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When to Teach Youth Pitchers a Changeup (And How)
10U-14U Fundamentals Coach Nick & the YSC Coaching Team

I had an 11-year-old last spring who could already hit corners with his fastball — a genuinely rare thing at that age. His dad pulled
me aside after practice one evening and asked if it was time to add a curveball. My answer was the same one I give every parent
who brings this up: not yet, and probably not for a while. But a changeup? We can start today.

The short answer: Most youth pitchers are ready to learn a changeup between ages 10 and 12, but age alone is not the trigger.
The real gate is fastball command — once your pitcher can throw a four-seam fastball to both sides of the plate on purpose, with
consistent arm action, they are ready to add a second pitch. For most kids that happens around 5th or 6th grade. We have
coached 9-year-olds who were ready and 13-year-olds who still were not.

Why the Changeup Comes Before Anything Else

When parents ask about curveballs, our answer is almost always the same: the changeup comes first, and for many youth
pitchers, the changeup is enough all the way through high school.

A changeup works by matching your fastball arm speed and release point while delivering the ball 10–15 mph slower because of
how you hold it deeper in the hand. The deception comes entirely from the arm — the batter reads fastball and the pitch arrives
late. There is no snap, no pronation, no lateral torque on the ulnar collateral ligament.

That last part matters enormously. UCL stress — the injury pathway that leads to Tommy John surgery — comes from breaking
balls thrown with immature mechanics, especially before arm structure is fully developed. Arm care research from the youth
baseball community documents a troubling pattern: arms breaking down at 11 and 12 not solely from pitch-count violations but
from curveballs introduced too early and thrown with poor mechanics. One source tracked a case where an 11-year-old threw
160-plus pitches across a three-day tournament, compounding the risk of any off-speed pitch with bad mechanics. A changeup
gives a pitcher a genuine second weapon without adding that injury pathway.

The Readiness Test (Age Is the Starting Point, Not the Answer)

Here is the actual question we ask before introducing a changeup to any pitcher:

Can they throw a fastball for a strike when they need to? Not sometimes — consistently, in game situations, when the count is
2-0 or 3-2. If the answer is no, a second pitch will make the fastball worse, not better. We have seen coaches — ourselves
included, early in our careers — rush off-speed too soon and wind up with pitchers who nibble at everything and walk half the
lineup.

The readiness checklist we use before introducing a changeup:

Throws fastball strikes at least 60% of the time in live situations

Repeatable release point visible from behind the mound (same arm slot every time)

Understands what working ahead in the count means in practice, not just in theory

Hands large enough to hold the ball in the fingertips without palm-gripping every throw

That last point matters most for grip selection. Many 10U kids physically cannot form a proper circle change — their fingers do
not span the ball that way yet. That is not a disqualifier; it just changes which grip you teach first.

Two Grips That Work for Youth Hands
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The Circle Change

The circle change is the standard, and it is the first grip we teach once a kid's hands are big enough — typically around age 11 or
12. Form a circle with your thumb and index finger on the inside of the ball. Middle, ring, and pinky fingers drape over the top.
The ball sits deeper in the hand than a fastball, and that grip friction kills velocity without touching arm speed. When thrown
correctly, the ball fades slightly to the arm side on the way to the plate — devastating against same-handed hitters.

The Palm Ball (for Smaller Hands)

If a kid cannot form the circle, we start with the palm ball, sometimes called the C-change. All four fingers pressed together, ball
held deep in the palm — like you are palming a small orange. It is less refined than a circle change but teaches the exact same
core concept: grip kills speed, arm stays fast. Once hands grow, transitioning to a circle change is smooth because the arm
action is already trained.

I coached a 10-year-old two seasons ago — small hands, above-average fastball for his age — who threw a palm ball that came
in 13 mph slower than his fastball. Hitters at 10U had no chance. By the time he was 12 he had grown into a proper circle change
without relearning anything, because the arm action had been right all along.

The Number One Mistake: Slowing the Arm Down

Here is the thing most articles do not say loudly enough, and it is what separates a changeup that gets hitters out from one that
becomes a batting-practice pitch: you must throw it with fastball arm speed. The grip does the work. The arm does not know it
is throwing a changeup.

When young pitchers first learn this pitch, the instinct is to slow the whole delivery down to take something off the ball. The result
is a pitch that looks completely different from the fastball from the first frame of the batter's read — the arm decelerates, the
shoulder dips, the timing of the stride changes. A good high school hitter reads every one of those tells. Even younger batters
figure it out after two looks.

The fix is repetition with honest feedback. Throw it at full arm speed into a partner's glove at short range, then alternate fastball
and changeup. Have the partner call out which pitch is coming based only on the arm action — not the ball. If they are right more
than half the time, the arm is giving it away. The cue we use with 10U and 11U pitchers: "Throw it like you are trying to blow the
catcher's helmet off, then let the ball decide." They laugh every time. They remember it every time too.

A Teaching Progression for Youth Pitchers

This is the sequence we run at our program for 10U–14U pitchers learning the changeup for the first time. Expect three to four
sessions before the pitch is game-ready.

Step 1 — Grip Reps Dry (5 min) No throwing yet. Coach checks each pitcher's grip one at a time. Circle change: thumb and
index form the circle on the inside of the ball, middle three fingers draped on top, ball deep in the hand. Palm ball: all four fingers
pressed tight, ball deep in the palm. Do 20 grip-set reps per pitcher — pick it up, set the grip, put it down. Coaching cue: "You
should feel like you couldn't throw it hard even if you wanted to."

Step 2 — 15-Foot Toss at Full Arm Speed (10 min) Partners at 15 feet. Pitcher throws changeup grip at full arm speed —
partner just catches, no result feedback yet. Goal is to feel what happens when the arm stays fast: the ball naturally dies at the
end. 20 throws per pitcher. Coaching cue: "Arm speed wins. The grip takes care of everything else."

Step 3 — Side-by-Side Comparison at 30 Feet (10 min) Alternate one fastball, one changeup, back and forth. Partner calls out
which pitch is coming based only on watching the arm — not the ball. If they guess right more than half the time, the arm is
leaking information. Run 10 pairs per pitcher. Coaching cue: "If your partner sees it in your arm, every batter in the lineup will see
it too."

Step 4 — Off the Mound, Work Up to Full Distance (15 min) Move to the mound. Start at 30 feet and back up to full pitching
distance as the feel develops. No batters, no pressure — just building the grip and arm action together at game mechanics. Mixyouthsportscoaching.com — free practice plans, drills & coaching resources © 2026 Coach Nick & the YSC Coaching Team



in fastballs to keep the arm loose and reinforce the same delivery. Coaching cue: "Same windup, same arm, same release. The
only thing that changes is the grip."

Step 5 — Live Bullpen Introduction (15 min) Three-pitch sequences: fastball in, fastball away, changeup. Catcher signals the
sequence, pitcher executes. This builds the habit of earning the changeup by establishing the fastball first — which is also exactly
how it works in a game. Coaching cue: "Get ahead with the fastball, then show them something they weren't ready for."

How to Work the Changeup Into a Game

Once a pitcher can throw the changeup for a strike two-thirds of the time in a bullpen session, the pitch is game-ready. We
introduce it in low-leverage situations first — working with a lead, ahead in the count — and track results over two or three
outings before expecting consistency under pressure.

The best early-game situation: 1-1 or 1-2 count, same-handed matchup, ball located down and away. The pitch fades off the
plate and if the hitter commits early, they are way out in front. That matchup is where to build confidence. From there, the next
layer is locating it to the arm side on command, then learning to bury it in the dirt for a swinging strikeout — a process that takes
most of a full season. That is fine. One step at a time is how pitchers actually get good at this.

Arm Care Is Not Optional When You Add a Pitch

Any time we add pitching work — even a low-stress pitch like the changeup — we make sure arm care is locked in first. The arm
care research we follow points to a five-exercise Theraband routine (pull-apart T, pull-apart Y, no-money, external rotation, sword
pull) as a six-minute daily investment that makes a real difference in shoulder and rotator cuff health over a full season. These are
the muscles that take the most repetitive load in pitching, and they are chronically underprepared in youth programs.

USA Baseball pitch count rules cap 11–12 year olds at 85 pitches per outing, with rest requirements that scale with count — 66 or
more pitches means four calendar days of rest before pitching again. A changeup does not add arm stress the way a breaking
ball does, but it does add pitches to every outing, and pitches compound across a season. Build your 10U baseball practice plan
to include pitch-count tracking and a designated arm care segment from day one of the pitching program.

We also connect pitching development directly to mobility work. A restricted hip turn is one of the most common hidden causes
of arm compensation in young pitchers, and arm compensation is where injuries develop. Pairing the changeup work with hip
mobility exercises for youth baseball players addresses that vulnerability before it becomes a problem.

The Parent Conversation

Every season, at least one parent shows up with a phone clip of a 12-year-old throwing a sharp breaking ball and asks why we
have not taught that pitch yet. Our answer is always the same: a changeup will get more hitters out at this level, and we will not
cost their kid an arm to teach it.

Curveballs are effective at youth levels partly because young batters have not yet learned to adjust their timing for a ball that
breaks early. But a well-located changeup thrown with identical arm action to the fastball does the same thing — and does it at
every level of baseball, not just at 11U. The best hitters eventually learn to lay off the breaking ball. They almost never fully solve a
changeup with good arm speed and command.

If a pitcher is 14 or 15 with a reliable fastball and a working changeup, a curveball is a legitimate conversation. At 10 or 11, it
almost never is. We have never looked back and wished we had taught one sooner at those ages.

You can find youth pitching training baseballs and arm care equipment at theranchsports.com — current customers get 10% off
and pay no sales tax, which helps when outfitting a full pitching staff.

For practice plan templates and pitch sequencing guides organized by age group, the baseball coaching hub has everything you
need to build this progression into your season structure.
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