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  Foreword




  The marketplace is filled with books, many by former major league players, offering instruction on how to pitch. For the most part these books offer insights into how to stand, throw, pitch, and pick off base-runners. But surprisingly, there are too few books that help players who want to learn how to pitch that have anything at all to say about how pitchers should think.




  And yet, thinking is a key element of every part of this game.Like chess, it has often been referred to as a thinking-man’s game. Well, the purpose of this book is to offer these thinking insights to your son who must learn to grasp them if they are to become a successful pitcher.




  I begin with describing some of the fundamental concepts about pitching that your son must understand. Then, pitching principles are described that will provide the pitching backbone to your son’s in-game performance. Then, more specific strategies are offered as your son is required to make adjustments to the batters and situations in which he finds himself. But while your son is making adjustments, so are the batters. Chapter five provides your son with knowledge of how batters adjust their weaknesses, which can be detected by your son just as he stands on the mound.Finally, perhaps your son’s greatest obstacle to overcome will be himself. Pitching, besides being a game of intelligence, is perhaps even more so a game of emotions. The trick for your son is to keep these emotions in check and harness all this emotion in a positive way. He should use it to make himself successful and capable of living up to his abilities.




  If you and your son can take any of these lessons and put them into practice, you will have justified the writing of this book.




  Note: The occasional reference to Jeremy refers to my son who chose to pursue an academic career at Princeton rather than pitch for any one of a number of colleges. During his pitching career, Jeremy utilized most of the techniques described in this book.




   




  CHAPTER 1: PITCHING STRATEGIES – PRELIMINARIES AND PRINCIPLES




  Developing a Game Plan




  This chapter addresses the issue of developing a pitching strategy for the game. There is no one way to do this, because there are so many different kinds of pitchers, each of whom brings his own strengths and weaknesses to the mound. In addition, how often a pitcher has been seen by the opposing team, as well as what inning he enters the game, the score, and a host of other factors, suggest that no one strategy is the best method to employ at all times. So a variety of strategies will be outlined.




  I will provide both pitching principles and pitching tactics, which a pitcher may draw from when developing a game plan. Pitching principles are what might be considered big picture ideas. This will include a description of pitching by the book, pitching backwards, sequence pitching, and so on. The section on tactics includes a discussion of ideas that may be employed in specific situations or with certain kinds of hitters. This includes how to pitch to pull hitters, when to climb the ladder, when not to throw a change-up or curve ball, and so on.




  Both pitching principles and tactics are simply tools which your son must become familiar with in order to develop his own pitching game plan.




  The Role of the Pitcher




  In order to develop a strategic approach to pitching, one must first understand the role of the pitcher. This role is commonly misunderstood by many people who watch a baseball game. I’ve often asked parents while sitting at a youth ball game, “What is the pitcher’s goal?” The vast majority of responses were, “To strike out the batter.” With so much talk about pitching velocities and strikeout totals, this response is an understandable misconception. But consider a few numbers from the 2005 Major League season.




  With 30 teams in the league and every team utilizing a five-man pitching rotation, there were 150 starting pitchers in the 2005 league at the start of the season. Of course this number grew over the course of the season with injuries, demotions, and trades. But working with this baseline number, I ask people, “What percentage of major league starting pitchers averaged just one strikeout per inning in 2005: a) 80%, b) 70% or, c) 55%? Most pick c). Of course they’re all wrong because the question is somewhat misleading, and is intended to be just to emphasize my point. In fact, at the end of the 2005 Major League season, only three starting pitchers averaged just one strikeout per inning over the course of the year.




  These numbers illustrate the point that the role of a pitcher is not to strike batters out, but instead to just get them out. And the way this is accomplished is by using the other players in the field to catch the fly balls, field the ground balls, and make good throws. A strikeout by a pitcher is simply icing on this cake.




  How to Get Outs




  The way a pitcher gets these outs is by forcing the batter to hit the ball in ways that he doesn’t want to hit it. Quite simply, the pitcher induces the batter to hit off of the end of the bat, over the top of the ball, jammed off of the hands, or contacted just under the ball. Successful hitting is all about timing. The pitcher induces these types of hits by upsetting a batter’s timing. This is accomplished by changing the location of the pitches, varying the velocity of the ball, and producing movement on the ball as it heads to the plate. In order to do this, a pitcher uses as his principle tools a repertoire of pitches like the fastball, change-up, curve, sinker, and so forth. All of these pitches, if thrown properly, will upset a batter’s timing and prevent solid contact with the ball. And as we will see, sometimes even when a ball is not thrown well, it can still be effective in upsetting the batter’s timing on the next pitch.




  A pitcher’s strategy starts with understanding the batter and what he is trying to do. Understanding the batter requires knowing what he knows, about pitch location and power. Knowing why right-handers bat left, why they open or close their stance, and whether they position themselves forward of the plate or deep in the batter’s box, is all based upon an understanding of the strike zone and a player’s power contact position.




  Understand the Strike Zone




  The rules of baseball say that a strike is when any part of the ball passes through any part of the plate, which is 17 inches wide. But it’s only when we understand the size of a baseball and think about this statement, that we truly appreciate what this rule implies.




  Rule 1 – 09 says that a baseball can be anywhere from 9 to 9 ¼ inches in circumference. Or, approximately 2.86 to 2.94 inches wide. Let’s call it 3 inches. When a ball passes over the heart of the plate for a strike, the strike zone is indeed 17 inches. But when the ball nicks the outside corner of the plate with just the outside part of the ball, according to the rules, this too is a strike. Thus any pitch on the corner where only the outside edge of the ball moves through the outside edge of the plate, has now added at least three more inches to that side of the strike zone. An inside pitch on a similar route will add another three inches to the other side of the plate. The strike zone has now increased from 17 to 23 inches wide. Further, in youth ball many umpires will add an additional three inches to the outer corner of the strike zone, raising the total to 26 inches wide. Similarly, in the Major Leagues it is common for pitchers to be given an additional ball width on each side of the plate and not just the outside corner. Most youth ball umpires will also give a similar edge to the pitchers just to keep the game moving and to avoid a game of walks. So your son must realize that the size of the strike zone is considerably larger than the 17 inch plate he’s staring in at. It’s more like 23 to 26 inches wide. This single fact should help him establish a new and perhaps exciting comfort level.




  The Contact Position




  Knowing what the strike zone is helps us to understand its size. But it doesn’t help us understand where the best place is to make contact with the ball. In fact, in only a few cases the contact point is located inside the actual strike zone itself. Of the inside, middle, and outside pitch, only this last pitch makes contact with the bat, inside the actual strike zone.




  For example, in order for the batter to make solid contact with the ball on the inside pitch, the bat must meet the ball about 15 inches in front of the plate. If the hitter waits longer for the ball to travel towards the plate, any contact will produce a foul ball or a pitch jammed off the hands. For a batter to make good contact with a pitch headed for the middle of the plate, he must contact the ball about ten inches in front of the front edge of the plate. And for contact with the outside pitch, the batter can wait until the ball crosses the outside corner of the plate. Although, sometimes even an inch or so beyond this if the batter is trying to inside-out the swing to punch a ball down the first base line. But balls hit behind these recommended points of contact produce foul balls, pop ups, or a weakly hit grounder. However, knowing the best contact point for these three pitch locations doesn’t tell us where the most power is generated by a batter. And the power location of a batter will help us to understand how to design pitching strategies, so as to avoid it.




  A Batter’s Power Location




  The batter uses a rotational movement in his swing so as to harness the energy generated by this movement. This energy is commonly referred to as torque. The maximum amount of force in a swing is generated by a 90 degree rotation of the hips and upper body. This happens when the hips and torso rotate out of the starting position, with the left shoulder initially pointing at the pitcher, and ending with the chest turned flush to the third baseman. This rotation generates the maximum amount of torque energy, which can then be conveyed through the bat and into the ball. Any rotation of the body which is less than a 90 degree turn will generate less torque, and therefore produce less power.




  With this knowledge, it is now clear that the batter can generate the greatest amount of power, when turning into the inside pitch. A pitch on the outside corner requires only a 30 to 35 degree body rotation and thus generates less torque, and therefore less force is applied to the ball. When contact is made with a middle of the strike zone pitch, out in front of the plate, somewhat more torque is generated than on an outside pitch; but it is still less than a full 90 degree rotation, which is generated on the inside pitch.




  We now understand where the maximum power location is for all batters. It’s on the inside pitch. However, this does not mean that a batter can’t hit a ball over the fence on an outside pitch. Power hitters are dangerous in all fields and must be pitched accordingly. But knowing where all batters will generate their most powerful swings is a key piece of information to know when developing a pitching strategy.




  How Pitches Move




  Knowing how each pitch moves as it nears the plate is key to designing a pitching strategy. It explains why natural right-handers switch over and swing from the left side of the plate. It also explains why left-handed pitchers are brought in to pitch to left-handed power hitters. And why these match-ups are usually in the pitcher’s favor.




  Fastball – The four-seam fastball often moves in a straight line to the plate. But if it has any movement, it is towards the glove side.




  Cutter – Like the four-seamer, but more dramatically, this fastball moves towards the glove side.




  The Sinker – Another kind of fastball, it is held with a two-seam grip but as a consequence of its one o’clock release point, moves the opposite way. It moves toward the throwing-hand side.




  The Forkball – By wedging the ball between the first two fingers and deep into the hand, the pitcher will generate a slower moving ball, with a deep drop at the end of the pitch.




  The Split Finger – This is a hybrid pitch, somewhere between a fastball and a forkball. With a narrower split of the fingers and less of a choking grip than with the forkball, the wrist can generate more of a snap. The pitch moves to the glove side and down.




  The Curve – A 12 – 6 curve breaks downward more than the 11 – 5 ball. But both still move towards the glove side.




  The Slider – Like the splitter, the slider is a combination of two pitches. It combines the velocity of a fastball with the break of a curve. It moves towards the glove side with a late break down.




  The Circle Change-Up – The window shade release of this pitch usually causes the ball to break slightly to the glove side. An over-the-top release will create an even bigger break to the throwing hand side.




  The Palm Ball – Early practitioners of this pitch, like Walter Johnson, held the ball deep in the palm secured by only the thumb and little finger on the side of the ball. The other three fingers are just along for the ride. A snap of the wrist at release, results in a slow moving pitch breaking slightly to the glove side.




  The Screwball – The release of this pitch, with a rotation of the hand in the opposite direction of the wrist-turnfor a slider or curve, results in the ball breaking down and towards the throwing-hand side. The hand actually turns outward so that itfinishes with the palm opened up toward the third base line. Christy Mathewson, who is credited with inventing the screwgie, called it his fade-away pitch. He sued this pitch so regularly that when he finally retired his walking gate down the street would be with the palm of his pitching hand turned outwards, rather than inwards like everyone else.




  The Knuckler – The intent of this pitch is for the ball to release out of the hand with as little rotation as possible. The varying directions of the wind will cause the ball to sink, swerve, or jump in all directions. Only the weatherman may know where this pitch will end up.




  PITCH LOCATION TABLE




  

    

      	THE PITCH



      	IT’S MOVEMENT

    




    

      	Fastball



      	Straight/glove side

    




    

      	Cutter



      	Glove side

    




    

      	Sinker



      	Throwing hand side and down

    




    

      	Forkball



      	Down with slight movement to glove side

    




    

      	Split Finger



      	To glove side

    




    

      	Curveball



      	To glove side and down

    




    

      	Slider



      	To glove side and down

    




    

      	Circle Change-up



      	To glove side and down

    




    

      	Palm Ball



      	To glove side and down

    




    

      	Screwball



      	To hand side

    




    

      	Knuckleball



      	Anyone’s guess

    


  




  The Left-Handed Hitter and Lefty-Lefty Match-Ups




  It’s now clear why a natural right-handed player learns to hit from the left side. These players understand that the majority of pitchers that they will face are right-handed. They also know that, as indicated in the above table, the majority of balls out of the pitcher’s hand will be moving towards the pitcher’s glove side and to the left side of the plate. That is, right into the left-hander’s power zone inside. That’s why natural righties learn to hit from the left side.




  Similar reasoning applies when the coach brings in a southpaw to pitch to a left-handed batter. The strength of this match-up for the pitcheris in the fact that most of his pitches will be moving to the right side of the plate, away from the lefty’s power zone. Hitting moving pitches away from the left-handed batter often results in weakly-hit grounders or fly balls, which is exactly what this lefty-lefty match-up is intended to do.




  Back up and Back Door Pitches




  The notes above describe how a pitch moves when thrown towards its natural location. That is, a cutter thrown to the outside of the plate has a natural motion to that same side. At times, with certain pitches like the curve, this break can be quite large. But what happens when such a pitch is thrown to the opposite side of the plate? That is, what happens when a cut fastball is thrown to the inside of the plate?




  Throwing pitches to the opposite side of the plate, away from the direction of their natural motion, won’t change the fundamental movement of the ball. But it will lessen the degree to which such a pitch will break.




  For example, if a curveball breaks 12 to 15 inches when thrown to the pitcher’s glove side, this break may be only four to six inches when thrown to the pitcher’s hand-side of the plate. Usually such a pitch is initially thrown off of the plate. But then, with a reduced break, it drifts back over the corner. When this pitch is thrown to a right-handed batter, it is called a back-up pitch. This is because a hitter will often back away from the plate, thinking that he’s going to be hit by the ball. But then it breaks back over the plate for a strike. Such a pitch, when thrown to the same location but with a left hander at bat, also starts off of the plate, but again drifts back over the southpaw’s outside corner, as a backdoor strike. It will be important for your son to try throwing all of his pitches to both sides of the plate, just to see how they react. He may discover that he has a natural back-up or backdoor pitch in his repertoire.




  Where to Stand on the Rubber




  The rules require that the pitcher begin his delivery with at least one foot in contact with the rubber. The foot may be on top of the pitcher’s plate or just beside it, so long as the foot is in some contact with it. However, on which side of the rubber should your son stand?




  There is no definitive answer to this question. It will be determined by which pitches your son throws and how these pitches move.




  For example, if your son throws a fastball which has just a little break towards his glove side, then by standing on the right side of the rubber as he faces the plate actually can help him. Firstly, most of the batters he will see are right-handed. Plus, he will want to throw most of his fastballs away from this batter. So by standing to the right side of the pitcher’s plate, the ball will be moving across the plate, which is the same direction of the natural movement of most fastballs: from hand side towards glove side. Because he’s throwing towards the direction of the pitch’s natural movement, this will even help to add a little more break to this pitch.




  On the other hand, if your son were to stand on the left side of the rubber facing home, he would be throwing against the grain of the pitch’s natural movement. If his fastball has only a little break to it, throwing against the grain will straighten the pitch right out. Added break always makes a pitch harder to hit, whereas a pitch moving on a straight line is a lot easier to hit. So, if he stands on the left side of the rubber, his fastball will straighten out and it thus becomes much easier to hit.




  What If He Has Three Pitches?




  Knowing in which direction a pitch will naturally break is the starting point for deciding where to stand. If your son throws a fastball with a little movement away from the right-hander, a sinker that breaks in on the righty, and a change-up that stays on a straight line, then the reasoning is simple. He probably spots his fastball the best and will also use it the most. So throw from the right side, because his fastball will benefit greatly and thus be more effective than his sinker. In these circumstances, cater to the fastball. Besides, the change-up won’t be affected by where he stands.




  However, the decision becomes more difficult when he throws a very effective sinker and change-up, and both pitches break in on the right-hander. By moving over to the left side, these pitches will develop even more of that inside break, because he will be throwing with the grain. But not only can they be very effective against the right-hander inside, but outside as well. Both of these pitches can be thrown outside, off of the plate against the righty who, seeing them outside will give up on them. But then because of their normal movement, they break back and cross the outside corner of the plate, as backdoor pitches. Pitches like this literally paralyze batters. So now when your son throws his fastball away but off of the plate, unlike his sinker the fastball won’t move back over the plate. Instead, the pitch stays outside, off the plate. But the batter, worrying that this is your son’s other fastball (sinker) and knowing it can backdoor the plate, will now get caught swinging at pitches that he shouldn’t.




  In addition, both the sinker and change-up can be very effective pitches against the left-handed batter. Both of these pitches normally will be breaking away from this hitter, usually resulting in weakly hit balls, when any contact is made at all. These are often easy outs. Although some breaking movements on his fastball will indeed be sacrificed from pitching from this side of the rubber, in these circumstances the cost will be greatly outweighed by other advantages. A pitcher with these kinds of pitches should set up on the left side of the pitcher’s plate. You and your sonshould discuss where he should stand based upon what pitches he throws, and how each pitch will break. Now determine how to maximize his effectiveness.




  Let him practice from each side and see what works best for him. But one approach should be avoided:don’t let him move from one side to the other side of the rubber, depending upon which pitch he intends to throw. If he does this, it won’t be long before the other team figures out that pitching from one side means sinkers and from the other side, it’s the curve or fastball that’s coming.




  Contact Zone, Advantages and Disadvantages




  Knowing where and how a batter tries to make contact with the ball suggests certain advantages and disadvantages for each area. For example, although the inside pitch offers the advantage of maximum power, because contact has to be made so far out in front of the plate,it brings with it a real disadvantage. The hitter must get his bat moving very early if he hopes to catch up to a hard pitch on the inside corner. If a player does not have a quick reaction time, this may be an unhittable pitch.




  On the other hand, a batter can wait longer for a pitch on the outside corner., but this location does not offer the same kind of power advantages as an inside pitch. In addition, since most balls are moving away from the batter, these hits frequently result in weakly contacted balls, oftenfor easy outs.




  One would think that making contact with the middle of the plate pitch would maximize advantages while minimizing the disadvantages of other pitches. This is true, insofar as this thinking goes. It is true that a hitter can wait a little longer for the middle pitch to arrive than with the inside pitch,plus generate more power than he will be able to on the outside pitch. But there’s a problem:most pitchers are trying to keep the ball away from the middle part of the plate, specifically because it is the killing ground for so many batters. At least that should be the strategy of any parent of a pitcher reading this book.




  The Value of Pitching Strategies




  This chapter will outline pitching principles as well as introducing tactics which a pitcher may wish to employ during a game. All of the ideas explained in this chapter are employed throughout baseball by both coaches and pitchers alike. But it is worth noting that these ideas are not always consistent with one another. For example, as you will see, the theory of pitching by the book is in direct conflict with the theory of pitching backwards. Nonetheless, both approaches can work depending upon the pitcher and the circumstances of the game. Similarly, the generally accepted tactic of not throwing a change-up in a 0 – 2 count should be ignored if the pitcher has great command of this pitch.




  The value of your son being introduced to a variety of pitching strategies has three very real advantages. First, it provides him with the baseline knowledge which pitchers need to know when developing their own approach to the game. Second, by developing a pitching strategy for a game, your son has something specific from which to adapt when he starts to be hit by a batter or a team. If he does not have a strategy for the game, when he is hit, he has nothing to adjust because he hasn’t been pitching in any specific fashion. Anything he adjusts will just be based on guesswork. This is never a preferred approach.




  Finally and perhaps most importantly, when developing a game strategy, your son will be required to think about what he intends to do. It will compel him to understand how the game is played and then develop a game plan based upon this knowledge. Not enough young players begin thinking about the game early enough. This chapter is intended to give him plenty of ideas about what hitters and pitchers are trying to do.




  PITCHING PRINCIPLES




  Keep It Simple




  Although this chapter will provide many views on principles and strategies for pitching, your son must always remember one rule:Keep it simple! In building pitching mechanics, he should choose two or three ideas, master their application, and then add more. Your son will only become confused if he tries to implement all of these pitching ideas at once. This confusion will breed uncertainty, which will only prevent him from throwing a quality pitch. He should start with the ones he can implement now and as his abilities grow, gradually absorb more ideas into his repertoire. But even then, thinking too much can still get the best of pitchers into trouble. Over time and with experience, he will develop an instinct for his game. Instinctive pitching is the most effective approach.




  Always Throw Strikes




  No one is going to be intimidated by a pitcher who can’t hit the strike zone, no matter how hard he throws. Even free swingers will realize that all they have to do in order to get to first base is wait. So your son must throw strikes in order to be taken seriously.




  Many young pitchers are afraid to be hit and so they often pick at corners, for fear of solid contact. More often than not, they miss their target. Their problem is that they’ve forgotten the role of the pitcher and the purpose of their defense. It’s the defense that gets the batter out on fly balls and grounders. But if pitches aren’t over the plate, then no one will be swinging the bat, and there won’t be any fly balls or grounders with which a defender can make a play.




  In addition, all pitching strategies like working hard to soft or throwing by the book, are premised upon a pitcher being able to throw strikes. If your son can’t, or won’t, throw into the zone, then he won’t be able to implement any strategy for success.




  Don’t Always Throw Strikes




  Being known as a pitcher who throws strikes has the advantage that hitters start swinging at pitches that aren’t in the strike zone. A few years ago Sports Weekly published a comparison between two starting pitchers, each from the Atlanta Braves and the Arizona Diamondbacks. This article compared the pitching performances of the “old guard” Greg Maddux and Tom Glavine of the Braves, and the “new guard” Randy Johnson and Curt Schilling from Arizona. All of these pitchers had a reputation as great pitchers who throw strikes. But this article illustrated a curious statistic. When tracking the pitches of all of these all-star pitchers, it was discovered that they all threw in the strike zone only 47 or 48 percent of the time. More than half of their pitches were not over the plate!




  What does this mean? Does this suggest that these great pitchers are not as accurate as we all imagined? Absolutely not. These statistics reflect a couple of things. First, at the major league level, with batters as good as they are, pitchers simply cannot throw in the strike zone all of the time, without being hit hard. However, these pitchers have proven that they can throw strikes so consistently that the batter swings at some pitches outside of the strike zone. Just because he isn’t sure whether the ball is, or is not, over the plate.




  By having established their ability to throw strikes when they want to, these pitchers can now throw pitches which are intended to miss the plate. Greg Maddux characterizes one of his “commandments of pitching” this way: “Make the balls look like strikes, and the strikes look like balls.” This has always been one of his secrets for pitching success.




  There are a couple of other lessons to be learned from this. Young pitchers must start out throwing strikes in order to put the ball in play and get outs. Soon they will become known for their ability to put the ball over the plate, which in turn will create apprehension in the batter. An apprehensive hitter is always a good thing. Second, when your son reaches senior levels of play, this reputation will help him get strikes even when he throws pitches just inside or outside the plate. A high ball or low pitch out of the zone become easy outs or missed pitches, all because your son is known for his ability to throw strikes. Putting this philosophy into play and gainingthe ability to get these easy outs is dependent upon one thing:knowing how to throw strikes.




  Two to One Ratio




  Throw twice as many strikes as balls. This is the statistical goal that your son should be aiming for in every game. It is a statistical barometer for telling him whether he has command of his pitches. Anything better than a two to one ratio is great!




  Command the Fastball




  Leo Mazzone writes, “Everything works off the command, not the velocity, of the fastball” High-end velocity is great, but not if you can’t hit your spots. Even a slower-moving fastball will be more effective that the top-end heater, because it can be used to set up the batter. It will have the hitter looking for pitches in one area, while your son is throwing it somewhere else. And the better a pitcher’s command, the more choices of strategies he has to implement.




  First-Pitch Strikes




  The most successful pitchers throw their first pitch for a strike. A first-pitch strike lowers the hitting success of major leaguers by 100 points. By the pitcher getting ahead with a strike, the batter becomes more apprehensive. Batters worry more about a pitch on either corner being called for another strike. This causes the hitter to swing at pitches that are out of the strike zone. In effect, by getting ahead of the batter, the pitcher has widened the strike zone. Batters become jumpier and thus tend to swing too early. This usually results in popups or ground-ball outs. In addition, by getting ahead of the batter with a first-pitch strike, a pitcher now has the option to use any strategy he wants in going after the hitter.
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