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This book is dedicated to my parents, Dr. Anthony and JoAnn Just, who raised me in the game, dealt with the ups and downs, and traveled the country to support me; my sister Danielle Just, who has ALWAYS been there for me; my extended family members who made trips or listened at home to the radio broadcasts; friends and teammates who were there to mentor and advise me along the way; my loving wife, Brittany, who encouraged me to follow my dreams; our boys at home—Dylan and Jack, you can do all things through Him who gives you strength; and the players I train and form lifelong bonds with. I hope it inspires and helps the new generation of ballplayers and leads them on their own unique paths to success.


FOREWORD

Scott Brosius

From the time I was four or five years old, all I ever wanted to be was a baseball player. I was Johnny Bench in my backyard. I spent hour after hour playing, imagining I was hitting a home run in the World Series, or robbing a home run at the fence. Sound familiar? How many of you thought you might play in the majors, or have kids who dream of a pro career? But all of us hear the numbers and know the odds are against us. Less than one-half of 1 percent of all high schoolers will ever get the opportunity to play professionally. Once a professional, only 10 percent will ever see even one day in the big leagues. But I never wanted to hear those numbers. I watched games on TV and remembered every one of those players was once a kid just like me. They had the same dreams I did. And even though the odds were against me, I realized that someone had to make it, so why couldn’t it be me?

I was one of the fortunate few who was able to fulfill my dream of being a major-league player. I was undrafted out of high school, and a low 20th-round pick out of college. I had to work my way through every level of the minor leagues, and spend three seasons on the shuttle between Triple A and the big leagues before I got there to stay. But each player’s path is unique. There are so many variables in baseball. Some kids physically mature sooner than others; kids develop at different rates. Most need college baseball, but the gifted few end up in the big leagues just a couple years out of high school. Unfortunately, for every success story we read about, there are a thousand other guys whose careers did not play out like they hoped. So the question becomes: What do we do? How do we put ourselves or our kids on the right path to succeed?

As I told all the other major leaguers I played with, somewhere along the line I made a decision that put me in the best place to have success. I chose to go to a small college out of high school because I felt it was a better fit for me socially and academically, and I’d have a better chance to be on the field and developing earlier in my college career. I look back and realize this was the most important decision I ever made. It paved the way for me to have that professional opportunity and to succeed once I had the chance.

Mike’s baseball experience was different than mine, and that is what is so important to understand. There are many different paths, and even more important decisions to make along the way. Often players or parents make the wrong decision simply because they do not have the right information or do not understand their options. What should I do with my 10-year-old who can’t get enough baseball? Where should high schoolers play in the summer? What are all the post–high school options? This book can help answer questions you may have, and make you aware of some questions you didn’t even know to ask. So I highly recommend you read Just Baseball, look at your own situation honestly, and let this book help you make a great decision about your or your child’s future career.


PREFACE

The dream … it is inescapable … We have all had it, at least anyone who has stared down the pitcher, raised the bat, and run the bases, whether they were rubber, corners of cars, grassy patches in the yard, or the neighbor’s trees. You approach the plate, tap your shoes with the bat, and then for a moment it happens—the dream. During a game of catch your mind wonders and it happens—the dream. It is not the same for everyone, because sometimes it is just about the hit. Sometimes it is about a home run. Sometimes it is about making the varsity team. But then there are the times when it is about making it to the pros.

Millions of young people run headlong down a path that can be arduous, expensive, and filled with disappointments, especially given that fewer than 1 percent of high school players ever wear a professional uniform. My goal with this book is to spare parents and kids the pain, financial drain, and frustrations I have experienced and have watched others endure throughout my professional coaching days. This book provides an insider’s perspective of the baseball industry, including its secrets, politics, and strategies. This practical guide will equip parents and players to make the best decisions for their situations, while encouraging and inspiring all to a greater love for the game.

The game is not what it used to be. It is no longer just baseball.


CHAPTER 1

WHY THIS BOOK?

I took the road less traveled by and that has made all the difference.

—Robert Frost

At all levels of baseball there are obstacles along the way that may steer a young ballplayer off his path, while he spends a large amount of money in the process. It’s sort of like a game of Chutes and Ladders when you are gaining ground on the board, but you still may fall down the chute. There is so much involved, and some of it is not at all how you think it would be. From the tryouts to the recruiting process for high schools, colleges, and the pros, it’s a dream for you or your child, but can be a business for others involved.

People want to believe that the most talented players will rise to the top of the baseball world and stay there. There are a plethora of reasons why this may or may not be the case. There will always be a few phenoms who are destined to make it to the majors. But for others, it’s more of a crapshoot, and extenuating circumstances can prevent high-caliber players from climbing up the ladder.

College coaches, high school coaches, injuries, competition, politics, and more (including talent, hard work, and perseverance) all play a role in the process.

So what does it take to make it?

Are you willing to take a hard look at your current situation and view your chances honestly?

I believe it’s fair for you to know a little about me to put the advice I give in this book in context. This way, you can understand that I have been through it all, every step of the way, and can use my life experiences for your gain.

I grew up in baseball. At age two, I was hitting a balloon, then, at three, a Nerf ball. At four, I played tee ball, and when I was five, I was playing organized games with seven-year-olds with their parents pitching. When I was seven, I was playing with eight- and nine-year-olds. My parents started me young in baseball and in school, and looking back, it was the best thing to do to prepare me for my competition down the road.

It works quite the opposite today, with so many parents holding their kids back to allow their children to be the oldest in the class. There’s nothing wrong with holding a child back if the circumstances warrant it. In fact, I encourage it as long as you follow the rules of your state! If your son is one of the oldest, then you are giving him an advantage mentally, socially, and physically. There are, however, circumstances where you shouldn’t hold your child back. If he dominates his grade in baseball and is superior to boys his age, and you are certain he has the ability to play at a high level in high school and, potentially, in college, then keep him where he is. When he is draft-eligible, scouts will look at him and realize they have an extra year to develop him, so they may rank him higher than players who are one year older. In our New England area of the country, it’s very common for parents to have their kids repeat 8th grade in order to give their kid an advantage for high school playing time and increase college scholarship opportunities. It’s not becoming an epidemic just yet, but it’s close. In fact, in 2015 a New Jersey state senator introduced a bill that would have penalized athletes who repeat a grade in middle school in order to gain athletic advantage in high school. Before it was illegal, I encouraged the hold back for two parents because both their sons were decent players and had the potential for better opportunities if they gave themselves another year to mature. One player is now being recruited by Notre Dame and the other is still young but has a private school lined up to repeat 8th grade and he will benefit from it as well, but each case is unique.
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Mike is seen here rooting on his clients from the sidelines of his alma mater with his beloved high school freshman coach Paulie Ramasco. Photo courtesy of Glenn Toepert.

I attended a Catholic high school, St. Joseph Regional in Montvale, New Jersey, because it was well known nationally for its baseball program. From there, I went off to Division I, Liberty University, where I would eventually be signed into Independent pro ball. After two years in “Indy” ball, I signed my first affiliated professional baseball contract with the Houston Astros. From there, I found myself back in Indy ball.

What happened?

I was able to succeed in college and in the Independent leagues, but why wasn’t I able to move up the ladder?

One would assume that if I succeeded then “they” would find me, right?

That’s what I was groomed to believe.

I couldn’t have been more wrong… .

Baseball is an amazing game: for the camaraderie with the other players, the competition, learning from the best, and strategy. You have to outthink your opponent when it’s just you and him. He’s on the mound trying to outsmart you, yet you are hitting to outsmart him, and it’s all up to you to make the decision on your own. The strategy and camaraderie are my favorite parts of the game and can only be appreciated fully upon experience. You can learn a lot from these interactions; baseball can help you learn how to cope with tough situations and make decisions in your life outside the game.

I got to see the world while playing baseball too. I disliked some of the long road trips, yet enjoyed many others, and the same went for the sleeping conditions. Sometimes we would stay at a five-star hotel, yet most of the time we would sleep wherever possible, which sometimes was on the bus throughout the night. It all depended on the league we were in at the time. Some good coaches etched a memory forever, while bad coaches came and went, but as a whole, the game has blessed me tremendously.

There are some pitfalls to baseball just as any other job in real life; either you face them head on or you run from them.

Many baseball fans have grown up reading inspirational stories and watching movies that all carry the same implicit message: Talent and hard work are the only factors that determine who rises to the top of the baseball world. But the reality of baseball in the twenty-first century is far more complex, and it’s important for you to be prepared for the obstacles you will encounter along the way!

I’m going to describe in detail the things you need to know at various steps in your playing career. This will allow you to place yourself in the best situation possible to help navigate your future. To do this, I will take you through my career, show you where I went right, where I went wrong, what you need to do and at what age to do it, and how you can learn from my gains and my mistakes. So suit up, tighten your laces, and let’s embark for this field of dreams.


CHAPTER 2

SO MANY CHOICES—LEAGUES, CLUBS, SCHOOLS, ETC.

You have a brain in your head. You have feet in your shoes. You can steer yourself in any direction you choose.

—Dr. Seuss

There are a myriad of choices and questions that can overwhelm you as you become more involved in the world of baseball. How young do I start? How do I know which leagues are good? Which high school? Does it matter? This chapter begins to provide some answers and insight on specific topics including coaching, competitiveness, peer talent, position, and aspirations. It will be said over and over again in this book: The decisions you make need to be what is best for your circumstances. Your situation is informed by factors such as talent, passion, and geographical offerings.

How Young Do I Start?

This is one of those questions whose answer really depends upon who you ask. Some would say that you are never too young to have a bat in your hands—just ask my parents. In my house life revolved around baseball; my parents were baseball fanatics. They put a bat in my hand at the age of two. The good thing about it was that handling a bat became second nature. As a kid, batting practice was always in the backyard. My mom was my favorite pitcher, and I now realize how wonderful our neighbors were since hitting their house was counted as a double, and for some reason, all parties involved were okay with this.
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Mike Just age four. Photo courtesy of JoAnn and Anthony Just.

Parents, if baseball becomes an interest for your child then cheer him on. Again, my parents fanned my passion by giving me batting practice and being willing to always play catch. Time logged in the backyard allowed me to acquire hitting and ball skills, which in turn gave me a greater sense of enjoyment for the game.

Letting your kids play baseball as early as possible lets them experience the game. The game is meant to be fun. Please, please do not make it a job for them at an early age. If they enjoy the game, they will learn more while experiencing camaraderie with other kids, friendly competition, and simple strategy. These things help a young player decide whether or not baseball is a sport worth pursuing.

Once on a team, if your player gets “called up” by an older team who is shorthanded, encourage them to play, if you believe he can handle it emotionally. Even if there is the chance of feeling overmatched, it is a good thing to get exposed to stiffer competition. This will inspire him to work harder, and where there is success—a hit, a good fielding play, a stolen base, etc.—it will serve as a great confidence booster.

You know your child best and every kid has a different personality, which will inform whether or not playing with older students is a good idea. Your child may experience failure, which is not a bad thing.

I remember taking my first live pitch at age seven when most other players were eight and nine. I felt so intimidated. My goal was to take a walk every time. Soon, my parents realized what I was doing and really encouraged me to start swinging by bribing me with a hermit crab for every hit (my interest at the time). Not only did I begin to swing, but eventually I began to connect and ended the season with an average around .900. I ended up with an insane amount of hermit crabs; however, I had figured out hitting, at least for a seven-year-old, and no longer would I shy away from playing in an older age bracket.

The next year I was again called up to play with the 11- and 12-year-olds for a day. At the time I was nine, and the whole intimidation thing raised its ugly head again because I was staring down a 12-year-old pitcher. I immediately thought I could take a walk, but then I remembered my parents’ encouragement, which inspired me to be more aggressive and swing away. The pitch came, and I swung hard and lined the ball over the first baseman’s head just inside the foul line.

This opportunity was a turning point for me. As I returned to play with my own age group, I had the confidence to just play hard. It can be difficult to build confidence at a young age. This experience taught me that there is a great deal of excitement and personal satisfaction from getting a hit and scoring runs—a kind of joy and fun rush that is thrilling.

I have a client who had a birthday in September but was pushed ahead to play up in the grade ahead from eight years old. He was entirely overmatched for years, but his parents felt they were doing the right thing by him because he was gaining better experience. Little did they know they were shattering his confidence and although the parents were thinking big picture, the child was not and his heart was barely in it. He only had three hits all season in 8th grade at this point and almost gave up on baseball. I had a long and difficult conversation with the parents and they took my advice to let him repeat 8th grade and furthermore play “down” in the player’s mind yet equal with players his age. With that change came instant confidence that bred instant success. The following year he hit .450, his career continued to soar, and he ended up playing college baseball at the D1 level. Without that abrupt change to instill confidence with players his own age, this player’s career probably would have ended as a high school back up. Knowing your child and his ability plays a vital role in whether or not he can handle being pushed ahead, held back, or just left alone.

How Do I Know Which Leagues Are Good?

Talent pools vary from league to league and from area to area. Attend a tryout and try to establish some connections. Begin asking around about the different leagues and which ones people recommend. Allow your son to participate in a tryout so he can play in some sort of competitive spring, summer, or fall league.

Tournaments are wonderful places to gain exposure within the baseball community. Equally as important as exposure is playing time. Tournaments significantly increase a player’s amount of playing time because you need your whole team somehow, someway to pull together in a weekend that may consist of four or more games. Pitchers will always be a necessity come tournament time. There is no substitute for actually playing games. The more games logged, the more opportunities for the player to build his baseball IQ and improve his game.

It is good to get a handle on which tournaments are the better ones in your area. Again, talk to different people and you will gain a sense of the pecking order. Across the nation for 12-year-olds the top tournament is Cooperstown Dreams Park and Cooperstown All-Star Village. Other significant tournaments heavily scouted along the East Coast are Ripken, Baseball Heaven, and Diamond Nation. The Perfect Game Tournament that is predominantly held in Georgia and Florida also attracts a large pool of talent and, in turn, a significant number of scouts.

Club ball tends to be more serious, with highly committed players who share the goal of competing at the next level. For some this becomes their primary outlet for highly competitive ball. Players are pulled from surrounding towns, counties, and even other states. Travel ball is a more relaxed environment and it’s not unusual to find a parent or two involved in coaching. It is mostly made up of players from the same town and, on occasion, a few players from surrounding towns. However, each town is different and may have an extremely competitive travel team to offer as well. It’s important to find out these answers by asking your baseball commissioner these sorts of questions to have him point you in the right direction. Club teams, however, usually travel to more tournament venues than travel teams.

Playing in a competitive league with tournaments will reap many benefits. However, a competitive team is only beneficial if there is ample playing time. If you are sitting on the bench continuously and have higher baseball aspirations, then this situation is not a good investment of your time, energy, or money.

Some towns also offer recreational baseball too. Usually “rec” is more laid back than the travel and club realm and allow for all talent levels to join. Again, some towns can be more competitive than others, so ask some questions and do your research accordingly.

If you know which high school your son will attend, the baseball coach there can be a good source of information. Coaches will usually have an opinion about which leagues are good. This is strong advice worth taking. Ask around to make sure that the coach does not have some hidden agenda as to why he is pushing a particular team or league and make sure he is genuinely interested in seeing how you fare with the specific competition he is recommending.

You need to research which program is also the best fit for your family. Dedication, desire, caliber of play, and financial resources are all factors that should be in the mix as you consider your options. Looking at the trips involved for the club or travel team will allow you to evaluate and balance your commitment level and use of resources. Assessing these things is something that should be done every year. As a player grows and matures, his interests, goals, and desires can change, so an annual review is an important exercise.

Which High School? Does It Matter?

You will need to consider numerous factors when choosing schools. I will discuss the importance of good grades in the next chapter, but academics are important when thinking through your high school selection. Finding the right balance is the goal for the student-athlete. For example, perhaps you have been in public education up until high school, but private high school teams provide greater exposure in the world of baseball, but potentially could create other issues academically and socially. Each school and program is unique, whether it be private or public, so each must be assessed very carefully when taking the top schools of your choice into consideration. Moving in the other direction—private middle school to public high school—could also lead to problems.

At this juncture, both the player and parents need to be brutally honest with themselves regarding their aspirations and talent. Do you want to play at the college level? Do you want to play beyond college? Do you have the talent to play at a higher level? Do you have the commitment to put in the hard work needed to improve your game? Do you have the capacity to improve your game and at the same time to make good grades? Do you have the grades to be an asset to a college team? Do you have the grades and talent to attract schools? Have you played enough to spark interest from scouts and coaches? How consistent is your fielding, hitting, pitching, etc.?

It can be difficult for parents to be objective as well as for a player to evaluate his own talent in an unbiased manner. However, there are outside objective standards that can inform your assessment. Ask questions that others are already answering for you, such as: Do I start every game? What are my baseball stats—hits, steals, runs batted in (RBI), errors? How many quality at-bats do I string together? Do I hit the ball hard roughly 7 out of 10 times? If a pitcher, what’s my earned-run average (ERA)? How many strikeouts do I average per inning? How talented is my team? How do I rank in terms of talent relative to my own team and my particular position on the team? How competitive is the league or conference I play in? Do I have the talent to start for a premier high school program?

Just because you have good mechanics and hit line drives consistently, doesn’t automatically warrant you a position at an elite program. Many variables such as size, arm strength, fielding footwork, and excelling at one or multiple positions, in addition to other variables, can make or break your chances. Why size plays a factor, especially going into an elite high school program, is because even if you do everything correct (as one example) your exit velocity off the bat is 50 mph as a freshman, your chances are very limited as a hitter. A player who may not be as polished mechanically or may be equally polished but showcases an exit velocity of say 75 mph stands a greater chance for offensive success. Why this is the case is because provided each player showcases equal line-drive consistency, the player who hits the ball harder has a greater chance for it to not be caught. In addition, he can rack up extra base hits. A smaller player who has yet to mature physically has a lesser chance to compete against a larger, more mature player of similar ability. This isn’t always the case. I was 5'4" during my freshman year of high school (one of, if not the smallest on the team) and I batted .505 and received the MVP of our freshmen team, so it’s possible for sure to get a chance to compete, but it’s nevertheless not as common. Not to state the obvious, but the one issue that cannot be overlooked is playing time. It does not matter what program, club, team, or school your son plays for, if he sits on the bench, he is not getting critically important experience. To go to the next level he needs (at a minimum) to be an everyday player for either his school or club or travel team. A day off every now and again won’t hurt him, but he needs to be in the lineup most of the time.

Always consult the coach of the team to find out who will be playing where and how your player will fit into his game plan. Listen carefully to what the coach says and read between the lines. Sometimes our own bias for our children can get in the way of how we listen. Be smart about how you interpret what is communicated. If you ask about open slots in the infield for next year and the coach responds, “Well, we have a solid infield right now and into next year, but you never know,” what this statement really means is, “I am not changing my infield unless someone gets hurt or transfers, so either your player goes to the outfield or becomes a backup infielder.”

As with many things in life, being in the right place at the right time is essential. If there is a player coming in who has been recruited—even though in high school players are not supposed to be recruited—he will play. There are lots of ways not to recruit a player but still communicate interest. Being cordial and showing interest in an 8th-grade catcher who has lots of talent is just one of those ways, especially if you are a coach who is in need of a catcher next year. If the player is telling you that your program is one he wants to be a part of, then this makes it easier to engage this player without technically recruiting him. If a player has already proven himself to the high school coach, he will probably play.

Back in 2006, when I first started giving pro baseball and softball instruction, I had two players, who we will call Player 1 and Player 2. Both were talented ballplayers and, based on what schools they attended and how much they had improved in their training, I can tell you they both had the potential to hit .500 in a high school season at a competitive level.

One received an opportunity to play at the high school level and hit over .500, and one did not receive an opportunity at all and was cut. The key difference was in the legwork being done by Player 1’s parents.

When talking to the mom of Player 1, I learned she and her husband were actively involved in his life. She marketed him to the coach before he went to high school. She brought him to showcases (which I will touch on later) and tournaments all over the East Coast to show off his talents to college teams, and they also went to the college camps. Player 1’s parents did anything and everything they could to help their son out, which was commendable. Therefore, the position became his job to lose.

Player 2 was not so fortunate. His mother grew ill and, therefore, could not be directly involved with his life. His father was working hard to support them and it was hard for him to get involved as much as he would have liked. When freshman year came along, Player 2 was cut from the team. He transferred to another school where he could have batted in the top of the lineup, yet once again, he got cut.

I assure you it was not because of talent. He could have achieved All-League and All-County honors. Unfortunately, his parents could not be involved enough to make the necessary connections that would have allowed him to get that proper look.

Both high school programs had their team “set” already. A lot of these coaches get comfortable and they already have their team picked in their minds before tryouts even begin. They’re not legally allowed to recruit, but showing an interest in a player without actually asking him or pursing him outright isn’t necessarily recruiting. It’s just the coach being respectful and answering basic questions, right? It’s a gray area, but it never hurts to find out information.
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