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Jim Mason is in his fifth season as the pitching coach and recruiting
coordinator at the University of Rhode Island. In his time with the Rams,
he has rewritten their record book. His five seasons represent the five
highest win totals in URI Baseball history. In 2002, his staff was in the
national Top 25 in Earned Run Average. In 2003, the Rams captured
their first Atlantic 10 Eastern division co-championship, as his top two
pitchers were drafted after their junior seasons. Before Rhode Island,
Mason coached five seasons at St. Mary’s College in Maryland, two
seasons at Gallaudet University, and three seasons at the Sidwell Friends
School in Washington, DC.

Occasionally, a coach will have a pitcher who he
can sit back and watch as he effortlessly blows away
hitters. But, pitchers like that are very rare. In most
instances, coaches have to teach their pitchers to get
the opposition out by using their heads and good
strategic planning.

A big part of hitting is timing. A pitcher’s ability to
upset that timing or to create doubt in the mind of an
opposing hitter will ultimately lead to getting hitters out.
Everything boils down to two basic elements: creating
a good plan and then executing it. In this article, we
focus attention on creating a plan to get hitters out. The
plan emphasizes determining vulnerabilities of your
opposition, throwing pitches that the hitter does not
expect, using the entire limits of the strike zone, and
maximizing your ability to throw multiple pitches for
strikes.

In the pitcher versus hitter scenario, the pitcher
has the advantage. Even though hitters get three
attempts to hit the ball, they usually only get a hit every
third or fourth time at bat. You want your pitchers to go
to the mound thinking that they have a distinct
competitive advantage over their opponent. At the same
time, you want them to respect the opposition, and to
have some specific plans on how they are going to
confront hitters. While executing the game plan is always
a key component in success, the process starts with
having a good plan to work from. There are many ways
to get hitters out, but not everyone is tailored to fit every
situation. Coaches and pitchers have to carefully look
at a hitter’s strengths and weaknesses as well as his
mental approach to the at-bat to determine what plan to
use. Pitchers do not want hitters to get comfortable in
the batter’s box when they face them; they want to create
doubt in the hitter's mind and keep them off-balance.
Here are some of the methods to set up hitters.
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1. Change of speed to the same location: The
common use of this pattern is to establish the fastball
away to set up the change-up away. By getting the hitter
to look for a fastball, even an average change-up can
fool the hitter. A variant on this is to establish the off-
speed away to set up the fastball away. In either case,
if the pitcher can establish control of the strike zone to
one side of the plate, the change of speeds to that side
will frequently fool hitters.

2. Change of locations with the fastball: For
pitchers who can throw hard, this can be a very effective
sequence. The most common patterns are to establish
fastballs inside to set up the fastball away as the strikeout
pitch, or to use the fastball away to set up the fastball in
as a strikeout pitch. By controlling one side of the plate
and getting ahead in the count, they can become
vulnerable to the same pitch on the other side of the
plate.

3. Change of planes with the fastball: This is
a pattern that you see used frequently at the major league
level, but less so at other levels. Acommon example is
to establish the fastball low to set up the fastball high.
The opposite (establish the fastball high to set up the
fastball low) is equally effective. This sequence works
particularly well when the last setup pitch is taken. Once
the hitters zone in and see the pitch, a well-thrown pitch
to the opposite plane can look very inviting (especially
at the hitter’s eyes) and often will be chased, evenifitis
not a strike.

4. Climb the ladder to chase: This sequence
is as old as pitching itself. It works well against free
swingers and undisciplined hitters. Here is a good
example: Throw a good fastball up for a strike; if the
batter swings at it, throw the next one a little higher; if
he chases that, throw the next one a little higher. Once




hitters start chasing pitches, it gets harder and harder
for them to lay off the next one. Another good example
is the breaking ball low. Get the hitter to chase the first
one down in the zone, and keep throwing them a little
bit lower toward the dirt until he shows you that he will
lay off one.

5. The double-off speed pitch to open the
count: Over 50% of hitters routinely take the first pitch,
many for good reasons (to work the count, to see how
the ball comes out of a pitcher’s hand, to see the release
point, to gauge a pitcher’s speed). Still more hitters look
for a fastball on the first pitch and take everything else.
For example, many college hitters look for a fastball either
on the inner half or the outer half on 0-0 during each at-
bat. The theory is that since it is early in the count, you
can afford to sit on one pitch in one zone. Throwing a
curve ball or change-up on the first pitch can be a very
good strategy. When it is thrown for a strike, many hitters
think that the pitcher will now automatically throw
something different. Agood counter strategy (especially
when strike one is taken) is to back up (repeat) the pitch
to the same or a similar location. Most advanced hitters
will not expect a repeat pitch, so it falls under “the
element of surprise” strategy. Use it two or three times
per game but not during the first inning, when the
opposition is studying the pitcher the most, trying to
determine how he is going to pitch.

6. Change of speeds to the opposite location:
This pitching sequence is frequently used by pitchers
as they are first developing breaking pitches (often at
the high school JV level), but it can be very effective in a
pitcher’s arsenal nonetheless. Init, a pitcher establishes
their fastball on one side of the plate (in), to set up the
breaking ball or the change-up (away). Once the hitter
sees the pitcher effectively throwing to one side of the
plate, the hitter becomes vulnerable on the other side of
the plate, as well as to the change of speed or the breaking
ball. Pitchers at a higher level often turn this sequence
on its head, throwing the curve ball in to the hitter, to set
up the fastball away.

7. Going up and down the ladder: If you ever
watched Sid Fernandez pitch, then you know this
strategy well. This is a pattern that works best for pitchers
who have pop on their fastball and a good downward
breaking curve ball. Here is an example of the sequence:
a fastball up in the zone and then a breaking ball down in
the zone to set up another fastball up in the zone. Once
you get the hitter to chase the first pitch, it gets harder
and harder for them to lay off the other pitches. After the
low pitch, the pitch coming in around the level of the
batter’s eyes looks awfully inviting. On his best days,
Fernandez would strike out hitters without ever throwing
them a pitch in the strike zone.

8. Use a show pitch to attack an established
weakness: This strategy establishes a hitter's
weakness for which he cannot make any adjustments.
Suppose, for example, that a hitter cannot hit a slider,
even if he has a good idea that one is coming. You can
use the slider to get your second strike, then show “a
bait pitch”: one-way up in the zone that backs off the
hitter, making him move his feet and taking him out of
his comfort zone to create some doubt in his mind. That
will set him up to get him out on the slider again. | like
the term “show pitch” (instead of waste pitch) because
you are using the pitch for a purpose, even though it is
not a strike and not meant to induce the hitter to swing
at it.

9. Be unpredictable when behind in the count:
There are a lot of things that give coaches gray hair. Of
course, walking hitters to open an inning and getting
behind in the count top the list. When a hitter gets ahead
in the count, he usually sits on a fastball in a particular
zone and tries to tee off. What can a pitcher do when
he reaches this juncture? My answer: not give in. Do
something contrary to what the hitter is expecting. Here
are a few possible choices:

a. A change-up right down the middle. If the
hitter is sitting fastball, he might take this
for a strike or hit it straight up in the air.

b. A“BP Fastball” (or “Subtraction Fastball”)
or a fastball where you take off a bit of
speed. This can upset the hitter's timing
and often is pulled foul.

c. An outer half off-speed pitch or breaking
ball. This pitch will often be taken when
the hitter is sitting on a dead-red fastball or
the anxious hitter might hit it on the ground.

10. Use a fastball with movement as a
challenge pitch: This is a strategy to use versus the
better hitters, particularly ones with good power. If they
are zoned in on a specific pitch and location, and then
get that pitch, it can be dangerous. Against an
opponent’s better hitters, have pitchers throw their
moving fastball. For some guys, this is a two-seamer,
while for others it can be a cutter of some sort. In most
instances, have the pitchers go away from the hitter with
this pitch. You tend to get hurt less away than you do
inside. | agree with the Bob Gibson maxim, “If you make
a mistake away, it's a single; if you make a mistake
inside, it's a home run.”

11. Use a challenge fastball when behind in
the count to lesser hitters: Suppose your pitcher is
behind 3-1 to an opposing hitter who has little power
with no one on base. The worst-case scenario here is
that the hitter reaches first base, either by base hit or
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walk. So, instead of walking him, in this situation | often
encourage my pitchers to throw a belt-high fastball right
down the middle. About half the time, the hitter will rip a
single, but the other half of the time, the hitter will hit the
ball in the air or hard right at someone. There are times
to be cautious and times to be aggressive. Encourage
the challenge fastball in times when you want to be
aggressive. Another scenario in which to use this
strategy is when your pitcher is working with a big lead.
The opposition’s hitters are anxious to get back in the
game and might be trying too hard to hit one out.

12. Use your catcher to keep widening the
plate as the umpire allows you: This is a variant on
the “climb the ladder to chase” scenario, but it is done
horizontally instead of vertically. Once you get a fastball
called for a strike on the outside half of the plate, the
catcher sets up about six inches off the plate. The pitch
is thrown directly to the catcher’s glove, out of the strike
zone. Sometimes, umpires will call that pitch a strike
because the pitch hits its intended location. Other times
it will be close enough to have the illusion of a strike and
tempt the hitter into swinging. Even ifitis not swung at
or called a strike, this is a spot outside of the strike zone
where you limit your vulnerability.

13. Off-speed away to set up fast ball in: When
a pitcher establishes command of the outside half of
the plate and gets the offense to think that he will work
mostly in that outer half, the batter becomes vulnerable
to the fastball inside. Two good sequences that work
well in this instance are the change-up away to set up
the fastball inside and the curveball away to set up the
fastball inside. In both cases, once the hitter sees that
the pitcher has established command to the outside part
of the plate, hitters will often start looking for more on
the outside half of the plate and even begin diving across
the plate. This makes him vulnerable to the inside part
of the plate, where a good fastball can freeze him.

14. Vary two opposite spots: Catfish Hunter built
his career on this strategy. Establish command to two
distinct parts of the strike zone with your first two strikes,
and make the hitter guess where you are going with the
third. For example, Hunter would start the hitter with a
fastball for a strike up and in, and then follow it with a
fastball for a strike low and away. By establishing that
he could throw to two vastly different spots in the strike
zone, the hitter would have to guess where Hunter would
try to go for the third strike or whether he might throw to
the same spots with an off-speed pitch or breaking ball.

15. Do not give in--be unpredictable in
predictable counts: Over the course of the game,
hitters usually retain memory of only two pitches: the
first pitch thrown to them and the last pitch thrown (which
resulted in either a hit or an out). So, it is important to
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not create a pattern of pitching that can enable the
offense to correctly assume what pitch is coming. For
example, if you start every hitter in the game with a
fastball, it will not be long before an attentive hitter will
come looking to turn on one. Part of successful pitching
is not letting the opposition correctly anticipate what you
are going to throw. If you can establish your
unpredictability, hitters will not be able to lock in and get
comfortable hitting against you. If a hitter has no idea
what is coming, he is much more likely to take a more
defensive posture in the batter’s box. The counts that
are of particular concern are 0-0, 2-0, and 3-1. Pitchers
sometimes can be creatures of habit. On 0-0, the hitter
may have picked up a pattern on how you are starting
him, some of the hitters in one section of the batting
order, or all the hitters. On 2-0 and 3-1, hitters may
have picked up patterns on what you throw in
disadvantaged counts as you try to not walk hitters. In
both cases, these are situations where hitters get
comfortable and not defensive in the box. They can get
aggressive and be bold--like zoning in on one particular
pitch in a particular area of the plate. Thus, it is an
important time for pitchers not to get too predictable.

16. Set up the opposite arm-breaking ball
across the plate: This is an under-utilized pitching
strategy. In either the LHP versus RHH or RHP versus
LHH scenario, the pitcher throws a breaking ball that
dives across the plate toward the hitter’s back foot. Part
of the effectiveness of this strategy is that hitters do not
see it that often at lower levels of play. Often, breaking
balls are thrown toward the middle of the plate to get
strikes or to be kept away from hitters. Many college
hitters are unaccustomed to seeing a breaking ball
thrown hard across the plate, so that by the time it gets
into the hitting zone, it is either on or very close to the
hitter’s hands. Another scenario, where this pitch is
effectively employed, is against hitters who like to dive
across the plate. Once a pitcher has established his
strike zone on the outer half of the plate, particularly
with fastballs, hitters begin to look that way and are
especially vulnerable to this pitch, which is difficult to hit
if they know it is coming.

17. Go into attack mode versus poor hitters:
Sometimes pitchers can outthink themselves. In some
instances it can be a very simple game. When you face
hitters who you identify as weak, aggressively attack
them with your pitches. Poor hitters usually have no
idea what you are going to throw, so why try to outthink
them? Go after them with stuff, rather than pitch
selection. Make them prove they deserve your respect
as a good hitter by treating them aggressively. Avoid
varying your pitches against these kinds of hitters to keep
it interesting--make them hit the pitch which gives them
the most trouble.



