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Hand Break Mechanics: 6 Drills for Youth Baseball Pitchers
Drills Coach Nick & the YSC Coaching Team

Last spring I had an 11-year-old right-hander who could really spin it in the bullpen and then sprayed everything arm-side the
moment he got into a game. His legs looked fine. His arm slot looked fine. It took me two innings of watching from the third-base
side to see it: his hands were coming apart at the very top of his leg lift, a full beat before anything else in his body started going
toward the plate. By the time his front foot landed, his arm was already out in front of him, and he was pushing the ball instead of
throwing it. We didn't touch his arm at all. We moved his hand break, and in about three weeks his walk rate dropped by half.

The short answer: a youth pitcher should break their hands as the lead knee starts back down from the top of the leg lift. Not at
the peak, and not after the stride has already started. The break should happen at about chest height, close to the body, so the
hands split "down, out, and up" together while the body moves toward the plate. Get that timing right and the throwing arm
reaches the high-cocked position close to front-foot strike, which is where command and safe arm action both come from.

Everything below is how we teach it, and the drills we use when it goes wrong.

What the hand break actually does

The hand break is the moment the ball comes out of the glove. It sounds minor, but it starts the clock on the whole arm action.
Coaches who teach arm path tend to describe it as the route the throwing arm takes from hand break to release, and the best
ones are short, clean and repeatable. Your hand break is the starting line for that route.

Here's why timing matters so much. The legs and hips set the pace of the delivery. The arm has to arrive at the right spot on that
schedule. If the hands break early, the arm finishes its work too soon. It drifts, waits, or drags forward ahead of the body. If they
break late, the arm is still swinging up when the front foot lands, so it gets dragged through behind the body. That's the "late
arm" that shows up as balls up and arm-side, and as sore elbows.

We cover the lower-half side of this in how to use your legs when pitching. The hand break is how the upper half stays in sync
with it.

The three things every good hand break shares

Most good pitching instruction, and most of the pitching clinics I've sat in, agree on the basics:

1. Timing. The hands separate as the knee comes down, and the glove and the lead foot move out toward the plate together.

2. Location. The break happens near the body, around the letters or the chest. It doesn't happen out in front of the face or down
at the belt.

3. Rhythm. The glove hand and throwing hand split with equal effort, "equal and opposite," so the shoulders stay level and
nothing yanks the body off line.

A hand-break breakdown from a pitching development channel this season made a point we've seen hold up with our own kids:
for new and young pitchers, the hand break is about rhythm first, positions second. A 9-year-old who's thinking about five
checkpoints freezes. A 9-year-old who has a rhythm, "lift, down-and-break, throw," starts to look like a pitcher.

What most guides miss: the hand break is usually a symptom, not the disease

This is the gap I see in almost every hand-break article and video, and it's the most important thing in this piece. When a kid's
hand break looks wrong, the hands are usually not the problem.
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In our experience, the most common cause of an early hand break in youth pitchers is a rushed or collapsing lower half. A kid
who falls toward the plate out of his leg lift has to get his hands apart early just to keep up. A kid who doesn't lift at all and "steps
and throws" has no top of the lift to break from, so the break floats around. If you drill the hands in isolation, they'll look great on
flat ground and fall apart again on the mound. The legs are still asking for the same bad timing.

So before running any of the drills below, watch the pitcher's balance at the top of the leg lift. If they can't hold that position for a
count of two, start with Drill 1 and don't rush past it.

The second thing guides miss is that a little individual variation is fine. Some pitchers break a touch higher, some a touch lower,
some with a small hand pump. If the arm gets to the right spot at foot strike and the ball goes where it's aimed, leave it alone. We
only change a hand break when it's causing a timing or command problem we can actually see.

Common hand break mistakes we see

Breaking at the peak of the leg lift. This is the most common one, and it's what my 11-year-old was doing. The arm finishes
early and the kid pushes the ball.

Breaking out in front of the face. The hands drift away from the body, the arm path gets long and loopy, and the arm runs
late.

Glove hand dies. The throwing hand breaks hard, the glove just drops to the hip, and the front shoulder flies open early. We
cover this in youth pitching mistakes every coach should know.

Hanging on too long. The hands stay together until the stride is almost done. That's a late arm, and the classic sign is balls
missing high and arm-side.

A different break from the windup and the stretch. The windup has a rhythm built in, but many kids rush the break from the
stretch. That's where most game walks come from, because most damage happens with runners on.

The 6-drill hand break progression

Run these in order. With young pitchers we spend a full practice week on Drills 1–3 before adding the rest. Each drill should take
5–10 minutes at the start of a throwing day, after the arm is warm.

Step 1 — Balance Point Hold (5 min) From the windup or stretch, the pitcher lifts to the top of the leg lift with hands together at
the chest and holds for a slow two count, then sets the foot back down. No throw. 8–10 reps. This is the foundation: if the pitcher
can't stay stacked over the back leg here, every hand break fix downstream will fail. Coaching cue: "Tall and quiet at the top.
Nothing goes until you're ready."

Step 2 — Knee-Down Break, No Ball (5 min) Same lift and hold, then as the knee starts down the hands separate. Glove hand
goes out toward the target, throwing hand goes down and back. Freeze when the front foot touches. The coach checks one
thing: is the throwing arm up near the high-cocked position, or still down by the hip? 8–10 reps. Coaching cue: "Knee drops,
hands drop. They're on the same string."

Step 3 — Equal and Opposite Mirror (5 min) The pitcher stands sideways in a stride position with hands together at the chest,
facing a mirror, a fence or a partner. On "go," both hands split at the same speed: glove toward the target, throwing hand back,
both thumbs down as they separate, both elbows at shoulder height. Hold for one count. 10 reps. This fixes the dead glove. The
partner calls out which hand was lazy. Coaching cue: "Split like you're pulling a rubber band apart."

Step 4 — Rocker Break and Throw (10 min) Start in a short stride with weight on the back leg and hands together. Rock
forward onto the front leg, rock back, and on the second rock forward break the hands and throw to a partner at 45–60 feet. The
rock gives the hand break a rhythm to time itself to, without a full leg lift to manage. 12–15 throws at about 70% effort. Coaching
cue: "Rock, rock, break and throw. Let the rock tell your hands when to go."

Step 5 — Stretch Rhythm Counts (10 min) From the set position, the coach calls a slow cadence: "lift" (knee up), "break" (knee
down, hands split), "land" (front foot down), "throw." Pitchers deliver into a net or to a catcher at about 75% effort. Then drop theyouthsportscoaching.com — free practice plans, drills & coaching resources © 2026 Coach Nick & the YSC Coaching Team



verbal count and have the pitcher hum the same rhythm under their breath. 10–12 throws. A youth pitching net at
theranchsports.com lets one coach run this with two pitchers at once. Coaching cue: "Same song every pitch. Runners on
doesn't change the song."

Step 6 — Hand Break Command Game (10 min) A full delivery to a catcher with a target zone (a towel draped on the plate, or
the catcher's glove set on a corner). Each pitch scores one point for hitting the zone and one bonus point if the coach saw the
hands break as the knee came down. Play to 10. Pairing timing with a target keeps the kid focused on the outcome, and the hand
break gets automated without a lecture. Coaching cue: "Win the rhythm, win the pitch."

How this connects to the rest of the delivery

Once the hand break is timed, two other things usually clean themselves up. The arm path gets shorter, because there's less
waiting and dragging. And the arm slot gets more consistent, because the arm arrives at the same place each pitch. If a pitcher's
slot is still wandering after the timing is fixed, that's the time to bring in arm slot drills for youth pitchers. Not before.

For your youngest pitchers, keep the full picture simple (our guide to pitching mechanics for 8- to 10-year-old beginners covers
the rest). Teach the hand break as rhythm and nothing more, and it fits right in with the handful of other things worth teaching at
that age.

A note on athleticism

Hand-break timing is really a coordination skill: one body part has to move on the same schedule as another. Kids who play
multiple sports and do general coordination work pick it up dramatically faster than kids who've only ever pitched. If you have a
pitcher who can't sync their hands and feet in any drill, spend some warm-up time on skips, crossovers and the like. Many "hand
break problems" in 8- to 10-year-olds are really just kids who haven't built that body awareness yet.

You'll find more pitching and practice resources on our baseball coaching hub.
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