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"Why can’t I just play team sports for the rest of my life and be fit?" 

The days where athletes such as Babe Ruth would use spring training
to “play into shape” are long gone. Today’s athletes train year-round to be in
better shape and, more importantly, prevent injuries. Their secret is never to
get out of shape. If they do, they lose their competitive edge and fall behind
the competition. As a team sport enthusiast, the opportunities of regular, con-
sistent team sport play are limited. Leagues don’t last all year and playing once
a week isn’t enough to remain fit. The social and transient aspects of playing
a team sport also limit playing opportunities. There are everyday realities such
as travel, job and family that make playing consistently on your schedule dif-
ficult. Organized play becomes spotty at best and the guilt mounts. Before you
know it the former athlete is one of the 70% of those who quit their fitness
program in the first six months. But, with Flex Planning, a work-out is never
out of the question, which allows the former athlete to deal with the challenges
of everyday life and avoid dropping out.

What is Flex Planning
By combining the love of playing a team sports with conditioning, the

Flex Planning process will give a former athlete the means of mixing sports
skills with conditioning activities to provide a fitness plan that they can do for
life. All you need is a place to play and a commitment to follow the plan.  

The Road Back
Start by getting into sports specific shape by doing sport skills activi-

ties such as
"sport-specific movement-robics" circuits and injury prevention strength ex-
ercises before getting back into playing.  This is ideal for former high school
and club athletes who no longer play at this level, but love to play the sport.  

As a reader of this publication, I urge you to help spread the word and
help former athletes get back into it-For a Life Time of Fun and Fitness.  The
plan is up to you and might be a great way to supplement your income.   

Something to Think About,

Ken Kontor
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“Fit to a T” the Ultimate Conditioning Experience 
from the Ultimate Baseball/Softball Conditioning Authority

What is “Fit to a T”? No two conditioning programs are alike. If something "fits to a T" then it's perfect for your purpose
and no one else.  Our 7-T system guides you to fit your program to a T to get your athletes fit to perform at their best.  

What makes us the authority? Over 480 Articles 183 Authors for over 12 years!   Largest, Most Comprehensive Base-
ball-Softball Conditioning Library in the World. Offical publication of the Professional Baseball Strength and Conditioning
Coaches Society of Major League Baseball.   

HERE’S WHAT YOU GET
• Fit to a T- Designing Your Own Conditioning Program Quick Starter Kit- using the 7-T system: T-1 Training Age/His-

tory T-2 Time T-3 Tools T-4 Teaching T-5 Testing T-6 Total Workload T-7 Team Position
Plus Get:   

• Weekly updates putting our achieves to work for you on: 
1.   Program design 
2. Baseball/Softball athletic skill development (improve hitting, pitching, base running; speed, power, 

durability, mobility, balance/stability).
3. Resource center: baseball/softball-specific injury prevention, nutrition, training psychology sport 

medicine and science and much more.
4. Softball Only-information specific to the softball player.  
5.  Professional Baseball-information from MLB and minor league conditioning coaches.

• Access to our weekly updated library.
• One year subscription to Performance Conditioning Baseball/softball 7 issues, a $26.00 value FREE! (only available

on the Do It for a Year package)

SUBSCRIBE NOW
Try it for a month $19.95                Do it for a year $99.95

GO TO:

www.performancecondition.com/ultimate-conditioning-library/baseball/

FFitit totoaa

NEW! 



Less is More: Training for Baseball and
Softball - Train Smarter, Not Harder

Dr. Michelle Feairheller MPT, DPT, OCS, CSCS

Michelle is the director of the Adolescent Sports Medicine Program at Kinetic Physical Therapy in Chester Springs, Penn-
sylvania.  She received her Doctorate of Physical Therapy from the University of Scranton and is a multi-sport athlete at the inter-
national level, including collegiate softball.  The Adolescent Sports Medicine Program at Kinetic Physical Therapy focuses on injury
rehabilitation and prevention, return to sport, and performance enhancement with a special emphasis on the principles of adolescent
growth and development. The program was designed by a multidisciplinary team utilizing an evidence-based approach to evaluate
and treat the young athlete.  Michelle has a special interest in educating athletes, parents, coaches, and the community on appropriate
strength, conditioning, and injury prevention for young athletes.
Please contact Michelle at michellef@kineticptpa.com or 610-458-
6464 with questions.  Check out our website at www.kineticasmp.com.

s stated in a number of previous articles, early sport
specialization and overtraining have become a
common entity seen on the fields, courts, and rinks
of today’s young athletes.  This is leading to an all-
time high incidence of adult-type injuries, chronic

pain, and increased missed time from athletics.  This is likely con-
nected to the demands of year-round single sports participation, long
training hours, poor diet, and inadequate sleep.  More is not always
better, in fact, often less is more when it comes
to training athletes at higher levels.  If training
programs are implemented correctly, each ath-
lete is able to train smarter, not harder to reach
the same gains and achieve the same goals.
The best opportunity to implement these train-
ing programs is as a team to avoid over-taxing
the athlete during time off from sports, espe-
cially in the case of multi-sport athletes.  Re-
search has shown that even short duration
injury prevention programs completed as part
of a warm up or cool down have been benefi-
cial to prevent injury, improve body awareness,
and increase strength.  

Baseball and softball are sports that
place unique demands on its athletes, which
may vary tremendously by position, gender,
and level of competition.  For example, the
same stresses are not placed through the de-
veloping bodies of both a baseball and soft-
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ball pitcher whereas the demands on the knees of a catcher in a squatting position are completely different than those demands placed
on the knees of an outfielder. In addition to position specific differences, baseball and softball are asymmetrical sports, with side to
side differences in forces placed especially through the neck, upper back, shoulder, elbow, and wrist.  These sports require quick
bursts of sprinting, change of direction, and rotational activities.  Adequately preparing the body for these demands is the key to pre-
venting injury and improving athletic performance. 

Baseball and softball games may often become quite lengthy, especially when each game is part of a long tournament weekend
in hot weather.  In order to adequately prepare for this, it is necessary to utilize a mix of both aerobic (strength/conditioning with a
full rest break) and anaerobic (strength/conditioning without a full rest break) training to prepare the body for the quick bursts of ac-
tivity required but still to maintain conditioning throughout a whole game or tournament.  This allows the athlete to develop speed,
strength, power, agility, and endurance to keep the athlete injury-free and on the field.    

Successful training programs should also be periodized and change from week to week and month to month depending upon
the current timing within the season.  Periodization means the strategic implementation of a training program based on phases and
the goals within each phase.  Periodization helps to avoid plateaus in strength and performance gains as well as decreases the risk of
overtraining.  It is beneficial to complete this program on practice days after a dynamic warm up when the body is prepared to move
but not exhausted from the practice.  This program could be completed on non-practice days as well but should not be completed on
competition days.  Ideally, each workout should be completed two days after game/competition days (one day of rest after a compe-
tition followed by a workout day).  If possible, get in another workout day during the week, assuming you can follow the above cri-
teria. If the program is completed after a practice, make sure the athletes are given an adequate amount of time to recover between
exercises to avoid loss of control and form.  Sloppy exercise completion is not beneficial to the athletes and can add to both fatigue
and overtraining.  If a team consistently loses at the end of game or match, training with fatigue may have its benefits but this is not
the case for the average athlete, especially in the early stages of learning a new training regimen.

The most important task is to convince the coaches, parents, and athletes that this type of training program will work if all
the correct factors are in place.  Completing a circuit based strength, speed, agility, and power program consistently will improve
each component piece of the program, decrease the need for overtraining outside of practice, and prevent injury.  Cross-training and
observing a true off season of at least 3-4 weeks helps to reset the body to avoid overuse injuries.  During this off-season, make sure
to address issues, asymmetries, and change your training regimen.  

The largest factor that separates one team from the other is how quickly they can actively recover between and within games
and tournaments.  For example, if a player dives to catch a ground ball in the gap, they must quickly return to their feet, ready for
the next play.  The same is true of a batter who fouled off a previous pitch and must return to the plate for the next pitch.  To improve
this type of conditioning, you must sprint train in addition to a good strength training program.  Sprint training sessions are easy to
fit into normal workouts and practices and will be far more beneficial than long endurance training, especially for sport such as base-
ball and softball.  This type of training can be done right after practice in the offseason and preseason and up to twice per week when
in season to maintain and improve level of conditioning.  This would fit nicely with a well-designed strength and plyometric program
as well.  The ideal training program would include sport specific consideration to achieve the highest level of strength, conditioning, 
and injury prevention while including the following factors.  

Main factors when designing a strength training and conditioning program:
1. Never increase both volume and intensity of an exercise within a workout (For example: week 1, complete 3 sets of 5 squat jumps;
week 2, complete 4 sets of 5 squat jumps, NOT 4 sets of 7 squat jumps) 
2. Listen to your athletes (are they tired?, have nagging injuries?) as this usually indicates if you are doing too much or not enough
3. Coaching style dictates implementation of a program so try to believe in the importance of consistent strength and conditioning
program completion
4. Make it sport specific.  Baseball and softball requires quick sprinting, change of direction, rotation, and powerful take-offs.  The
legs and core must be strong to avoid breakdown of all joints and to avoid placing undue strain on the arms/shoulders of the baseball
and softball athlete.    
5. Decrease the volume of training later in the week (second round of workouts) or before games if needed.  The nervous and mus-
culoskeletal systems tend to be stronger early in the week after a period of rest, so complete harder workouts focused on power
earlier in the week and lighter weight as well as speed work later in the week.  
6. Be consistent with the program when possible to see gains
7. Focus on practical core strengthening exercises (i.e. crunches are not functional for baseball however side planks with rotation are
more functional).
8. Footwork drills are important to avoid lower body injuries and to improve speed especially for achieving maximum speed quickly
when sprinting short distances.
9. When practicing sprint training, make sure the athletes are recovered before going into the next sprint (for example their heart rate
should drop below 120 beats per minute).  If you do a 300 yard shuttle run, the length of the exercise may be approximately 1 minute.
If you only rest 1 minute and do into the next set, the athlete will not be recovered and therefore the next set will be far slower.  The
goal is to recover enough so the athlete can reproduce the same effort at the same speed.  If not enough rest and recovery are achieved,
you place the athlete at increased risk of fatigue and therefore injury and sub-par performance.  
10. Train smarter, not harder.  Make everything baseball and softball specific when possible by adding balls/bats, sport specific
movements, and incorporate the exercises into practice.
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Example Program:
Dynamic warm-up: 
Walking quadriceps stretch
Inchworms
Walking leg cradles
Walking lunge with rotation
Walking no moneys
Walking T’s
Lateral shuffle to sprint

Example Program: Developmental Phase (off-season)

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday

Week 1 OFF
Practice- 
complete day 1

Practice- 
complete day 2

OFF
Practice- 
complete day 3

Practice- 
complete day 4

OFF

Week 2 OFF
Practice- 
complete day 1

Practice- 
complete day 2

OFF
Practice- 
complete day 3

Practice- 
complete day 4

OFF

*Complete this program at the beginning of practice after your dynamic warm-up.  The primary focus is on strength and conditioning
followed by baseball/softball skills practice.  

Day 1:
Complete a dynamic warm up
1. 6 lateral broad jumps with band pull-apart every minute on the minute x 5 minutes (3 jumps facing each direction)
2a. Forward lunge to a march holding baseball bat on shoulders (alternate with 2b)
2b. Push-ups with a scapular plus 5 sets of 5 (alternate with 2a)
3a. Side planks with rotation 30 seconds x 3 (alternate with 3b)
3b. Lateral band walks with good squat mechanics (with bat on shoulders) 2 x 10 yards (alternate with 3a)
4. 40 yard sprint, rest is the walk back, 10 cycles

Day 2: 
Complete a dynamic warm up
1. 5 sets of 5 weighted squat jumps for max height with focus on good landing mechanics (dumbbell, kettlebell, medicine ball)- can
alternate with partner, 1 minute rest each
2a. Single leg squats 3 x 10 each with good form with partner cueing for correction (alternate with 2b)
2b. Rotational medicine ball tosses to partner 3 sets of 10 (alternate with 2a)
3a. Planks with medicine ball push to partner 3 x 10 pushes each partner (alternate with 3b)
3b. Diagonal band walks with overhead baseball bat hold 2 x 10 yards forward/backward (alternate with 3a)
4. Side shuffle reaction drill 30 seconds, rest 1 minute (can add ball/fielding for advanced players)

Day 3:
Complete a dynamic warm up
1.  10 squat jumps every minute on the minute with plank hold for the remaining time x 5 minutes
2a. Single leg squat hold with wrist flick baseball tosses to partner x 15 each (alternate with 2b)
2b. Medicine ball overhead toss to partner 5 x 5 max distance throw (alternate with 2a)
3a. Plank alphabet on medicine ball with shoulder blade pinch 2 sets (alternate with 3b)
3b. Wall sit hold with arms overhead and wall press “Y” 2 sets of 30 seconds (alternate with 3a)
4. Pro agility drill 5-10-5 practice 5 x R/L

Day 4:
Complete a dynamic warm up
1.  Agility ladder: 3 sets of 2 laps alternating with partner as fast as possible forward high knees, sideways 2 feet in each, icky shuf-
fle
2a. Mass movement pattern lawnmower pull with shoulder external rotation 3 x 10 (alternate with 2b)
2b. Tall plank position scapular protraction/retraction 3 x 10 (alternate with 2a)
3a. Single leg bridge 3 x 10, rest is 1 minute (alternate with 3b)
3b. Blackburns- I/T/Y 3 second hold x 5 each (alternate with 3a)
4.  Shuttle run 300 m with a 3 minute rest break (2-3 cycles)
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Example Program: Maintenance Phase (in-season)

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday

Week 1
Competition day - 
off from training

OFF
Practice- 
complete day 1 

OFF
Practice- 
complete day 2

OFF
Competition day - 
off from training

Week 2
Competition day - 
off from training

OFF
Practice- 
complete day 3

OFF
Practice- 
complete day 4

OFF
Competition day - 
off from training

*Keep it the same but complete the program to at the end of practice.  The primary focus is on baseball/softball skills and then on
strength and conditioning.  Decrease intensity and duration (including lowering number of repetitions as needed based on fatigue).
Based on game/match/tournament schedule, your workout days should be as follows:

• Workout 2 days after game/match days (1 day of rest after a competition followed by a workout day)
• If possible, get in another workout day during the week, assuming you can follow the above criteria

Dynamic Warm-Up for Baseball and Softball

Walking Quad Stretch with Reach
Squat down and reach your

right ankle toward your right glute.
Grab hold of your ankle with your
right hand and stand up tall.  Reach
your left arm up overhead.  Hold for 3
seconds.  Take a step forward and re-
peat with left side.  Perform 10 steps.

Inchworms
Get into a plank position with straight

arms.  Slowly inch your feet up towards your
hands.  Press heels into ground and keep legs
straight.  When you have inched up as far as
you can, walk hands back out and repeat 10
times.

Leg Cradles
Stand tall and bring right knee

into chest.  Grasp your knee and foot.
Pull the shin to waist height.  At the
same time, extend the hip of the left leg
and drive foot into the ground.  Hold
for 3 seconds.  Take a step with the
right leg and perform movement on the
left side.  Perform 10 times total.

When the title of the exercise is in blue and underlined click on the
title to view a YouTube video of the exercise being demonstrated. 

Lunges with Rotation
Stand up tall with hands straight

above head.  Lunge forward with right leg.
Bend both knees and keep torso in a vertical
line.  While you are in the down position,
rotate your torso towards your right side.
Pause then rotate back and stand up tall.
Repeat on left side.  Continue for 20 yards.

Walking No-Money
Stand tall with a neutral pelvis.  Bend

arms at the elbows and have palms facing up-
ward.  Without arching your low back, rotate
arms out to the sides and pinch should blades to-
gether.  Keep elbows close to your sides.  Hold
for 3 seconds.  Take a step forward then repeat.
Perform 12 times.

Walking T’s
Stand up tall.  Keep elbows

straight with arms at shoulder
height and palms facing upward.
Without arching your low back,
pinch should blades together.  Hold
for 3 seconds.  Take a step forward
then repeat.  Perform 12 times.

https://youtu.be/3xQyi-48qhc
https://youtu.be/8ReV3GFy3mg
https://youtu.be/xSYxvCBzXe8
https://youtu.be/hZKxzzS52Pg
https://youtu.be/LkA4oCLV9Ys
https://youtu.be/b1DDow_W59E
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Lateral Shuffle to a Sprint
Start in the “ready” position.  Stay

low and side shuffle 4 steps with knees
and toes pointing forward.  Keep your
head and chest up tall.  Immediately tran-
sition and drive hard into a forward sprint
for 10 yards.  Repeat back 10 yards lead-
ing with the other leg.  Complete 3-5 cy-
cles each.

Day 1 Program

Lateral Broad Jump
Stand in a two-point stance.  Angle your

shins slightly in the direction you are about to jump.
Jump to the side as far as possible.  Land in a good
squat position with hips back and knees straight.  

Half-kneel to Standing March
Start in a half kneeling posi-

tion (kneel on one knee and place the
foot of your other leg on the ground
in front of you) with your bat resting
on your shoulders.  Keep your core
drawn tight as you stand up.  March
your back leg up to hip height.
Squeeze your glute muscles and core.
Do not lean.  Slowly return to the start
position.  

Scapular Push-Up
From a push-up position, draw abdomi-

nals up and in, keeping low back flat.  Pinch
shoulder blades together and down, then round
shoulder blades up, maintaining flat back and head
in line with spine.  

Side Planks with Rotation
Start in a side plank with

top arm straight up towards the ceil-
ing. While keeping abs pulled tight,
rotate top arm down and under like
you are attempting to reach behind
your back at the level of your hip.
Pause and return to start position. 

Band Walks
Draw abdominals up

and in.  Keep yourself low in
a squat position while step-
ping in a lateral direction.  Ini-
tial band placement should be
around the knees, with pro-
gression to around the ankles.
Try to keep tension on the
band.  Don’t lean to the side as
you move.  

https://youtu.be/AIhwPI5FTlw
https://youtu.be/_Qt54U7mPtY
https://youtu.be/deZus1p3wTI
https://youtu.be/H_5dAJsmsMY
https://youtu.be/Neq0N2GKRZw
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Squat Jumps
Position yourself in a squat like you are sit-

ting in a chair.  Use arms to gain momentum and
jump up.  Land on the balls of your feet and sit back
into a squat.  Land softly.  Make sure knees don’t col-
lapse in towards each other on the takeoff or landing.

Single Leg Squats
Position yourself on one foot near a wall or object to

hold on to.  Slowly lower down into a single leg squat posi-
tion.  Make sure your stick your butt out backwards but keep
chest upright.  Do not let knees go forward past your toes.  Do
not let your knee move inward towards your other knee.

Rotational Medicine Ball Toss
Start in a half kneeling position with front leg to

the side of the wall or partner (standing position optional).
Hold a ball (soccer or light medicine ball) in your hands.
The ball should start down by your opposite hip.  Keep
chest up and core tight as you throw the ball up and across
your body towards a partner.  Your eyes should follow the
ball at all time. 

Day 2 Program

Planks with Medicine Ball Push
In a plank (elbows bent), keep spine in a neutral position with

abdominals up and in and keeping low back flat.  Pinch shoulder
blades down and in.  Place a ball in front of you with a partner across
from you.  Push the ball towards your partner without leaning too far
to one side.  Have your partner push the ball back.  Alternate arms.
Keep your chin tucked throughout the exercise.  

Diagonal Band Walks
Maintain good posture in a slight squat position with a

resistance band around your ankles (harder) or knees (easier).
Keep abs tight.  Step forward and slightly to the side.  Bring
feet together and repeat the opposite direction.  Keep knees and
toes pointing straight ahead.  Try to keep tension on the band.
Don’t lean or let hip drop towards the floor.  

Side Shuffle Reaction Drill
Start in a “ready” position.  Stay low.  Side

shuffle with knees/toes pointing forward.  Keep
your head and chest up.  When coach yells
“switch”, begin shuffling in the other direction.
Add fielding to increase the challenge. 

https://youtu.be/pFVUMjQSrXs
https://youtu.be/u5WLr9giBJ4
https://youtu.be/SqoH5wrdP9k
https://youtu.be/eB8oFkisVKI
https://youtu.be/qxEtUmWJPTg
https://youtu.be/qzUj8KciCoA
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Day 3 Program

Squat Jumps and Planks
Position yourself in a squat like you are sitting back in a chair.  Use

arms to gain momentum and jump up.  Land on the balls of your feet and sit
back into a squat position.  Make sure to land softly.  Make sure knees don’t
collapse in towards each other on the takeoff or landing.  Alternate with a plank
hold with core tight and back flat.  Keep chin tucked.  

Single Leg Squat Hold with Ball Toss
Hold a single leg squat.  Do not let knee

go forward past your toes or inward towards your
other knee.  Hold this position with your throwing
arm up in front of you with elbow bent to 90° and
your other hand grasping your wrist.  Slowly flick
your wrist to toss the baseball to your partner.
Don’t move your shoulder or elbow.

Overhead Medicine Ball Toss
Hold a medicine ball of

appropriate weight overhead.  Toss
the ball overhead while taking a
step like a soccer throw-in.  Keep
core tight and chin tucked.

Plank Alphabet on Medicine Ball
Start in a tall plank position with elbows

straight, back flat, chin tucked, and core gently
drawn tight. If able, place hands on a medicine
ball and pinch shoulder blades down and in.
Slowly draw capital letters of the alphabet as large
as you can while maintaining good control.  

Wall Sit with “Y” Press
Stand with your back against a wall.  Walk

feet out until your knees are at the same height as
your hips.  Keep your shoulder blades flat against
the wall and reach arms overhead into a big “Y”.
Press the back of your hands into the wall. 

Pro Agility Drill
Place 3 cones 5 yards apart in a straight line.  Start

straddling slightly behind the middle cone in a two-point
stance. If you are moving to the left first, place the right
hand on the ground. As fast as you can, move to your left,
touch the ground even with the left cone.  Turn and sprint
to the far cone and touch your right hand down.  Turn and
sprint back through the middle cone. 

https://youtu.be/oT3CqwYL0Ts
https://youtu.be/2QGPbQFmioE
https://youtu.be/1OLYVsnZHr8
https://youtu.be/CSRLDg8CI0w
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Day 4 Program

Agility Ladder
2-In High Knees Forward: Start facing the ladder.  Place right foot into the first box and follow with the left foot.  Continue

down the ladder in this pattern performing quick feet with knees reaching hip height.
2-In High Knees Lateral: Stand with your right foot next to the ladder.  Lateral shuffle to the right, placing two feet in

each rung of the ladder (right foot in, left foot in, right foot up, left foot up). Complete this in a high knees position, driving each
knee to hip height.  Make sure to drive with the arms for momentum.  Return to the start position facing the same direction, moving
to the left. 

Icky shuffle: Start on the left side of the ladder.  Step laterally with the right foot and place it inside the first square of the
ladder, then place the left foot inside the first square.  Step laterally with the right foot to the right side of the ladder, then advance
the left foot to the next square in the ladder.  Bring the right foot up to the square in which you have your left foot.  Step laterally to
the left side of the ladder and advance the right foot to the next square on the ladder.  Repeat this pattern.  

Mass Movement Pattern Lawnmower with Shoulder External Rotation
1. Start in a partial single leg squat (A).  Don’t allow your stance knee to turn

inward. Arms are positioned down and across body (towards opposite knee).
2. As you straighten your stance knee, rise from the partial squat position,

raise your arms to shoulder height, with elbows bent, pinching shoulder blades down
and in (B).  

3. Raise your forearms towards the ceiling, maintaining your elbows at shoul-
der level (do not hike shoulders). Hold final position for 2 seconds (C).

Blackburns
Make sure to lead all the movements from your shoulder blades. Shoulder blades should pinch down and in without hiking

your shoulder blades up.  Do not extend your low back.  Hold each exercise 3-6 seconds.   All exercises can be completed on the
floor with a small pillow or towel roll under your forehead or with chest on a physioball.

“T” with palms down
towards the floor

“Y” with palms down
towards the floor

“W” or “Field goal posts” with
thumbs up towards the ceiling

https://youtu.be/UXMc4jvQdhw
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LESS IS MORE: TRAINING FOR BASEBALL AND SOFTBALL / PROGRAM INDIVIDUALIZATION IN PROFESSIONAL BASEBALL

Shuttle Run
Place cones 25 yards and sprint back and forth

6x (12 lengths) to reach a total distance of 300 meters.

Members’ F  rum
Presents

Tall Plank with Protraction and Retraction
From a push-up position, draw abdominals up and

in, keeping low back flat.  Pinch shoulder blades together
and down, then round shoulder blades up, maintaining flat
back and head in line with spine.  

Single Leg Bridge
Lie flat on your back with knees bent, one foot flat on

the floor/table, and the other knee straight with thighs level.
Gently draw abdominals up and in.  Bridge glutes up off the
table.  Keep abs tight, hips level, and low back flat.  Hold for
3-5 seconds.  Repeat on the other leg.  Don’t hold your breath.  

Program Individualization 
in Professional Baseball

Rachel Balkovec, Strength and Conditioning Coach, Johnson City Cardinals, Appalachian League

Rachel has the distinction of being the first female strength and conditioning coach in professional baseball and
was named the Appalachian League Strength and Conditioning Coach of the Year in 2012. The former University of New
Mexico softball player has a degree in exercise science and worked as a strength and conditioning coach for the Louisiana
State University Tigers while working on her master’s degree in kinesiology. She is currently working on a PhD in nutrition
at Arizona State University.

O
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PROGRAM INDIVIDUALIZATION IN PROFESSIONAL BASEBALL

PC: You have said, “We individualize groups, but that does not mean
they have different programs. It means they have individualized ex-
pectations." Can you expand on this important concept?

RB: There are different types of individualization. We do individualize
on a physical basis, but we also individualize based on their development
level because each level is different. There are subtle differences between
the AAA and AA levels, but there are major differences between the AAA
and rookie leagues. We do not treat every player the same and we do not
have the same expectations as they go through the levels – it changes.
For example, we might treat them with a higher level of discipline when
they first begin. See the chart on the three characteristics of baseball as
a way of individualizing the baseball athlete.

PC: Discuss the differences between physical and organizational de-
velopmental.

RB: From a physical standpoint, the entire organization undergoes thorough evaluations at the beginning, middle and end
of the season. It covers speed, strength, body fat, etc. They go through a battery of tests three times a year to tell us how
we need to individualize their program. 

Developmentally, we spend a lot of time getting to know the players. For example, going into the off-season, you
might have an AAA player with a training age of eight years. How do you approach that player based on his needs? It
might be mobility work or nutrition to take care of his body. You may have an 18-year-old kid with a training age of one
or two. His priority would probably be on weight and gaining a good strength base. The 25-year-old AAA player has a
good strength base and does not need developmental strength training. He is more concerned with adapting to the wear
and tear of the season and taking care of his body. We give directions to the AAA player and he goes with it; it is a two-
way conversation. The 18-year-old must follow the directions we give because it is best for them.

PC: Baseball is a side-dominant sport. Coaches start with basic training, but then they have additional considera-
tions due to the side dominance. How does training adjust to this situation? 

RB: Our entire medical staff, strength coaches and athletic trainers included are very in tune to muscular imbalances. Our
athletic training staff has its own unique movement screening system. They might look at the way an athlete lifts their
shoulder. Are they using the proper muscles? Based on the movement screening, the strength coach and athletic trainer
will look at the results and put the player on a completely different program from the one we normally do. We usually
have one to five players who are on this modified program. If we see a player whose squat form is completely off-target,
they will not do squats. Even though this is a great exercise, we cannot be stuck in our thinking as professionals that no
matter what, we must do squats! If the athlete cannot squat properly, that is a movement problem. This is a high priority
and it affects the way we design programs. 

PC: You may have athletes who have different issues and from different backgrounds, so you have a "red shirt"
program for all the new athletes in your system to gain good movement patterns and functional screening before
the basic program is launched. What do you think of this concept and is this, in fact, what you do?

RB: We know what must be done based on our relationship with the athletic trainers and their movement screenings. All
players go though a novice program; our 16- and 17-year-olds from our Latin American system all go
through it (note: see sample program at the end of this article). We work on getting the basic barbell move-
ments down correctly. We also do this for the kids fresh out of high school. We then go to the next level
with more diversity in the exercises we teach, including dumbbell work. We also do different
lunge and squat variations. There is an advanced level for a few athletes who
already have extensive training background. They are athletes from
four-year colleges with a high level of baseball conditioning. The
athletic trainers also have a say in recommending athletes for
this advanced program. 

The bottom line is you must move correctly first be-
fore becoming stronger. I had a personal experience as an
athlete because I was very strong, but I had horrible tech-
nique. A professional showed me correct movement and ex-
ercise techniques for an entire summer. He taught me things
I never learned – about lower abdominal strength and
breathing. I did not touch a weight for three months; the
focus was on doing things correctly. I came back and tested

Rachel Balkovec
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out above my max in the squat. I went from 315 to 335, all by learning correct movement patterns! I had increased mobility
with no pain, and I learned firsthand the importance of having a solid movement pattern before a good strength base. Many
athletes think it should be done the other way. When we see them going down the wrong path, we might take them off
lifting for a month and they go into our novice program. We want to ensure they do things right before they progress.

PC: Based on all this and the fact you have your Latin American players come to you with no experience, what
would you say to the following statement: "It is better for your entry-level, novice athlete to begin not doing anything
other than teaching correct movement through basic exercises and making sure to correct bad habits"? 

RB: I agree with this statement 100%. It is physically easy but mentally difficult. From a physical standpoint, is desirable
to get kids right out of high school because they do not have all the bad habits. However, those kids can be a challenge
sometimes because they are underdeveloped from a mental standpoint compared to the college drafts.  The ideal athlete
is when they come out of college under the direction of a strength coach who understands all this. But it is best to approach
this with a blank slate, rather than one with bad marks on it. For
strength coaches of young baseball athletes, this takes the form
of overloading. Be sure your athletes do the exercises properly
before loading the bar. The strength gains will happen, and they
will come very quickly.  Worry about teaching them correctly
first.

Our novice program is extended spring training and lasts
eight weeks. We get the kids from places like the Dominican Re-
public who are raw. The first two to three weeks are with a bar or
dowel with no weights. In eight weeks their strength numbers go
through the roof.  The key for youth and collegiate strength
coaches is to have their athletes lift well – not a lot. 

One word of caution…even at this level, athletes progress
at their own rate. We advance them based on what they show us
they can do – not by the clock. Take your time. This may be dif-
ficult for the high school strength coach working with a large
number of athletes.  They just don't get the necessary personal attention.   

PC: Finish this sentence, "I can load the bar when..."

RB: …When the athlete can do the exercise perfectly. I can load the bar when the athlete's techniques look like those done
by a world-class lifter. I do not mean to imply that we want our athletes to be Olympic or power lifters with their loads,
but with their techniques. 

Move Information Please!  Contact Rachel at rbalkovec@cardinals.com

Chart #1: Individualization Process Based on Characteristics 

Characteristic #1 – Level of Play
AAA/AA
High A/Low A
Short Season Clubs
Recently Drafted Players
Ethnic Considerations 

Characteristic #2 – Level of Develop-
ment

Advanced
Intermediate
Novice
Ethnic Considerations 

Characteristic #3 Position/Physical
Traits

Speed Athletes
Power Athletes
Relievers
Starters

Example novice program:
I find this very hard to do, to just write up a program and send it to the world to say, “This is what the St. Louis

Cardinals do to get better!” – The take home message is, it’s not what we do, it’s how we do it.
The mental side of what we do with our novice group is just as important if not more than the physical side.  We

lift in the morning before the day begins so it is a structured group.  Every morning they lift, they are in the weight room
a minimum of 10 minutes before start time.  We weigh them in and get their grip strength, call them up to the board and
give them a focus for the day.  Even if we don’t have anything to tell them, we find something.  We start every lift the
same way, with a meeting to call their attention to the task at hand.  They break the meeting, start with their movement
warm up and then break to the squat racks and do their lifts in groups.  We are trying to create a fast paced, organized,
competitive atmosphere as much as possible.  Our main focus is creating mental and physical habits that they will take
with them in the off season when we are not around and keep as they move up in the ranks over the course of their career.

“Movement Warm Up” – Practicing Fundamental Movements, we do some or all of this EVERY lift and empha-
size PERFECT form.  They become very good at these things in a short amount of time doing them as often as we do.



PA G E  1 2     P E R F O R M A N C E  C O N D I T I O N I N G  B A S E B A L L / S O F T B A L L ,  V O L U M E  1 4 ,  N U M B E R  7

PROGRAM INDIVIDUALIZATION IN PROFESSIONAL BASEBALL

This is at every level. 
• OH Dowel Squat 2x10 (Work on Mobility, Proper Squat form)
• Hip Thrust 2x10 (Work on Ribcage Down, Use Gluts)
• Dynamic Kneeling Lat Mobility 1x10 (For Pitchers, Hold Dowel in Hands)
• Leg Squat to Bench 1x 6 Each Leg (Focus on Uni-Lateral Stability, 1-leg squat pattern)
• Depth Drop to Landing 1x5 (Practice Landing/Decel Mechanics
• Barbell Warm Up (5x RDL, Clean Pull, Front Squat, Back Squat)

Lifting Program: ‘KISS’ principle….Keep it Simple!  These guys are learning basic movements and building a
strength base.  While we do not do a bunch of ‘corrective’ work with this young group, we are CONSTANTLY correcting
their movement through emphasizing good form as the number 1 priority.  Adding weight to the bar comes second.  Even
with that mentality, we have had several players put on 20lbs of good weight IN SEASON because they are at such a
young training age.  Basically, at this stage, It’s not what they do, it’s how they do it.

DAY 1 EXAMPLE
A:

• Back Squat: 4x5 (Below Parallel)
• Broad Jump: 4x3 (Plyometric Immediately Post Set)
• Seated External Rotation, Elbow on Knee: 3x8 (Emphasize Controlled Eccentric Portion)

B:
• BB RDL: 4x6 (Emphasize using gluts, not low back to ac-

complish hip extension)
• Trap 3 Scapular Work 3x8

C:
• BB Reverse Lunge 3x6 Each Arm (Emphasize using posterior

chain to decelerate uni-laterally)
• DB Bench Press: 3x7

D:
• Lat Pulldown: 3x8
• 1 Arm DB Row: 3x8

E:
• DB Front Raise: 2x8
• Glut Ham Raise Negative Only: 2x5

DAY 2 EXAMPLE (Follow Similar Movement Warm Up)
A:

• Clean Pull: 5x3 (We have been doing this all season, technique only – have not progressed to any other Olympic
variation with this group yet – eat & repeat.)

• Powell Raise 3x8 (Scap Work)

B:
• Front Squat: 5x5 (We emphasize the front squat movement and front rack position to eventually progress them to a

power clean after this year.)
• Side-Lying External Rotation: 3x8

C:
• 1 Arm Incline DB Bench: 3x7 Each Arm
• Supine MB Plyo Throw: 3x4 (Plyometric Immediately After the Set)
• DB Bulgarian Split Squat: 3x6 (Emphasize Proper Shin Angle, Looking for Hip Flexor Tightness Here)

D:
• Pull-Up Hold 3x6 (Emphasize Lower Trap Activation, proper scapula-thoracic movement – ‘keep the shoulders out

of the ears’)
• MB Throw Down 3x4 (Plyometric Immediately After Set)
• TRX Hamstring Curl: 3x8

E:
• Off Set Waiter Walk: 2x20yd
• Rice Bucket: 1x45s
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Reading Research: Concerns with Early
Single-Sport Specialization - Baseball

May 19, 2015
Dr. David Geier- Sports Medicine Simplified

The benefits to kids from playing sports are numerous. Simply from a physical health standpoint, improvements in obesity
and decreased risks of chronic medical conditions like diabetes and high blood pressure are invaluable. Playing sports as a  child or
adolescent is also thought to be associated with academic, social and emotional benefits.

When a child should transition from playing sports for fun to training for success in that sport has increasingly become a
concern. Orthopedic surgeons and sports medicine physicians are concerned that early single-sport specialization – playing one sport
only throughout the year – not only risks overuse musculoskeletal injuries but also increases the chance for burnout.

In an article recently published in the American Journal of Sports Medicine, Brian T. Feeley and others explore issues related
to single-sport specialization at an early age for young athletes in popular youth sports – baseball, swimming, gymnastics and ice
hockey.

Baseball
There are far more scientific studies on overuse youth baseball injuries than in other sports. Factors such as a child pitching

more than 100 innings per year, pitching in warm-weather climates (and thus pitching year-round) and pitching through pain have
been shown to increase the risk for a shoulder or elbow injury.
Also read:
6 questions that can predict the risk of elbow injury in young baseball players
Ask Dr. Geier – Preventing youth pitching injuries

Despite the risks of overuse injuries, many young kids subject their arms to
considerable repetitive stress. A survey of 754 pitchers between the ages of 9 and 18
found that 45% of them participated with no pitch counts. 13% pitched more than the
recommended eight months per year. Another survey found that 31% of youth baseball
coaches, 28% of players, and 25% of parents don’t believe that pitch count is a risk
factor for injury.

Conclusions
Parents, coaches and young athletes need to consider the risks of musculoskeletal injuries into decisions to play sports an

elite level at a young age. Training adjustments to allow kids’ bodies to rest is especially important. Plus, as orthopedic surgeons and
sports medicine physicians, we need more data on the incidence of the early single-sport specialization in different sports, as well as
long-term data on the effects of some of these overuse bone and joint injuries.

References:
Feeley BT, Agel J, LaPrade RF. When Is It Too Early for Single Sport Specialization? Am J Sports Med. Published online March 30,
2015.
Ahmad CS, Grantham WJ, Greiwe RM. Public perceptions of Tommy John surgery. Phys Sportsmed. 2012;40(2):64-72.
Yang J, Mann BJ, Guettler JH, et al. Risk-prone pitching activities and injuries in youth baseball: findings from a national sample.
Am J Sports Med. 2014;42(6):1456-1463.
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