PITCHING AT A YOUNG AGE 
THE BASICS

How early can a girl start pitching ? Of course there isn’t a clear answer but some factors should be taken into account : 

 stage of basic coordination

 stage of general ( skeleton ) development

 motivation

 knowledge of the game

Not always beginning to pitch very early is an advantage . Why ?

I would like my future pitcher to be : 

 aware of the importance and fun of the pitching position in the game

 already able to field the ball and throw the ball overhand properly

 already able to play another position so as to have fun doing something else but pitching

 willing to make an extra effort to learn the position

 aware of the difficulty of other positions on the field, so that she can understand what her team-mates can or can’t do and why

 ready for this effort as far as her body is concerned : she should be strong and resistant, without knee or back problems

So what age ? I feel after playing in other positions – which is fine since 8 years of age – eleven/twelve should be the right time to start pitching.

Where do we start from ?

From the basics, the correct mechanics. Not exactly with speed, not with throwing strikes ( which is not a synonym for control ) but with GOOD MECHANICS , which lead to real improvement and natural control of the motion.

Of course we have to pick up one progression of drills and stay on it till the very basics have been mastered, but we also need some understanding of the fundamental principles of the pitching motion.

What we all have certainly experienced is the difficulty to " translate " to youngsters what we know as coaches. The approach we can follow now is like talking to a 12 year old girl.

 What is softball pitching ?

Always start by showing the whole motion – have others help you if you can’t pitch well, maybe older girls or a friend.

Follow this sequence : whole – common denominators – details – tips – back to whole

Remember : with kids you must use their short but lively attention : 10 minutes talking is enough ! but give them an example to imitate !

 Most important aspects of softball pitching

Two motions : 

 one linear motion – stride to the target – concept of line of force

 one circular motion - arm circle – always following the line of force

Key-point : force is generated with the whole body and a smooth perfect motion. In order to pitch with power we must keep the flow of force going – concept of body open position on the line of force

Biggest problem : synchronisation of the two motions = 

Therefore : we will isolate movements and body parts to let them work better.

But always remember : we don’t pitch with our arms, we don’t pitch with our shoulders, we don’t pitch with our back, we pitch with our legs, or better with our whole body !

In order to do this we need to work on balance and body position and understand how indipendent the arm swing will be from the rest of the body

 Avoiding tenseness

One key factor to stress is the importance to relax muscles . 

Tension = no speed, no power

But it’s more simply said than done for youngster ! 

Work on : 

 Breathing

 easy motions

 relaxed attitude

 no target

 no eye control : eyes closed

Once kids get the right feeling they’ll never lose it : you have to be patient and try to understand how to communicate abstract ideas to their simple minds

 Where do we start ?

Let’s take into consideration the four-step-progression of Ron Bouldin ( AZ ) to start working on pitching : 

 stride - land on the line of force – arms in front – both hands in front of the nose – hips and feet start to open – shoulder face target

 from pos. 1 open up the shoulders – arm brushes the ear – land in complete open position on the line – glove arm stretched, pointing target

 downswing of the pitching arm till wrist snap and follow through within the line of the body – downswing of glove arm together with pitching arm – skip on the ground with rear foot – balance – weight centered, still on rear leg

 follow through in defense position – hands up protecting face – not too deep - feet aligned

We have this sequence repeated over and over but not to boredom. It can take more than one time to go through it effectively, but what is most important is that the kids learn it correctly and are willing to repeat it by themselves at home. Repetitions will be essential to the automatization of the motion.

Great tools are a wall, to practice facing it, a mirror , to look at oneself while doing the motion and self-checking errors, a videocamera to analyse motion and show the players their eventual mistakes ( this helps them figure out how they should visualize themselves pitching correctly )

 The ball : good or bad ?

It may sound a paradox but using a ball too soon ( or with the wrong aim ) in pitching can be more a disadvantage than a positive step. Why ? 

The biggest problem is giving a target too early. Kids won’t concentrate on themselves ( as this is hard at that age ) , on the contrary they will aim at the target. 

The initial accuracy in throwing is not to confuse with control : what must matter most at an initial stage is NOT throwing strikes, but developing sound mechanics which correctly repeated can become automatic and safe.

Of course we want to grab a softball and start working but let’s consider first of all : 

 correct grip

 action of fingers

 action of the wrist

 following action of elbow and arm

 relaxed shoulders

Therefore we will try to have kids feel the ball in their hands, the seams and the action of the fingers on them and we’ll have them understand the basics of the correct spin. Let’s put a coloured stripe across the big seams of the ball and have them practice letting the ball go correctly.

The first sets of drills has to do with wrist snap and action of fingers, wrist and arm – underline the importance of a relaxed but complete follow-through which is one of the key-indicators for correct mechanics.

Try to work on the concept of release point, which must be constantly at the same spot, where the ball is released with a quick snap action by the hip ( actually in front of the hip and not behind it )

Afterwards we move to the arm circle : there are different possible drills but what is absolutely essential is to learn how to avoid tension and let the ball go.

Let’s work preferably without a target, to a fence or a wall, concentrating on loose action of the arm, quick ( but always correct and complete motion ) timing and lots of repetitions.

Isolate the upper body by kneeling down on one knee and making perfect circles.

 Leg work

We can distinguish two phases of leg work : 

 linear forward motion along the line of force

 building up explosive power for explosive pitching

In the first phase it is important to isolate the lower body and repeat the correct feet alignment and skip action of the legs without pitching the ball, and also with eyes closed. 

Keeping eyes closed will show you how much balance your pitcher has and will show her how different the feeling of particular motions should be.

Strictly connected to leg work are weight shift and balance. 

Have your players feel weight centered between their legs, with the front muscle of the rear leg loaded with power during the whole motion till explosive release.

Have them land on their forefoot ( not on the finger-toes ) with relaxed, absorbing front knee and the weight against the leg ( never over it ) but always centered.

Have them feel the complete opening of the hips and the balanced and centered position of their body which prepares for explosion in the release.

The skipping action is the most critical element in this first phase but kids don’t seem to have lots of problems with it.

Important is to underline the action of the inner side of the back foot which brushes against the ground taking power from it. The skip action has several advantages : 

 it allows the arm to finish the circle without slowing down

 it allows the body to stay open until the release of the ball

 it avoids therefore early closing up of the hips resulting in a decrease in speed and control problems

 it allows an easy check of the balanced position of the body at release with weight against the front leg

 it allows to stay in contact to the ground and take power from it to create an aggressive and explosive motion

The skip technique is an evolution of the traditional drag action of the back foot and hip turn which is still used and which is one of the key factors in effective pitching.

What I found particularly effective is that it really allows to open up and stay open till release, which often doesn’t happen in order to avoid control problems or else.

Leg power : how to increase speed

The second phase in leg work is developing leg drive. When should we start ? As soon as the correct mechanics have been mastered, that is the pitcher has constant delivery, keeps balance centered and shows good timing of the different segments of her body ( good synchronization ), we can ask her to push harder against the ground and feel the power from behind her feet.

Three actions become critical at this point : 

 bending of the rear leg prior to starting motion to " load up " power and be ready to explode

 landing on a bent, absorbing front knee, to allow weight to be on the back leg and provide a firm front leg to create resistance for the pitch

 quick, hard skip on the ground and quick follow-through to take power and transfer it immediately to the ball

There are different drills to enhance leg drive, which are to be used at different levels of the development of the pitcher. For young pitchers it would be enough if they could have the feeling of throwing as hard as they can using their whole body.

 

 The follow – through : it can tell you so much !

The correct form of the follow-through of the pitching motion is of vital importance because : 

 it provides dissipation of tension and distracting force in the shoulder, arm, elbow and wrist, as well as in the knees and legs

 it is the result of what has happened before : it is therefore an indicator of possible mistakes or uncorrect motions

 it avoids " cutting " the motion because it provides a positive self image and concept of a complete range of movement

 it allows a complete flow of force from the ground to the ball avoiding any rush movement or interruption

 Deep breathing : the key to concentration

Quite often you’ll see young pitchers throw in a haste, without even breathing ! Teach them how to breath deeply and take their time in pitching. This will constantly remind them how important quality work is. Moreover they will learn how to react in a more and more rational way to their " failures " or difficulties, that is by trying to analyse a problem, stepping back to basics, comparing correct motions with the problem and putting it aside. Of course it will take its time but developing the right attitude is one of the most important things if we want a long-lasting pitching experience 

Combine breathing with visualizing : have them close their eyes, breath deeply and stay for a few seconds on a positive self image or the positive image of the motion they want to achieve. Have them work like this both during practice and at home by themselves. It will gradually help them stay under control.

 And now ? how often and how much practice ?

There are different opinions about that. I do believe that repetitions are the only way to achieve good performance but : 

 always look for quality, not for quantity. With the time it will get to quality quantity work

 make pitching FUN ! it is not always easy, expecially at the beginning, so have your pitcher do other things , have her play in other positions, hit, slide, make experience of the game so that she’ll come back to pitching next time more convinced and willing to work hard.

 it is better to practise more often with fewer pitches than more rarely with more pitches. Expecially for young kids. : What we want to achieve is mastering mechanics : this can be done only by frequent correct repetitions

 add new interest to practice by providing variations to work-outs, contests, games, new challenges which the pitcher will take and carry on by herself 

 make it simple and give positive support : don’t worry about strikes ! stress performance! 

 Respect your pitcher , her attitude to the game and to pitching : she is ultimately the person who will decide what to do in her softball life. Try to be supportive, to listen, to understand her reasons, to provide good motivation and to leave her time to think and decide what to do : if she doesn’t take the job in her hands she will never accomplish the tasks you set for her. Teach her how to set goals and point at the way to reach them.
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