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As a parent, after a travel team try-
out, you may wonder, “Johnny hit 
well, why didn’t he make the team?” 
Competitive baseball coaches look 
for much more outside of 10 good 
swings. How do you help your player 
create, in a coach’s eyes, a unique 
evaluation perspective? How do you 
help your player stand out from 40 
other players on the ball fi eld?
I have an eight-point plan to help you 

and your player.

RESEARCH THE TEAM
People come out more because of the team’s name and 

prestige than knowledge of the team. Research coaches, 
players, and schedule. Web sites share what’s going 
on. Look for coaches with solid baseball resumes, who 
played at least high school baseball. Look at coaches’ 
win-loss records. See if they’re a dad with a son on the 
team, and if so, how many coaches have children on the 
team? How many players fi ll the roster? Eleven or twelve 
are ideal, not fourteen or fi fteen. See what positions 
need to be fi lled. If there are already four outfi elders and 
your player is an outfi elder, odds are that slot won’t be 
available. Explore the schedule and see how competitive 
and challenging it looks. If you want your son to improve, 
expect a rigorous schedule. See what tournaments and 
leagues they play in, how many practices they hold week-
ly, and what winter workouts entail. It’s not just prestige or 
the name. What are you getting into?

ASSESS IF YOU’RE READY
Travel baseball is a commitment, and with lots of driving. Academics and 

studies come fi rst—that’s your player’s golden ticket to getting onto the fi eld. 
It’ll be that way through college ball. He can’t struggle and play on this sort 
of team. So understand the time commitment—it’s more than showing up, 
hitting the ball, having an ice cream and going home. Student athletes need 
expert time management, to be able to get homework done and stay in good 
academic standing, because the rigors of improving, being the best, and be-
ing part of a team is hard work.

SELF EVALUATE
Do this by having your player fi rst assess his strengths and weaknesses 

weeks before trying out. If he spots weaknesses, have him address them. 
Have him work on his speed, consistency of his swing or outfi eld play. I often 
provide lessons to players who seek pre-tryout tune-ups. Get in extra reps 
if you’re practicing. Do something every day leading to the tryout. As prep, 
have your player go through the tryout in his mind to see what’s ahead—hit-
ting, base running, pitching, catching. It pays to understand what coaches 
look at in these evaluations, some of which you have no control over. They 
include:

• Overall size, strength, weight, body type.
• Speed on the offensive or defensive side—think athletic.
• Ability to hit for average, hit for power, fi elding, throwing.
• Baseball IQ—knowledge of situations, knowing what to do/where                  
  to go during games.
• Desire to get better, and a seriousness of the game. This is hard     
  to assess in a tryout, but often coaches can spot passion and
  drive.

LOOK LIKE A BALLPLAYER 
Make sure your player has clean spikes and is wearing baseball pants, with 

a belt and hat, and make sure his shirt is tucked in. It sounds obvious, but it’s 
a turn off to coaches to have a kid show up with muddy cleats, a fl oppy shirt 
and no belt. Look the part. He’s on a mission—to make the team—it’s not a 
social event. He needs to make an impression. Don’t just be on time; arrive 
30 minutes early so he can go through a warm-up routine, un-rushed. Be 
the fi rst to get there, and last to leave—and pick up empty Gatorade bottles 
before you go. Coaches appreciate little things.
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HUSTLE & LISTEN
Coach your player to hustle between each drill or station. Have him ask 

questions if there’s something that confuses him. Have him ask about the 
team. Tell him to get dirty! Give lots of effort. There will be things he can’t 
control—a foul tip when hitting, a fly ball lost in the sun—but he can con-
trol how he listens and reacts to tasks presented by the evaluator. He can 
control his positive attitude. These leave a coach with a good impression 
of your player’s attitude and personality.

SHOW YOUR STRENGTHS 
Players, if you have a great arm, focus on opportunities that reveal that 

strength. In throwing drills, show off your cannon. This tool of yours will be 
a real plus. Put emphasis on it. If you run well, at every opportunity, make 
sure the evaluator sees that strength. Use and show off your bat speed if 
that’s in your arsenal. Focus on your strengths, not your weaknesses!

MAKE THE MOST OF CHANCES YOU GET 
Players at younger levels often miss fly balls, or take bad swings, and 

in their mind, cross themselves off the coach’s selection list. In baseball, 
you’ll never have a perfect tryout, so don’t focus on things you can’t 
control. You may miss a grounder or fly, but move on quickly to the next 
opportunity. Focus on preparation before the tryout, and control your effort 
and attention to detail then. At the tryout, control this: Do your best and 
work your hardest. You can’t control the selection of the final team roster. 
You may have a great tryout but they don’t need a third catcher. Or, the 
coach’s son has a lock on that position. Don’t think about that. Stay posi-
tive. Make the most of opportunities you’re given—seize the moment. Lay 
out, make a nice play. Have a quality at bat. Grab opportunity and hope-
fully, they’ll create a roster spot for you.

FOLLOW UP 
Whether or not your son makes the team, coaches appreciate a personal 

touch, a thank-you call or email. If he doesn’t make the team, see if there’s 
anything your player can work on between now and the next tryout. 
Players, always leave a good impression, always be engaged, and inter-

ested. Stay positive. Interact, give effort, look coaches in the eye—they’re 
asking: who wants it?—and use your physical gifts. Coaches appreciate 
athleticism because if it is there, they can mold you into a better player. A 
motivated player can always get better, and coaches look for players who 
work hard and listen—intangibles you can’t teach—yet that allow a player 
to improve quickly. If you want to make the team, realize you’ll need to 
prepare and be ready for anything. Time to dig in!

About the author: Frazier, an associate scout for Major League Base-
ball’s Kansas City Royals and a baseball instructor-coach, is partners with 
Steve Ballance in Dig In Baseball, a Maryland baseball training, coaching 
and skills development organization with four tournament-only teams com-
peting in the Mid-Atlantic region and a college team in the Maryland Col-
legiate Baseball League. Frazier’s 8,000-plus hours of private instruction 
have focused on hitting, pitching and catching fundamentals. His win-loss 
record over three years is 270-30, and in 2010, his 13U tournament-only 
team was named AAU National Champions. Write Frazier at Dig In Base-
ball at diginbaseball@gmail.com.
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They say a shortstop named 
Dickey Pearce invented the bunt. 
He played until 1876. Back then, 
Pearce’s play was called “the 
tricky hit.” Some 136 years later, 
the bunt’s no less tricky.
The most important part of bunting 

is mechanics, and knowing when to 
use it. With the move to 
BBCOR bats, and fewer long balls, I 
predict more bunting in high school 
baseball. At high school and col-
lege, you need to be able to bunt 
particularly in low-scoring or tie ball 
games. If a team shows it can bunt 
well, it changes game dynamics. If 
the lead-off is a bunting threat, and 
the defense comes up and pinches 
the line or leaves a hole, its reac-
tion time changes. The hitter can 
hit down the line. Just by changing 
a defensive position, it increases 
chances to get hits.
I like to fake bunt to get a steal off. 

The fake bunt obstructs the catcher. 
He has to focus on the ball. By 
showing a fake bunt, you see what 
the defense does on certain cover-
ages. This strategy allows a coach 
to call a bunt later, knowing what 
will happen.
If you’re a good bunting team, 

chances are you’re well coached 
and fundamentally sound. Show me 
a team that can’t cover or lay down 
a bunt and I’ll show you a team 
that’s not sound. If, as a high school 
player, you’re not bunting properly, 
or giving up bad outs, you’d better 
start practicing tricky hits. Colleges 
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Bunting, “The Tricky Hit” 

  
Textbook 
When To Squeeze & Improve

“Small Ball”

Steve Ballance, Dig In Baseball co-owner, 
coaches players on proper bunting 

technique. He believes any player in his 
lineup should be able to bunt well, 
whenever he, as coach, calls for it.

After showing proper technique, you lay 
down a bunt on a pitch in the strike zone 

and this is what you can count on—time to 
sprint up the line!

vary bunting based on strategy and philosophy. 
University of Maryland’s Terps, for instance, 
bunt often.
The most ideal situation for a bunt is a runner 

at fi rst, no outs, or a runner at fi rst and second, 
no outs. If there’s a runner on third, with one 
out, and it’s a safety or suicide squeeze, it had 
better be against an elite pitcher. If you can 
trade an out for a run against a pitcher you 

have a hard time hitting, you’re better off. I’ll 
trade an out for a run any day. I don’t want to 
strand that runner at third. I bunt with no outs, 
not with one, and I think it’s crazy to bunt with 
one out in late innings. 
Coaches like to bunt with no one on for a hit, if 

they have a great bunter, but percentages are 
against you. High school bunt-and-steal plays 
with runners at fi rst and second or second 
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and third usually backfire. You see it in big games, but it’s a 
momentum killer. 
Your best bunters are usually your one or two batters or nine 

batter. But you have to be able to bunt anyone in the lineup. 
Here are proper bunting mechanics:

GRIP & FLICK. Your bottom hand is toward the knob of the 
bat. I like to keep the hand where it always goes. When 
you bunt, slide the top hand below the barrel. Grip it with 
your index finger and thumb.
SET YOUR HINGE. Consider that the bat is like a door 
hinge that swings. If you hold the bat at a 45-degree 
angle, you’ll be able to put the ball wherever you want; 
you have ultimate bat control. 
WATCH YOUR HEAD. Don’t drop the barrel, you’ll pop up.
BEND UP & DOWN. Both feet should pivot on a 45-degree 
angle. Bend both knees deeply, particularly the back knee, 
so you can adjust to the ball flight and pitch type.
REACH OUT. Extend your arms from your body—go out 
and get the ball! Make sure the top half of the ball catches 
the barrel square or on the bottom half of the barrel so you 
can place the ball anywhere you want.
When you bunt involves many factors, not the least of which 

is the coach’s confidence in the batter’s speed and the runner 
or runners on base. This is particularly true in the ultimate 
bunting situation—the suicide or safety squeeze. Both involve 
runners at third, usually in critical or winner-take-all situations. 
In suicides, the runner takes off and steals home on the bunt, 
as soon as the pitcher leaves set. In a safety squeeze, the run-
ner gets a better lead at third and he’s delayed until the bunt 
occurs.
When do you choose one over the other? How fast is the 

runner? How good is the bunter? With a suicide, the pitcher 
can adjust and throw the runner out. The coach can call a 
safety over a suicide to give the defense less time to react. The 
suicide, as great as it is, 
can be detected. That can 
put a real wrinkle into your 
plans to win.
For a squeeze, the game 

is usually on the line, or it’s 
the last inning, or you have 
a pitcher’s duel, and you 
don’t anticipate scoring 
at all. Or, you think you’ll 
score only a couple of 
runs, because you’re out-
matched. I’m all for safety 
squeezes because the 
percentages are better if 
something bad happens—
it’s not do or die. Suicide 
is a roll of the dice—you’re 
all in. I’d use it in a tie 
ballgame at home, where 
we don’t lose the game 
by doing it, but if we lay it 
down, we win the game.
Some coaches never 

use the safety squeeze, 
and use strictly suicides. 
Some coaches never use 
suicides, only safeties. The 
more sophisticated and 
savvy coaches determine 
which to use based on the 
bunter’s bat control and 
the runner’s speed and 
how he reads pitchers. 
Coaches typically don’t 

think about runners, only the guy at the stick.
The best time to squeeze is if you have to have that one run. Not 

necessarily with the game on the line, but when you have the right 
combination of bunter/base runner and the element of surprise. If the 
suicide is done properly, no one knows the batter is bunting.
I prefer the safety squeeze. The ball has to be down before the runner 

commits to home plate, and it gives the hitter flexibility. If he feels he 
doesn’t have the pitch to bunt, he can pull back.
Coaches might have different opinions of suicide and safety bunts, but 

the great thing about baseball is interpretation, like the law.
Players hate to bunt. They need to get over that. Regardless of age, 

players look at bunting as an insult. Why? It’s not the coach disrespect-
ing the player, it means he has confidence in him to make a key play. 
There’s nothing glamorous about bunting. But it’s a tricky hit. Are you a 
team player?  Do you care more about the team or your personal stats 
and trying to hammer a 500-foot bomb?
Coaches need to stress why it’s important to bunt well. Most colleges 

expect you to be able to, even if they don’t call for it. It’s part of hitting. 
So embrace it! Bunting shows skill, another tool, another element to 
your game. Bunting isn’t hard, but only people with solid technique suc-
ceed. If you hate it and don’t practice, you’ll never learn the importance 
of this tricky hit. 

About the author: Ballance, a coach for 12 years, is partners with Will 
Frazier in Dig In Baseball, a Maryland baseball training, coaching and 
skills development organization with four tournament-only teams and 
a college team competing in the summer Maryland Collegiate Baseball 
League. Ballance became the youngest head coach at Anne Arundel 
Community College in Arnold, Md. at age 25. He’s never had a losing 
season, and has an 86% win percentage. In 2009, he was named the 
Maryland JUCO Coach of the Year after winning the JUCO Champion-
ship. Visit www.DigInBaseball.com this summer to learn about Mary-
land’s top high school players. 
Write Ballance at DigInBaseball@gmail.com.

Van Schuler, a Dig In Baseball 14U player, keeps his eye on the ball as he lays down a bunt.
 Note the proper position of his feet, hands, and the bat.




