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dow, but I doubt all fi ve games were in the same week. 
That’s what makes it intriguing. Playing at higher levels 
means the speed of the game changes for him, from the 
games he’s playing in high school. I fi nd it impressive. 
He’s batting leadoff! He still has two high school years to 
play. It’s a good time to get ready for the next level, no?  
He’s fi nding ways to challenge himself.  (These are his 
offensive stats, but as an outfi elder, he has no errors.)

This player was having a good season when I 
grabbed these. He’s a middle-of-the-lineup hitter and 
does many good things for his team. What helps him 
mentally is that it’s not a big jump. He’s already a varsity 
player as a sophomore, and he’s playing in Maryland’s 
best high school league. He’s playing mostly against 
players fi nishing junior year, not to mention elite play-
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Technology is cool. We use it everywhere in sports and can take it for 
granted. But when I use new technology and it allows me to aggre-
gate data in a way that confi rms something I’ve known instinctually 

for years, I appreciate my whiz-bang tools even more.
From my experience coaching over 12 years, never posting a losing season, 

winning 2,127 games, losing 367 and tying four, for an 83% win percentage, 
I’ve always believed that, with the right player, it’s better for him to be chal-
lenged and to “play up” than to play in a league where he dominates smaller 
or lesser-skilled peers. I say “for the right player” because it takes a certain 
mindset and perseverance and willingness to accept anything short of domi-
nation to develop, and to get ready—to always get ready—for the next level.
Recently, we bought iPads for our nine youth, high school and college teams 

to record stats, along with an iScore Baseball™ app. Based on this data, I’d 
like to make the case for younger players playing up, based on our experi-
ence and on stats coaches accumulated this past season. I picked fi ve play-
ers to anonymously profi le, to make my points. One is a 16-year-old playing 
on our college team; another is a 16-year-old playing on our 17U team; the 
third is a 14-year-old pitcher playing 16U; then, a 12-year-old player on our 
14U team; and fi nally, an 11-year-old on our 12U squad.
Several players led their teams statistically. The fact that they did proves my 

theory that the right player, with proper challenges, can develop in the right 
environment. Why should your 6-foot, 1-inch 12-year-old play on a 70-foot 
diamond and slug homerun after homerun, over a 200-foot fence? What does 
that prove? That he can take home a trophy because he beat an 11-year-
old pitcher, playing up? Why shouldn’t your guy play in a 13- or 14-year-old 
league? Why shouldn’t he develop, not dominate?
Look over these early season stats. Already, this 16-year-old is an elite 

high-school player. He’s had fair college interest. He’s on the radar. He plays 
guys his age and has the chance to play college games, too. And, he’s ready 
to make that jump. Colleges are knocking down his door, frankly. He’s able 
and capable to play at that level … already. Yes, the stats show a small win-
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Johnny Jan, age 16, connects at English Field on Virginia Tech’s 
campus during a Dynamic Showcase in June while playing 

with his 17U team. Photo credit: Johnny R. Jan

 G    PA    AB    R     H  
5    21    15    5     7

2B   RBI   BB   SO  SB
 2     3    6     5    3
AVG  SLG   OB
.467  .600   .619

16-year-old, playing in competitive 
collegiate league

 G    PA    AB    R     H            
40   157   142   21    58

2B   RBI   BB   SO  SB
14    27   15   11   11
AVG  SLG   OB
.408  .620  .550

16-year-old playing on 17U
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It has to be on a player-by-player basis. If as a coach you’re looking to bring 
the whole team up, you won’t have as much success. The player has to have 
a good mindset, ability, commitment to this philosophy, and his parents need 
to be on board.
This level is the most sensitive to this decision. These kids truly are 

at the beginning of developing as 
baseball players. How much can you 
know at 10, 11, 12? You’re working 
on fundamentals. It’s trickiest to play 
up here. Parents play a huge factor. 
Parents may want their child dominat-
ing. As coaches, we need to explain 
pros and cons—a little failure isn’t 
a bad thing. They need to know it’s 
in the player’s best interest to play 
up. Eleven-year-old players playing 
12-year-olds is a challenge. For his 
age, this player needs to be a natural 
leader, and the decision cannot all be driven by size. He has to be a hard 
worker, extremely coachable, and with good skills for his age. Playing up a 
year will mean he’ll experience more challenges, and he’ll be coached in a 
more positive, aggressive manner. He’ll have to be able to handle success 
and failure. Good stats are nice, but at this age, they’re not going to be rosy 
every game. There will be errors. He’ll have a stream of success and failure; 
he’ll deal with positives and negatives well. This will help him grow up on the 
fi eld, aiding his maturation.
Final word: If you constantly push your game, you constantly become bet-

ter. If you play down, where does your game get enhanced? That’s the real 
tug-of-war—this is individual and specifi c. The reason why this is my philoso-
phy is because at certain ages, you love to win more than lose. But when you 
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ers from all over the East Coast, and in some cases, 
the country, on his club team. He has great physical 
attributes—he’s more than 6 feet tall—and he’s getting 
bigger and stronger each day. But it’s the mental side of 
the game, the situations and the pressure, and play-
ing in front of college coaches, where he’s learning the 
most. If he “played down” at his own level, he wouldn’t 
enhance his chances to play in college, where he should 
play. What he did this year could be the equivalent of a 
freshman in college competing with college juniors and 
seniors. He’s proving he can play at a high level and get 
extra college looks—those college scouts have him on 
the radar earlier. He wouldn’t have gotten those looks if 
he had played his age, and dominated. This benefi ts him 
personally, but also his high school showcase team.
As a freshman, this player was already pitching on 

the varsity team. He was in the starting pitching rota-
tion. If he played 
age-specifi c, 
he’d have had a 
dominant sum-
mer. Where this 
experience helped 
him was as he 
was entering his 
sophomore year. 
He’s more than 6 
feet tall and weighs 
160 pounds. He 
throws a fastball, curveball and change-up. He’s quiet, 
and focused, but is developing all the mental aspects 
of an older player. If he played 14U, the competition 
would have been a huge drop from what he faced in high 
school. Playing up at least a year, if not two, he faces the 
exact competition he’ll face in high school, and he’s in a 
good program and league. He’ll amass a good body of 
work, putting him on pace to get on the map as a high 
school sophomore.

This player was playing on a 90-foot diamond for 
the fi rst time in the Spring. So consider that as you 
look at these impressive numbers. When you play up at 
that age, it’s sometimes a question mark because of the 
variables. But this boy had the skill set, coaches believed 
he did, and they bumped him up. He has a good work 
ethic and plays hard on game days. This player helps 
make the point that playing up is a very individual deci-
sion. There’s no exception to this rule. It’s not the norm. 
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  GP   PA    AB    H   2B
  13   37    24        11         4

  BB      K     SB     OBP     SLUG
  13       1      6        .649      .625
 OPS     BA     RISP
 1.274     .458     .556

12-year-old position player, playing 14U

 W-L  ERA   IP   K
 4-1  2.67   49  44

14-year-old pitcher, 
playing 16U

11-year-old playing 12U

  BB    SB  AVG
  20    17  .393
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are talking about developing players, a win and championships are not the overall 
goal, especially when you’re younger. If, in youth baseball, you go 79-4 and win eight 
tournaments, how does this help your player to be better in high school? And that’s 
my goal—to get them to high school and college. I don’t want to ruffl e feathers, but 
take a kid who’s 12, 5-foot, 10-inches, 190 pounds, clubs 400-foot homeruns, has 
astronomical RBIs, and a great season. He helped his team and you feel good he 
feels good, but is he getting challenged?  It could be he dominates at 12, but he’s 
not ready to make the jump because of the change of fi eld dimensions. So maybe he 
stays down, in that instance. It’s easier at the high-school level. In summer ball you 
want to play equal or better to what you’ll see the following year. 
I’m a team guy, but in these situations, you have to do what’s best for each player.
They use the same philosophy in the Major Leagues. Major League coaches would 

love to have a player spend another year at Triple-A and get 500 more at-bats. But 
because of organizational needs or money, the player might have to be rushed to 
The Show. I don’t want to rush youth players, only develop them in situations that 
are best for them. Consider the facts, and stats. Then make the tough decision: 
Develop, or dominate?

Ballance is partners with Will Frazier in Dig In Baseball, a Maryland baseball 
training, coaching and skills development organization with eight tournament-only 
teams and a college team competing during the summer in the Maryland Collegiate 
Baseball League. He has placed 14 players with professional baseball organizations. 
He has coached at a junior college and three high schools in the state and is the 
youngest coach in Maryland high school baseball history to win a state champion-
ship. Write Ballance at DigInBaseball@gmail.com.

Sam Finkle, an 11-year-old Dig In Baseball player, steals second in 
a 12U tournament. Photo credit: Kim Finkle
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I suppose players with agendas other than baseball used to use 
little black notebooks to jot down phone numbers and plan after-
game parties—the original Facebook in your hand. But let me get 

this straight: That’s not what I’m talking about here.
For eight years, I’ve used black-covered notebooks that fi t in my 

hip pocket. I jot notes during games that not only help my team and 
individual players, but that have helped me as a person and a coach 
convey critical information along one of my life themes: Always keep 
improving.
I know iPhones, iPads and iScore all aim to help us become better 

through electronics, but there’s nothing as simple and compact as 
pen and paper—call me a dinosaur. I recommend my technique 
for players and coaches. It’s a simple way to track challenges and 
record progress. It allows you to, yes, record key contacts—of 
coaches, scouts, and other players who will help advance your ca-
reer. Let me give you a dramatic example of how it helped me lead a 
player to success in a championship series.
In 2009, I coached the Upper Montgomery Athletic Club (UMAC), 

a Maryland 12U team. We made it to the Cal Ripken World Series 
in Aberdeen, Maryland. We played at the Ripken’s Wrigley Field, 
where the outfi eld fence was chest high. 
In earlier pool play, our center fi elder had trouble with that fence. 

Not playing it right was making him miss fl y balls. He either was 
backing off the fence or was late running to it, not getting there early 
to allow a look back to make a solid play. The next morning, I hit 
buckets of balls to him at the fence. His corner outfi elders commu-
nicated to him how close he was or how much room he had. We got 
him more comfortable there.
In the last pool play game, a win would seal our advance to the 

elimination round. We were beating a Connecticut team, but they 
were chipping away, and in the last inning, it was 9-8, runners at 
second and third with two outs. The batter hit the ball to center fi eld! 
Our center fi elder sprinted to the fence, timed his jump, caught the 
ball, and saved the runs from scoring, sending us into the elimination 
side of the tournament. Our player ran back to the bench excited, as 
he knew he had worked on it, and he saw results—all from a note I 
jotted in my little black book.

Black Book Builds Success Story
That’s why I keep a book. To pinpoint areas of improvement 

and then build a success story.
I don’t only note what went wrong, but also things that went 

well, things that were special. Oftentimes, if it was a bad game, 
I won’t even take out my notebook. I’m judicial with how I use 
it and when I break it out, to avoid my players souring on its 
message if it’s too negative.
My note-taking started out about things to work on, but the 

more I took notes, the more I realized I could bring my points 
up in practice, too, not just after a game. It’s a good way to 
remember good plays that otherwise get lost in post-game 

discussion—like a nice sacrifi ce bunt that moved the runner 
with no outs—that I’d otherwise forget in a hectic tournament.
Interesting points that re-occur, as I coach players as young 

as 11 and as old as 18, is that it all goes back to basics. If we 
talk about pitching, I’m always jotting something about the 
fi rst pitch strike, or locating the 0-2 off the plate. On offense, 
it’s making sure the sacrifi ce bunt gets down. Situational 
hitting—with one out, runner on third—you’ve got to focus 
on the middle of the diamond. In the offensive counts of 2-0, 
3-1, getting the barrel of the bat to the correct contact point. 
Shortening your swing on 0-2. Defensive adjustments: hitting 
the cut-off man. Making sure your feet and shoulders are 
square for a throw. Backing up in the outfi eld. Knowing how 
to advance a runner when he’s on second—where do you hit 
the ball for best success?

Noted Gains Motivate, Improve Play
These are basic notes I take. But this is for older players, 

too, players who often think coaches should know they know 
this stuff. I fi nd they think they know it but don’t. I can’t tell 
you how many times I’ve had to tell a rising junior when he 
can or can’t run when he’s on second base. Some 16-year-
olds are distracted by activities in their lives—maybe their 
own ‘black books’ lodged in their iPhones—and younger 
players, say age 12, are more apt to regularly come to prac-
tice and absorb proper base-running technique. It goes to 
motivation and whether they work every day on their game. 
A black book like mine can help motivate you. It can help 
you see what areas you’re doing well in, and what you need 
to work on. It can record your 30 and 60 times, and provide 
motivation to work on speed and agility. How did that pitcher 
pitch you last game? Will he pitch you that way again? What 
fi elding situations do you need to improve?
One philosophy that recurs in my black book is if this is what 

you really want to do, this baseball thing, you have to do the 
work to separate yourself from the average or good player. In 
school, are you covering yourself grade-wise? Are you thank-
ing your parents for taking you to tournaments, sacrifi cing 
their time and more to get there? Are you looking ahead?
It’s funny, looking over black books I kept of more talented 

teams, the notes aren’t that much different. There were not 
less fundamental things to work on, but they were more con-
sistent in executing the fundamental things. I learned through 
these and other books not to take anything for granted—I 
can never assume a player knows a concept or principle. I 
need to constantly review.  
The game is simpler than we make it. We make it this crazy 
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Where’s Your Black Book?
Not What You Think, But When You Use One, Your Game Improves
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thing. Yet when you think about it, if you do all these basic 
things correctly, you win ballgames. And it does not have to 
be anything crazy … maybe just scooping the ball and throw-
ing it to fi rst base. It becomes simpler when you put time into 
“putting it into your body,” doing it over and over again so it 
becomes routine. Forget the crazy advanced stuff, IQ-busting 
concepts.  I saw a pro game recently lost on a failed bunt. And 
yet if that was done over and over, it would have been routine 
… and winning. A hundred ground balls a day are boring but 
then by the time a coach calls for one in a game, you’re not 
thinking, you’re being an athlete and your body is comfortable. 
The muscle memory is there. BAM! Bunt’s down!
Did you watch a baseball game on TV this week? Did you 

practice every day? Or did you spend most of your time on 
Facebook, the new black book?
If you’re an older guy focused on a college scholarship, how 

iPhones, iPads and iScore seek to help us become better through electronics, but there’s nothing 
as simple and compact as pen and paper—call me a dinosaur. I recommend that players and coaches use a 

small notebook. It’s a simple, time-tested way to track challenges and record progress. 
These are my notes from two spring tournament games.

are you going to improve today? How are you going to 
motivate yourself today? How are you going to always keep 
improving?
One way to start might be to get off Facebook and start 

a Black Book. You can write about everything in there and 
everything you write about is about you. How are you going 
to dig in and play hard like a pro today?

Frazier, an associate scout for Major League Baseball’s Kansas 
City Royals, has a bachelor’s degree from the University of 
Maryland in College Park, Md. where he was a Freshman All-
American on the squad with 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, Md.




