Developing Hitters

By Cal and Bill Ripken
It happens at all levels of the game – even in the big leagues: the superstar batting practice hitter who struggles to make solid contact during games. How can the player who is spraying line drives all over the field during B.P. look so lost in game situations? Well, the answer really is quite simple.

Nothing compares to hitting off of real, live pitchers in game situations. At the youngest levels, the main reason for the lack of game success may appear to be nothing more than trust or fear. Kids trust their coaches to throw strikes and not to hit them with pitches, and they fear hitting against other kids. As players progress up the ladder, however, it becomes more of an issue of muscle memory – how the mind and body are trained to work together. A closer look actually shows that this may be true with the youngest kids as well.

When combined with hitting drills such as tee work, soft toss, short toss and so on, batting practice represents the final piece to the puzzle that is a player’s swing. It’s during batting practice that each of the components of the swing that is developed through drill work comes together in the form of a complete swing. We work on gripping the bat correctly and generating bat speed in soft toss (“loose hands, quick bat”), we talk about weight shift when hitting off of the tee (“you have to go back to go forward”), we do short toss to the outside half of the plate to help players keep their front shoulders from flying open too soon, we do lob toss to help players learn to let the ball travel and eliminate front-foot hitting, etc. .

Drills are for refining the mechanics of the swing and instructing your players. All of that hard work and attention hopefully comes together during B.P. We like to leave kids alone during batting practice or “free hitting” and observe, making mental notes about what drills they might need to concentrate on to eliminate any holes in their swings. However, since we also tell coaches not to mess with success, sometimes the way a kid hits the ball in batting practice can fool us into thinking that he or she can overcome the mechanical flaws we think we see.

For the most part, batting practice is pretty standard. While B.P. pitchers’ deliveries might vary somewhat – release points can be different, some are right-handed, some are left-handed – the goal for the pitcher is pretty much to throw the ball as straight as possible at a hittable speed. The idea is for the batter to see a moving ball and incorporate all of the mechanics that have been developed into a complete swing without being fooled. So, even though the ball is moving and coming from a live pitcher, the hitters get used to seeing a lot of straight strikes at about the same speed. Even the pitches that are balls usually are close enough to be hit, so batters fall into the trap of swinging at everything and timing their strides and swings to hit the same pitch over and over. There is no fear of being hit and really very little opportunity to develop an understanding of the strike zone.

At the big league level players have ample time during spring training to fine tune their mechanics and then test them in game situations. There are opportunities to hit against teammates in simulated games and then almost six weeks of spring training contests to work out the kinks.

The opportunities for players at the youth level, even into high school, to see live pitching in game situations often can be minimal before they actually begin their seasons. For the vast majority of the country, especially this year, teams often are limited to indoor practices almost until that first scheduled game forces them to brave the elements. Indoor practices many times focus on drills, with kids hitting into nets. Those lucky enough to have access to indoor cages might get to take batting practice with real balls and coaches pitching. Others might travel to off-site cages that have pitching machines or hit off of pitching machines that throw soft foam or rubber balls. While all of those exercises are good for getting the hitting muscles in shape and helping develop a fundamentally sound swing, nothing beats facing real pitchers under game conditions.

Nothing Beats the Real Thing
Put yourself in your players’ shoes for a second. You’ve been hitting in a controlled environment throughout preseason, performing drills designed to promote success and taking batting practice off of machines and adults who throw nearly every pitch in the strike zone. It’s your first game, and you’re facing a young pitcher who also is throwing in a game for the first time. The weather’s a bit cold, and pitches are coming in faster than you are used to and in many different locations. You’re out of your comfort zone before you even step into the batter’s box.

The first pitch comes in and it’s strike one. The tension increases. Another pitch almost hits you, so now you’re worried about striking out and getting hit with a pitch. The pitcher throws a good pitch and you watch it go by for strike two. Now you are flat-out nervous, not wanting to strike out. You vow that he won’t throw another one by you. You bang the plate with your bat and gear up for that next hard fastball. Here it comes. Nope. It’s a change-up and you flail at it as it bounces in the dirt. Strike three. Not a great way to start the game or the season. You don’t want to do that again, so the next time you come up you are already a bundle of nerves. Maybe this is what is meant when you hear that pitchers have the advantage early in the season. 

So, how do you help your hitters prepare for the real thing? Well, you wouldn’t send your defense out on the field without having them practice live game situations, and you wouldn’t ask your pitchers to go out and throw a complete game without having built up their arm strength and thrown under game conditions. So, why would you ask your hitters to hit in a game without affording them the same opportunity. You wouldn’t … at least, you shouldn’t.

Here are some ideas to help you better prepare your hitters for game action. We’ll start with some ideas for the younger kids, because they have a set of issues that may be slightly different than the older players.

Some Ideas for the Little Ones
Fortunately the youngest players shouldn’t have to deal too much with off-speed and breaking pitches, so you can tailor the speed of the pitches in batting practice to what they are likely to see in games. And younger kids need to see a lot strikes to develop the muscle memory necessary to hit pitched balls successfully. What they do have to get over, however, is the fear factor. 

These kids have grown up trusting the adult figures in their lives, so they tend to stand in pretty well against their coaches and parents. However, as soon as they face another kid, they tend to move far away from the plate and step away from the pitcher when they swing (be careful, though, sometimes this is more a result of swinging a bat that is too heavy rather than fear). What the younger players don’t always realize is that the vast majority of pitches they see will be thrown at a speed that gives them plenty of time to move out of the way of the ball if necessary They just need to get comfortable with that idea and learn how to move properly to avoid stepping into the path of pitches that shouldn’t hit them.

To accomplish this, ask your players if they play dodge ball at school. Then ask them if they think that they are good at it. Have them stand in the batter’s box one at a time and set yourself up about 20 or 25 feet in front of home plate. Make sure to tell them that you are almost twice as close as the pitcher is in a game. Then, using soft foam balls like the Jugs Lite Flite Balls, throw them pitches. Throw the ball directly at them pretty firmly and have them focus on only getting out of the way of the pitches. Go through the line once, having each player avoid getting hit three to five times and then mix in some strikes along with balls thrown right at them. Make sure that they don’t move until after you release the ball and that they hold their ground on pitches that are over the plate.

For fun, maybe the third time through the line you can let them swing at the strikes. This will help them develop a feel for the strike zone. Build their confidence by reminding them that these balls are approaching more rapidly than any pitches they will see during games.

Situational Hitting Drills and Games
While the previous exercise is for younger players, the following ideas can work for any age group as long as you keep in mind the specific needs and ability levels of your players. Obviously it doesn’t make sense for 8-, 9-, or 10-year-olds to practice hitting curveballs (Hopefully that is the case for your 11- and 12-year-olds, too, but the reality is that many pitchers in those age groups are at least trying to throw breaking balls, so your hitters should be introduced to them.). 

Mix it Up During B.P.
When you or another adult throws batting practice, mix up your pitches. Once the hitter is making consistent, solid contact, start changing speeds and mixing in breaking balls (when age appropriate). Also don’t throw every pitch for a strike and emphasize patience to help the players develop a working knowledge of the strike zone. The best way to accomplish this might be to break your team into small groups, having each group hit nothing but fastballs for seven to 10 swings and then mixing up pitches the next time through.

Two-strike Drill
At the end of a specific group’s batting practice round, have the kids go through a two-strike drill before they head to another station or return to the field. This is a rapid-fire drill designed to teach them how to protect the plate with two strikes. Again, the coach should mix up pitches. If the player takes a strike or swings and misses, he or she goes to the end of the line. If the player takes a pitch that definitely is not in the strike zone or makes contact in any way, he or she stays in until strike three is recorded. After a couple of times through the line, eliminate the players who strike out until only one remains. 

Hit and Sit
A variation of the two-strike drill in which the batter has to get a base hit to stay alive. The coach mixes up pitches and judge what is a hit and what isn’t. Be lenient at first and get tougher until only one player remains.

What’s the Count?
Take a round of batting practice, again with the players broken up into small groups, in which the count is different every time the players come to bat. The first time up the count is 0-0. They stay in until the at-bat is complete, with the coach mixing up pitches in a manner consistent with the pitch selection common for that age group. For example, coaches of younger players might throw fastballs until the count is 0-2 or 1-2 before mixing in a change up. As soon as the player either hits a fair ball or strikes out, a new hitter steps in. Subsequent at-bats can start with counts of 0-1, 0-2, 1-2, 2-0, 3-1, etc. to simulate different approaches that should be taken. A two-strike swing is protective, while a 2-0 or 3-1 swing should be more aggressive if the pitch is a good one. 

Hitting Game
As the season approaches, if your pitchers have followed a throwing program similar to our eight-week off-season plan, they will be ready to throw a couple of innings under game conditions even if your team is not practicing outside yet. 

If this is the case and you have access to indoor batting cages, develop a hitting game in which your team is split into two groups and faces your pitchers. Each batter gets a full at-bat just like in a game. Balls and strikes are called. Pitchers should pitch as if they are facing another team. Assign points for batted balls – one point for a hard ground ball up the middle, two points for a line drive off the L-screen (pitchers must throw from behind one) and five points for a line that hits the back of the cage on the fly. Balls that hit the top of the cage or weakly hit balls off the L-screen or the sides of the cage are considered outs. 

See which group scores the most points and which pitcher limits the hitters to the fewest points. Be sure to set limits on your pitchers. If you don’t have an indoor cage on-site, consider renting cages off-site. A couple of practices like this before the season starts will give your pitchers and hitters a huge advantage over opponents who have yet to compete under game conditions.

Intra-squad Game
Your pitchers need to pitch in game situations and your hitters need to hit under similar conditions. So, once your pitchers have gotten in enough prep work to throw a couple of innings safely, why not let them test your hitters – and vice versa?

There are a couple of logistical considerations when it comes to intra-squad games. First, most youth and high school teams have fewer than the 18 players necessary to play a full game. That’s an easy problem to solve. Have your players hit in smaller groups against a full defense for two or three innings and see which group can score the most runs. If you have a group of three or fewer, you may need to get creative and use “ghost runners,” but the competitive aspect of this type of game will keep your players interested.

The second consideration is to make sure that your pitchers are mixing pitches in a realistic manner appropriate for their age group and that they are around the plate consistently enough to keep the game interesting. Set limits for your pitchers, and have coaches ready to step in and finish innings when necessary.


A Word of Caution
Almost any of the situational drills and games mentioned above can be executed with one of your pitchers throwing to the hitters – especially before the season begins and when they are scheduled to do their bullpen throwing on the side during the season. This can give both your batters and pitchers valuable experience under simulated game conditions. But, as we have stated throughout the article, be sure to set proper pitch limits for the pitchers to avoid fatigue and injuries and keep an eye on the flow of your practice. Do not be afraid to step in a finish a drill or an inning if a pitcher is not having success throwing strikes. When that happens have the pitcher finish his or her throwing session on the side with a coach in a more relaxed setting. 

