Short Toss From the Front

For this month’s drill of the month, we thought it would be a good idea to revisit an old standby: short toss from the front. You can stop by virtually any youth or high school baseball practice across the country and see what may be the most common hitting flaw among young players. On most – if not all – youth and high school baseball teams you will find hitters who do not take their front shoulder toward the pitcher.

We call this common fundamental flaw “pulling off” the ball. A player who pulls off the ball generally either strides toward the third base coach instead of the pitcher or opens his or her hips prematurely so that the front shoulder actually moves away from the incoming pitch. This problem magnifies itself in a two ways. First, a hitter may have trouble covering the entire plate, and second, he or she most likely will be taking the energy generated by the weight shift and hip rotation away from the field of play. Usually a player who pulls off the ball will tend to be way out in front of inside pitches (often times pulling inside offspeed pitches foul) and will pull week ground balls on most outside pitches.

Short toss from the front is a drill that you will see executed at baseball fields everywhere. Unfortunately, it often is done without a purpose. Most players, even the youngest players, have pretty good success hitting balls tossed to them softly from short distances. When done incorrectly this drill does little more than satisfy a young hitter’s ego. When done properly it is an invaluable tool to help young players develop the muscle memory necessary to be complete hitters.


The Setup

For short toss from the front all that is needed is a bucket of any type of balls, a protective screen, a chair or another bucket for the tosser to sit on and a Jugs instant screen (www.ripkenbaseball.com or www.amazon.com/ripken), a batting cage or an open field. The protective screen should be set up about 10 feet in front of home plate, with the tosser  seated behind it. The tosser should sit off-center, but still behind the screen so that all he or she has to do is reach out slightly to be able to toss the balls without them hitting the screen.


The Why

This drill is designed to help players learn to develop the muscle memory necessary to keep the front shoulder in as long as possible and to stride toward the pitcher. If the player opens up too quickly and does not keep the shoulder in long enough the result will be a lot of weak, pulled ground balls to the middle infielders. This is what often happens to players who bail out when a ball is thrown on the outside part of the plate. Because the balls are tossed slowly and to a specific part of the plate, the hitter really can feel what it means to “pull off” the ball and will better understand what he needs to do to correct the problem. By doing the drill properly over and over again in this setting the player should develop the muscle memory necessary to make the movement second nature in game situations.


Points of Emphasis

The points of emphasis for this drill are as follows:

1)     Keeping the front shoulder in and striding toward the pitcher.

2)     Using “the big part of the field.” By having the batter concentrate on hitting line drives toward the area extending from left-center field to right-center field when the balls are tossed on the outside half of the plate, he or she is more likely to stride correctly and to keep the shoulder in longer.

3)     Letting the natural swing take over. Balls on the outside half do not always have to be hit to the opposite field – as long as the approach is good. Some players, such as Cal and Joe Carter, can extend out far enough to pull that pitch and hook it around the left-field foul pole for a home run. Others, such as Pudge Rodriguez, will hammer that pitch down the right-field line. The key is the approach. If the front shoulder stays in and the batter hits a line drive to left field that is acceptable. It’s when the hitter starts “rolling over” too soon and hitting weak ground balls to short that we need to be concerned. Conversely, weak fly balls to the opposite side also can indicate a problem with the stride and front shoulder. Often times if you tell a hitter that he has to hit the outside pitch the opposite way and he tries to do that, he or she might end up being really late on the pitch and hitting a rocket into one of the dugouts.


Executing the Drill

The batter takes his usual stance at home plate, with the tosser seated behind the protective screen 10 to 12 feet directly in front of the plate. It is the tosser’s job to throw the ball underhand to the outside part of the plate. The tosser should try to toss the ball in as much of a straight line as possible. It is easy for the tosser to extend the arm out so far that the ball almost sweeps across home plate. We prefer that the ball be tossed in as straight a line as possible to the outside portion of the plate.The tosses should be slow and controlled with as little arc as possible. It is important for the tosser to remind the hitter to hit the ball to the “big part of the field.” If a player is struggling to accomplish this, ask the batter to hit it right off the screen. The hitter should focus on striding toward the pitcher and keeping the front shoulder in long enough to hit line drives toward the area between right- and left-center fields. This is not a fast-paced drill. Give the hitter plenty of time to reload and set up after each pitch. Let each hitter take at least 10 swings. It’s okay to keep feeding balls to the batter until he is tired.


Teaching Point

Remember that at Ripken Baseball we like to “celebrate the individual.” Observe first before making any corrections. Let the hitter’s natural swing and success determine what you say. Don’t force the batter to hit the ball the opposite way. If a right-hander is peppering left field with one line drive after another that is okay as long as the approach is fundamentally sound.


Make it Fun

Whether hitting in a cage or on an open field, this drill can easily be turned into a fun contest. In a cage you can set up a scoring system where points are awarded based on where the ball is hit. Balls hit off the sides or top of the cage do not receive points. The batter is given one point for a ground ball off the protective screen, three points for a line drive off the protective screen and five points for a line drive that flies all the way to the back part of the cage without first hitting the top or the side.

On the field a screen or net can be set up at second base and cones can be placed in left- and right-center field. A line drive off the screen in front of the pitcher is awarded one point, a line drive to the screen at second base gets three points, and a line drive over the screen at second that lands in between the cones is awarded five points. Try to be sensitive to a player’s natural swing and develop individual point systems for players who consistently hit line drives to left or right field if the approach is good.
