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STERLING, Va. — Let me say this again....for the 4%
time in this series of articles. We teach ball aerodynamics
before we teach grip. We are convinced that “why it
moves” helps us to teach pitchers so they remember “how
to make it move”

As a coach, your primary responsibility is to develop
competitive ball movement without creating
physiological damage to the pitcher’s arm. That
competitive movement must be consistent, accurate, and
limit pre-release detection.

Winning pitchers consistently control om, mnmma and
fastball movement, particularly if they are behind in the
count. This is the great equalizer in the game of baseball.
Other than that, my talent beats your lack of talent, my
money, my recruiting, and so on. What we want to think
is that we beat the better talented teams by: our teaching

-

skills as coaches or our preparation skills as pitchers.

Undetected and c:m::o_nmﬁoa ball movements either.

left or right, down, or in straight line with a loss of speed,

result in poorly hit balls. The faster the ball tails and the .

later it breaks, the harder it is to hit. I’'m sure you will
agree that the best curving ball is one that the batter
swings at-as if it were a fastball.

If you ask a pitcher what kind of movement he is .

looking for, he will describe it in FEET! Slow moving
balls that are easily detected do move - generally to the
350 sign. If not, they’re head high or 58-footers.

On To Grip — But First Go Get A Ball
Florida’s Pat McMahon gave me a tip many years ago
that I use to this day. Bring a ball and a magic marker to
the pitching clinic. It will help your learning process to
have a ball in your hand. When necessary, trace your
finger image on the ball to learn the new grip. You’ll have
a foolproof memory tool. We send a lot of old balls home
with students.
_ Semantics of pitches is a dangerous subject, both
verbally and medically. Curve balls and balls that curve
mean many different things to many different people. It
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really makes a difference if the pitcher and the coach are
talking about two different pitch actions but using the
same name. Clarify what you are talking about.

While teaching breaking ball grips, we consider age,
experience, and size of hand - the basic pitching
mechanical skills. Another -major factor is need. If a
pitcher cannot control straight, why would you-think he
could control crooked? Just because a pitcher has a big
breaking pitch does not lead me to believe he knows
where it will end up. Further, if he is constantly behind
in the count, how often could he use it?

High School Coach Alert

- College coaches require pitchers to throw change Eom.

for strikes. They are generally not thrown as K or out
pitches. They are thrown when he is BEHIND in the
count. Teach your pitchers straight changes.

When we teach any new pitch, we have students stand
behind us as in picture 1. Think about it - most coaches
demonstrate a new grip while standing IN FRONT of the
pitcher. Players learn more quickly when they don’t have
to reverse the mirror image and motions.

4 Seam Fastballs

We teach 4 seam fastballs with the horseshoe or C
pointing to the thumb - think about it as long finger on
long leather, short finger on short leather.- The seam
comes down to meet the index finger for a balanced
release. The thumb lies directly underneath the bottom of
the ball.

A couple of years ago, I visited Dave Miller, who was
at that time the pitching coach for the Cleveland Indians
in Kinston, NC. Dave had a great saying when he taught
his pitchers ball movement, “Don’t manipulate the pitch.”
What Dave was saying was that you don’t throw a curve
ball; you allow it to happen. Over the years this has boiled

down to a saying we use almost daily —“When you are

trying to throw a breaking ball, let the ball do the work
(aerodynamically)”

2 Seamers

The cross seam, 2 seam in picture 2 will drop and will -

lose 2 or more MPH from the 4 seam. The drop depends
on the aggressiveness of the backspin applied. Most all
younger kids grip the ball with their fingers on top and
parallel to the long seam. They don’t know why either.

Please try this. The ball will have more vertical drop if -

you place your two fingers on the cross seams. This is
caused by increased fingertip friction and immediate
contact with airflow forces as the ball leaves your hand.

Cut Fastball

Offset 2 seamers (Picture 3) thrown with a m:mma snap
or just a normal fastball release provide predictable
movement down and away from the pitcher’s arm side.
We instruct them to visualize a clock on the ball.

Using our over the shoulder technique and as you
would view a clock in front of the ball:

'l. Hold the ball so the horseshoe points to the 12
0’clock position

2. Turn the ball to 2 o’clock (LHP 10 o’clock)

3. Place middle finger to the left of the seam at 2
o’clock (LHP 10 o’clock).”

4. Place index finger at 12 o’clock.

5. Place thumb at 8 o’clock (LHP 4 o’clock).

6. Rotate ball slightly so that the thumb is on the front
seam.

Control comes from the thumb and _.::E_o finger
being opposed at 180 ‘degrees. : The ball is
aerodynamically offset and revolving around its 45-
degree angle of rotation, and with consistent velocity will
move predictably. When less velocity is applied, the ball
will move more; when more velocity is applied, it moves
less.

Aggressively' mzwvn_zm the fi :mma just prior to release
will generally create dramatic ball movement (for
pitchers ages 11 & up). It is important to remember not to
move or rotate the thumb during this snapping motion.

The offsetting of the middle finger to 2 o’clock (10
o’clock LHP) places it slightly in front of the ball at
release and creates a slight forward spin as the middle
finger naturally leaves the ball. (Picture 4)

You can throw this pitch all day because the arm
action is identical to a fastball. The ball flight is similar
to a slider, but without acute supination (severe rotation
clockwise for RHP) of the hand and forearm.

About 1 in 20 pitchers can’t throw this pitch. ﬁ:mv\ can
however do the reverse. It becomes a screwball, moving

_u:oﬂo 6

away from glove side. Just place the middle finger at 12,
o’clock -and the index finger at 10 o’clock (LHP 2
o’clock). This is a natural occurrence with some pitchers.

In picture 5, the pitcher has already thrown the cutter.
The picture indicates his arm has naturally pronated
(rotation counter clockwise for RHP) and the thumb is
pointed to the rear.

Picture 6 indicates an improper acute supination. This
will cause medial elbow pain, and in some cases, bicep
and shoulder pain. The medical condition this creates is
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called medial epicondylitis or
Little League elbow. This is
perhaps the No. 1 throwing motion
injury in pitchers. The pitch is also
referred to a doorknob curve ball
(the same motion as you would use
to open a door.) If you observe this
condition in a pitcher, it’s not a
matter of ifhe will get a sore arm,
it’s when. . :

Teaching breaking pitches is no
mystery. You don’t have to pitch
for 10 years in major league
baseball to correctly train pitchers.
Granted, everyone has an opinion
on what it’s called and what it
does. Each pitcher’s body, arm
length; release point, and size of
hand is different. When applied
correctly, many pitchers will have
slightly different movement even
with the same grip.

Persistence and patience apply
here. My son Pat told me after his
sophomore year at Virginia Tech
he finally got control of his
tomahawk curve ball (12/6
rotation). That summer, he was
MVP pitcher in the Cape Code
Baseball League. .

It’s never too late to learn it the
right way.



