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  FOREWORD

  This book is my opportunity to share with you the knowledge I have gained over the past four decades as a coach on the high school and college levels. I am deeply indebted to the coaches on the college and professional level who have given me the foundation to teach and coach every aspect of the game that I love and respect. It is through them that I have been able to develop individual and team performance that reaches for excellence on the field of play.

  It is especially fulfilling for me to share in the book’s preparation with my son Kevin. His coaching background and knowledge of the game reflect the multitude of experiences he has had in the game, most recently as part of the Toronto Blue Jays organization.

  Most importantly, the expert guidance of Beverly Breton Carroll in coordinating, directing, and enthusiastically supporting our efforts has been much appreciated. Her expertise as a writer and her appreciation for sports and coaching were invaluable in preparing this book.

  Lastly, I wish to thank my wife of fifty years, Claire, who has been such a great supporter of my career. It is her love and understanding that has made my coaching experiences a family affair which has been shared with Kevin and his sisters Kathy, Karen, Kelly, and Kristine.

  — FRAN O’BRIEN

  In the movie Field of Dreams Kevin Costner ends up playing catch with Shoeless Joe Jackson, who he figures out is his father. My baseball career has been a living field of dreams as my father and I have enjoyed a tremendous bond fueled by our mutual love for baseball.

  Being mentored by one’s father is nothing new. Being around a man who is a legendary coach and an extraordinary person is a gift few boys are privileged to experience. My father’s personal integrity and care for others supersedes any of his superior coaching. His hallmark as a coach has been his ability to teach, nurture, and instill incredible confidence in his players. His knowledge and feel for the game of baseball is second only to his desire to help people.

  Throughout his life he has shared that his goal was to coach in the College World Series. He lived this dream vicariously through his grandson this past June when his grandson Daniel Bard, pitching for the University of North Carolina, stated on national television that his grandfather was his biggest influence in baseball. Daniel called him a baseball genius. My father’s love of baseball and influence over young people is truly multigenerational.

  Every team has an unsung hero and in our family that would be my mother Claire. She has sacrificed so much to make sure our family was strong and supported in every endeavor. Her devotion and love of her husband and kids is Hall of Fame material.

  Having my daughter Khloe be a part of the book as a model for some of the pictures makes this book even more special. I, too, hope to pass on the wonderful game of baseball to my own children. Khloe, Colin, Garret, and Whitney, budding superstars who will get all the love and support they need to become great successes in life, I dedicate this book to you with all my heart.

  — KEVIN O’BRIEN


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

  Thank you to my co-authors. Fran, for being the epitome of grace, patience, and baseball knowledge; this book would never have happened without you. Kevin, for supporting the book from the start, and bringing your enthusiasm and love of the game to everything you contributed.

  Thanks again to Tom McCarthy. An author couldn’t ask for a better editor.

  A giant thank you to Mary Jo Rulnick. Author, friend, and former high school softball player, for once more reading every word, then making sure she could act out every drill, never mind if someone at work wondered why she appeared to be pitching an invisible ball or swinging an invisible bat!

  A heartfelt thank you to my two favorite go-to guys. My son, Austin, veteran of all-star and high school baseball teams, for willingly demonstrating anything I asked to see, from flat back finish to crow hop. My husband John, former high school baseball player and youth baseball coach, for picking up his cell phone anywhere anytime to answer any question I had about baseball, and for helping me cover all my bases when I was too involved in writing a book on baseball to cover them myself.

  And a very special thank you to our models: Connor Green, Ben Johnson, Henri Levenson, Eric McPherson, Khloe O’Brien, Jack Reid, and Ben Richter. You brought such enthusiasm and ability to our photo shoot. Thanks for sharing it!

  And may you, and every other person touched by this book, keep enjoying everything baseball offers for many years to come.

  — BEVERLY CARROLL


  INTRODUCTION

  Coaching youth baseball is a wonderful way to share your enthusiasm for a great game while giving back to the young people in your community. You will be an instant role model for the kids on your team, who will look to you for direction on how to become a better player and contribute to a winning team.

  Odds are very high that you will not produce a big-leaguer. You will, however, be entrusted to provide a positive experience that imparts such life lessons as teamwork, responsibility, hard work, and respect. As much as the kids will appreciate your knowledge, they will remember how much you cared about them more. Creating a team built on solid values will give the players a strong sense of belonging to a team that has value.

  Young players will at times be overcome with emotions in their desire to succeed. They will quickly get discouraged, too. From the beginning, you want them to understand that the goal is to win the game—but not at all costs. More important is that they do their best. Your responsibility as a youth coach is not to win games but to project a winning attitude as an example for your players. Baseball will be a mighty teacher. It humbles even the greatest of players. The most confident young players will have to learn that failure is part of the game; be there for them.

  Bringing a team together means being able to handle different personalities with different needs. The image of the youth coach who berates his own players, officials, and the other team remains one that is vivid for many people. But in reality, most youth coaches are mature adults with a proper perspective, a positive attitude, and a desire to promote goodwill on and off the field. You can create an incredible atmosphere for your players to enjoy and learn in. Staying upbeat can be a challenge at times, but keeping in mind the young impressionable minds you have under your tutelage will help you focus.

  A very successful pitcher was starting in a crucial game late in the season. He was the most talented player and exuded confidence. His team was relying on him to lead them to the championship, and this game would go a long way to making that happen. By the third inning, the pitcher’s inability to get hitters out that day was becoming more and more obvious. Everyone in the order was hitting him hard. The manager went out to the mound and took the pitcher out of the game. The pitcher headed to the corner of the dugout, despondent. He started crying, and quickly put a towel over his head to hide his emotions from his teammates. Seeing this, the coach went over to the pitcher, put his arm around him, consoled him, and gave him an uplifting message to carry him forward. The pitcher was Pedro Martinez and the coach was Willie Randolph of the New York Mets. Even at the highest levels, players need the coach’s support.

  You will be the maestro who orchestrates the team. It will take some work, but it will bring immeasurable enjoyment to you and your players. What could be a better way to spend time than making kids better players—and better people—by playing the game of baseball?
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  PART I
THE FUNDAMENTALS


  CHAPTER 1

  COACHING YOUTH BASEBALL

  The other sports are just sports. Baseball is a love.

  —BRYANT GUMBEL

  Baseball is a love, indeed—a passion shared by millions of people across the fifty states. What’s more American than baseball? Walt Whitman called it the American game. And watching it is truly a favorite American pastime.

  However, watching a baseball team gets you about as prepared to coach one as eating a gourmet meal gets you prepared to cook one. You’ve now taken on the glorious responsibility of coaching youth baseball. You have the chance to raise your enjoyment of the sport to a whole new level and to give of yourself to young people at the same time: a win-win proposition, but only if you’re prepared.

  Practice Breeds Confidence, Confidence Breeds Success

  It’s important that you and your players are happy to be on the practice field. Only if you feel confident can you make your players feel as though they could conquer anything. Having a plan for practice will foster confidence, enjoyment, improvement, and success—for everyone.

  Playing baseball is great fun, but for good reason it has often been called the most difficult game to play. To develop the incredible skill level needed to be successful is a long process. Remind yourself often that this game is full of constant failure. Hitting, for instance, is such a difficult feat that those who fail seven out of ten times are considered a huge success!

  Remember, They’re Kids

  Teaching this sport to younger players takes on added dimensions that you, as a coach, want to keep foremost in your mind. Fielding a ground ball can be a scary proposition to a young player since the ball hurts if it misses his glove and hits him. The embarrassment is worse. As much as you are teaching baseball, you are teaching kids how to handle non-success, peer pressure, parental pressure, and self-image. That is an awful lot for a young person. Your role as a coach should be that of a positive reinforcer finding the silver lining in every setback. As long as the young person is giving a solid effort, improvement will take place. The pace of this improvement varies, but your role is to be a facilitator, bringing out the very best in each kid. Patience, obviously, is a job prerequisite.

  Practice Planning 101

  Preparing each practice and your series of practices over the season should be an important part of your coaching. While you are not expected to be an expert (that’s why you have this guide), your players will respond well to having certain familiar routines. Baseball, in fact, is a sport filled with routines that are taken so seriously players become certain that missing them could seriously affect their game. How about Wade Boggs doing his pregame running at exactly 7:11 P.M. before every game? He’s nicknamed “Chicken Man” because his pregame meal had to be chicken. Tales of lucky shirts, socks, and various undergarments worn every day without cleaning for the perceived effect this has on success are legendary. There are thousands of such stories, all bearing testament to the fact that routine is an integral part of baseball—and you want to make it an integral part of practice.

  Here’s how to get the most out of your practices.

  [image: chpt_fig_001] Have a written plan. A written plan will assist you in running a smooth practice and ensure that you cover key areas in preparing your team. Think of it almost as an agenda at a business meeting. Keep a notebook of your practices. They will be an invaluable reference in the days ahead if you decide to do this for a period of years.

  [image: chpt_fig_001] Keep a quick pace. An organized quick-paced practice will keep players interested and leave them invigorated and wanting more. Creating a plan with structure yet flexibility that relates to your players’ levels is an asset for any coach, at any level. The more organized you are, the less time you’ll waste, and your team will benefit.

  [image: chpt_fig_001] Include daily fundamentals. When designing your practice, plan on covering the fundamentals each and every day. This does not mean that you have to spend hours on this, but baseball is a game rooted in the basics. Throwing, catching, hitting, and baserunning should be covered at every practice. Baseball is based on being able to catch consistently and throw accurately. (Sounds simple, right? Go to any youth baseball game in the country and you will see these skills are desperately in need of refinement.)
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        	EXPERIENCE TALKS
        	Each season, no-hitters are produced in a very limited number. In 1938, Johnny Vander Meer pitched a no-hitter against the Brooklyn Dodgers. This was his second no-hitter in a row. He never pitched another, and this feat has never been duplicated in professional baseball. Coach Fran O’Brien, coaching of Randolph High School in Massachusetts, had the thrill of coaching four consecutive no-hitters! “It sounds impossible,” says O’Brien, “but in 1962, Randolph’s Barry Needham recorded four no-hitters in a row. As the streak began to unfold, media coverage from Boston newspapers and televisions generated huge crowds. On Barry’s attempt for his fifth no-hitter, he was denied by a home run in the third inning with two outs. He had pitched 31 and ⅔ innings without a hit, on accomplishment that may not have been duplicated on that level since.”
      

    

  

  [image: chpt_fig_001] Maintain repetition. The key to improvement is repetition. Covering the basic fundamentals of the game over and over at every practice will improve each player dramatically and lead to better team play. Adjusting for age and attention span is also critical. Your team may think they’ve mastered a certain skill and grown out of certain drills, but if the pros haven’t grown beyond benefiting from daily drilling, you can bet your team hasn’t either.

  Build It, and They Will Come

  Ultimately, a good coach is a good teacher. Early in the season there is a great deal of teaching, and your teaching tools are the drills. Hitting, fielding, throwing, and pitching win ball games at all levels. If you can improve your players in these areas, you will be a huge success. Every coach must realize that this is a process and takes a great deal of time to master. But build a solid practice plan, take your team through it with liveliness and energy—sharing your pleasure in the game rather than focusing on immediate success—and your kids will come to be better baseball players. You will be rewarded as a coach when you see the novice or mediocre players who wandered onto the field that first practice session become confident solid contributors, game after game.


  CHAPTER 2

  PRACTICE BASICS

  All you have to do is pick up a baseball. It begs to you: Throw me.

  —DAVE DRAVECKY

  This guide’s only presumption is that you like baseball and you have a general idea of how it is played. You may, or may not, have coaching experience. For beginning coaches, you can design and run practices like a pro using this guide. For coaches wanting to expand their abilities, the O’Briens’ explanations on why a baseball move is done a certain way and how the move can break down when done incorrectly can help you fine-tune your players’ mechanics and understanding of the game.

  The drills in each skills chapter are presented in order of the simplest to the most advanced. Terms, moves, and mechanics are generally explained first, followed by a section of Drills designed to teach the moves and concepts. Occasionally, a drill offers a Step It Up section, which allows you to increase the difficulty of the drill as your players increase their skills. The suggested Duration after each drill is how much time to allot during practice to run the drill. The first time you introduce the drill, you want to allow a few more minutes to teach it. Some of the chapters have Games that use the skills introduced in the chapter. You can use these when you sense your players need a less structured activity, but they will still be practicing valuable skills.

  Before the drill sections, basic equipment and guidelines are introduced, followed by an overview of the drills and games and a system to help you design a practice exactly right for the age and skill level of your players. As you begin to understand the needs of your team and build on your own coaching abilities, you can, of course, begin to modify the suggestions to completely customize your routine. At any point, this guide will allow you to confidently walk onto the diamond, ready to teach and coach your team.
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        	EXPERIENCE TALKS
        	With young children, transitioning from drill to drill can be an activity in itself. Leave a little space in your plan. Then, to cover yourself, have a few drills or maybe a game on reserve. If your players move efficiently through the drills, and you have practice time left over, you’ll be prepared to add something else. Plan your practices too tight from the start and you’re setting yourself up for frustration when your youngsters’ capers throw off your schedule.
      

    

  

  Equipment Needs

  Baseballs

  Each team should have two types of baseballs: soft baseballs for certain hitting drills, and regular baseballs for team drills and game-like situations. Because of budget limitations, teach all players to take responsibility for retrieving baseballs on or off the field. You need multiple baseballs to run an efficient practice. Umpires generally require three basically unblemished hard game balls from the home team prior to the first pitch. You also need game balls for pitchers who are warming up in the bullpen and for batting and fielding drills that are part of the regular practice routine. Ideally, your team will have a minimum of three dozen baseballs and three to six dozen soft baseballs to use for practice.

  Baseball Buckets

  These are large five-gallon plastic buckets to store your baseballs. They are the same as drywall buckets and can be purchased at sporting goods or home improvement stores.

  Bases

  The traditional game base is a canvas bag secured to the ground with two spikes, but some towns have moved to breakaway bases. The purpose of the breakaway base is to dislodge upon impact in order to prevent sprained or broken ankles. Many towns maintain and set up the fields for games but not for practice, so you will likely need to have a set of bases. For practice sessions, they just need to outline the diamond. Inexpensive, flat, heavy plastic bases are sufficient. In addition, portable plastic home plates to complete the hitting drills and pitching drills are helpful.

  Baseball Gloves

  Gloves are not provided as part of the team equipment; players provide their own. A glove should be comfortable on the hand and allow for sensitivity to the ball. There are specific glove designs for the different positions. The catcher’s glove has extra padding and a claw-like shape. The first baseman’s glove is long and wide. Middle infielder gloves are smaller to give players more sensitive handling when fielding and releasing the ball. Third basemen and outfielder gloves are larger so more glove is exposed for catching the ball. Pitchers also have larger gloves to hide the ball from the hitter in the windup, and to protect their bodies and knock line drives to the ground so they can be fielded.

  Oiling the glove helps maintain the quality and stability of the leather and can be particularly helpful when breaking in a new glove. Glove oil is available at any sporting goods store. When not in use, oil the glove, place two balls in the pocket, and tie the glove around the balls with a shoelace to help form a glove pocket.

  Bats

  A team needs a selection of bats varying in length and weight to address the needs of different-sized players. An average Group I (see page 14) level bat would be 24 inches in length and 14 ounces. Group II and III level players would likely be using bats between 28 inches in length, 19 ounces and 32 inches in length, 23 ounces. If a bat is too heavy for a young player, he will not be able to accelerate it through the hitting zone and could get very discouraged. If you see your players picking up bats that are too long or heavy, encourage them to try a different bat. Metal bats continue to be the common bat of choice; however, some leagues and high schools require wooden bats as a safety precaution. Balls come harder and faster off metal bats. Wooden bats are less expensive, but they break much easier, so replacement can be a cost. A fungoe bat is also a good practice tool. This is a lighter, narrower, easier-to-swing bat that can be used when multiple balls are being hit by a coach.
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        	EXPERIENCE TALKS
        	Because of a high school pitcher receiving a near-critical hit in the face from a ball off a metal bat, much discussion was raised in Massachusetts about making wooden bats mandatory in high school. Some high schools began to switch to wooden bats, but many other high school coaches were concerned about the players’ abilities to handle bats correctly. When batting with a wooden bat, hitting off the “sweet spot” is critical. Depending on the size of the bat, this spot is a 3- to 5-inch area starting about an inch down from the top of the bat where the ball jumps right off the bat. Ultimately, if a player doesn’t get the hang of hitting here, he won’t be successful as a hitter. The coaches were concerned that if teams switched to wooden bats, players could get so discouraged about their hitting, they’d switch to another sport! For now, high school leagues man-dating wooden bats remain the exception rather than the rule.
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