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Chapter I


Preliminary Matters


Philosophy of Hitting


Ted Williams once said: “Hitting a baseball is the single most difficult thing to do in sport.” He was the last major leaguer to average .400 over a season. Even at lower levels of play hitting the ball safely four times out of ten chances is a terrific accomplishment. This tells us something: If being successful less than 50 per cent of the time is viewed as an outstanding accomplishment, hitting cannot be an easy skill to master.


Elements of Williams’ hitting philosophy will be outlined later in this chapter, but for now it is important that a parent understand the hitting philosophy behind the teachings in this book. A study of NCAA players was done some years ago. It found that when a player hit a grounder, he had a 40 per cent chance of reaching base safely. If he hit a line drive, this success rate raised to 80 percent. But if he hit a fly ball, he had only a 20 per cent change of getting on base. When you pause to think about it, these statistics make a lot of sense.
 

If one hit a fly ball, all a fielder has to do is get under it and make the catch. All he has to overcome is the challenge of catching. But a ground ball is quite different. First, a fielder has to get to the ball and make a successful catch. Then he has to make an accurate throw. Then the other fielder has to make a successful catch. All three challenges must be overcome in order to get the out, and something can go wrong while executing any one of these activities. With a fly ball, a player is only presented with a single challenge. Thus, the statistics would seem to make sense. So this book will focus on a player hitting line drives and hard-hit ground balls.


There are different philosophies on how this game should be played. Similarly, there is no shortage of philosophies on how to hit. Therefore it is worth clarifying the principles of hitting that this book will stress. First, all hitting philosophies share a similar, if not identical, foundational base. This book will teach the fundamental skills necessary for any player to hit a ball hard and consistently. Second, it will emphasize the kind of hitting skills that will promote hitting ground balls and line drives. And lastly, it will teach this skill in a simple fashion, thereby making the learning process for your son that much easier. You will soon notice that the hitting motions of your child will become smooth, quick and with short movements that produce a compact swing.


Bat Discipline


Bat discipline may be the most important factor in whether your son is successful at the plate. Bat discipline involves the simple decision making process of deciding whether this is his pitch and then go after it. A player with good discipline is fundamentally an aggressive hitter and an aggressive hitter has confidence in himself. Confidence stems from having successful practices, knowing proper hitting mechanics, understanding his own strengths and weaknesses, and having been properly encouraged by his parents and coaches. Together these traits produce a hitter who not only is not afraid of the ball, but also looks to go after every pitch. Only bat discipline harnesses this aggressive temperament into a good decision-making hitter.


Meanwhile, bat discipline tempers his decision to go after just any pitch. Typically this batter will watch the ball out of the pitcher’s hand with the single thought of: “Yes. This is my pitch,” until he identifies it as to what he is looking for. Then he quickly switches to just the word: “No.” Meaning that this isn’t what he wants and so he lays off the pitch. Or, he identifies the pitch and says “yes” because he thinks this is his pitch and he’s going to go after it. This yes/no decision-making starts as soon as the ball leaves the pitcher’s hand and is reaffirmed or rejected as soon as your son can identify the ball’s flight path. This process takes only a second but the eyes and mind can process this quickly.


Know Oneself – Dominant Hand Theory


It will greatly help your son if he can identify easily on what his hitting strengths and weaknesses are. For most young hitters, contacting the ball solidly with quick bat speed anywhere near the plate is challenging. Therefore it may help him to know what his natural strengths and weaknesses usually are.


Dominant Hand Theory tells us that we are stronger or more dominant on one side or our body over the other side. This fact has been shown to have implications for how we walk, view objects, swim, run and so forth. When it comes to hitting, dominant had theory has implications as well.


For a right-handed batter the natural strengths for hitting are: the ball thrown low and away, or high and inside. This batter’s natural weak spots are low and inside and high and away. These are the spots where your son will be naturally strong and weak in his early hitting career and so he should be aware of this. He may also want to tailor his swing accordingly.


The left-handed batter has different natural strengths and weaknesses. The lefty is strong low and inside, as well as high and away. His natural weak spots are low and away, and high and inside.


Thus your son may see his yes pitch low on the outside corner. For him this may become his number one hitting location or his main “Yes” location. He may or may not wish to go after the high and inside early in his career, but the inside pitch is never easy to contact regularly.
 

Having a Strategy


Your son should have a hitting strategy whenever he goes up to the plate. So here’s one I often used for the entire team (except for lefties).


I would have all my batters look only for a pitch from the middle of the plate and away. An inside pitch requires that a decision to go after it must be made soon after the ball leaves the pitcher’s hand. But the pitch away will allow your son to wait longer before he commits to the ball and executes his swing.


Secondly, every good pitch has to be no higher than the waist. No going after a pitch at the numbers, principally because these pitches are seldom just at the numbers. They’re usually high out of the strike zone because even high school pitchers have a problem keeping the ball down. So nothing above the waist. This is a good piece of advice for all batters no matter what strategy they have at the plate.


Third, only swing at a fastball. Again, young pitchers have a problem throwing curveballs and change-ups over the plate with regularity. So have your son sit “red” on a pitch mid-plate and away, but nothing over waist high.


And lastly, he shouldn’t worry about striking out. His priority should be his strategy and making it work for him. Occasionally he will strike out; but all batters do, at every level! So he shouldn’t worry about it if he’s applying his strategy. So long as he stays with this approach and with his mechanics, he is guaranteed to meet the ball with solid contact and good bat speed.


Know the Strike Zone


Most people know that the width of the plate is seventeen inches. But this is not the size of the actual strike zone. It is considerably wider than that. The strike zone is defined as any time any part of the ball passes over any part of the plate. But this would mean that when the very outside part of the ball passes over the very outside edge of the plate, this too is a strike. So how wide does this make the plate?


A baseball is between two inches and two-and-one-quarter inches in circumference, which in turn means that the ball is just under three inches in width. So when measuring the strike zone with a baseball placed just on the outside corner of the plate and another one placed just touching the inside edge of the plate, we find that the strike zone has now grown from seventeen inches to twenty-three inches in width. But that’s not all.


Most baseball jurisdictions, including the major league, permit an additional ball width to be added to the outside corner of the plate. So we’re now looking at a twenty-six-inch-wide strike zone for most jurisdictions. Furthermore, at the lower level of youth ball (for purposes of preventing an endless parade of walks), some umpires are allowed to add an additional ball width to the inside pitch as well in order to move the game along.


But no matter at what level your son is playing, the width of the strike zone is not seventeen inches, but closer to twenty-six inches wide. Your son must now look to cover a wider piece of the plate than he had originally assumed.


Back to his Strategy


With this wider strike zone, it is easier to understand why a strategy of committing only to mid-plate and away makes the most sense. Pitches on the inside corner and even just off of the plate are pretty much unhittable for young hitters. With a widened plate face, the inside pitch is now even more difficult to hit solidly. So your son should be looking mid-plate away. And remember, he now has to cover that extra ball width on the outside corner. So pull the mid-plate pitch and just take the outside one to right field. Don’t try to pull it.


Preliminary Matters


The Bat: Weight


Most young players think that the bat is the most important part of getting a good hit. As we will see, it has far less to do with successfully getting on base than one would imagine. But it has its importance. How much should the bat weigh? How long should it be? How many do I need?


The most common mistake a young player makes when choosing a bat is that too often he chooses one that is too heavy for him to handle. One of the key ingredients in hitting is hand quickness. Hitters seldom have a lot of time to react to a pitch thus time is a premium for a batter. Ted Williams also believed that hand quickness was a key ingredient for successful hitting. So he too chose a light bat to help quicken his hand speed. A bat which is too heavy for a hitter to get to the ball quickly means that he either starts the bat to the ball too soon and can’t pull back on a bad pitch, or more likely, he simply gets there too late. But heavy bats present other difficulties as well.


A heavy bat is also difficult to control. Often the barrel moves too slowly and usually this means that it drops below where it should be in the swing (see later). These batters will simply strike out more often than other players. Secondly, a heavy bat often requires a player to have to close his front shoulder too much in order to allow him to pull the shoulder open, just to move the heavy bat to the ball. Distorting good mechanics, such as opening the front shoulder too soon, can lead to permanent bad habits. Habits that your son will have difficulty getting rid of later.


Ironically, a heavy bat causes a player to lose the very thing that he so often seeks. Most players believe that a heavy bat will help propel the ball farther. This is true, but only if there is adequate bat speed. Everyone has heard how Babe Ruth wielded a 50-ounce bat. No doubt the bat’s weight helped him launch many of his towering home runs. But what many overlook is the Babe’s great size and strength. He was a powerful man, even by today’s standards. Thus he could generate great power through quickness with the bat because of his outstanding strength and quick hands. 
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