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Last spring I had a 12-year-old pitcher — solid kid, works hard — who would hear "stay tall through your finish" and immediately
start over-thinking his landing leg. His delivery got worse, not better, with every cue I threw at him. We ran him through fifteen
minutes of standard verbal coaching and by the end of the bullpen he couldn't locate a fastball if his life depended on it.

I stopped talking. Instead, I set up a zone card and told him: "Hit the bottom third, middle third, or top third — in that order.
Whoever hits all three in one round wins a point." He immediately stopped thinking about his mechanics. He was just playing.
And his delivery cleaned up on its own within a dozen pitches.

That's constraint-based pitching — and it's the most underused tool in youth baseball coaching.

What are constraint-based pitching drills? Instead of cueing a pitcher's body ("elbow up," "drive off the rubber"), you change
the task or environment so the correct mechanics emerge naturally. You give the pitcher a specific target challenge, a competitive
game, or a physical limitation — and let their nervous system figure out how to solve it. No verbal model, no "watch me do it," no
mechanical checklist. Just problem-solving through reps.

This approach, built on the constraints-led methodology from motor learning research, works especially well with youth pitchers
because young athletes are still building their movement vocabulary. Overloading them with verbal cues actually slows that
process. Driveline Baseball's analysis of cue-based versus constraint-based coaching found that for command development in
youth pitchers, the most effective approach is often giving a target, letting them throw, and staying quiet — letting the pitcher
self-organize.

Why Verbal Cues Often Backfire with Young Pitchers

The problem with telling a 10-year-old to "drive off the rubber" is that it focuses attention internally — on a body part — at exactly
the wrong moment. Research on external versus internal focus in skill acquisition is consistent: athletes who are thinking about a
target or a game outcome move better than athletes thinking about their limbs.

More practically: a youth pitcher who is recalling your last instruction is not competing. They're in their head, and their delivery
shows it. You'll see the hesitation, the stiff trunk, the arm rushing to catch up. The pitcher who is hunting a zone or playing a
game against a teammate is fully present — and that's when motor learning actually sticks.

If you're newer to pitching fundamentals at the youth level, our guide on pitching mechanics for 8- and 10-year-olds covers the
non-negotiables you want in place before layering on constraint drills. These drills refine what's already developing — they're not
a substitute for a mechanical foundation.

Five Constraint Drills to Run at Your Next Practice

These work for 8U through 14U with simple equipment adjustments. The universal rule: tell pitchers what to hit or what the game
is, then let them throw. Resist cueing mechanics mid-set.

Drill 1 — The Levels Game (10 min) Adapted from Driveline Baseball's "Levels" drill concept. Tape or clip a zone card to a net or
fence with three horizontal zones: low (knee to mid-thigh), middle (mid-thigh to mid-torso), and high (mid-torso to shoulder). The
pitcher must hit low, then middle, then high in sequence. One point per successful zone hit in order; miss a zone, restart the
sequence. First pitcher to complete the full sequence three times wins. This drill originated as a way to build self-correcting
command — the score keeps the pitcher locked in without a single mechanical cue needed. Works for 8U and up; use a larger
target zone (half the net) for 8U and 9U pitchers. Coaching cue: "Pick your zone and throw to it — I'll watch but I won't talk."
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Drill 2 — Inside/Outside Strike Challenge (8 min) Place targets on each corner of the plate — inside corner and outside corner,
either with a catcher or a target stand. Coach calls "inside" or "outside" one second before the pitcher begins their delivery. The
pitcher must redirect to the new target on the fly. The reactive call forces the pitcher to process information and commit to a
location in real time, which naturally produces cleaner, quicker mechanics. Running mental processes and running a delivery at
the same time leaves no bandwidth for mechanical over-thinking. Coaching cue: "React to my call — don't think, just throw."

Drill 3 — One-Knee Arm Speed Drill (5 min) Pitcher kneels on their glove-side knee and throws to a target at 40–50% effort,
with their only focus on hitting a colored dot or a marked spot on the net. The constraint of kneeling removes lower-body
involvement, so the arm path has to organize itself efficiently to generate any carry. We didn't coach the arm — we changed the
environment so the arm self-corrects. This is particularly useful for identifying arm path inefficiencies without saying a word about
the arm. Use it as a diagnostic as much as a drill: a pitcher whose arm path cleans up on one-knee throws has a lower-body
timing issue, not an arm issue. Coaching cue: "Hit the dot — that's your only job."

Drill 4 — High-Low Towel Race (8 min) Two pitchers go side by side, each extending a small towel or sock from their throwing
hand through their full delivery motion. Coach holds a target at knee height for "low" and shoulder height for "high," alternating
calls between reps. Pitcher earns a point for reaching the correct height on extension. The competition removes self-
consciousness, and the towel gives physical feedback about extension and finish without any instruction. This is a task constraint
plus an environmental constraint in the same drill, which makes it especially efficient for a busy practice. Coaching cue: "Touch
my hand — that's it."

Drill 5 — Self-Scored Stretch Pitch Game (10 min) Pitcher works exclusively from the stretch and keeps their own score out
loud: one point for hitting a designated zone, minus one for a clear miss. They announce their running total after each pitch. The
self-scoring creates accountability without coach commentary, and the stretch context builds game-situation feel simultaneously
— holding runners while finding the strike zone is a command and rhythm problem as much as a mechanics one. Our club
pitchers do this every week in-season. Coaching cue: "Keep your own score — tell me your total after ten pitches."

Scaling by Age Group

The same constraint framework applies across age groups, but the complexity of the task should match cognitive load.

8U–9U: One target zone, larger surface. The Levels Game with two zones (low/high only) is enough. Keep rounds short — four to
six pitches per turn — and make sure they understand the game before they start. The goal is engagement, not precision.

10U–12U: Full three-zone Levels Game, Inside/Outside Strike Challenge, and the One-Knee drill. Add score-keeping and light
competition between pitchers. This age group responds well to the game format and can handle the task complexity.

13U–14U: All five drills are in play. Add pitch-type variation to the Inside/Outside challenge (fastball inside, changeup away on the
same rep). Introduce outcome-based feedback questions between sets ("Did that go where you planned it?") rather than any
mechanical observation. For a detailed breakdown of command work at this age, see our pitching accuracy and command drills
for 8U baseball — many of those concepts scale directly to the 12U–14U range.

The Part Most Coaches Miss: What to Say Between Pitches

The biggest mistake when running constraint drills is jumping in between reps. You set up the game correctly — and then say,
"Good, but your elbow was a little low on that one." You just cancelled the drill.

The constraint only works if the pitcher experiences the result of each rep without interpretation. Your job during these sets:

1. Ask outcome questions, not mechanical ones. "Did that go where you wanted it?" forces self-evaluation. "Your stride foot
was landing closed" pulls attention back inside.

2. Wait until the set is done before offering any observation. Limit it to one sentence.

3. Let failure be information. A miss isn't a problem to fix mid-set — it's data the pitcher's brain is already processing. The self-
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This communication shift is the real skill development happening here — not just for the pitcher, but for you as a coach. For more
on the game-based approach to practice and how it applies across skill areas, see our post on fun and gamified baseball drills for
youth practice.

Fitting These Into a Normal Practice

You don't need to overhaul anything. In a 90-minute team practice, one 15-minute pitching station built around two or three of
these drills replaces one conventional bullpen. We run the Levels Game at least once a week during our in-season practices.

A simple station structure: - 5 minutes: Levels Game (all pitchers compete in pairs) - 5 minutes: Inside/Outside Strike Challenge
(with a catcher or target) - 5 minutes: Self-Scored Stretch Pitch Game (individual, self-managed)

That's 15 minutes of focused, low-instruction pitching work. For more ideas on how to structure your full practice, browse the
complete baseball coaching resources at youthsportscoaching.com/baseball-coaching/.

One tool that makes the Levels Game and the Inside/Outside challenge easier to set up on any field: an adjustable pitching zone
trainer at theranchsports.com gives you moveable targets for both drills in one piece of equipment — coaches in our program can
grab 10% off with no sales tax through that link.

The Real Goal: Pitchers Who Self-Correct

The deepest benefit of constraint drills isn't better mechanics in a single session. It's that they teach pitchers to evaluate and
adjust their own delivery. A pitcher who has learned to self-correct doesn't need a coach whispering instructions from the dugout.
By the time they're in a game — runners on, full count, 90 feet of pressure — they have a process for making adjustments, not a
list of cues they're trying to recall.

That's the pitcher we're building. And it starts with designing a better environment and stepping back.
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