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I. Introductions
A. Instructors/Students
B. Restrooms, etc.
II. What will be covered

A. Mechanics of Working the Plate
III. VIDEO

A. (Short video discussing equipment and stances)

IV. Two basic stances for working the plate

A. Box

1. This is recommended for umpires who are just starting out

2. Easier to learn
3. More natural stance

B. Scissor

1. A little more difficult to learn due to balance issues

2. It is used by quite a few umpires at all levels

C. There is a third stance, but it is rarely used

1. Knee

2. Unless you are at least 6’4”, don’t even think about it – it will not work for you at this level of baseball
3. It is hard on the hips and knee joints due to the fact that you have to stand up after every pitch

4. It is also hard to move out of the catcher’s way on a passed ball or foul fly ball behind the plate

V. BOX – PHOTO

A. Side view of an umpire using the BOX stance

B. Appears to be using a “balanced” stance (will explain in a minute what that is)

C. His arms are tucked in tight and he is locked in place

D. His head height is good.  His chin is just above the catcher’s head

E. Most importantly, look at how his body is positioned so that he is balanced and can remain steady

1. His shoulders, knees, and toes are in a vertical alignment
2. This, coupled with a wide foot placement, provides a very solid stance that does not unduly strain the body and allows for quick movement when necessary

VI. Box Stance

A. Feet

1. Two methods of foot alignment

a) Heel-Toe
(1) This is traditional method

(2) The toe of the foot closest to the batter is placed on a line just even the catcher’s heel

(3) The other foot (the one behind the catcher) is placed so that the toe is even with the heel YOUR other foot

(a) This foot is pointed at about an angle toward first base to reduce strain and provide stability

(4) The feet should be a little more than shoulder width apart 

(a) Too narrow a stance will reduce stability and make it difficult to get proper head height

b) Balanced stance

(1) This is an innovation of the box stance that happened a few years ago

(2) The feet are placed so that the toes are in alignment  and both feet are pointed at the mound

(a) Both feet should be far enough back from the catcher so that you do not touch him with your knees or body.
(3) This is a more natural stance than the traditional method and is easier to master

(4) Again, the feet should be a little more than shoulder width apart
2. When first starting out as an umpire, the foot that is behind the catcher should be aligned with the point of the plate. This puts the umpire in the correct position to be in the “slot” and to be able to see the outside corner.
3. Regardless of which foot placement you use, the basics of the stance are the same
B. Hands

1. Locking mechanism

a) You must have some sort of locking mechanism to “set” your stance and ensure that you don’t move until you are ready

b) Whatever works for you, as long as locks you in place

c) Heel-Toe

(1) Heel-Toe

(2) The arm behind the catcher should be “locked” onto the leg or knee. The other arm can be bent across the abdomen to provide protection from a foul ball and to keep the arm from being overly exposed to an inside pitch
d) Balanced

(1) both hands should be placed on the knees/legs in a manner similar to the “full set” position used on the bases
C. Body

1. Your chest should be squared up to the pitcher and the foot closest to the batter should be pointed straight at the pitcher

a) Keeps your protective gear between you and the ball

2. Lean forward from the waist and keep the back straight
D. Head 

1. Your nose should be aligned with the inside edge of the plate

2. Your chin should be about at the top of the catcher’s head

a) You can be higher, but never lower

b) This provides the ability to see the outside corner of the plate

3. Head height is controlled by how far apart your feet are placed.  The wider they are, the lower the head

4. You can move your head to the right or left by widening your stance

a) Used if the catcher moves after you have come “set”, but before the pitch starts his delivery

E. When using the BOX, it is critical that you maintain the vertical alignment of the head, knees, and toes

1. Most new umpires tend to lean forward

a) This places a strain on your lower back and by the end of the game your head height is somewhere around the catcher’s shoulders because your muscles are tired

b) If you lean forward too far, that means you have to lean your head back in order to look straight ahead.  This places a strain on the neck muscles and very well may cause a good headache by game’s end

VII. SCISSOR – PHOTO

A. Side view of an umpire using the SCISSOR stance

B. His arms are locked in place on his front knee, giving him not only a solid stance, but a means of ensuring a consistent head height

C. His head is just above the catcher head, giving him a good look at the plate

D. His back leg is straight to provide stability

E. His leg, back, and head are in a straight line

F. His shoulders, knee, and foot are vertically aligned

VIII. Scissor stance

A. Feet
1. Traditional
a) The feet are a little over a shoulder width or more apart 
b) Whatever is comfortable for you and provides balance

B. Legs

1. Front leg is bent so that the knee is directly over the toes 
2. The back leg is kept straight

a) The back foot does not have to be completely on the ground.  Having the heel off the ground is acceptable as long as the back leg is kept straight

3. Head height is controlled by how far back the back foot placed.  The farther back, the lower the head

C. Hands

1. Place on the front leg so that the shoulders are aligned with the knee and toes and you have proper head height

D. Body

1. Chest is squared up to the mound

2. Back is kept straight and in alignment with the back leg 

a) don’t let it curve so your shoulders “droop”

E. Head 
1. Your nose should be on the inside edge of the plate

2. Your chin should be about at the top of the catcher’s head

a) You can be higher, but never lower

b) This provides the ability to see the outside corner of the plate

3. You can move your head to the right or left by widening your stance

a) Used if the catcher moves after you have come “set”, but before the pitch starts his delivery

F. When using the SCISSOR, it is critical that you maintain the alignment of the head, back, and toes

1. Most new umpires tend to lean too far forward

a) This places a strain on your back and by the end of the game your head height is somewhere around the catcher’s shoulders because your muscles are tired

b) If you lean forward too far, that means you have to lean your head back in order to look straight ahead.  This places a strain on the neck muscles and very well may cause a good headache by game’s end

IX. The SLOT

A. The area between the plate and the batter
1. Some say, between the catcher and batter

2. Regardless, it is an area you MUST be able to see

a) Ugly things happen here

(1) Batter hit by pitch

(2) Batter hit by batted ball

(3) Check swings

(4) Interference by catcher or batter

(5) “Squeeze play”

(6) Etc., etc., etc. (the list goes on)

B. Being in the slot allows you to see the outside corner of the plate without having to move your head, while still keeping your eyes at the top of the strike zone

C. It also allows you to see the low pitch, especially one on the outside part of the plate, and make a proper call as to whether it is a ball or strike

1. If you worked directly behind the catcher, you have to work very high to see the entire plate, making it difficult to accurately call the pitch that is on the knees

D. IMAGE – Front View of the Slot

E. IMAGE – Side View of the Slot

F. IMAGE – Top View of the Slot

G. PHOTOS

1. The GOOD

a) Where you want to be

2. The BAD

a) Can’t see inside

3. and the UGLY

a) Can’t see anything

X. Getting Into Position for the Pitch

A. Once you have selected a plate stance, you have to learn how to use it behind the plate. 

B. There is a preferred method of getting into the stance that keeps the umpire alert from the time the pitcher steps onto the mound until the pitch is over.

1. The sequence is:

a) On the Rubber

b) Set

c) Watch it

d) Pause

e) Call it

C. On the Rubber

1. As the pitcher steps onto the pitcher’s plate (the rubber), step up behind the catcher and get ready to get into your stance. 

a) Do not get into your stance yet, but be prepared to do so.

D. Set

1. As the pitcher starts his pitching motion from the windup or comes to the set position, immediately drop from your ready position to your plate stance. 

a) This should be done quickly and is known as going from “A to B”, where A is your ready stance and B is your plate stance. 

b) Do NOT ease into your stance. If you do, you are very likely to still be moving when the pitch comes.

2. Do not get into a hurry to get into your plate stance. Throwing a pitch is not the only thing a pitcher does from the mound. With runners on base, he may attempt a pickoff. He may step off the rubber for any number of reasons. Wait until he has started his motion (windup) or come set, then DROP from A to B.

E. Watch It

1. As the pitch comes in, you must watch the pitch all the way to the catcher’s glove. 

a) IMPORTANT: If you played baseball, then you learned as a batter to judge a pitch as soon as it left the pitcher’s hand. As an umpire, you must learn an entirely new technique.

b) Consider this: 

(1) The mound is 60’ 6” from the plate. 

(2) If a pitcher is throwing at 80 mph, then the ball is traveling at about 120 feet per second. 

(3) From the time it leaves the pitcher’s hand until it gets to the catcher’s glove is only about ½ second. 

(4) The ball is in the strike zone for only about 0.0125 seconds – if you blink, you will miss it. 

(5) You have to learn how watch the ball the entire time it is in flight.

2. As the pitcher begins the pitch (time of the pitch), get a comfortable breath, and then hold it. 

a) This is very much like shooting a rifle or pistol. You don’t want to be tense. You want to steady, relaxed, and focused.

3. Keep your head still. Do NOT follow the ball with your head. 

4. Instead, track the ball from the pitcher’s hand to the glove with your eyes. 

a) Think of your head as being like a camera. 

b) If you move the camera just as you press the shutter, what happens? – blurry picture

c)  Same thing happens with your eyes if you move your head. 

(1) Moving the head changes the focal point of your eyes and they have to readjust. 

(2) They can do that very quickly, but by then, 

(a) the ball is through the strike zone and you are making your call based on where the ball was when you last saw it – which is generally somewhere around the edge of grass in front of the plate. 

(i) That is fine for a batter, but not for an umpire. 

(b) By learning to track the ball with only your eyes, you will be able to see the ball throughout its entire flight path. 

5. As the ball comes in, don’t get tunnel vision. 

a) Newer umpires often get so focused on the ball that they forget to watch what the batter or catcher does when the ball gets to the plate. 

b) As the plate umpire you also have responsibility for check swings, hit batters, foul balls, foul tips, etc. 

c) You have to watch the ball, but still keep everything else in your vision as well.

6. As the ball gets to the catcher, don’t quit watching it. 

a) Watch what the catcher does after he gets the ball. 

(1) Does he move his glove several inches trying to make it look like a strike? 

(2) Does he “stick” the pitch so you can see where it was? 

(3) Did he have to dive for the pitch, either inside or outside? 

b) All of these things can assist you in determining whether a pitch is a strike or a ball.

7. Pause

a) Once the pitch is over, pause before you make the call. 

(1) One helpful technique is to count to three and then call the pitch. 

(a) That doesn’t mean 3 seconds, just a mental “one, two, three”, then Call It)

b) Pausing before you call the pitch, especially on obvious pitches, provides several benefits. 

(1) Sets your “timing”. 

(a) This is a critical part of plate work. 

(i) If you are too quick to call a pitch, you will be inconsistent throughout the game. 

(b) By pausing before you call it, you also have time to take a quick mental look at the pitch on those that may or may not be a strike. 

(c) If you pause after every pitch, when you need to think about one, no one will know it but you because you have been doing it that way all game.

8. VIDEO – Watch the umpire, NOT the play

9. Calling the Pitch/Other action
a) Once you have decided what the call is going to be (ball, strike, foul, foul tip, etc.) then you are ready to call it. 

b) If the pitch is a ball, the call should be made verbally only from the plate stance position. 

(1) Do not stand up to call a pitch a ball. 

c) All other calls should be made from a standing position. 

(1) If it is a strike, stand up and give a visual signal for a strike. 

(a) If it was a swinging strike, no verbal call is necessary. 

(b) A called strike that was not swung at should also have a verbal call. 

(i) The verbal call should be synchronized with the visual signal.
(2) Third Strike (called)

(a) Reward the pitcher

(b) Third strike call on a “called” strike should be different from strike one and strike two

(c) Develop your own style, BUT

(i) Do NOT turn your head away from the field of play

(ii) There are only two of you out there, and if something happens you need to be able to see it

(d) Start out with the “Bow and Arrow”

(i) On “STRIKE”, arms outstretched in front on your right shoulder, with hand salmost together

(ii) On “THREE” ,pull/snap the RIGHT hand straight back to the shoulder
F. But balls and strikes are NOT the only things for which the plate umpire is responsible. 

1. There are a great many other things that can occur on any given pitch, and the umpire must be alert for every one of them, every time.   Here are some examples:

a) Balks by the pitcher

b) Swing/Check Swing

c) Foul ball/Foul tip

d) Batter hit by a pitch

e) Batter not avoiding pitch

f) Batter ducks to avoid pitch, but ball hits the bat

g) Batter is out of the box when he hits the ball

h) Batter swinging at a pitch and hit by the pitch

i) Did the pitch hit the bat or the batter?

j) Catcher interference

k) Batter interference

l) Squeeze play/Steal of Home

m) Passed ball 

n) Dropped third strike
G. VIDEO – (with sound – plate work/strike calls)
XI. How do keep up with all of this?

A. STAY STILL !!!

B. Keep your FOCUS

C. Don’t MOVE until EVERYTING is OVER !!

1. If you move, you it may be a “blur”.  

2. Staying in your plate stance keeps your head still, and your eyes focused on action at the plate

XII. Clearing the Catcher

A. This is an important mechanic for the plate umpire

B. It is a very specific and deliberate move that allows you to get into position to observe plays and make rulings on various plays, such as

1. Fair/Foul on a bunted ball

2. Catch/No catch on a fly ball in the infield

3. Observe the batter-runner going to first base

C. How to do it

1. Move toward the third base side of the plate in a “half-circle” movement

2. Be sure to swing far enough out so you don’t trip on the catcher’s outstretched foot or run into the catcher if he moves –
a) The catcher may or may not move from his position

b) If he does move, he may go straight over the plate

XIII. Popups behind the plate

A. Clear the catcher’s path

B. Move with the catcher, staying about 10-12 feet away so you can see everything that happens

C. IMPORTANT:  Keep YOUR mask on until the catcher has removed and disposed of his

1. Keeps you from getting hit in the face as he throws it off the back of his head

2. Be aware of the where the mask landed so you don’t trip over it

D. Do NOT try to find the ball – that is the catcher’s job

E. Your focus should be on the catcher’s (or other fielder if the 1st or 3rd basemen are involved) glove

F. Move with the catcher/fielder and let him take you to the play
G. If you are near a fence or the backstop, you may want to glance up just before the catch to see it the ball hits the fence or other obstruction, causing it to be foul

H. VIDEO – (Ump gets Dumped)

XIV. Positioning for Plays at the Plate

A. Working Area at the plate, similar to the area around the mound for the field umpire

B. Pie-shaped wedge defined by the extension 1st and 3rd base foul lines, and the dirt circle around the mound

C. Generally, the plate umpire should be in this area preparatory to the play

1. Not always possible in 2-umpire system

2. There are times when the plate umpire has to make the call from fair territory or from some other place around the plate

D. Exactly where you set up in this area depends on several factors

1. Where the ball is the ball being thrown from

2. Accuracy of the throw

3. Actions of the catcher

4. Actions of the runner

5. Other factors (retired runners, on-deck batters, loose equipment, etc.)

E. Basic guidelines

1. Remove your mask for all plays (if you have time)

a) E.g.: on a “squeeze play”, there is no time to remove the mask

2. Nothing is held in the right hand !!

3. Start at the point-of-the-plate extended and move as necessary to get the best angle to observe the play

4. Adjust as the catcher adjusts

5. Watch the runner’s approach and the catcher’s reaction

6. Watch for catcher blocking the plate without the ball in his possession

7. Watch for malicious contact or interference by the runner

8. Use good timing to make sure the catcher holds onto the ball

F. Primary positions

1. Point-of-the-Plate Extended

a) Edge of the dirt circle straight back from the plate

2. First and Third base extended

a) NOT direct extensions of the foul line, especially third-base extended

b) If you stand ON the extension of the third base foul line, expect a collision between you and the runner

c) The runner, if he doesn’t slide, is going to run over (at full speed) that extension of the third base foul line as he scores

d) First and Third base “extended” is actually a foot or two short of being an exact extension of the foul lines

G. VIDEO of Play at the Plate

1. Bad positioning, catcher drops ball

H. VIDEO of Play at the Plate

1. Good positioning, catcher drops ball, OUT

I. VIDEO – Good position, bad stance and Umps get Dumped by runner

J. VIDEO -  Good position, catcher drops ball, SAFE

XV. Problem Areas

A. Batter crowding the plate

1. If the batter is crowding the plate, 

a) look at his feet

(1) They must be completely in the box (at least 6” from the plate) at the time of the pitch

(a) Don’t get picky, but if his toes are almost on the plate, make him move back

(2) Be very alert for an inside pitch and the possibility of a hit batter

(3) Be alert for the batter getting hit by a pitch that is also a strike, as his hands or elbows may be over the plate and in the strike zone

(a) If that case, it is a dead ball, and a strike – he does NOT go to first base

B. Catcher moves inside and high

1. This is tough because the catcher blocks your view of the plate

2. Move BACK and deeper in the SLOT  (closer to the batter than the plate) and raise your head HIGHER
a) This gives you same angle of view of the plate as your normal stance

b) You may not see the low pitch on the knees, but you will be able to see the pitch

3. Talk to the catcher and tell him what he is doing ..AND that “If you can’t see it, it is a ball…period”

C. Catcher is way outside 

1. The first decision you have to make is do you stay where you are at (with no catcher to protect you) or do you move with catcher?

a) That’s a matter of choice

2. Generally when the catcher does this, he is trying to “buy” an outside pitch as a strike

a) He will “stick” the catch, even though it may be 4-6 inches off the plate

b) Call it what it is, a ball or a strike

3. Another method for dealing with this is after the catcher sets up outside, move to get behind, but take a VERY EXAGGERATED step when doing so…that makes the point to the coach (and fans) that he is WAY outside and any pitch out there is going to be a ball

D. The “that one’s gonna hurt” pitch

1. You can see this one coming when it leaves the pitcher’s hand.

2. You know that he is trying to throw a curve ball, but it didn’t take….and it’s going to hit you smack in the middle of your mask

3. What do you?

a) You STAY SET and don’t move

b) That’s what you have equipment for

c) You have to remain in your plate stance and remain still until the pitch is over…anything less is unacceptable

XVI. Handling the Mask and Indicator

A. Hat

1. 4 stitch is for plate only

2. 6 stitch is a “combo” hat and can be worn for plate or bases

3. We don’t wear the “beanie”, although they are still available from the vendors

B. Mask

1. It takes practice to learn how to take the mask off and put it on correctly

2. Best to practice at home so you can make adjustments to your equipment and technique

3. Standard Mask

a) Removal

(1) Learn to take it off without losing your hat

(2) Here’s a little tip:

(a) Adjust the head straps so that the back strap does NOT go below the rear edge of the cap

(b) When adjusted properly, the back strap will actually be on the cap just above the bottom edge of the cap

(c) This will allow you to remove you mask without “hooking” your cap and pulling it off of your head

b) Putting it on

(1) Use two hands

(a) Hold the mask in your left hand

(b) Use your right hand to pull the straps out, then place it in position

(c) It is usually easiest to put the back strap in place first, then pull the mask into position on your cap

4. Hockey-style mask

a) No cap is worn with this mask

b) Adjust the straps for a comfortable fit

c) Practice removing it and putting it on so you develop a technique that works for you

d) Some use only one hand to put the mask on, while others use both hands

5. The mask is ALWAYS removed with the LEFT hand and is kept in the left hand throughout playing action (not under the arm or on the ground)

a) The right hand is for calling outs

b) For safety reasons, there should be nothing in that hand

C. Indicator

1. Required for the plate umpire, optional for base umpire

a) Primarily to keep track of balls, strikes, and outs

(1) Some have inning counters also

2. Indicator is carried and/or handled in the LEFT hand.

a) If not carried during playing action, keep it in a pocket or ball bag on the left side where it is easily accessible with the LEFT hand

XVII. Tips for Working the Plate

A. Introduce yourself to the catcher

1. It helps to know his name in case you need something – a lot better than “hey you”

B. Take pitches from EACH pitcher at the beginning of the game

1. Don’t do it for one team and not the other – that looks like favoritism

2. Do the same for relief pitchers, if possible

a) Take pitches from each side of the plate

b) A suggested course of action

(1) Take 4 pitches for a right-handed batter, and 2 pitches for a left-handed batter – then step out and tell the catcher he has two more left

C. Work with the catcher during the game

1. Help him to help you

2. If he is coming too far inside and blocking your view, let him know

3. If he asks where a ball was, tell him

4. If you missed a pitch, let him know (quietly)

D. Use the catcher to help you

1. If you have a “problem” pitcher, ask the catcher to go out and talk with him

a) Correct/Stop potential balks

b) Stop “showboating” when he doesn’t like your zone

c) Taking signs from the rubber

d) Etc.

E. Home Runs

1. Give the catcher a ball and tell him to carry it out to the pitcher and settle him down

a) Get the catcher away from the plate so players can’t taunt him, the pitcher, or his team

2. Manage the dirt

a) On a home run, the dirt circle around the plate belongs to the UMPIRE

b) NFHS rules requires that players must remain in the dugout during live ball – a home run is an automatic dead ball, so it is not a violation for them to be out of the dugout!!

c) Keep the players on the grass until all runners have crossed the plate, then get out of their way when the player who hit the “dinker” has scored

F. All pitches are strikes unless they convince you otherwise

G. Call the pitch on the knees, but stay away from the high strike

1. No coach wants you to call the high pitch a strike 

a) He doesn’t want his pitcher throwing up there – too much chance for doubles, triples, and home runs with that pitch

H. Give a little on the inside and outside, but don’t call an unhittable pitch a strike

I. Consistency of your zone throughout the game is crucial

1. Coaches teach their pitchers to adjust to your zone in that game

2. If you are consistent, they can do that

3. If you are not consistent, and your zone is “all over the place”, everyone is going to be frustrated 
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