The Windmill Pitch

While the windmill pitching motion is not as hard on the player’s shoulder as pitching a baseball overhand it is imperative that your players be instructed on the proper mechanics of throwing the windmill pitch.  As the player’s arm speed increases the risk of injury increases as well.  Learning how to throw correctly, then, is far more important than her ability to throw strikes.  In fact, accuracy is the last thing the pitcher should worry about trying to develop.  At first, she should work on getting the pitching motion burned into her muscle memory.  Once she is able to go through the pitching motion with some fluidity, she should be encouraged to throw every pitch as hard as she can.  Only then, when she is used to throwing hard, should she worry about “spotting her pitches.”
If your player wants to throw something other than a fastball, tell her to get a pitching coach.  With the possible exception of one type of change-up (Palm ball) pitches such as the drop ball, other types of change-ups, curve ball, rise ball and screw ball require specific grips, different footwork and different follow-though.  If you are coaching a pitcher in Juniors, she in not ready to throw any of these pitches.  If you are coaching a pitcher in Seniors, she might be ready to learn a palm ball change up.
Before pitching – any player preparing to pitch should always warm up.  A good warm up routine, even in practice situations, should be required of your girls.  The earlier your aspiring pitcher learns the importance of a pre-pitching routine the better.  Ideally, your player should do some light jogging and stretching for several minutes to loosen her body.  Next she should loosen her arm with some overhand throws, starting from a shorter distance, perhaps ten feet, and then gradually working her way out to around 40 feet.  As she warms up she should be encouraged to throw harder.  Once she has warmed her arm up over hand, the same process should begin again with underhand throws. Again, she should gradually increase her distance as with the over hand repetitions. 

Grip – For beginning pitchers the grip she uses to throw the ball will not make any noticeable difference to the pitch she throws.  None-the-less, the sooner she is taught “good habits” the better.  Thus we recommend that your pitchers be encouraged to use a “4 seam grip.”  The four seam grip is pictured here:
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Encourage her to use the four seam grip in practice as well as in games.  This includes when she is throwing over hand.  (In fact, all players should be encouraged to use a 4 seam grip, regardless of the position they may be playing.  A four seam thrown ball is the most aerodynamically stable and, consequently, accurate throw the player can make.  That said your players should not worry about trying to grip the ball correctly when she’s trying to get an out in a game situation!)

Stance – The pitcher takes a stance on the pitching rubber that is comfortable for her.  She should be standing tall, shoulders back, with her feet approximately shoulder-width apart.  While less important in instructional leagues, she should be encouraged to conform with ASA rules which require “presentation” prior to the pitch.  “Presentation” is simply hanging her arms to her sides, ball in her pitching hand, and glove on the other.
Her feet should be staggered on the pitching rubber.  A right handed pitcher should have the arch of her right foot on the front edge of the pitching rubber, and the toes of her left foot touching the back edge of the pitching rubber.  While instructional leagues will not pay particular attention to her footwork, ASA rules require that both feet be on the rubber.  Likewise a “step back” during her wind up is also prohibited under ASA rules.  Again, the sooner she is able to pitch correctly according to ASA rules the better. She will not be required, however, to conform to ASA rules in any of the NCS leagues.

Bring the Ball and Glove together – Prior to beginning her wind-up, the pitcher is supposed to bring the ball and glove together.  There is no requirement that this be done above or below the waist, however, below the waist is typical.  As she develops as a pitcher, she will use this time to secure different grips for different pitches.  For now, it’s enough to get into the habit.

Wind-up – We encourage you to discourage your pitchers from engaging in a wind-up that amounts to little more than wasted motion.  While having an effective wind-up is beneficial at higher levels of pitching, for beginners a wind-up tends to do little more than throw the player off balance while wasting energy without any purpose.  We recommend the player simply go into the “backswing”

Backswing – The pitcher should bring the ball out of her glove and swing it back to a point where the arm is approximately level to the ground.  The speed in which she does this is not important and the height is not critical either.  Level to the ground is simply a suggestion.  The purpose of the backswing is to develop more forward momentum for a stronger pitch.  Consequently, the speed the arm comes forward is far more important than the speed in which it goes backwards.

Beginning the pitch and push off – As the arm begins to come forward after the backswing, the pitcher should begin to push off the rubber with her right foot while she begins to take a step forward with her left (Assuming a right handed pitcher.  Reverse for a left hander).  The more powerful the leg push, the stronger the pitch, as the bulk of the speed comes from the large muscle groups (quads) and not from the arm itself.  As your pitcher develops, some attention should be given to how big her step forward is (somewhere between 80 – 120% of her height).  For beginners it should be powerful, but comfortable.

Closed-Open-Closed – When the pitcher is standing in “presentation” she is “closed” (imagine being a door from the catcher’s point of view).  As the pitcher takes her forward step the body should naturally become “open” (again, from the point of view of the catcher).  As the arm begins its downward arc towards the release point the hips and upper body should close again.

NO LEAPING – In softball the pitch is illegal if the player is air-borne at any 

time during the pitch.  The longer the stride your pitcher attempts to take, the 

more likely she is to become airborne.  While a longer stride is desirable, remind 

her to “drag the toe” of her “push-off” foot (right foot for right handed pitchers).
Some people incorrectly refer to leaping as a “crow hop.”  A crow hop, which is 
also illegal, is when a the pitcher’s push off foot comes off the rubber and replants prior to delivery of the pitch.

A pitcher aims her pitches with her feet.  If she wants to throw the ball outside she steps towards the corner of the plate furthest from the batter.  If she wants to throw inside, she steps towards the corner of the plate nearest the batter.  At younger ages, however, she should be encouraged to step straight to the plate and not worry about location.  Bear in mind, the steps one direction or the other are not dramatic.  If your pitcher is consistently throwing the ball left or right, her footwork is probably the cause.  An unbalanced arm (i.e. over her head, or too far outside) may also be the cause, but this will be more obvious to you if true than will be her footwork.  If you are unsure, draw a straight line in the dirt from the center of her body towards the plate.  Observe her footwork in relation to that line.  If it is the same, or reasonably close to the same, each pitch then it is an arm issue.  Obviously, if she’s crossing the line or stepping too far away from it, it is a footwork issue.
Arm Speed – The pitcher should be encouraged to have as much arm speed as is she can.  While the legs and hips provide the true power of the pitch, arm speed does matter as well.  The arm should be relaxed and straight.  From the point of view of the Catcher, the arm should neither come over the pitchers head, nor should it extend out to her side, but should go straight over her shoulder.  Her backswing should also be observed because if she is too far to the side one way or the other, she will automatically attempt to correct this when coming forward and will have a tendency to over correct.  Remind her on her backswing to move her arm “straight back.”  
Release point – The release point should be “at the hip” (her actual release point will likely be closer to her mid thigh).  The player should be “Tall at the release.”  Her shoulders should be back and she should be as upright as possible.  At younger ages you will see girls who look like they are bowling.  This should be discouraged.  Pitchers should be encouraged to keep the ball low in the strike zone.  
If she is consistently throwing high, she may be leaning forward (bowling) or if 

It is clear she is not leaning forward it means her release point is too far out in 

front of her hip.

Likewise, if she consistently throws the ball in the dirt, her release point is too far

behind her hip.

Fingers Behind the Ball – the release should be made with the fingers behind the Ball.  Imagine the pitcher’s hand without the ball.  Her palm should be face-on

to the catcher.

Follow through – Different pitching coaches give different recommendations on follow through.  Some encourage the pitcher to take her arm up towards her shoulder or bicep, while others instruct the pitcher to simply let the arm go where it naturally goes.  The arm should not, however, go much across the midline of the body if the fastball is being thrown correctly.  If she is consistently crossing her midline, it is likely she is twisting her arm incorrectly at the release.  It is for this reason, we encourage you to have them follow through to their shoulder or bicep as it is virtually impossible to do so without a proper execution of the release.  In any event, the more important consideration is that the pitcher end up in “ready position” for fielding the ball.  This should also come naturally as her “Drag foot” continues forward after the release.

Pitching Drills
Wrist Flicks -  Have the player use the four seam grip and flick the ball to her catcher or coach.  The distance between the pitcher and catcher should be only a couple of feet.  Discourage the player from using any part of her arm to move the ball forward other than her wrist.  How far the pitcher can throw the ball with only her wrist is not important.  The drill is to generate as much spin on the ball as possible.  Encourage the pitcher to start with her wrist bent as far back as she can, but is also comfortable.  The spin of the ball should not wobble side to side if done correctly. 
A player simply cannot ever do enough wrist flicks.  It is not uncommon to see pitchers of all levels doing wrist flicks into their own gloves as they sit on the bench.  This drill is also recommended for your warm up.  10 – 20 wrist flicks minimum.

“From the K” – The pitcher begins the pitch in the open position of the pitch.  She should resemble the letter K, glove hand out in front, ball hand straight up, push foot below the ball hand and stride foot out in front.  This drill helps develop release point timing.  The pitcher should throw the ball harder and harder as the number of repetitions increase.  It is also a good enough warm up tool.

“Walk ins” – The pitcher goes through the full pitching motion from a distance greater than that which she’ll be pitching from.  The only difference is rather than the typical pitching motion she “walks into” the motion by taking a few steps prior to mobilizing her arm.  This drill is designed to increase arm speed.

“Long toss” – Similar to walk ins, the pitcher simply pitches from a distance greater then that from which she will pitch during the game.  It is important when doing long toss, however, to encourage her to throw a “flat” pitch.  The further she tries to throw the ball, the more arc she will be inclined to put on the ball to throw it that distance.  If she cannot throw the ball “flat” the distance is simply too great.  This drill is also designed to increase power and arm speed.  It’s the pitching equivalent to putting a weighed “doughnut” on a bat.
The Palm Ball Change Up  – The palm ball change up is exactly like the fastball with two key exceptions.  First, the ball is held deep in the palm (still a four seam grip) instead of on the finger tips.  Second, instead of “snapping the ball” at the release the player attempts to stop their arm’s forward momentum (She shouldn’t be able to do this if she is throwing the pitch correctly – that is to say, it is only an effective pitch if it looks like it’s going to be a fastball, which means she should have a lot of arm speed up until the release) and rather than “snapping” the player opens their hand in an effort to let the ball “float” out.  The ball should still be “flat” (A lot of times a pitcher will develop an arcing change up) and with far less rotation than the fastball.  

If the pitcher is throwing the pitch consistently high it may be a release point issue, or she may have her shoulders too far back.  (She will try and use her shoulders to stop her arm’s forward momentum resulting in her leaning back too much)  If it is her shoulders and not her release point, she should be instructed to try and stay over her toes at the release.
It is unlikely that she will develop control over this pitch without hundreds to thousands of practice reps. None-the-less, like the fastball, where the player steps, inside or outside, determines where the pitch goes. Beginning change-up pitchers should simply worry about getting the ball over the plate.  The changing speed, from fast ball to slow ball, is what will throw the batter off not the location.

