
  [image: Cover Page of Five-Plus Tools]


  [image: Title Page of Five-Plus Tools]


  [image: Title Page of Five-Plus Tools]


  Copyright © 2014 by Dave Perkin

  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Richard Rossiter

  Cover photos courtesy of AP Images

  ISBN: 978-1-61321-652-1

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-61321-678-1

  Printed in the United States of America


  TO GABRIELA


  Preface

  IN 2006, I was summoned for jury duty. In the early afternoon of my first day of service, the clerk called my number and instructed me to report to a courtroom down the hall.

  Unlike most jurors, the legal system does not intimidate me. In 1984, I served as jury foreman in a murder case. Beginning in 1985, I spent fifteen years working in the legal profession, first as a paralegal and later as a private investigator. In 2000, I entered professional baseball and by 2006, I was a scout for the New York Mets.

  Some poor, unfortunate fool was on trial for possession of a firearm. Considering who is allowed to own guns these days, I was surprised the guy was on trial. Turns out he was allegedly violating his parole. In my head, I flippantly reasoned that if the defendant was mentally deranged but not on parole, he could own all the rifles he wanted.

  The jury selection process (known as voir dire) commenced.

  I sat at attention in the jury box, turning my swivel chair to face the prosecuting attorney. Nattily attired and perfectly coiffed, the young lawyer approached me with grim seriousness, and earnest intent. The opening question was incisive:

  “So, Mr. Perkin . . .” He paused for dramatic effect.

  “If you are a baseball scout . . . does that mean you go out and watch games?”

  Stunned, dumbfounded silence enveloped the courtroom.

  The judge, who had been using the eraser end of a pencil to clean wax out of his right ear, whipped his head toward the prosecutor. All others in the court were quietly aghast, mouths open and eyes flared wide.

  I chuckled slightly. My response was blunt, “Yes, that’s the general idea.”

  Roars of laughter ensued. The prosecutor’s face turned a deep, rich, ripe tomato red.

  Knowing I couldn’t top myself, my desire at that moment was to take a grand bow, tip a silk hat to the crowd, and tap dance out the back door. No such luck.

  In a trial, each side has a predetermined set of peremptory challenges, meaning they can dismiss a jury candidate during voir dire without providing a reason to the court.

  I was the first juror dismissed.

  As the prosecuting attorney quickly realized, to his embarrassment, the obvious essence of scouting is watching baseball games. There is a bit more to it than that, but not much more. A great deal of misunderstanding exists regarding the scouting profession amongst the general public.

  There shouldn’t be, as it’s ridiculously uncomplicated:

  Watch players.

  Write reports.

  Conduct home visits.

  Hope your club drafts a player you like.

  If they do, try to sign him before the deadline.

  Pray you can keep your job.

  Do it all over again in the next draft cycle.

  A quick primer: All thirty Major League Baseball teams have scouting departments. There are two sides to each scouting department: The professional side and the amateur side. Professional scouts cover players in the major and minor leagues, while amateur scouts cover high school, junior college, and college players in preparation for the annual amateur draft, which is held each June. The draft is 40 rounds long and is now held over a three-day period. That is a stark contrast to the NFL draft (seven rounds) and the NBA draft (two rounds).

  An amateur area scout is assigned a specific geographic territory. His work is overseen by a cross checker (a.k.a. regional supervisor). All area scouts and cross checkers operate under the purview of the scouting director. Most of my experience is as a domestic area scout covering amateur players in Southern California and at national showcases.

  This book is a collection of essays on scouting and baseball. The first section describes the basics of scouting amateur players in preparation for the annual June Draft. In the second section, I perform a sudden change of course to report on big leaguers I have encountered while also touching on selected classic moments in the game’s history. The third section of this book concentrates on critical issues within the baseball industry.

  My intent is not to glorify or destroy baseball and scouting or to revolutionize or reinvent either. I simply aim to illuminate a profession the general public knows precious little about.

  Scouting should not be an arcane mystery. Still, scouts frequently receive naive questions from well-intentioned civilians.

  My favorite question is: “If you sign a player for a multimillion-dollar bonus, do you get a commission?” Uh . . . no. If that were the case, scouts would try to convince the front office to sign a 29th round draftee for $5,000,000.

  Another oft asked question is: “Do you scout little leaguers?” Understand that we are interested in a small percentage of college players and an even tinier percentage of high school players. Scouting little leaguers would not only be a personal embarrassment, but constitutes a waste of the organization’s time and money.

  I live in Southern California, and did so when I worked for the Mets. A playing partner once asked me on the golf course, “If you scout for the New York Mets, then why do you live in Southern California?” Unclear on the concept, was he.

  Let me interject a word of warning. If you see a scout at a game, never, ever, ask him for his radar gun or stop watch readings. It’s none of your business and is considered inappropriate etiquette.

  If you want to know how hard a kid is throwing, get your own radar gun. Don’t bother a scout when he is working. I realize it may not seem like work, but it is.

  For all the goofy questions we get asked, scouts do occasionally get asked pertinent ones. My favorite is: “What do you look for?”

  Now we’re talkin’. Now we’re gettin’ somewhere.

  My response to that question is always this:

  Forget Hollywood.

  All sports movies celebrate the underdog and chronicle his “against all odds” triumph. Rudy, Seabiscuit, Hoosiers, and Cinderella Man are popular examples.

  The plots are familiar. It’s about the little guy who is disrespected and disregarded. The kid no one gave a chance to. A scrapper. He’s five foot nothin’ and weighs 100 nothin’!

  Born into poverty with a chip on his shoulder and a dime in his pocket. He battles the odds, beats the big guys at the buzzer and gets the girl to boot!

  Forget the reel world and get back to the real world. I have this to say to any player I might scout who is long on heart but short on size and talent:

  Get lost, pal.

  The public is welcome to watch any film about an under-talented, overachieving, feisty scrapper. Give me the guy who beats him up.

  A scene not included in Cinderella Man occurred in 1937, when Jim Braddock fought Joe Louis. In the 8th round, Louis knocked Braddock out cold. The impact of Louis’s right fist on Braddock’s jaw sent sweat from his brow flying 20 rows deep into the ringside seats.

  The punch drove Braddock’s lower teeth through his lower lip. Twenty-seven stitches were required. When Braddock left the hospital the next day, reporters asked him how it felt to get hit by Joe Louis. Braddock answered, “It’s like getting stuck in the face with a broken light bulb.”

  I don’t want a Cinderella Man like Jim Braddock. I want Joe Louis. To heck with Rudy what’s-his-name, I want Jim Brown. Secretariat could run backwards wearing blinkers and a shadow roll and beat Seabiscuit by three lengths.

  As a scout, I want athletes who are big and strong, throw hard, run fast, and can hit the ball out of sight.

  Occasionally, the little guy, the underdog, will succeed in sports. Bully for him. But he is the rare exception to the overwhelming rule. I enjoy a heartwarming Hollywood story as much as anyone, but as a scout I deal in reality, not fantasy.

  Unfortunately, this truth rarely infects baseball writers. Virtually every author who tackles the subject of baseball scouting writes flowery prose infused with whimsy and romanticism.

  Stuff similar to this:

  
    Under a translucent sun-dappled azure sky, the wizened faces of the assembled scouts intently followed the action on the pristine diamond. Their deep, abiding love of the game is obvious but unspoken.

    Each sage observer, his gaze sharpened by years of experience, makes mental and written notes on every single movement and action of all players cavorting on the sparkling emerald green field.

  

  Horseshit.

  • • •

  I’VE FALLEN ASLEEP at games. I’m certain every scout has, at least once in his career.

  When scouting a high school player, 90 percent of a scout’s time is spent hobnobbing and gossiping, talking on a cell phone or sneaking admiring peeks at attractive female fans in attendance.

  We pay close attention when the one kid we have driven all this way to observe is hitting or pitching. When that kid is done for the day, we disappear—pronto. Vanish. Scouts rarely stay until the end of a game and almost no scout cares which team wins or loses. When we see what we need to see, we’re gone. Bye-bye.

  Writers can keep their romantic idealism. Professional baseball is a business first, second, and third. Fourth: it’s a game.

  The majority of scouts are outgoing, honorable, hard working, and conscientious gentlemen. Regrettably, the profession is sprinkled with back stabbers, social climbers, liars and butt kissers.

  Now, don’t get me wrong. All scouts truly love baseball and are deeply and sincerely thankful to avoid having a real job. Most scouts, myself included, wouldn’t want to do anything else. However, a scout endures relatively low pay, long hours, incessant travel, and mind-numbing tedium. Not the idyllic dream job conjured up by many.

  Don’t delude yourself about baseball or scouting.

  Professional baseball is a viciously political business. There are more double crosses and hidden agendas than in the story line of The Godfather: Part II. I’ve been the victim of baseball politics. All scouts have.

  In a perfect description of scouting, a cross checker once said, “Scouting is a great job but a lousy profession.”

  The capriciousness of scouting is terrifying.

  An owner can read one silly bestselling book and decide to fire his entire scouting staff and replace them with stat freaks.

  A twenty-five-year-old Ivy League graduate who thinks a slider is a miniature hamburger can get a general manager’s job and clean house. One intemperate phone call, one rash email, one unfounded rumor can put a scout out on the street.

  Without warning, a scout can be replaced by the son-in-law of a suit in the front office. Quality scouts who work years for one ballclub can get replaced on a whim by the drinking buddy of the new scouting director.

  One of the greatest scouts of all time served his organization with remarkable distinction for forty years. He was fired via a message left on his telephone answering machine. The scout had never met or spoken to the person who fired him.

  There is no security, that’s for sure. Most scouts’ contracts are one year in duration, sometimes two. Every scout sweats out renewal time.

  A supervisor of mine once told me, “Ain’t nobody getting rich in this business.” True.

  The fabulous wealth in big league baseball is showered on players, not on scouts.

  Most scouts begin as unpaid volunteers, formerly called “bird dogs.” They’re now given the corporate title of “associate.” Next, a scout moves up to part-time. He’s now under contract and is paid, but he typically receives only $1,000 a month, maximum. Some part-timers also get expenses. Whoopee!

  A beginning full-time area scout is paid between $30,000 and $50,000 per year. Experience and/or a promotion to cross checker or regional supervisor may nudge the scout close to the $75,000–$100,000 range. Decent, but Alex Rodriguez makes more than that munching popcorn with Cameron Diaz at the Super Bowl.

  By now, I’m certain you’re thinking: What keeps a scout coming back, year after year?

  Love of baseball and love of job are definite factors. A cynic may argue that many scouts don’t know any other business and can’t do anything else. That is true for only a tiny section of the scouting fraternity nowadays. The vast majority of scouts are smart, educated, multitalented men, many of whom could have their pick of higher paying jobs in other fields. I have my own theory as to why scouts perpetually return. Bear with me on this.

  Talent evaluators judge prospects in five baseball skill areas, called “tools”: hit, power, run, throw, and field. In their reports, scouts grade a player on a 20–80 scale. A score of 50 represents major league average in any one discipline. A grade significantly over 50 represents what scouts refer to as a “plus” tool.

  All separate grades are added together and then divided by five to reach an “OFP” score—Overall Future Potential. It’s an Orwellian sounding term, but the OFP grade is by far the most important judgment a scout renders.

  Most prospects receive an OFP score under 50. Those who rate a mark from 50 to 60 are candidates to be selected in the early rounds of the draft. The rare, gifted players who are bestowed a score of 60–70 are commonly chosen in the first round.

  Once in a generation, maybe once in a scout’s lifetime, a prospect merits a 70–80 OFP grade. That baseball player does everything exceedingly well in an exceptionally difficult sport. Those are the Willie Mays, Hank Aaron, Mickey Mantle, and Joe DiMaggio types.

  In life, we all search for love, happiness, contentment, fulfillment, financial security, and so on. It’s the reason we get out of bed. Every morning we wake up to continue our quest, knowing full well our chances of ever achieving any or all of those goals to be heartbreakingly slim.

  A baseball scout returns to the ballpark each new season for a less profound but parallel reason.

  The amateur scout’s life is a continuous search for a prospect he completely and fully realizes he will probably never find:

  A player with “Five-Plus Tools.”


  Section One: Scouting
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  0–162

  IN THE EARLY 1990s, I attended a baseball card and memorabilia show at the Convention Center in downtown Los Angeles.

  I wandered throughout the packed convention hall, stopping at an IBM sponsored booth. The proprietor offered prizes to any and all who could answer a series of baseball trivia questions posed by a newfangled device called a Personal Computer.

  I successfully breezed through two consecutive trivia games (five questions each) and, for my efforts, was awarded a golf ball imprinted with the company’s colorful corporate logo. Why a golf ball was presented as a prize for winning a baseball trivia contest I have no clue. Two months later I drove the golf ball over the back fence of my local driving range.

  As I slipped my prize into my pants pocket and walked on to examine other exhibits, a mid-30ish man engaged me in an impromptu conversation.

  He was, he assured me, a baseball trivia expert. He proudly informed me that his area of expertise was the Babe Ruth-Lou Gehrig “Murderer’s Row” New York Yankees of the 1920s and early ’30s.

  My new (and totally involuntary) friend puffed his chest out, lifted his chin, and proclaimed, “I’ve read eleven books on the subject.”

  “Really? Why, that’s wonderful . . .” was my muted, distinctly non-enthusiastic response.

  Privately, I concluded that instead of reading eleven Ruth-Gehrig books, a more intelligent use of this man’s time would be to take a shower. Or give himself a shave. Perhaps get a job.

  Often, in long-term relationships with friends, family, or romantic partners, we deliberately avoid discussing sensitive subjects, sometimes even for years. This not only prevents lingering bitterness, but permits us to avoid flying fists or whizzing dishes.

  Since I had instantly recognized that my relationship with Mr. Ruth-Gehrig would be transient, I decided to lay a harsh reality on him. It’s a viewpoint I held twenty-two years ago and one I hold just as strongly today.

  Many baseball fans instantly and reflexively regard the 1927 New York Yankees as the greatest major league baseball team of all time. Well, I hate to burst your bubble, but the simple truth is this:

  If a magical time machine existed which could transport the 1927 Yankees, as they were in their day, into modern major league baseball, they would lose every single game.

  Nada. Nicht. Nuttin’. Zip. Zero. Bupkis. Today, the 1927 Yankees would get completely and totally destroyed in every single game they played.

  Modern ballplayers are taller, bigger, stronger and faster than their counterparts of eighty-seven years ago. The modern player hits farther, throws harder, leaps higher and is substantially quicker and more athletic than ballplayers of the roaring ’20s.

  Baseball has the richest history and greatest lore of any American sport. The ’27 Yankees were the finest team of their decade, rivaled only by the 1929 Philadelphia Athletics. As much as baseball fans revere the game’s past, a reality must be acknowledged. The vast majority of pre–World War Two players would have absolutely no chance to compete in today’s game.

  Let’s look at this issue from another perspective.

  In 1927, the Heavyweight Champion of the World was Gene Tunney. Great fighter, superb boxer, whipped the tar out of Jack Dempsey twice. Tunney weighed 190 pounds. Today’s top heavyweights weigh around 240 pounds. In a bout versus a modern heavyweight, Tunney would get—literally—killed.

  How do you think the top basketball or football teams from 1927 would fare today against modern teams? Such a contest, I dare say, would be both an embarrassment and a frightening massacre.

  I always snicker when watching a TV program or documentary film in which a baseball historian uses ancient statistics to disparage modern players. Using a professorial tone, the historian (invariably gray- or silver- haired) reflects on the marvels of the old-timers.

  The rants classically follow this formula:

  Starting pitchers today rarely throw more than 200 innings in a season and they almost never pitch a complete game! Why, in 1884, Old Hoss Radbourn won 59 games, pitched 678 innings, and completed 73 games! In 1903, Iron Man Joe McGinnity pitched 434 innings and completed 44 games! Today’s pitchers are soft! They pale in comparison!

  What needs to be taken into account is that the game played by Radbourn in 1884 and McGinnity in 1903 bears almost no resemblance to major league baseball today. Athletic talents and baseball skills of modern players are light years ahead of those possessed by ballplayers 100 years ago.

  Below is a table that shows height, weight and age averages between the starting fielders of the 1927 Yankees, who went 110–44, and the 2013 Houston Astros, who went 51–111:

  [image: images]

  Now while the Astros were a younger team, their fielders outweighed the Yankees by an average of 27 pounds, and while two Yankees weighed 200 pounds or more, six Astros fell into the same category. Also, the Yankees had six players who were six-foot or shorter, while the Astros only had one player who fell into that category. That means that 2013 Astros not only towered over the 1927 Yankees, but outweighed them by a substantial amount.

  Ancient stats are, in my view, rendered irrelevant due to the overall weakness of the competition. The gaudy, fantastic numbers accumulated by old-timers reflects the inferiority, not the superiority, of Gilded Age and Progressive Era baseball.

  Historians may find romance and charm in old-time stats and figures, but as comparative tools, those numbers are meaningless. Today’s players are infinitely better than those of 85 to 130 years past.

  All of this brings up a fascinating and, among baseball lovers, persistent question: Which great players of the past could play and be successful today?

  This question can be answered but not by approaching it from the traditional angle. In keeping records, Major League Baseball considers 1900 to be the beginning of the “Modern Era.” There are a lot of ridiculous things in baseball but this has to top the proverbial charts. I’m not sure how 1900 can be considered “modern” when airplane travel was non-existent, almost no one drove cars and much of the nation had no indoor plumbing.

  Major League Baseball needs to adjust its record books. The Modern Era should begin in 1947, when the big leagues became integrated. Integration changed the game in myriad ways and the players involved were henceforth significantly more talented and athletic. In the best sense of the term, baseball became a different game.

  A simple method can be used to understand the vast superiority of integrated post-1947 baseball over the segregated pre-1947 game. Pick any baseball season in the past ten years. Go to a baseball statistical website and view the top ten league leaders in the primary offensive categories: Home runs, batting average, RBI, hits, runs, etc. Or use saber stats if you prefer.

  Next, eliminate from those lists all Black, Hispanic, and Asian players. The list still contains marvelous players, but obviously the overall quality of talent is greatly diminished by eliminating those three groups. For that principal reason, segregated pre-1947 baseball was clearly inferior.

  Realize this: Babe Ruth never played a major league game with or against a Black, Hispanic, or Asian player.

  Many additional reasons exist for the superiority of today’s players, such as improved instruction, superior equipment quality, advanced fitness training, etc., but the primary factor is integration. Segregation rendered the pre-WWII product grossly inferior to the post war, integrated game.

  Now back to our original question: Who could play today and who couldn’t? I assert that most truly great pre-’47 players could play today. They would not be nearly as successful now as they were back then, but they would be productive.

  Ty Cobb, Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Walton Johnson, Lefty Grove, Jimmie Foxx, Hank Greenberg, Joe DiMaggio, Bob Feller, and Ted Williams would be stars in today’s game.

  My central contention is that fewer of their peers could play today. I’d say only about 20 percent of pre–World War II ballplayers could compete in modern major league baseball. Entire teams and the average pre-’47 big leaguer would fail miserably.

  As we speed past 1947, the percentage of players who could make a modern roster increases. I’d say around 50 percent of ballplayers from the 1950s and 1960s could play today, with the percentages inching higher as we creep through the ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s toward the present day.

  Willie Mays and Mickey Mantle, along with Hank Aaron, Roberto Clemente, and Frank Robinson would be top-notch stars in this or any other era. Sandy Koufax was a left-handed pitcher who fired a 100 mph fastball mixed with a tremendous curve. I’d venture a guess and say he would find a roster spot in today’s game.

  In my opinion, the key conclusion to retain is that truly great players from one era would be stars at any other time. Those players would not post the same gaudy numbers as in their heyday, but they would be productive big leaguers.

  The critical difference is that, as we travel further and further back into baseball’s past, a rapidly diminishing number of players possessed the tools necessary to be competent big leaguers in baseball today.

  One venerable baseball story has always infuriated me. Supposedly, a press box conversation in the 1950s focused on Ty Cobb. An old-time sportswriter was asked by a young whippersnapper, “What do you think Cobb would hit today?”

  “.350,” was the veteran’s response. “That’s all?” replied the young reporter. “Cobb hit .400 three times and had a lifetime mark of .367!”

  Dryly, the old man quipped, “You have to remember Cobb is seventy years old.”

  Now I hate to douse cold water on baseball history romanticists, but today, a twenty-five-year-old Cobb would be hard pressed to hit .310.

  You don’t need to read eleven books to figure that out.
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  The Basics of Scouting

  IN EVALUATING POSITION players during games or showcases, scouts look for five elements:

  1.    Frame

  A player’s build and body type.

  2.    Tools

  A scouting term which refers to a prospect’s raw, basic physical ability. Tools are divided into five categories: run, hit, power, throw, and field.

  3.    Mechanics

  Indicates the youngster’s understanding of the proper fundamentals of baseball and his ability to incorporate them into his game. It is vital to note that scouts prefer to see ballplayers whose mechanics are consistently correct, not occasionally correct.

  4.    Production

  A player’s ability to perform well in actual game situations against quality competition. Every sport has witnessed numerous athletes who dazzle in showcase events or practices but flop in games. Such a player in baseball is called a “two o’clock hitter,” in reference to the time batting practice was taken in the days before night baseball was introduced. Games commonly started at 3 p.m. in those days.

  5.    Makeup

  Does not refer to blush or eyeliner.

  
    However, I did once see a high school pitcher throw a no-hitter while wearing pancake foundation and mascara. He pitched shortly after getting out of drama class. The makeup melted down his face as the game wore on, giving him an unintended Gothic look. This player is now in the minors.

  

  Baseball scouts look for two types of makeup. First is how a player conducts himself on the field; second is how a player conducts himself off the field.

  Frame

  The first and most important element of scouting that the general public must understand is that Major League Baseball in today’s game is the province of big, strong, physical athletes.

  Ditch the notion—still promoted by many baseball writers—that scouts love the small, scrappy little battler who has a big heart and strong desire but marginal ability. As I pointed out in the preface to this book, the day those players flourished is long gone and never to return.

  True, there are several excellent undersized players currently in the majors, such as Dustin Pedroia and Jose Altuve. Today’s smaller player carries one distinct advantage over his ancient counterparts: they have tools. Big tools. Altuve’s speed and hit and run tools are all well above average, and Pedroia’s fielding, hitting, and power tools also grade out high on the scouting scale.

  Scan the rosters (or watch the games) of any one of the thirty Major League ball clubs. At seven of the ten positions (P, C, 1B, 3B, LF, RF, DH), almost every single player is at or well above six feet tall and at or beyond 200 pounds.

  Undersized players still have a (remote) chance to succeed at shortstop, second base, and center field, but even those opportunities are diminishing. Troy Tulowitzki and J. J. Hardy are big, strong shortstops. Today, we are seeing physical size in center fielders that we have never seen before: Mike Trout, Adam Jones, Carlos Gomez, and Matt Kemp, for example.

  When did this trend start? I would pinpoint the late 50s and early 60s. In my video collection, I have kinescopes of the 1960 and 1961 World Series.

  In the 1960 Series (Pirates vs. Yankees), I see vestiges of the old game of baseball mixed in with the new game. Representing the old game were smaller pitchers and players such as Bobby Shantz, Bobby Richardson, Yogi Berra, Dick Groat, Smokey Burgess, Rocky Nelson, Don Hoak, and Elroy Face. Few of those players would have any chance of playing today.

  Yet, in that same Series, I see several players who represent the size and strength evident in the modern game: Mickey Mantle, Elston Howard, Bill Skowron, Tony Kubek, Dale Long, Vernon Law, and Roberto Clemente.

  The 1961 Series (Reds vs. Yankees) provides similar examples. Smaller players like Whitey Ford, Berra, and Richardson are mixed in with big, strong modern style players like Joey Jay, Frank Robinson, Johnny Blanchard, Gordie Coleman, John Edwards, Jim Maloney, and Ralph Terry.

  As I viewed portions of the old black and white broadcasts, it was as if I could see the game of baseball changing (slowly) right in front of my eyes. Crafty smaller players with limited raw tools were on display along with modern style players who possessed size, big tools, and powerful arms or bats.

  Today, the debate is over, settled. The big guys won. Modern baseball is now a game of size and strength.

  As a scout evaluates a prospect’s frame, he asks himself this question: Is the player a big, strong, physical athlete, or does he “project” to become one? A projectable player (usually in high school) is one with an athletic build who is tall and lanky. This type of build (particularly if he has broad shoulders) indicates a prospect will be able to add positive weight (muscle) as he matures.

  Let’s take two hypothetical examples. A scout goes to a high school game. One starting pitcher is a mature framed 5’10” 200 pound righty throwing 90 mph. The other is a 6’4” 160 pound righty with a pipe cleaner build topping out at 88.

  So the question is: Who is the pro prospect?

  The answer is the skinny kid by a million miles. He is a prospect who should add positive weight in the near future. That muscle should enable him to throw much harder five to seven years down the line. This youngster is a single digit round draft prospect.

  The shorter kid has reached his ceiling and will probably not throw harder in the future. Scouts will either draft him very late or simply allow the kid to go to college.

  Of course, there are exceptions. Due to the scarcity of left-handed pitching, frame is irrelevant when scouting left-handed pitching prospects. If the kid has a decent arm, a lefty can be the size of Spud Webb and still be a prospect.

  As I stated, seven of the ten positions on a modern baseball field are the bailiwick of the big guys.

  So what chance does a little guy have? Other than being a left-handed pitcher or the son of a front office executive, to get drafted, a smaller player must possess speed, fielding skill, a bat, and an arm which belie his size. Undersized prospects have a built-in disadvantage. They are limited to one of three spots (center field, shortstop, second base) and must outperform their bigger competitors by an eye-catching margin.

  Still, several organizations will ignore a smaller player. When I worked for the New York Mets, I was given the assignment of scouting one of the assembled Area Code teams in Long Beach, California, in August of 2005. On the second day, I was impressed by an undersized righty who showed a decent fastball, excellent secondary pitches, and advanced command. The prospect was 5’10” and 175 pounds. After his outing, I ran up the stairs of the stands on the first base side to report to my scouting director.

  “Let me tell you about this guy!” I said excitedly. Our director, a man whom I’ve always had immense respect for, cut me off before I could utter another word.

  “Forget about him,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Little guy.”

  Tools

  Runs

  Of the five tools, speed is the only tool which improves other tools.

  If combined with first step quickness and a proper “route” to the ball, a fast player will exhibit substantially better range than an average or slow player, thus improving his fielding grade.

  A plus runner automatically has an advantage as a hitter, for he will beat out more infield hits than his slower counterparts, thereby upping his batting average and on-base percentage.

  As odd as it may sound, speed also gives a hitter more power at bat, particularly from a statistical standpoint. The speedy hitter can stretch a single into a double or a double into a triple, thereby increasing his number of total bases and, by extension, his slugging percentage.

  Despite its unique influence on other tools, speed—and a scout’s emphasis on speed—has significantly diminished in recent years. One team in particular, for instance, places no importance on speed whatsoever.

  A few years ago, a scout for that team told me, hypothetically, that if one of his supervisors learned he had gone onto the field to time 60-yard dashes at a showcase, he would be verbally berated and possibly fired.

  Many other organizations have lessened their grading standards for running times, reflecting the current nature of baseball. Today’s game emphasizes physical size and power at the expense of speed. Run times are the only area which, in general, many ball clubs of the relatively recent past were clearly superior to modern teams.

  Individual and team speed was prevalent in the ’70s and ’80s in baseball. That style of play has almost completely vanished in today’s game. For instance, it is exceptionally rare to see a modern American League team attempt a squeeze play or double steal.

  On the 20–80 scout grading scale, here are the modern standards for running speeds. Keep in mind that this chart is not universal, as some organizations have slight variations.

  
    
      
      
    
    
      	60 Yard Dash
    

    
      	Time
      	Grade
    

    
      	6.4
      	80
    

    
      	6.5
      	75
    

    
      	6.6
      	70
    

    
      	6.7
      	65
    

    
      	6.8
      	60
    

    
      	6.9
      	55
    

    
      	7.0
      	50
    

    
      	7.1
      	45
    

    
      	7.2
      	40
    

    
      	7.3
      	35
    

    
      	7.4
      	30
    

    
      	7.5
      	25
    

    
      	7.6+
      	20
    

  

  Sports fans are familiar with the 40-yard dash standard used in pro and college football. Baseball uses the 60-yard dash standard as a speed gauge because of its commonality in the game: 60 yards (180 feet) is the distance from home to second, first to third, and second to home.

  
    
      
      
      
    
    
      	Home to First

      Right-Handed Hitter
    

    
      	Full Swing
      	Bunt
      	Grade
    

    
      	4.0
      	3.8
      	80
    

    
      	4.05
      	3.85
      	75
    

    
      	4.1
      	3.9
      	70
    

    
      	4.15
      	3.95
      	65
    

    
      	4.2
      	4.0
      	60
    

    
      	4.25
      	4.05
      	55
    

    
      	4.3
      	4.1
      	50
    

    
      	4.35
      	4.15
      	45
    

    
      	4.4
      	4.2
      	40
    

    
      	4.45
      	4.25
      	35
    

    
      	4.5
      	4.3
      	30
    

    
      	4.55
      	4.35
      	25
    

    
      	4.6
      	4.4
      	20
    

  

  The fastest prospect I have ever timed was DeSean Jackson, now a superstar wide receiver with the Washington Redskins of the NFL. As a right-handed hitting outfielder for Long Beach Poly High School in 2005, Jackson rapped a ground ball to shortstop in his first at bat in game versus El Segundo High, getting down the line in 3.79 seconds. In his second at-bat that night, Jackson tried to bunt his way on base. I timed him in 3.58 seconds.

  I was lucky that evening. Many scouts can spend thirty, forty, possibly fifty years in the business and never time a player who was as fast as DeSean Jackson.

  
    
      
      
      
    
    
      	Home to First Left-Handed Hitter
    

    
      	Full Swing
      	Bunt
      	Grade
    

    
      	3.9
      	3.7
      	80
    

    
      	3.95
      	3.75
      	75
    

    
      	4.0
      	3.8
      	70
    

    
      	4.05
      	3.85
      	65
    

    
      	4.1
      	3.9
      	60
    

    
      	4.15
      	3.95
      	55
    

    
      	4.2
      	4.0
      	50
    

    
      	4.25
      	4.05
      	45
    

    
      	4.3
      	4.1
      	40
    

    
      	4.35
      	4.15
      	35
    

    
      	4.4
      	4.2
      	30
    

    
      	4.45
      	4.25
      	25
    

    
      	4.5
      	4.3
      	20
    

  

  Knowledgeable baseball fans are acutely aware that running speed is useless if a player does not know how to utilize his speed.

  A veteran scout once informed me that Rickey Henderson’s best 60-yard dash time was around 6.6. That is outstanding speed, but dozens, perhaps hundreds, of players in big league history have had superior times.

  The key is that Henderson knew how to use his speed. Rickey’s first step quickness was extraordinary, plus his ability to read a pitcher’s pickoff move and time his jump perfectly was remarkable.

  By contrast, Herb Washington may have been the fastest player in baseball history. A world class sprinter from Michigan State University, Washington was employed as a designated pinch runner by the A’s in the mid-’70s.

  In the second game of the 1974 World Series, Washington came in to pinch run in the top of the ninth, representing the tying run. Dodger reliever Mike Marshall picked Washington off by two feet, effectively ending the game and the designated pinch runner experiment.

  Unfortunately for Herb Washington, bases are not stolen by using sprinter’s blocks or a starter’s pistol.

  For the majority of position players, speed is the one tool that dissipates most rapidly. As ballplayers progress into their thirties, most retain their bat and arm strength but their legs deteriorate. Vladimir Guerrero is a prime example. A 30–40 per year base stealer as a youngster, Vlad could barely get down the line in his mid-thirties.

  On occasion, a scout will give a player a reverse run grade. Let’s postulate that a D-1 college catcher is a top draft prospect. He has a strong, mature build; a classic backstop’s frame. Most scouts, taking note of the catcher’s body and the rigors of his position, will assume that his running speed will lessen as he nears age thirty. Therefore, this type of player may receive a current speed grade of 45 but a future speed grade of 35.

  Unlike the NFL and NBA, advanced speed training is rarely part of a ballclub’s strength and conditioning regimen. Combined with modern offensive philosophies, this depressing reality has reduced modern stolen base totals, even among players with outstanding speed. Jeff Francoeur and Justin Upton received 80 speed grades as amateur prospects. Last year, Francoeur had two steals, while Upton had eight.

  I maintain that running speed is the rarest and most exciting of the five tools. It is the only tool that profoundly affects the other tools. MLB scouts should be embracing speed, not downplaying or rejecting it.

  Hit/Power

  Hitting is by far the most difficult tool to judge.

  “No one really knows if a guy is going to hit,” a cross checker once told me. That opinion is a common one in the scouting industry for one simple reason: it’s true.

  A scout attempts to determine if an eighteen-year-old high school kid can, seven years from now, hit major league pitching well enough to maintain a starting job. Hitting is perhaps the most difficult skill in all of sports, and “projecting” hitters is just as problematic.

  Judging hitting is tough for a variety of reasons. An amateur player faces pitching which is vastly inferior to professional pitching. College and high school infielders and outfielders are not as adept defensively as professionals; so many batted balls that would normally be routinely fielded will drop in for hits in amateur ball.

  Most high school ballparks are also significantly smaller in outfield dimensions and in foul territory than are big league fields. Many fouls that are out of play in a high school park would be caught in a pro park; the same with home runs.

  The composition of the baseballs is another factor. Amateur baseballs have raised seams and less lively inner cores. (The NCAA will use flatter seamed baseballs soon, but they will not have lively pro style cores, as of yet.)

  College and high school baseballs have a COR (Coefficient of Restitution) of .555. Flat, or rolled, seamed pro balls have a COR rating of .578. If struck with the same amount of force, a pro ball will travel approximately 20 feet farther than an amateur baseball.

  Of all the factors, the bat is the main differential between amateur and pro baseball. All bats in pro ball, major or minor leagues, must be made of wood. The two most popular types of wood for use in pro bats are maple and northern white ash.

  Gone with the wind are supercharged metal bats that produce 21–14 NCAA D-1 title games. Colleges and high schools now use BBCOR bats (Ball-Bat Coefficient of Restitution). These bats are also made of metal but are manufactured to more closely approximate the qualities and impact response of a wood bat but without the cost or danger of breaking.

  All of these variables make hitting more difficult to judge than speed, for instance. Sixty yards in the majors is the same distance as 60 yards in high school: the distance between home and first in high school is 90 feet, same as the big leagues.

  Despite the advent of advanced sabermetrics, grading, fielding, and hitting remain a subjective exercise for scouts. Radar guns can measure the velocity of a thrown baseball, stopwatches can measure running speed, but even in the modern world grading fielding and hitting is done almost solely by “gut” reaction. Lots and lots of observation, but still, a gut instinct.

  Naturally, a scout hopes to observe a top hitting prospect in an environment which resembles pro baseball, however faintly. Ideally, scouts want to see a hitter square off in his spring season against a pitcher who also has top-notch ability.

  Summer showcases serve a useful purpose for scouts. We can see the best hitting prospects face the top pitching prospects. Scouts get the critically important opportunity to observe a hitter using a wood bat in both batting practice and game situations.

  
    A quick bit of inside info: When scouting high school hitters, scouts hope to watch the youngster in a road game, not a home game. With high school games lasting only seven innings, watching a road game gives the scout a much better opportunity of seeing an extra at bat in the seventh inning.

  

  What does a scout look for in a hitter? Of the four basics (frame, tools, mechanics, production), frame is the least important. In baseball history, truly great hitters have ranged from the tall and lanky (a young Ted Williams) to short and pudgy (Kirby Puckett). Perhaps no one skill in any sport has seen such a diverse range of body types succeed than in the art of hitting a baseball.

  Need some proof? In NBA history, have any great scorers been tall and rangy? Yes, of course. Have any been built like Kirby Puckett, Yogi Berra, Hack Wilson, or Thurman Munson? No. In NFL history, have any great quarterbacks been built like the latter baseball players? No.

  In my view, success in hitting is based on three factors:

  1.    Talent

  2.    Knowledge

  3.    Work

  Raw talent in hitting encompasses two items: Vision and bat speed.

  Vision—extraordinary eyesight—is the one common gift amongst almost every outstanding hitter. In perhaps no other athletic endeavor is visual acuity as crucial as in hitting a baseball.

  Dating back to Rogers Hornsby, Babe Ruth, and Ted Williams and continuing to the modern day, nearly every legendary hitter has been blessed with phenomenal natural vision. Exceptional eyesight is the single most important physical trait a hitter can possess.

  We’re all familiar with the Snellen eye test, in which lines of black letters of gradually diminishing sizes are set against a white background. Measured in feet, preferred vision is 20/20 (or 6/6 by European metric standards).

  Additional vision exams are far more detailed and complicated than reading letters on a chart. Hitting entails the ability not only to identify a baseball hurtling toward the plate and to separate it from background objects, but to “read” its speed, spin, and location.

  Other types of eye exams can test peripheral vision, object identification, etc. Therefore, ball clubs are interested not only in Snellen results but in the results of more complicated, in-depth eye exams.
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