Well Oiled Machine To Produce A Finely Tuned Outfield

Rick Steen
     I want to make this clear.  This is not a debate of pitching machine vs. no pitching machine for hitting development!  This is about resurrecting the “hated” Jugs/Casey pitching machine to develop our outfielders.  My pitching coach and I were sifting through the throw-aways of our softball program, when, amongst other things, we came across an old Jugs baseball pitching machine from the 1970’s(or earlier?).  It is a tad rickety and has a case of the “yips” so it wasn’t practical for our hitting drills, so we gave it a prescription of WD40 in its joints, and tried it out for our outfielders.  Wow!  After an afternoon session with our outfield crew, we hired it as our assistant outfield coach.  It is on time, requires little to no salary, is generally accurate, doesn’t get tired,  and always agrees with the practice plan.  Given the following exercises, I am keenly aware that our outfielders need reads off of the bat (during live BP or short game situations), and we supplement ground balls off of a fungo bat. The feeder of the machine will show the ball to the fielder before he inserts it into the machine.  At the time, the fielder will move into the pitch position (step with glove foot then throwing foot with hands in front in fielding position and legs slightly flexed in athletic position). Below I have listed and explained the various exercises that we have enlisted “Coach Jugs” to help us with.  We usually allocate 15-20 minutes for each of our defensive skill exercises.  
     Basic Fly Ball Set-up-  set cone at 150-180 feet from the machine for basic catch of           


fly ball.   Emphasize catching “behind” the ball, glove foot heel in front of throw-


foot toe, glove fingers pointed up over throwing shoulder.

     Ball Over Head to Lateral Side-   set one cone up at 150-180 feet.  Set another cone 


up 40 feet to glove side at 45 degree angle, and a cone on the throwing side at the


same spot.  Emphasize reading ball over head, drop step to glove side and throw-


ing side, turning to run to spot (cone) where ball will land, and catch behind ball

as in basic skill.

     Ball Over Head Redirect- set cone 150-180 feet where player starts; player either 


starts with drop step to glove side or throwing side when coach inserts ball into


machine directing it to the opposite side.  Emphasize player rolling head, keeping


eyes on same plane as he picks up flight of ball on redirection.

     Lateral Communication (2 Man)-  set up two cones, 150-180 feet from the machine 


and 120 feet from each other.    Emphasize communication between 2 players.  


Player intending to catch ball yells “Ball-Ball-Ball”, and other player acknow-


ledges with “You-You-You” and goes to back up position.  Designate one player


as the centerfielder and the other as the corner fielder as the centerfielder will


take priority when possible.  Aim ball directly between the two fielders.
     
A second part to this exercise would be to aim ball at lower trajectory so that both


players have no time to call for ball.  Emphasize in this case that the centerfielder


catch the ball low (fingers pointed to ground-basket catch), and the corner fielder


catch the ball high (fingers pointer to sky- traditional catch) so that when they 


come together to try and make the catch, they will avoid a collision.

Line Drive In Front- set up cone at 150-180 feet from the machine, and as the ball is 


inserted into machine player turns glove-side to the ball to properly read depth of


“line-drive”.  Lower trajectory of fly ball to properly simulate a line-drive.  


Another point of emphasis would be to coach the outfielder to make proper


choice to try and catch the ball, or field ball on first hop.

Balls In Sun- set machine with back of feeder to the sun, and fine the proper trajectory

to simulate balls in sun.  Have players practice wearing sunglasses, and emphasize


using glove to shield eyes from the sun, waiting for ball to appear over glove.

Fly Balls At The Fence- set the machine up so that balls land at or near the fence.  


Set cones up 60 feet (can lengthen distance from the fence) from the fence for 


starting point for fielder.  Emphasize that fielder finds fence with near arm/hand


and adjust movements to make catch accordingly.  

Pop Fly Communication With Infielders- set one cone up at 180 feet and another at 90

    
feet  and direct the fly balls in-between the cones.  Emphasize that the outfielder


has priority for catch.  The fielder must call for the ball, and the other fielder must

 
acknowledge verbally that the other fielder is catching the ball, and go to a back-


up position.

