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TRAINING ROOM 8  HOW TO PLAY HARD LIKE A PRO

The Unwritten Rules of Baseball
Dodger-Diamondback Beanings Remind Us Of 
Hidden Givens In Our Historic Game

by   Will Frazier, Dig In Baseball

I watched replay upon replay of the beanings and the slug-
fest after Los Angeles Dodgers rookie Yasiel Puig learned 
about the baseball law of intimidation, an unwritten code 

of the game. It all started when Arizona Diamondback pitcher 
Ian Kennedy hit Puig in the nose with a pitch.  
The Diamondbacks and Dodgers threw pitches at each other 

twice, perhaps three times, maybe more. The benches and 
bullpens cleared and punches were thrown, even by coaches. 
It was like a Hall of Fame fi ght, with coaches freely getting 
their lumps. Major League Baseball suspended eight players 
and fi ned a dozen, including the Dodgers as a club, for allow-
ing players on the disabled list to leave the dugout in the June 
11 game.
It was sad. The last time the Dodgers resorted to that tactic, 

Zack Greinke exited the game for a month with a broken 
collarbone. He was the bull’s-eye of controversy again. He 
himself got hit high on the shoulder. Five batters were hit by 
pitches, including three Dodgers, and everyone decided the 
other guys were at fault and the fi ght would continue when 
they met again.
But beanings are an unwritten rule of the game. There are 

many. Usually, fastballs are fi red at the back or the hind parts, 
rarely at the head. They’re the result of an old, unwritten 
code of protecting a teammate. In fact, if the opposing pitcher 
doesn’t respond after a beaning, his teammates might hassle 
him for not retaliating. But any high pitch can bring strong 
emotion.
When you play baseball, it’s best to know these unwritten 

rules, whatever level you play, but mostly at high school, col-
lege or pro ball. Here’s a short list of the rules I’ve come up 
with over my 25 years of playing and coaching baseball:
DONT BE GREEDY: YOU’LL STILL SCORE. Don’t make 

the fi rst or third out (as a base runner) at third base. If you’re 
at second and you’re trying to steal, don’t—you’re already in 
scoring position. Scoring position is key. If you hit a double 
and you try to stretch it into a triple but make the fi rst out, you 
violate this unwritten rule. If you stayed at second, you’d be in 
scoring position. This rule is for players and coaches.
NO 0-2 HOMERS. For Pitchers: If you work a batter to 0-2, 

throw something off the plate. It is the pitcher’s fault if a home 
run is given up here, as opposed to a hitter doing a good job. 
Make him chase your pitch versus giving the batter something 
in the wheelhouse.
BUNTS CAN HURT. If the opposing pitcher is in the seventh 

inning with a no-hitter, never bunt. This can lead to a bean-
ball. There’s also no bunting or stealing with a large lead. Say 
you’re in the seventh inning, 12-0. The team with 12 runs, if 
it’s still stealing bases and bunting, grinds into their opponent 
that they’re getting creamed. The game is over, you’re rubbing 
it in. At the major league level, a double steal and a bunt with 
this score leads to a beaning. So stop stealing and go station 
to station. Don’t make the opposing team feel worse than it 
already does.

Gabe Levine, of Dig In Baseball’s 13u squad, was named 
to the All-Tournament Team at Perfect Game’s 13u BCS 

Finals in Fort Myers, Florida
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KNOW WHEN TO TAKE ONE. On offense, if the hitter in front of you 
pops up the fi rst pitch, you as the next batter must take the fi rst pitch. 
There should never be two outs on two pitches. Hitters should know 
this coming to the plate: I have to take a strike. No matter how good it 
looks.
STRIKES GOTTA FOLLOW WALKS. Nothing positive comes after 

a walk with two outs, percentage-wise. You have to throw strikes. The 
more walks you have, the higher the percentage the walks will become 
runs. Make your opponent hit its way to runs. You as the pitcher need 
to limit runs. There’s a correlation between runs scored and how many 
times opposing pitchers walked batters.
MUM’S THE WORD. You see in major league dugouts, if a pitcher is 

having a great game, no one speaks to him. He huddles in a corner, 
maybe with a towel over his head. There’s superstition in the game. So 
don’t talk about a no-hitter when it’s in progress. Watch the scoreboard. 
Don’t jinx the perfect game.
RESPECT THE MAN ATOP THE MOUND. When the pitcher is warm-

ing up, stand away from the batter’s box, where the dirt and grass 
meet. Standing too close to the box is disrespectful when a pitcher is 
warming up. Pitchers take exception when batters get too close. I’ve 
seen batters get thrown at when the pitcher feels he has been disre-
spected.

TAKE A BREATHER. You see this all the time. If the umpire 
is hit by a foul tip or by a ball that kicks up from the dirt, as the 
batter, step out of box and give the umpire time. Talk to your 
coach, take some practice swings, allow time to recover. If it’s 
the catcher, you see the umpire dust off the plate and talk to 
the pitcher while the catcher gathers himself. Buy time for the 
catcher or umpire. 
WIN AWAY, TIE AT HOME. There’s a saying that you play 

for the win on the road, and play for the tie at home. When on 
the road, the law of percentages is that you’re in a tougher 
environment. The crowd is against you, and the longer it stays 
tied, they win. If you’re the home team, the longer it’s tied, 
percentage-wise, you’ll do better. But if you are the away team 
and can steal it, go for the win. If you’re away, put all your 
marbles in one basket on key plays because the longer the 
game goes on, the tougher it is to win, statistics show.
DON’T BUNT TO BREAK UP A NO-HITTER. This is an 

unwritten rule that also can lead to a beaning. If you do bunt, 
it’s considered bush league. Yes these days, coaches are 
bunting more, and it’s a legitimate hit, but it’s still not as good 
as swinging your way on with a pitcher throwing great stuff.
DON’T STEAL SIGNS. If you steal an opponent’s signs and 

get caught, be ready for the consequences. Older players will 
be thrown at with a bean ball. 
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Gabe Levine of Gaithersburg, Md. crushes a ball while on Dig In Baseball’s 13u Team.
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MAKE A PITCHER WORK. If your team is trailing, take a strike late 
in the game. Say that you’re losing by two runs late in game. Make 
the pitcher work, go to 2-0, a good count. Stay away from one or two-
pitch outs. Make the pitcher work—and get on base.
DON’T LOOK FOR A GREEN LIGHT. Be careful swinging at 3-0 

pitches. Nothing good comes from it. I’ve rarely seen a great hit on 
3-0. Good pitches aren’t as good as they seem and a walk puts you 
on base. Chances are, as a hitter, if you’re told swing “if it’s perfect,” 
your aggression might taint your “perfect” view.
 DON’T “SHOWBOAT.” Always hustle on and off the fi eld—don’t 

showboat! If you admire your home run too long, or strike three takes 
too long for you to get back into the dugout, be ready for a beaning. 
Pitchers can be overly emotional after a strikeout, too. Be careful, 
contain yourself. Leap inside, not outside. 
You need to contain your emotions in all these situations. Don’t let 

emotions rise high or dip low. Always show respect for the game and 
your opponents. It’s funny how, if you beat a team by 10 runs and 
run the score up, that comes back to haunt you, and you lose by 10 
(or more) the next game. So now you understand how it feels. Think 
things through. Don’t react without thinking. Don’t make the fi rst out at 
third, don’t take 3-0 swings, use your baseball IQ.

There are many more unwritten rules. You need to understand 
them as you get older and play more. In high school and col-
lege, never disrespect anyone, whether it’s celebrating a homer, 
a great play or the strikeout of the clean-up hitter. Like golf, 
there’s etiquette to the game. People don’t want to be made to 
feel wrong, and for them, unwritten rules restore order. Some-
times that means hitting someone and getting hurt. It’s a way 
they protect themselves or their teammates.  
The only hitting you need to do is at the plate. And if a beanball 

roars your way, it’s time to take your lumps and look back over 
my list.

Frazier, an associate scout for Major League Baseball’s Kan-
sas City Royals, has a bachelor’s degree from the University of 
Maryland in College Park, Maryland, where he was a Freshman 
All-American on the squad with the most wins in school history 
(34). As a coach, in 2009, he led his Upper Montgomery Athletic 
Club 12u team to the Maryland State Championships, and in the 
same year, out of 25,000 teams in contention, to a second-place 
title in the Cal Ripken World Series, in Aberdeen.

Joey Merrill, of Silver Spring, Md., on Dig In Baseball’s 13u Team, gets ready to throw a strike.
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Coach, Flying Solo? 
Try My Perfect Practice …
149 Minutes (Or Less)
Grab Your Binoculars and Stopwatch, Coach! Keep It Movin’!

by   STEVE BALLANCE, Dig In Baseball

My love of the game never halted after 
an injury ended my baseball career. 
Just 21 when I started as head JV 
coach at Centennial High School, in 

Ellicott City, Maryland, I took to managing the team 
the way I learned every fi elding position—with fi re in 
my belly and a thirst to win every game.
But as a new coach, coaching alone and guiding a 

roster of 20 players, I took command quickly, and I 
let my guys know I was in charge at all times. After 
all, I wasn’t much older than them. Centennial’s fi eld 
and workout area is an open space with hills on the 
third-base side. So one day, working infi eld/outfi eld, I 
realized if I had binoculars I could on a water break let 
the guys dry-swinging by the batting cage know I was 
watching: “Hey, Miller! You keep getting under the ball! 
You gotta drive that top hand! Albornoz—stop goofi ng 
around! Take some good cuts!”
I realized as a coach fl ying solo that only creativity 

would keep my players engaged, and learning. I had 
to keep them moving. I still carry binoculars, because I 
establish stations all over the fi eld, and I want players 
to know I’m watching, coaching always. To keep my-
self and them focused, I carry a stopwatch, or use my 
wristwatch, to time each minute. If they do well and 
achieve our goal within the time allotted, they’re re-
warded. If not, I take time out of their batting practice, 
the time every young player craves, like a juicy steak 
after a long day of hard work. I let them smell the 
steak, then slide it out from under their nose. “No, you 
shortstops are booting the ball. That’s not gonna fl y. 
Sorry, boys, that’s going to cut it today. We’re running 
over now—it’s coming out of BP until you get it right!”
Over 14 years, I’ve learned we can achieve much if 

we stay focused, keep moving, meet the designated 
time, and talk (players will love this) very little. Why 
do so many coaches talk so much at practice? Hey, 
there’s a time and a place. I think coaches have good 
intentions but get too involved and don’t realize how 
long they’ve been sounding off. I keep track of time 
always, so no matter what, I don’t talk over seven 
minutes. If my stopwatch tells me I’m at fi ve and a half 
minutes, I know I need to wrap it up. Practices suffer 
from talking. Kids aren’t listening; they want to play 
ball.
Let me go through a sample practice. There are 

thousands of variations. I might adjust based on 
how many players show. Or, I adjust based on the 
waning sunlight, as seasons change. For the sake of 
argument—I know high school practices can start right 
after school—this ideal practice lasts from 5:30 to 7:59 
p.m.

•“PRE-PRACTICE” (5:30-5:45/6 p.m.) 
I use the fi rst 15-30 minutes to show players we’re here for 
business; we need to get to it. I set the tone in fi ve minutes 
or less. I motivate, let them know they can’t sleepwalk—
they’re here to practice. I see a lot of good teams sleepwalk-
ing while warming up. In practice, it sets a negative tone. 
Every minute is important, and right now it starts with my 
opening talk. Then I go into dynamic stretching and throw-
ing. If it’s summer, that’s 10-15 minutes. In high school, it 
takes half an hour. In summer and fall, at 5:45, I might devi-
ate from the plan based on what they show me in the fi rst 15 
minutes while stretching and throwing. I might start desig-
nated infi eld/outfi eld. We might do base running. The fi rst 15 
minutes is important. I’m assessing them every day. 

• BASE RUNNING/BUNTING (5:45-6 p.m.) 
Base running should be second nature. Players reveal their 
own fl air in other areas of the game, and I work within those 
talents, but I want all players to execute identically in base 
running. I know in base running that styles and speeds differ. 
We address this in 8-15 minutes, if they know the routine. 
It’s another form of conditioning, specifi c to how you use it 
in a game. I’m a conditioning fan, but for the player, it can 
be a mental block. They’re used to going 90 or 180 feet at a 
time, the farthest being 360 feet. So we practice fi rst-to-third, 
second-to-home, and so on. Base running can be routine, 
and players don’t realize what they’re doing, don’t think 
they need to know. But when you rise to a certain level and 
you’re on a good team where everyone can pitch, hit, and 
fi eld, many times the difference in winning and losing comes 
down to base running. Many teams run the bases poorly. 
Being able to run station-to-station is an art, the most under-
rated part of the game. I allow 15 minutes if we need to work 
on something that came out of a recent game, like leads or 
jumps or reading the ball off the bat. Never more than 20 
minutes. Sometimes I coach base running last, because 
players are tired, and this gets them to focus. If I choose to 
work with them on bunting, another hidden art, it’s within hit-
ting stations. 
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• HITTING (6-6:30 p.m.) 
I might throw BP from behind an L-screen, and 
set up small groups working off the tee, soft toss-
ing/side tossing, dry swinging, hitting Wiffle balls/
small balls, or bunting at the shortstop and sec-
ond base positions in the infield. I maximize the 
whole diamond. Use your space! My binoculars 
are nearby so I can long-distance check what’s 
going on by the outfield fence. After all, I don’t 
feel like walking 400 feet to say, “Duffy, you’re 
collapsing the back side! Hit the baseball!”

• WATER BREAK (6:30-6:35 p.m.) 
Time not only to drink, but for the player to clear 
his mind, relax. Alone, not in a group. But five 
minutes only.

• SECOND WARM-UP (6:35-6:40 p.m.) 
We play catch to warm arms again, from 90 to 
120 feet max and at a fast clip. No lazy throws. 
The whole idea throughout practice is to move 
fast, to build game-like urgency. Keep the adren-
alin pumping. Keep moving. Fast-fast-fast! I don’t 
care how old they are and I don’t care about their 
skill set. Keeping them moving is how we get so 
much accomplished, how we keep guys focused. 
It’s on the clock. Time is running out.

• INFIELD/OUTFIELD (6:40-7 p.m.) 
In “lone ranger” I/O, I hit ground balls to infield 
and outfield as well line drives and pops. There’s 
a flow, a rhythm. Coaches and former coaches 
who watch tell me it’s like ballet or something 
you could put to music. It’s the type of balls hit, 
the type of plays—there’s a hidden sophistica-
tion. I hit balls to outfielders in corners, down the 
line, and they get around the ball, circling, using 
proper outfield technique. To the center fielder, 
I hit gap shots. No lollipops. When we practice, 
we hit the cutoff man, and if the outfielder has 
an arm, in a game, we go full tilt. But in practice, 
it’s “hit the cutoff.” I explain briefly sometimes 
what we’re doing: “Ground ball down the line. 
Cut two.” When I hit, they know what to expect. 
If there’s no cut, I say that. I can do a lot with 
a fungo. It’s how you hit it. After thousands of 
practices, I can hit the ball wherever it’s needed. 
We run scenarios. In a 20-minute segment, I/O 
is 13 minutes infield, 7 minutes outfield. Then 
we can break infield and outfield off and have 
outfielders practice drop steps. I can take time 
with infielders. The outfielders need condition-
ing; maybe they’re getting tired, not making the 
proper play. That means they’re not in the best 

shape, and physically or mentally they’re tiring. 
The reason why I lead practice at an accelerated 
clip is that they get tired in late innings—this simu-
lates fatigue. I won’t accept mis-thrown balls out 
of play. Infielders throw around the horn, work the 
backhand, the glove side, up straight. This often 
is my favorite 20 minutes, at the heart of practice, 
because it involves the whole team at the same 
time. If there’s a glitch and no one can field a ball, 
I add another seven minutes. If hitting follows and 
I know guys are driven by hitting, I take time out 
of their BP. You’d be surprised how quickly they 
start making plays. They’re borderline lazy, and 
suddenly they kick into high gear. It’s because I’m 
looking for hard, intense, fast-paced stuff. To play 
baseball at high school, college or in the pros, the 
better you are as a team, the faster pace the game 
goes. And you can simulate game-like speed at 
the end of a fungo.

• INDIVIDUAL WORK (7-7:30 p.m.) 
If my team performed in the previous half-hour, 
and I feel everyone gave it their all, I give this next 
half-hour to them. What do you want to work on? 
Some may choose ground balls. For others, it’s 
hitting. We break into groups. They earned it! I 
give it to them.

• PITCHING & CATCHING (7:30-8 p.m.) 
I spend time with each pitcher and catcher on 
mechanics, special problems, situations, perfect-
ing a pitch, setting up warm-up routines, you name 
it. It’s important that I spend this time with these 
guys because they’re critical to their team, and it’s 
amazing how even simple tweaks can add 5 mph 
to a pitcher’s fastball. 

Obviously, this practice formula can be manipulated. But the key is 
to maintain speed, focus on every player, and to stretch them. What 
else is practice for? And then the game will seem easy (although it 
never really is). Sophisticated or simple, it works. And as baseball 
IQ rises, you build on every aspect of your script.
A good practice can be run alone, and being alone is no excuse 

to run a bad one. You can run it in two and a half hours … or less. 
I like efficiency, so I write 149 minutes here. I use that last minute 
to take one last look at the field and savor my work. I’m proud of 
what my team accomplished today. I love my team. And then, when 
those last 60 seconds are up, I hit the stopwatch. I’m already look-
ing forward to tomorrow … when I do it all over again!

Ballance is partners with Will Frazier in Dig In Baseball, a Mary-
land baseball training, coaching and skills development organiza-
tion with eight tournament-only teams and a college team compet-
ing during the summer in the Maryland Collegiate Baseball League. 
He has placed 14 players with professional baseball organizations. 
He and Frazier also offer off-season half-day and full-day edu-
cation programs for coaches called “Coach the Coach.”  Write 
Ballance at DigInBaseball@gmail.com.     


