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At the professional level we work with four groups of players—everyday position players, starting pitchers, relief pitchers and
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Downloading Professional Baseball Conditioning Principles to
Young Players
For young baseball players conditioning becomes a matter of
priorities. As the saying goes, “you can’t build an engine on a cracked
block.” For us, the block is the area between the thighs and ribs.
Anatomically, this is the transversus abdominis, multifidus or the core
and inner muscles of the core. Most people equate the core with the
muscle you can see, mainly the rectus abdominis and obliques; however, it’s really the muscles you can’t see—the ones that attach to the
lumbar spine and hips is our engine block. The block must be sound
and steady before we build on top of it.
The next step in building the block is from the ground up to
the block. As stated previously, power is generated from the ground
up. Starting with the ankles, full Range of Motion (ROM) in all of the
different motions of the ankle joint is the point at which transfer
begins. Next, we check for flexion and extension at the knees. Internal
and external rotation of each hip is important in transferring to the
inner muscles of the lumbar spine (a.k.a. “the block”).
The training implications of this results in doing most, but
not all, exercises on our feet. This is the way we play baseball. Once
basic foundational exercises are in place and effective then it’s time to
add functional movement exercises to train the movements that are
done on the field. The priorities are: build the base, develop range of
motion and strength, then add movement based on the sport of baseball.
Starting at the Base
As determined by this priority of progression, the first thing
young players should address is the base—this training is done first. A
common mistake is to do all three progressions at the same time.
The next question becomes, when is the base developed
enough to progress? Every player develops at his/her own pace and
indicators of the base being achieved are different for each individual.
However, as a general rule, the players need to have control of the
core. This can be determined simply by performing a plank test in different positions. (See the plank test series accompanying this article
for more information). The positions need to be maintained for a specific period of time; this is an objective way of measuring core control. Usually it takes anywhere from four to six weeks of training to
gain core control.
To start, I would recommend that the players hold the front
plank for 15 seconds using good technique. The side plank is more difficult, especially considering you are loading the throwing shoulder.
Here, start with only 5 seconds to see how the athletes do. The goal is
to build up to 30 seconds doing the frontal plank and 10-15 seconds
with each side plank. Then you can add things like leg abduction
(moving one leg up away from the plant leg on the ground for the last
5 seconds). If the athletes can do this, it means that the glutes are firing in proper sequence.
The next question is, when should coach or young players be
concerned with core control and balance? These exercises aren’t
appropriate for very young players just starting out in little league. The
precursor for core control is trying not to have a youngster become
side dominant, which is common in baseball because the players
throw either with the right or left hand and hit (for the most part) from
the same side as they throw. To help avoid problems in later adolescence, I feel it’s important for young ball players to swing the bat from
both sides as a warm-up. You don’t feel this side dominance effect
until the player gets into high school.
Throwing a ball is something that should start as soon as chil-

dren start to throw objects. By the time they reach little league the
throwing movement pattern is already set. Throwing with the nondominant arm is a lot more involved then swinging a bat in the opposite direction and therefore, is not recommended.
Core Control Strength Exercises
In baseball, like in many sports, training time is at a premium. Whenever possible, try to couple training goals together through
what we call “exercise integration.” One technique that can be done
with core control is by using a volleyball. We have the players place
the ball between the knees, squeeze it and do basic forward crunches
and twisting to each side. Another exercise is bridging with the ball
squeezed between the knees. (See Core Control Strength Exercises).
Adding the volleyball helps to better activate the Transverse
Abdominis and Adductor muscles.
Beyond Core Control Strength
After core control, body weight exercises such as body
weight squats, walking lunges and step-ups are introduced—these are
for the lower body. In doing body weight squats, one of the most common errors is the athletes will bend forward at the waist. Be sure they
come out of the bottom in a solid position. For the upper body, exercises such as push-ups, pull-ups and tubing resistance exercises can be
done. As the young boys start to turn into young men, then more resistance can start to be added by using light dumbbells and weight training machines. Teaching proper mechanics of the lifts is very important.
Baseball Movement Exercises
The final phase of training young athletes is training baseball
movements. One way this can be effectively achieved is by doing a
medicine ball routine such as what we do with our players. Start with
a very light ball, one to three kilos. The program consists of throwing
a medicine ball from both sides using a partner or a wall to gain a plyometric effect with the muscles. A good place to start this is with high
school age kids. The reason we do it from both sides is to gain balance
in a side dominant sport, which we touched upon earlier. We call it
“unwinding”. A balanced player is one who throws right but hits from
the left. This program can be done on your own using a rebounding
rubber medicine ball and a brick wall. (See the program below for
more information).
By learning to control the core and developing young baseball players from the inner core outward, the road to playing clean and
lean is headed on the right track. O
More Information Please!
Contact Frank at Frank.Velasquez@pirates.com
Core Control Tests
Frontal Plank (Figure 1)
1. Place both elbows and forearms on the ground and raise hips so that
just the elbows and toes of feet are touching ground.
2. Body should be straight and
in alignment from head to feet.
3. Hold for 30 to 60 seconds.
4. Key points: Keep back flat,
especially the lower back, by
Figure 1
contracting abdominals. On this
one it may help to imagine pulling the belly button toward the spine.

Side Plank (Figure 2)
1. Using the elbow to stabilize while lying on the side, hold the body
in flat, straight position. Make sure the elbow is placed directly under
the shoulder for proper support.
2. Emphasize a hips up, straight body position with only the feet and
elbow touching the ground.
3. From this position abduct the top leg away from the plant leg whose
foot is touching the ground. Leg should remain straight during the
movement.
4. Keep top arm/hand on hip or side.
5. Return to side plank position.
6. Perform on each side.

Figure 5
One-Legged Bridge (Figure 6)
This exercise is a progression of the bridge and
should be attempted only after the athletes have demonstrated hip stability by doing the bridge without hip wobbling.
1. Start in a crunch position with back flat on the floor.
2. Place a volleyball between the knees and squeeze it with the knees.
3. With shoulders, feet and upper back on the ground, lift the hips up
while squeezing the ball with the knees. Hold for 1-2 seconds.
4. Extend one leg out straight and hold the bridge position.
5. Return to starting position and repeat extending the opposite leg.

Figure 2
Core Control Strength Exercises
Ball Crunches (Figure 3)
1. Lie on the floor, knees bent and feet on the floor.
2. Place a volleyball between the knees and squeeze it with the knees.
3. Crunch up, elevating the shoulders off the floor and taking the chin
straight up toward the ceiling.
4. Return to the starting position, allowing the upper back to fully contact the floor. Keep the abdominals tight.

Figure 6
Baseball Movement Medicine Ball Program
Chest Pass (Figure 7)
1. Use both hands to hold a medicine ball against the chest.
2. Snap the ball off the chest.
3. Back of the hands should come together when releasing the ball.
4. Catch the ball off the wall (both knees in a slightly bent position).
5. 10 to 15 reps.

Figure 3

Ball Crunches with a Twist (Figure 4)
1. Lie on the floor with knees bent and feet on the floor.
2. Place a volleyball between the knees and squeeze it with the knees.
3. Crunch up, elevating the shoulders off the floor, taking the chin
straight up toward the ceiling and rotating the shoulders and trunk to
one side.
4. Return to the starting position allowing the upper back to fully contact the floor. Keep the abdominals tight.
5. Repeat, twisting in the opposite direction.

Figure 4
Bridge (Figure 5)
1. Start in a crunch position with back flat on the floor.
2. Place a volleyball between the knees and squeeze it with the knees.
3. With shoulders, feet and upper back on the ground, lift the hips up
while squeezing the ball with the knees.
4. Return to starting position.

Figure 7

Toss Side-to-Side (figure 8)
1. Hold the ball in front. Imagine the arms
as sides of a triangle with the belly button
at the top of the triangle.
2. Knees are slightly bent and rotated
toward the side of intended turn.
3. Back is straight and abdominals are tight
and engaged.
4. Quickly rotate at the trunk to one side
and toss the ball forward against the wall
as the centerline of the body is moved.
5. Catch the ball off the wall and repeat to
the other side.
6. 6 to 10 reps each side.

Figure 8

Toss Side-to-Side from Behind (allows for greater rotation) (figure
9)
1. Stand with back to the wall. Hold the ball in front and rotate to one
side.
2. Knees are slightly bent and rotated toward the side of intended turn.
3. Back is straight and abdominals are tight and engaged.
4. Quickly rotate at the trunk to the opposite side tossing the ball forward against the wall as the rotation is completed.
5. Catch the ball off the wall and repeat to the other side.
6. Be sure to stop after each rep to avoid getting dizzy.
7. 5 to 6 reps each side.

Figure 9
Soccer Toss (figure 10)
1. Stand and hold the ball slightly behind the head with
elbows bent and narrow.
2. Throw the ball over the head while stepping forward
into the motion.
3. Catch the ball off the wall.
4. Avoid bending forward at the trunk (keep abdominals
engaged).
5. Objective is to work shoulder and triceps strength.
6. 20 reps
Figure 10

Hitter’s Throw (figure 11)
1. Stand in a hitter’s stance with hips 8 to 10
feet from a wall, with one hand behind the
medicine ball (shot put grip).
2. Stepping toward the wall, the ball is pushed
with the hand behind the ball from a chest level
position (similar to a hitter’s swing of the bat).
3. Ball is released at the end of the “swing” and
will one-bounce back to you.
4. Repeat to the other side to maintain an overall body balance.
5. 6 to 8 reps each side.

Figure 12

Ball Slams (more pitching specific) (figure 12)
1. Place med ball overhead and to the side holding it
with both hands.
2. Start upright with good follow through technique.
3. Throw the med ball as hard as possible onto the floor
about one to two feet in front of and to the side of the
opposite foot.
4. Follow through with the body.
5. Do the other side.
6. 5 reps each side.
Figure 11

