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Catch Play Drills to Improve Youth Throwing Mechanics

Drills Coach Nick & the YSC Coaching Team

Last fall | had a 12-year-old shortstop who could field a ground ball cleanly but turned every throw into a shoulder-only flick. The
ball got there — barely — and in a game, barely from the six hole isn't enough. We spent two weeks rebuilding his catch play
from the ground up, and by the end of the month he was driving throws across the infield with rhythm and carry he'd never had
before. We didn't change his arm. We changed what he did before his arm moved.

The fix for arm-only throwing in youth players almost always starts at catch play — not in a bullpen, not with isolated mechanics
drills on a mound. It starts with turning the warm-up your players already run every practice into a structured mechanical training

session.

The short answer: To improve throwing mechanics during catch play, run three progressions — kneeling upper-body work to
isolate arm path, a stand-tall grip and wrist-snap check at 30 feet, and the step-behind drill to train hip-shoulder separation. Build
distance only when the pattern holds. This gives coaches a repeatable 12-minute warm-up that doubles as skill development
rather than throwing to be throwing.

Why Arm-Only Throwing Happens

Most young players throw with their arm because nobody has told them what the rest of their body is supposed to do. The arm is
easy to feel and control. The hips, core rotation, and lead shoulder — those take coaching cues most kids have never heard.

The result is a player who looks fine to a parent in the bleachers until you watch their feet. Feet planted, hips never turn,
everything comes from the elbow. Velocity is low, arc is wrong, and they're reinforcing a compensation pattern that will follow
them into high school if a coach doesn't stop it now.

The answer isn't "throw harder." The answer is to give their body a drill pattern that makes the arm-only option feel mechanically
awkward and the full-body pattern feel natural. That's what the sequence below does.

What to Watch Before You Start

Before running any of these drills, watch your players make five casual throws at the start of practice. Look for:

¢ Feet staying parallel through the throw — hips not turning at all

o Elbow dropping below the shoulder at release

¢ Lead shoulder opening early — glove arm flies wide before the throw initiates

¢ No follow-through — arm stops at the release point instead of finishing across the body

If you see one or more of these, your players will benefit from the full drill sequence. Use the first two steps as a diagnostic; add
the step-behind for players who are ready to introduce footwork as a variable.

For a broader look at how we structure the entire practice around throwing development, see our guide to youth baseball
coaching strategies and philosophy.

The Catch Play Drill Sequence

Run this as your throwing warm-up two or three practices per week. It takes 12-15 minutes total. Pair players by arm strength
when you can — the drill works best when partners can hold a clean throw at each distance.
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Step 1 — Kneeling Mechanics Check (4 min, 30 ft) Both partners drop to one knee — throwing-side knee down — and throw
easy at 30 feet. No footwork, no hip turn — this isolates the upper half and forces players to feel grip, arm path, and release point
without any lower-body help. Coaches walk the lines during this phase; it's when you spot the problem throwers. Coaching cue:
"Show me your elbow at 90 degrees before you start the throw. No short-arming it — get the elbow up." Watch for elbows
dropping below the shoulder. That's the kid who's rushing to release. Back them up to a shorter distance if they can't hold the
arm path.

Step 2 — Stand-Tall Grip and Wrist Check (3 min, 30-45 ft) Players stand upright with feet shoulder-width, no step forward,
and throw easy while focusing entirely on grip and wrist snap. Have them check the four-seam grip across the horseshoe seams
before every throw, then exaggerate the wrist snap at release. Coaching cue: "l want to see your fingers pointing at the target
after the ball leaves. Snap it — don't push it." Also watch the follow-through here; the arm should finish across the opposite hip,
not stop at mid-chest. This is a good place to identify players who are pushing the ball from a stiff wrist — they'll have a flat,
arcing throw that dies halfway to their partner.

Step 3 — Step-Behind Drill (5-6 min, 30-60 ft) This is the drill that fixes arm-only throwing faster than anything else we run.
Before throwing, the player takes a step behind with the rear foot — the back foot crosses behind the plant foot, creating a hip
coil. From that loaded position, they throw normally with a full crow hop into release. The step-behind forces hip rotation because
it physically loads the hips before the arm can fire. Players who arm-only throw cannot do this correctly without changing their
pattern — the step-behind makes the arm-only option mechanically impossible. Start at 30 feet. Coaching cue: "Step behind,
load the hip, then throw. Your hips go before your arm goes." Build to 45-60 feet only when the pattern is clean at shorter
distance — don't open up distance to fix a broken step-behind, back them up instead. This drill is drawn from Coach Dan

Blewett's work on catch play rhythm; the constraint is what makes it work, not the explanation.

Step 4 — Full Catch Play with Crow Hop (3 min, build to max easy-effort distance) Open up to regular catch play with full
footwork — shuffle step or crow hop — and let players build to comfortable long-toss distance. The goal is to carry the hip-load
feeling from the step-behind into their natural throw pattern. Coaching cue: "Crow hop, hips first, throw through the target —
don't aim it, drive it." Stop them if the arm-only pattern creeps back at longer distance. Run one round of step-behinds, then
build again. Distance is earned, not given.

The Hip-Shoulder Separation Cue That Actually Sticks

One reason the step-behind drill works so well is that it's a constraint — the movement pattern forces the correct sequence
rather than relying on a player understanding what "separate your hips and shoulders" means. Most 10-year-olds can't feel that
separation on command. They can feel a step behind their own body, and the coil that step creates.

We pair the step-behind with a visual cue for players who are still struggling after a few sessions: "Point your belly button at
second base before you throw. Then point it at the catcher when you release." It's a gross-motor cue that gives the hips
something concrete to aim for. We've had players with stubborn arm-only mechanics fix the pattern in a single practice with this
combination.

Underlying hip-shoulder separation is actual hip mobility — if a player's hips are locked up from inactivity or poor movement
patterns, no drill cue will overcome the physical restriction. Our guide to hip mobility exercises for youth baseball players has a 5-
minute warm-up sequence we run before catch play with players who are consistently restricted through the hips.

How to Build Distance — and When Not To

Long toss is valuable for arm development once mechanics are clean. The mistake most coaches make is letting players build
distance before the mechanical pattern is established. An arm-only throw looks worse at 90 feet, not better, and young players
can entrench a bad pattern at max effort. Effort without pattern is practice at being wrong.

Our rule: build distance only when a player holds the step-behind pattern for five consecutive clean throws at the current
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For players who also work on their pitching delivery, catch play is the ideal place to reinforce the same hip-load sequence they
need off the mound. The hip and shoulder sequence in throwing and pitching is identical. Check our guide to pitching mechanics
for 8-10 year old beginners — players who do step-behind catch play consistently show cleaner mechanical patterns in their
delivery within a few weeks.

Working This Into Your Practice Structure

We run this sequence as our standard warm-up two or three days per week. A few notes on how we set it up:

o Partner players by size first, ability second. A 90-pound 12-year-old throwing with a 60-pound 10-year-old is a problem at
distance — protect the smaller player.

¢ Coaches walk the lines during kneeling work — that's your diagnostic window. Get eyes on every player before they add
footwork.

¢ Don't run step-behinds with players who have sore arms. The hip coil adds load to the throw. If a kid's arm is tired, keep
them at kneeling mechanics and short distance.

¢ One quality focus per session. Kneeling work one day, wrist snap the next, step-behind the day after — rotating the
emphasis keeps players from zoning out during warm-up.

For how we organize infield throwing once players leave catch play and move to position work, our youth baseball infield drills
article covers the footwork and relay patterns that build on the hip mechanics from this sequence.

A Note on Equipment

Grip is @ mechanical input. A ball that's slick from overuse or cheap rubber makes it harder for young players to feel the four-
seam grip that produces a clean, accurate throw. For structured mechanics sessions, we use quality training baseballs at
theranchsports.com — the tactile feedback from a proper seam grip is part of how players learn to feel their wrist snap. Coaches
get 10% off and no sales tax through that link.

The Takeaway

Arm-only throwing is a pattern problem, not a strength problem, and it's one you can fix during catch play — the thing your

players are already doing every practice. The step-behind drill is the most effective single tool we've found for teaching hip-

shoulder separation to youth players who can't feel it from a verbal cue alone. Pair it with the kneeling mechanics phase and
wrist-snap check, build distance slowly, and you'll see the difference within two to three weeks.
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