inside the seams depends on comfort level. The
key is to figure out which grip allows the pitcher to throw strikes while achieving
maximum velocity and movement. Once again, make sure the thumb is below the
ball.
What’s a two-seamer supposed to do? If I’m a right-hander throwing to a righthanded hitter, it’s supposed to run inside. If it’s a left-handed pitcher, it’s just the
opposite. The two-seamer should move away from a right-handed hitter. How is that
accomplished? Just like with the four-seamer, by keeping the hand behind the ball.
Sometimes you’ll see pitchers where balls are cutting dramatically. Many times that
happens when the pitcher’s hand is coming around the ball. It’s not a real natural
movement. That’s not a good thing. We want to create movement by keeping the
hand behind the ball and letting it come out of the hand naturally. That allows the
movement to take over.

Mechanics
When you’ve got the base - the two-fastball grips - then we can start talking
about mechanics. As a coach, sometimes you’re looking at the pitcher and all you
see are arms and legs coming at you. It can be tough to decipher exactly what’s
going on. What we’ve got to do is break it down. It’s really tough to look at a pitcher
in his entirety while he’s throwing and determine what the problem is, or for that
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matter, to determine what he is doing right. You may have a pitcher who has good
velocity and isn’t throwing strikes, but you can’t tell what’s wrong by seeing the
entire throwing motion. You’ve got to break it down.

The Five Links of the Chain
Mechanics can be broken down into five sections. We like to call them the five
links of the chain. Mechanics is one continuous motion, but there are five parts to
that motion, and if one of those links breaks down, it can affect the chain. So what
you want to do is look at the overall windup and then make it easy on yourself.

1) Feet – The first thing to look at is the feet. See where the pitcher is on the
mound. There are a lot of theories. Some people say left-handers should be
on the left side of the mound and that right-handers should be on the right
side of the mound. Again, our theory is that the pitcher should stand
wherever it takes to produce strikes. That’s the comfortable side. Are there
advantages to standing on one side or the other? Sure -- when you get to the
higher levels and start talking about angles. But for now the key is to make
sure the pitcher is comfortable and throwing strikes. The middle is a good
starting point.
So, the pitcher starts on the middle of the rubber. The heels should be on
the rubber so the toes are touching the ground in front of the rubber. If the
pitcher starts with the toes on top of the rubber and steps back, to complete
the next move (pivot), the pitcher has to pick up the foot and place it. Many
of the fields that kids play on have rubbers that after a couple of days have
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four-inch gullies in front of them. If you get a young pitcher picking up the
foot and finding the spot and then dropping four inches again, it’s going to be
tough to throw strikes. Many times we overanalyze pitchers who are
struggling to throw strikes when the problem could just be a simple thing like
the feet or the grip.
The next thing to look at is what type of tempo the pitcher has. Is the first
step nice and smooth, or is it violent? We have to make sure the pitcher has
a nice, smooth first step. A good indicator when a pitcher takes the first step
back is to look at the head and the pivot foot. Does the head remain over the
pivot foot? If the pitcher’s first step is too big, the head is going to go with the
foot. So an easy thing to tell a pitcher instead of worrying about the feet is to
say, “Keep your head above your pivot foot.” That automatically will make
the pitcher take a shorter step back and slow the tempo down.
The next thing to look at is the pivot. Make sure young guys pivot all the
way so that the foot is totally parallel to the rubber. If they don’t, if they get
lazy and spin their heel on top of the rubber or leave the foot at a 45 degree
angle to the rubber, when they get to balance position, they are already
pointing away from home plate. They are too open and are self-destructing
before they start.
That’s the first link…it’s all feet.

2) Balance Position – Let’s see how the pitcher brings the leg up into the
balance position. Is it a controlled movement or is it violent? The pitcher
wants to be in control of that leg. Again, looking at the angle, the leg should
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be slightly closed. If the pitcher’s leg is not a little bit closed with the butt
cheek pointing at least a little bit toward the catcher, he is opening up too
soon. This will result in a front shoulder that is not pointed toward the target
and a hard landing with the front foot.
As the leg comes up, look at how the pitcher brings the hands and legs
together. This is where the pitcher gathers. It should be comfortable and
there has to be a pause (not a long one). The pitcher gathers at balance
position and then goes toward the plate. When you’re talking textbook, the
glove should be slightly above the belt. You’re going to have pitchers who
don’t bring their gloves down that far and who have higher leg kicks, but as
long as their arm arrives at the right time and they are throwing strikes,
that’s not a big deal. The pitchers are doing something right to get there.

3) Power Position – How does the pitcher take the ball out of the glove? That’s
the first thing to look at when analyzing the power position. From balance
position, the pitcher can’t get lazy. The ball has to be out and up. The wrist
shouldn’t drop below the ball, and the arm shouldn’t be shortened up so the
ball points at the ceiling. Sometimes you see pitchers who throw and look
like a pitching machine. When they take the ball back, their hand is under
the ball. They are not creating arm action. Arm action is created by keeping
the hand above the ball when in power position and shifting behind the ball
during rotation. Also in the power position the pitcher’s weight should stay
back. Everybody’s heard the expression, “Stay back.” The next time you are
working with a pitcher, have him stop in the power position. More often than
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not you’ll see pitchers with their weight balanced evenly, not back. That will
not allow them to generate the torque that takes them through rotation and
creates momentum for the follow through.

4) Rotation – Torque creates rotation. The hand stays behind the ball as the
arm comes forward. The elbow forms an “L” and is slightly above the level of
the shoulder. Both feet are on the ground with the toe of the lead foot
pointing toward home plate. In order to throw a baseball properly, the front
side has to be used correctly. This is not just for pitchers. This is for every
position. It’s like looking down the scope of rifle. Pick out the target and get
the shoulder on the target. This is the key to throwing strikes. Pitchers have
to use the front side. If the front side is not used properly, the pitcher
appears lazy, with the front arm kind of just falling to the wayside. Using the
front side allows the pitcher to point the shoulder toward home plate and
then create torque to generate power. No matter if a pitcher throws threequarters or over the top, the elbow still should be above the shoulder.

5) Follow Through -- When you throw a baseball, if you break it down on film,
the back foot is still on the ground when the ball is released. Then the follow
through takes place. The follow through is a result of momentum. If you
don’t have momentum you’re not going to have a follow through. You can’t
say, “Hey, just pick it up at link five,” if you don’t have a follow through and
just make an adjustment there. You’ve got to stay back, make a rotation so
you have momentum and then follow through.
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Not everybody is going to have the same form of momentum. Not every
pitcher is going to be able to generate momentum and follow through to a
perfect fielding position. Does it help? Sure. Is it a necessity? No. Goose
Gossage used to end up practically down the first base line. Can you imagine
if his youth league coach at 12 years old tried to straighten him out? He had
a Hall of Fame career. The point is that he was able to throw strikes despite
that finish. That’s because he was on time when he needed to be. He just
had so much explosiveness that his momentum carried him toward first
base.
That’s the basis. You take a look at the pitcher and evaluate. Look at the
four-seam fastball and the two-seam fastball. See if the end result is a strike.
Then breakdown the mechanics, these five links. As a pitching coach, just
look at the feet and block out the rest. Then examine the balance position
and power position. Block out everything else and look at each individual
link. That makes seeing the problems that much easier. The challenge is to
teach the kids the five links so that they know what you are talking about
when you yell out from the dugout during a game.
You can’t offer assistance unless you watch what the player is doing. If
the kid is having success, even though everything mechanically is not
necessarily by the book, you might continue to watch, but you don’t want to
fix something that isn’t broken. So, the evaluation and observation period is
crucial.
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All of the mechanics of pitching -- throwing at 60 feet -- crossover to other
parts of the game.

The five links of the chain is an advanced concept geared more toward the high
school player. For the younger player, it can be broken down into simpler terms:
1) Start with a baby step back.
2) Turn the foot (pivot).
3) Pick up the leg.
4) Point the front shoulder.
5) Throw.
There are some drills that can assist with mechanics. Again, first we go back to
the grip. You can do all of the drills in the world, but if the pitcher isn’t gripping the
ball correctly, nothing is going to change.

OneOne-Knee Drill
This drill breaks down arm action and works on the power position. It
concentrates on taking the ball back out of the glove and keeping the hand behind
the ball. The drill is great for short-armers and long-armers, guys who get
underneath the ball. It can be done in the outfield before a game. Players drop their
throwing-side knee to the ground with the opposite knee up and play catch, using
only a four-seam grip, from a short distance. Another thing you can do is to tell the
kid to look back and see what the arm and hand should look like before coming
forward. This may allow the player to see what is wrong. There are no quick fixes.
Drills must be done every day in practice in order to correct problems.
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Tee Drill
The use of a hitting tee can enhance the one-knee drill. This is for the player
who chronically lets the elbow drop below the shoulder. The tee is placed on the
player’s throwing side close enough that if the elbow drops, it will hit the tee. This
allows the player to visualize the proper throwing motion. The one-knee position is
again assumed (throwing-side knee to the ground). Players will exaggerate the
elbow position to avoid hitting the tee. On a daily basis this will help create muscle
memory so the player doesn’t have to think about it.

Power Position Drill
This can be used not only as a drill for troubleshooting, but also as a warm-up
before a pitcher goes into a game. The player starts by creating a wide base with
the feet. Using a four-seam grip, the hand is placed on the ball in the glove at chest
level. As a coach, make sure the pitcher shifts the weight back before going
forward. The hands break, the weight goes back, power position is assumed, the
ball is released and the follow through takes place. The follow through in this drill
occurs only with the arm. Both feet stay on the ground, with the trail foot staying
near the rubber. Have the pitcher rotate on the backside, create a nice hip turn and
finish. Make sure the front toe is pointing forward. Remember that in the power
position, the hand is above the baseball, and the front shoulder is used as a site,
pointing directly at the target. The first time you show this drill to your pitcher, it will
be tough, because it takes a lot of balance and timing. Have the pitcher stop and
“pose for a picture” after the arm finishes. Both feet should be on the ground. For
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short-armers, you can have them start in the finish position then take the weight all
the way back through the power position before finishing. This creates a long, whiplike motion and gives them a feeling of stretching the throwing motion out.
Another variation of the power position drill, for pitchers who throw the ball high
a lot, is to have the catcher shorten up. To throw the ball downhill to the catcher
from a mound the pitcher really has to concentrate on getting the elbow up and
staying on top of the ball. This isn’t a velocity drill. All the pitcher is thinking about is
timing and balance. The drill also is good for long-striders. Pitchers with long strides
will not be able to get downhill in time. Remember that both feet are on the ground
when the pitcher completes this drill. The follow through is with the arm only, just as
in the regular power position drill.
Pitchers can do “dry” sets where they are just working on the power position and
rotation movements without baseballs. Five or ten sets of each motion will help
create muscle memory and will allow pitchers to make adjustments during games
when coaches point out problems.

Eyes on the Target
It can be a very simple thing, but in all the complexities of mechanics, Cal Sr.
always used to say keep your eyes on the target, put your front shoulder in the
glove, ball behind it. That is a very simple and safe thing to tell a young pitcher. Just
like throwing in the outfield or infield, the pitcher wants to pick up a certain spot. If
the pitcher is locked in and never takes the eyes off the target, that’s a good
starting point. That’s not to say there aren’t pitchers who can take their eyes off the
target and still pick it up again, but for young kids, a good starting point is to tell
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them to look at the target. If a kid is taking his eyes off the target for a split second
and still throwing strikes, we don’t want to fix that. But the longer the youngster
sees the catcher’s glove, the more likely a strike is going to be thrown.

Offspeed
Offspeed Pitches
When a pitcher can throw the two types of fastballs on both sides of the plate
and has a good concept of mechanics, then it is time to look at offspeed pitches.
But, we still want to establish the fastball first. Too many times, especially at the
high school level, pitchers are in a hurry to become four-pitch pitchers. They forget
that they have to throw the fastball on both sides of the plate, because everything is
going to come off their fastball.
The most important thing for offspeed pitches is to make sure the ball is
comfortable in the pitcher’s hand. Too often a young pitcher will see a teammate
with a good curveball and try to imitate that grip whether it is comfortable or not.
Everybody’s hand is different. Everybody has different arm slots and velocity and
confidence, which is a huge factor in throwing a breaking ball for a strike. The best
grip is the one that feels best in the pitcher’s hand, so that’s what we have to find.

Breaking Ball Grips
One common theme with all breaking balls is that the pitcher wants to find a
long seam. The middle finger should be placed on the inside part of the long seam
so there is something to pull down on. The ball should be visible on both sides of the
fingers. A common mistake of young pitchers is to have too much of the ball
exposed on one side. Once in a while they’ll throw one for a strike, but most times
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the ball just pops out and spins. No matter what breaking ball is being thrown, the
ball should be visible on both sides of the fingers. As far as the thumb, some guys
will have a little more daylight between the ball and the thumb. Some guys will
choke it off a little bit more. You have to constantly tweak it. Tell the pitcher to
move the grip around and throw a few to see what’s comfortable. The most
important thing is for it to feel good in the pitcher’s hands.
The progressions of the windup are the same as with a fastball at the beginning.
The hand stays on top of the ball then shifts behind the ball during rotation before
getting over the ball out in front of the body. A pitcher can drop the wrist below the
ball to throw a breaking ball, but this type of pitch has a ceiling. It won’t get that
much better and it puts more strain on the elbow. As the arm gets in front of the
body, the hand comes over on top of the ball and then through it. This is where
confidence comes in getting out front and being aggressive with it. If the pitcher
babies it, that’s when you get the lollipops. When you throw a breaking ball, you
want to have good extension, but not quite as far as a fastball after the pitch is
released. To get the feel for this, have someone hold a glove out where the pitcher
would normally extend to after releasing the ball. Make sure the pitcher pulls back
in after rotation and follows through short of the normal follow through.
As far as visualization, when you tell a kid to throw a breaking ball for the first
time, make the expectation small. You’ve heard the term breaking ball. All we’re
trying to do is take a ball and make it break. We don’t say curveball or slider. We let
the pitcher determine which breaking ball he has. Let’s just get out in front and
create some rotation. A lot of times you tell a kid to throw a curveball and he has
certain expectations because he’s seen a big league pitcher throw one that breaks
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off the table. Then the first thing the pitcher tries to do is make it really big and
break from very high to very low. Tell your catcher to ask the pitcher to make it
small. Create some rotation and throw some strikes. You can start the pitcher out in
the power position drill practicing breaking balls from an abbreviated distance. Just
have the pitcher separate and throw a breaking ball. It’s an easy way from the
shorter distance to get the pitcher comfortable with the ball coming out of the hand.
The more comfortable the pitcher gets, the farther back the catcher can move.
Young pitchers often force the issue and throw the ball up to make it break
down. The key is to get over the ball and let the ball break a little bit. There is a very
fine line between overthrowing it and being firm with it. You want to be firm, but you
don’t want to become unglued. Also be careful, if you do teach a kid a good
breaking ball at a young age, to not let the pitcher fall in love with it. The hitters
aren’t going to be used to hitting it, so definitely keep a pitch count on it. Young
pitchers should be building arm strength by throwing at least 80 percent fastballs. If
they fall in love with the curveball, they will not strengthen the arm sufficiently and
as they get older their velocity will suffer and the risk of injury will be greater. You
don’t develop a good curveball when you are 10 years old and take it to the big
leagues. You actually develop a good curveball by throwing a lot of fastballs at a
young age. That strengthens the arm so that when it is time to develop a breaking
ball, you are able to do so. But first you have established a fastball to build up arm
strength. It is a God-given gift to be able to throw hard, but if you keep throwing
fastballs you will develop your arm strength and allow yourself to throw a better
fastball. The more breaking balls you throw at a young age, it’s going to take more
miles per hour off your fastball as you get older. If you develop a good fastball as a
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youngster, you are going to be able to throw a good breaking ball when you get
older.
There’s nothing wrong with introducing the concept of a breaking ball, but you
have to manage the big picture. You have to set certain rules. To be a big league
pitcher, your arm strength and your fastball are going to get you there. You can add
your breaking ball in as you go, but minimize it. Don’t try to do it for the sake of
winning the game. You can’t compromise your rules and principles that govern the
player’s development. The concept is good, because if they get it, they can grow
with the concept as they get older. Just make sure to minimize the use of the pitch
in games.

Changeup
The changeup is a great pitch. If you are looking for something to teach your
young guys as an off speed pitch, teach the changeup first. What is a changeup
supposed to do? It’s an off speed pitch. We’re trying to take something off our
fastball. Depending on the velocity range, the changeup is going to be 8 to 10 miles
per hour slower than the fastball. The pitcher wants to have arm speed action
similar to the fastball, but the pitch actually is a little bit slower. The idea is to throw
off the hitter’s timing and get his weight out in front too soon, eliminating his power.
Pitchers have been told all their lives to throw hard, and all of the sudden you are
telling them to lay one in there. They have to be convinced that this is what the pitch
is going to do (get the batter’s weight out front) and that they should trust it. Throw
it for a strike. It’s not a strikeout pitch. Let them hit it. Get that point across so they
have the confidence to throw it.
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There are a whole bunch of changeup grips out there. There is a three-finger grip
that is good for younger players with smaller hands. You grab the ball across the
four seams or two seams, whatever is comfortable. Get three fingers on it, but
make sure the pitcher doesn’t stick it in the back of the palm. One of the myths
about a changeup is that you have to jam it into your hand and choke it. Not true.
When you stick it in there, stick it in the back of the fingers and close it up. There
should be some space between the hand and the ball. You throw a baseball with
your fingers and not your hand. Some guys can throw a palm ball, but it’s a very
advanced pitch. Tell an 8- or 9-year-old to put three fingers on the ball and just play
catch. When the kids start getting more advanced, we can get four fingers involved.
Stick the ball right in the fingers with two fingers on the middle of the ball and use
the pinky and pointer as bookends. Make sure it feels good then have the pitcher
put the thumb on the ball. If the pitcher has big fingers, you’ve got a circle change. If
the pitcher doesn’t have big fingers, you still have a changeup grip. Don’t force the
circle. It will come. If the pitcher is 10, by the time he is 16, he’ll grow into it. The
ball has got to feel comfortable in the hand to throw the pitch for a strike.
Constantly move the ball around and alter the grip until it feels good. The grip takes
off the velocity and allows arm speed to remain the same as it is when a fastball is
thrown.
Those are two very basic grips, now how do we throw these? Again, we get the
arm back out of the glove with the hand above the ball. Stay behind the ball through
rotation. As the arm comes forward, get back on top of the ball and slightly inside,
not turning it over. Don’t lead with the wrist. The hand naturally finishes a little
inside. With the changeup, we just start the process a little earlier then let the
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natural hand action create the rotation. Don’t try to do too much with it. If you look
at the grip, most of the pressure is on the inside of the ball anyway. The grip alone is
going to take care of a lot of the action, so don’t force it too much. A lot of times
pitchers will force it and get too much movement. Then they won’t be able to keep it
in the strike zone. As a visualization, imagine there is a bucket and after releasing
the ball you want to drop it in the bucket.
Speed is important, but don’t worry if it is being thrown too hard at first. That
means the pitcher is really throwing it. The grip can be adjusted to take off the
velocity. A lot of time a kid babies the pitch and kind of lobs it up there.
As coaches, we are looking to build arm strength in young players. It sounds
simplistic, but you learn to throw hard by throwing hard. You have to throw your
fastball. You throw your changeup off your fastball. You’re not going to throw your
fastball off your changeup. Again, at a young age, don’t fall in love with your
changeup. Restrict what the kids can throw. You can’t stress enough that you can’t
fall in love with your offspeed pitches, because in the developmental stages of your
arm, the fastball is the most important pitch. Make sure that you govern it and
aren’t allowing them to throw 50 or 60 percent offspeed pitches. They may
experience success at first, but if they don’t develop the fastball, they are going to
fall off of that ladder that you climb to get to the highest level of baseball. It’s good
to introduce it and get the concept out there. They are going to use it as they go up
the ladder, but also make sure that they throw plenty of fastballs. The fastball can
be four weapons; it can be thrown high, low, in and out.
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The Ripken Glossary
Here are some of the most important terminologies in the game of baseball. We
refer to them often, so if there is any confusion, you can always come back to this
section.

Athletic Position
The athletic position is used in most sports and by everyone on the baseball field. It
will vary slightly according to the individual and the position, but the common
element that should be present in all athletic positions is a solid, balanced base.

First Step
The first step is the most important step in baseball for baserunners, outfielders,
infielders, pitchers and catchers. If the first step is quick and efficient, the ensuing
steps will follow suit. All good players have a quick first step.

Crossover Step
One leg crosses over the other by a simple pivot of the leading foot. It's used by all
players on the field and is the quickest way to get a good jump as an outfielder,
infielder, baserunner and catcher. Even pitchers use this step as they move to get a
ball hit to either side of the mound.
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Heads Up!
You can't play the game with your head down. The game is played on the ground,
but not with it. The head must be up to see what is going on at all times on a
baseball field.

Perfect Practice Makes Perfect
Practice does not make perfect. How is that possible? Because bad habits may be
practiced, and practicing a flawed technique will get a player nowhere. The only way
to do something is to do it right. Practicing good habits is what makes a better
player. Habits are formed in practice and then become automatic in the game. You
play like you practice; If you practice correctly, you will play correctly.

Communication
Verbal communication is a necessity on a baseball field. Players need to know what
they are going to do in every situation. Communication helps ensure that everyone
is in the right place at the right time. By communicating, an in-between flyball can
be caught instead of dropping for a base hit. The more teammates talk, the more
able everyone will be to make the right play.
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Pick Up The Ball The First Time
This usually pertains to an outfielder retrieving a ball near the fence when he tries to
pick it up, misses, then has to stab at it again, thus allowing the runner to take an
extra base. This can also apply to infielders. For example, when a ground ball is
booted, the tendency is to hurry and pick it up. Unfortunately, more often than not,
the ball is dropped again because of the hurried attempt. The important thing is to
take your time and make sure you pick it up the first time. A stationary ball should
be picked up with the bare hand only. A ball that is rolling should be picked up with
two hands. Whichever method is used, make sure the ball is picked up the first
time.

Know What To Do When The Bal
Balll Is Hit To You
First of all, everyone on the field should want and expect the ball to be hit to them.
In preparation, players should say to themselves, "What am I going to do with the
ball when it is hit hard, or to my right, or to my left or slowly?" By doing so, players
are prepared to make the correct play at all times. Physical errors are going to
happen, but the mental errors must be kept to a bare minimum.

Adjust and Readjust
Let's use the example of a pitcher and the hitter. If the hitter is wearing out the
pitcher, the pitcher makes an adjustment in order to get that hitter out. By the same
token, the hitter must make an adjustment when this happens. If the batter

3

successfully adjusts, it necessitates a readjustment by the pitcher. The more you
play, the more you will find the need to adjust and the more easily it will be done.

Terminology: A Very Important Concept
You can talk to someone about a skill or fundamental and that person may not be
able to grasp what is being said. One person may say the same exact thing, but by
wording this a bit differently, may have better success in getting the point across.
Don't forget: We are all more susceptible to grasping certain concepts on certain
days. Certain terminology may be different from the norm, but may get the point
across more effectively to a particular player.

OneOne-handed Play
In a perfect world, we like to use two hands. Sometimes this is not possible. Certain
plays, such as the backhand or forehand, dictate that we use one hand. The use of
one hand allows for greater reach than when you attempt to use two.

Center of the Body
Whenever a throw is needed, the center of the body is involved. If an outfielder
catches a fly ball on the glove side, the transfer occurs at the center of the body. The
pitcher uses the center of the body when breaking the hands before the delivery.
The infielder brings the ball into the center of the body after catching a ground ball
and before actually throwing.
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Get There on Time
When receiving a throw at a base, it is much better to be there early rather than
late. A stationary target is always a better option than a moving one. This term also
can be used in pitching when discussing whether a pitcher’s mechanics are sound,
allowing rotation, delivery and follow through to happen with the proper timing.

Get to the Spot
Don’t drift. Don’t coast. Figure out where the ball is going and get to that spot as
soon as possible. This allows the fielder extra time to adjust if a ball is misjudged or
the ball takes a bad hop.

Rounding
This is a term that usually is used when there is a deficiency in a player’s skills. The
two common misuses are rounding a groundball and when the second baseman is
covering the base on a double play ball. In both cases it is better to get to the spot
directly from Point A to Point B.
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