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Softball Throwing Progression by Age: 6U to 12U

6-12 Fundamentals Coach Nick & the YSC Coaching Team

Seven-year-old Maya walked up to our 8U practice line last spring holding the ball across her palm, all five fingers clamped over
the top like she was palming a basketball. She wound up, shoved the ball toward her partner, and it popped off her pinky at a 45-
degree angle into the fence. Her partner laughed. Maya turned red. | stopped the whole station, pulled her aside, and showed her
a four-seam grip for the first time. She had been playing for two seasons. Nobody had ever taught her what to do with her hand.

That moment is exactly what a structured throwing progression prevents.

The short answer: softball throwing is taught in four age tiers. At 6U, focus on four-seam grip and wrist-flick isolation only. At 8U,
introduce the Star Drill and a full arm circle with elbow at shoulder height. At 10U, add crow-hop footwork and extend partner
throws to 55-65 feet. By 12U, players are ready for full game-speed mechanics, long toss up to 85 feet, and infield quick-release
work. Each tier builds directly on the last — skip one and the mechanical gaps surface under pressure, usually on the biggest
throw of the season.

Why the Tier Approach Works Better Than Age Alone

A 10-year-old who has never had a throwing lesson should start at 6U mechanics, not 10U drills. Age is context; readiness is the
actual gate. Each section below includes the specific readiness signal for advancing — use those checkpoints, not birthdays.

There is also a widespread misconception that throwing is an arm skill. It is not. Throwing is a rotational athletic movement that
starts in the feet, loads through the hips, and finishes at the fingers. The same hip-and-shoulder separation that powers a clean
softball throw is the same movement pattern that drives a sharp change of direction in an agility ladder drill. Build general athletic
literacy first and throwing mechanics become far easier to teach — not the other way around.

6U: Four-Seam Grip and Wrist-Flick Isolation

At 5-6 years old, the only goals are grip and release feel. Do not introduce a full arm circle yet. The arm path is too complex for
this developmental stage and the pattern will not hold.

Four-seam grip. Two fingers — index and middle — across the widest seam gap, thumb underneath. For small 6U hands, a
three-finger grip (add the ring finger) is fine. What matters is that the ball sits in the fingers, not the palm. Palm-grip is the source
of the majority of 6U throwing problems, including the sidearm spiral Maya was throwing without knowing it.

Wrist-flick isolation. Some coaches have called this drill counterproductive, arguing it reinforces a low elbow and poor hip
rotation. That criticism is fair if the drill is used as a substitute for a real throw. At 6U it serves a completely different function: it is
a grip-and-release feel exercise. Players sit cross-legged facing a partner 10-12 feet away, hold the ball in a four-seam grip, and
flick it using only wrist and fingers — no arm swing, no hip, no follow-through. The goal is finger strength and a clean release, ball
rolling off the fingertips rather than popping off the thumb or pinky. Once players can do this consistently across five consecutive
throws without coaching, they are ready to advance.

6U gear note. A properly sized glove matters more than most coaches realize at this tier — a glove that is too large causes
flinching, which breaks down mechanics before a throw even starts. We send families to theranchsports.com for youth softball
gear; they offer 10% off and no sales tax, which is genuinely helpful when outfitting a first-year player.

Max throwing distance at 6U: 25-30 feet. Partner spacing should be 20-25 feet — far enough that gravity matters, close enough
that they do not need to compensate with bad mechanics to reach their partner.
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8U: The Star Drill and the Full Arm Circle

By second grade, players are ready to throw as a complete sequence rather than a feel exercise. The Star Drill is the centerpiece
of this tier and the drill that anchors the entire softball throwing curriculum.

The L-position. Arm at 90 degrees, elbow at or above shoulder height, wrist loose, ball facing the sky. Coaching cue: "Show me
your muscles." Freeze in L-position and hold before every throw for the first four weeks of the season. Every short-arm habit we
fight in 10U and 12U players traces back to an 8U athlete who learned to throw without anyone checking elbow height.

The Star Drill. In our own practices, the Star Drill's multi-angle throw pattern has built throwing habit noticeably faster than
straight-line partner work at this age. Set five players or cones in a star formation, 40-45 feet between points. The ball travels
point to point — not around the perimeter — so every throw arrives at a slightly different angle. Players field, set feet, hit L-
position, then throw. Run it for 8-10 minutes, switch direction at the halfway mark. The mild angular variability is closer to a game
situation than wall-ball or straight partner reps, and it forces players to reset their feet on every catch rather than coasting on
momentum.

Max throwing distance at 8U: 45-50 feet. This matches the diamond spacing they play on. Long toss caps at 50 feet for this
tier. Increasing distance to work around poor mechanics is counterproductive — we see coaches make this mistake constantly
and the arm path deteriorates with every additional foot.

Readiness signal to advance: Hits L-position without verbal prompt on at least 80% of throws; Star Drill throws land on target or
within 3 feet at 45 feet on three of five reps.

10U: Crow-Hop Footwork and Extended Distance

At 9-10 years old, players are ready for the crow hop — the momentum-generating skip step that accounts for most of the power
in an outfield throw. Infielders also learn the footwork sequences that make their throws accurate under pressure.

Crow hop. After fielding, the player hops onto the throwing-side foot (right foot for right-handers), gathers weight on that foot,
then drives toward the target and fires. The hop creates forward momentum so the throw uses the full body rather than just the
arm. | had a 10U outfielder last fall who could barely reach center field from the warning track. Two weeks of crow-hop reps and
she was throwing line drives to the plate. The power was there all along — the legs simply had not been invited.

Infield footwork. Infielders do not crow hop; they shuffle and redirect. Teach the post-foot: at the moment of release, the glove-
side foot points directly at the target. Drill the full sequence as a unit — field, shuffle, post, throw — every rep. Repetition of this
complete sequence is what produces the quick, accurate infield throw you see in older athletes. Around this age, arm-strength
conversations with parents also begin. For guidance on what conditioning is age-appropriate, our piece on when kids can start
weight training covers the research by age and what to avoid before 11.

Max throwing distance at 10U: 60-70 feet. Outfielders with a clean crow hop can push to 70 feet. Infielders stay at 50-60 feet.
Avoid distance competitions at this age — they reliably produce short-arming and wrist-flipping within two minutes of starting.

Readiness signal to advance: Crow hop on every outfield throw without prompting; post-foot alignment is consistent across
fielding sequences; long-toss mechanics are clean at 60 feet with no elbow drop or short-arm pattern.

12U: Full Mechanics, Long Toss, and Quick Release

At 11-12 years old, players are coordinating a complete kinematic chain — legs, hips, shoulders, arm, wrist, fingers — in a
fraction of a second. This is the optimization tier. There are no new mechanics to introduce; the work is refinement under
increasing pressure and distance.

Long toss at 12U. Build up gradually to 80-85 feet using crow hop and full arm circle. The throw arc at these distances will be
higher than a game throw — that is correct and expected. Long toss at this range builds elastic strength in the shoulder and
posterior chain. The ceiling for 12U long toss is 85 feet. We have seen players try to push to 100 feet to impress teammates,
which invariably produces a collapsing arm path and elbow drop within a few reps. Clean mechanics at maximum sustainable
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Quick release for infielders. Middle infielders especially need a short, compact arm path at this tier. Drill: coach rolls a short
hop, player fields, executes two shuffle steps, throws to first on a 1.5-second timer. Target is a clean release within 1.5 seconds
from catch to throw. Use the timer to create urgency, not panic — mechanics first, always.

Velocity at 12U. A well-trained 12U player generally throws in the low-to-mid 40s mph, and athletes who have built the kinetic
chain correctly can push toward 50. Players sitting below that range with solid-looking mechanics are almost always under-using
their hips — the throw is leaving from the arm rather than rotating through the body.

The Full Practice Drill Sequence

Here is a 30-minute throwing block we run for mixed-age groups. Scale distances and drills by tier.

Step 1 — Grip Check Circle (5 min, all ages) Every player holds the ball in a four-seam grip. Coach walks the circle and
physically corrects palm grips, single-finger placement, and thumb position before any throwing begins. Coaching cue: "Ball lives
in the fingers, not the hand." 6U players stay an extra two minutes on wrist-flick feel before moving to partner work.

Step 2 — Freeze Throws (5 min, all ages) Partners at age-appropriate distance: 6U at 20 ft, 8U at 35 ft, 10U at 50 ft, 12U at 65
ft. Each throw: load, freeze in L-position, wait for coach thumbs-up on elbow height, then complete the throw. No throw leaves

the hand until elbow is confirmed — enforce this strictly for the first two weeks of the season, then make it self-monitored.

Step 3 — Star Drill (8 min, 8U and up) Five cones or players in a star formation, 40-45 ft between points for 8U, 55-60 ft for 10U
and up. Ball travels point to point, not around the perimeter. Players field, set feet, hit L-position, throw. Switch direction at the 4-
minute mark. 6U players do stationary partner throws at 25 feet during this station. For new players at any age, a correctly sized
youth softball glove from theranchsports.com eliminates the flinching that breaks down mechanics before the throw even starts
— it is the most underrated equipment decision at 6U and 8U.

Step 4 — Crow Hop Long Toss (10 min, 10U and up) Partners start at 45 feet. Throw three reps, step back 5 feet. Continue
stepping back until mechanics show strain — elbow drop, short arm, no hip drive — then hold at that distance for the rest of the
session. Ceiling: 65 ft for 10U, 85 ft for 12U. 8U players do stationary partner ball at 45 feet with full arm circle only — no crow
hop yet. Coaching cue for crow hop: "Land soft, load, fire." The skip should be quiet, not a stomp.

Step 5 — Quick Release Countdown (5 min, 12U only) Coach rolls a short hop, player fields, executes two shuffle steps,
throws to first on a 1.5-second timer. 8-10 reps total. A second player watches for post-foot alignment at the moment of release.
10U players use this time for a second round of crow-hop footwork at 50 feet without time pressure.

Readiness Signals — Use These, Not Birthdays

The tier checkpoints matter more than the age labels. Here is the condensed version for your clipboard:

¢ Ready for 8U drills: Holds four-seam grip without prompting for five consecutive reps; wrist-flick shows clean release with no
thumb-pop or pinky-kick.
¢ Ready for 10U drills: Hits L-position without verbal cue on 80% or more of throws; Star Drill throws land within 3 feet of

target at 45 feet on three of five reps.

¢ Ready for 12U drills: Crow hop on every outfield throw without prompting; post-foot alignment consistent in fielding
sequences; long-toss mechanics clean at 60 feet.

We have had precocious 7-year-olds ready for 8U mechanics and 11-year-olds who needed another month with the crow hop
before touching long toss. Read the player, not the birth year.

The Crossover for Baseball Coaches New to Softball
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Many coaches who find this article are baseball coaches who have been asked to run a softball team. The good news is that the
core principles are identical — patient progressions, short-duration reps, and mechanics before distance. If you are building the
rest of your practice around this throwing block, our 8U softball practice plan shows how the throwing station fits into a full 90-
minute session, and for coaches who are new to coaching youth athletes altogether, our guide on coaching youth baseball as a
first-time coach covers running a practice, communicating with parents, and building a safe environment that applies directly to
the softball field as well.

The youth athletic development hub is also worth bookmarking — the athletic-first philosophy behind our throwing progression
applies across every sport we coach, and the drills there give players the body awareness that makes mechanics easier to
absorb.

Every athlete in our program — whether they came to us at 6U or at 12U having never been coached — starts at the same place:
a four-seam grip and a clean release feel. The foundation is the foundation. Build it right, tier by tier, and the arm follows.
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