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The game of softball continues to 
be played around the world.  As 
the season ends in some regions 
it is just beginning or is well 

underway in others.  Where the game is being 
played umpires are out on the field calling 
balls and strikes, fair and foul, and safe and 
out.  In those areas where the season is just 
about to begin, umpires are attending clinics 
to be brought up to date on new rules and 
mechanics.  In those regions where the season 
has just finished, plans are already underway 
to provide clinics for umpires and to recruit 
new umpires.

The ISF umpiring program is making every effort to get 
as much information on new rules, mechanics, and 
rule interpretations to member Federations and their 
umpires.  One of the newest information and reference 
delivery programs is starting to really take off.  The ISF 
UmpSchool can be accessed from a number of links on 
the ISF website.  The link appears as an ad in the right-
hand column on every webpage under the Umpiring 
section.  (Just single-click on that graphic!)

The ISF UmpSchool provides access to the rules, the 
Umpire Manual, the Case Book, the 1-, 2-, 3-, and 4- 
umpire systems, Technical Bulletins, Rule interpretations, 
Point of Emphasis, and Policies.  The website is updated 
on a regular basis so please take the time to review 
these important information documents.  A notice will be 
posted on the UmpSchool website when a document 
has been updated.

The ISF UmpSchool also allows you the opportunity 
to test yourself on rule knowledge.  You can go into 
the rule-testing portion of ISF UmpSchool and it will 
randomly select questions for you to answer.  You can 
select the number of questions you wish to answer and 
after answering the questions you will get immediate 
feedback on your answers.  This is an ideal way for you 
to prepare for the upcoming season.

We recommend that any umpire who is planning to 
attend a world championship or ISF certification seminar 
join the ISF UmpSchool as one tool to use in getting 
prepared for either the championship or the seminar.

Speaking of seminars, the ISF is hosting one in Haarlem, 
Netherlands, from August 12-18th.  There is also the 

possibility of hosting a seminar in Puerto Rico in 
June.  In 2011 interest in hosting a certification 
seminar has been expressed by both Softball 
Australia and Softball Canada.

As part of our efforts to enhance our education 
program, we are currently working on an 
Instructor-Evaluator Clinic that we would offer to 
federations who are looking to train clinicians and 
evaluators for their umpire program.  We are not 
looking to re-invent the wheel here and will borrow 
best practices from member federations in the 
design and delivery of this clinic.  In addition, work 
has begun to breakdown our Umpire Manual, 

mechanic, and umpire systems into appropriate training 
modules that can be adopted by member federations to 
train new, intermediate, and advanced umpires.

One of the responsibilities of the ISF umpiring program is 
to certify elite umpires from the federation for selection 
to ISF world cup and world championships.  The ISF also 
recognizes the importance and obligation on the umpiring 
program to provide educational materials and training for 
member federations who do not have a formalized umpire 
training program.  It is amazing how willing and generous 
member federations who have formal programs are when 
it comes to sharing and providing information, materials, 
and individuals to allow us to begin to create an umpiring 
training resource for our member federation umpires.

I attended an umpire convention called Blue Convention 
in Regina, Saskatchewan (Canada) in April of this year.  
While the majority of umpires were from Canada, there 
were umpires in attendance from the (ASA and NCAA of) 
United States of America, South Korea, and New Zealand.  
The sharing of ideas, opinions, and stories of softball was 
delightful to see and hear.  Many thanks to Brian Van Os 
and the host committee and a special group of Canadian 
umpires for their hospitality and generosity.  These umpires 
went out of their way to make their international guests feel 
welcomed and accepted.

In one conversation we soon discovered that the pitching 
regulation is always an interesting and sometimes hot topic.  
It appears that the various pitching regulations being 
followed are becoming more similar.  More about this in a 
future article.

Enjoy yourself, no matter what stage of the season 
you are in. 9



In my recent travels I have been 
fortunate to observe a number of 
so�ball tournaments and discuss a 

number of so�ball issues with many people.  
There were some umpire traits that I no�ced 
were happening consistently.

Working the plate:

Strike Zone – there is an old adage or saying, 
especially with respect to elite fast pitch, 
narrow the zone from top to bo�om and 
widen it out, especially when the ball is belt 
high.  I think we have taken this too far.  The 
strike zones that I was observing were fine with respect 
to height but were far too wide.  We are now calling 
‘strike’ on pitches that are two or three ball widths off 
the plate on the outside.  Strikes should only be called if 
a por�on of the ball is over the black outline of the plate.  
If you change your plate posi�on and mental concept of 
a strike, your strike zone will become more consistent 
and appropriate.

Top of the strike zone – Umpires take the same posi�on 
regardless of the height of the ba�er.  Umpires need 
to adjust the level of their eyes so that the eyes are at 
the top of the strike zone and they are looking down 
through the strike zone.  Strike calling will get be�er 
and more consistent if you adjust your set posi�on to 
have your eyes at the top of the strike zone.  You have to 
constantly be checking this or you will slip into the habit 
of se�ng at the same height every �me.

Working the Slot – For the most part, umpires I observed 
are too far behind the catcher.  I feel this is one of 
the reasons why our strike zone has go�en too wide.  
Umpires need to be more out and up into the slot to 
see the en�re plate and be�er judge the strike zone.  
Use the heel to toe stance, with the foot behind the 
catcher located behind the catcher’s foot that is closest 
to the ba�er.  You can best align your body by having 
the center of your body (use your belt buckle if worn 
properly to determine this) with the middle of the side 

of home plate closest to the pitcher.  Set your 
eyes at the top of the strike zone and you are 
set to establish a good strike zone.  Use the 
same set-up on both sides of the plate.  To 
be consistent in doing this, step behind the 
catcher first then step up into the slot using 
the heel and toe stance.

Game Control – I was really pleased to see 
umpires working with coaches and players.  
It is important to develop a rapport with 
players and coaches.  Everyone has a role to 
play in the game and the more we recognize 
each other’s roles and treat each other with 

respect, the more enjoyable the experience will be.   The 
game is the sum of the parts and no part is more important 
than any other.

There has been lots of discussion about the new ISF 
pitching rule.  I will write more about it the next �me but 
in the mean�me remember, the rule is wri�en to allow 
pitchers to pitch.  Leaping is allowed and when pitchers 
land there will be a secondary twist and push.  This is part 
of the permi�ed pitching style.  Umpires should not be 
analyzing the leaping pitching style.  If there is an obvious 
second push off, it will be very no�ceable.  A twist and 
follow through should not be considered illegal.  The same 
applies to the arm movement.  We want to see a smooth 
and con�nuous movement prior to and at the �me of 
release.  Arm movement and the �me of hand separa�on 
are indicators but it is the obvious second push off that 
is the viola�on.  Landing, twis�ng with a follow through 
having a slight push is not illegal.  Remember the rule is 
wri�en to allow the pitchers to pitch and as umpires we 
should not be looking to find illegal pitches, we should only 
call them if we see them and have no doubt.

Observa�ons on base mechanics in the next issue.

Hope you had, are having, or will have a great season.
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Working the Bases:

Ready Position – Umpires are bending too much at the 

waist.  When taking the ready position, we should hold our 

body like a fielder; have a slight flex at our knees and shift 

our weight to the balls of our feet.  By shifting the weight to 

the balls of our feet we are able to react and move more 

quickly.

Tracking – Base umpires are forgetting to track the ball as it 

is being thrown from one fielder to another for a play.  

Much the same as plate umpires track the pitch from the 

pitcher's hand through the strike zone, base umpires 

should be tracking the ball from the fielder's hand to the 

other defensive player.  Once we set, we should allow the 

ball to turn our head into the play.  I have noticed umpires 

turning their back to the ball when moving between their 

primary and secondary positions, then turning and trying 

to pick up the ball again.  In some cases it was too late 

and the umpire found him or herself in the path of the 

throw.  Always know where the ball is and only take your 

eye off it for a fraction of a second at a time.  Practice 

moving laterally.

Angles and Distances - The starting position of umpires with 

runners on is too deep.  We should move closer, say, to a 

position four meters (15 feet) from the bag.  On a force 
st

play at 1  base and a throw from the infield, we need only 

come one or two steps into fair territory, i.e., 1.5 meters 

(four feet).  At other bases, on a force play, take a 90-

degree angle to the throw.  On tag plays, take a 90-

degree angle to the runner's path.  Be prepared to adjust 

In my last Behind the Plate, I talked about 

some things I observed plate umpires doing 

or not doing over the previous 12 months.  

In this article I would like to share some 

random observations I made of umpires 

who were working the bases.

Overall I was impressed by the level of 

officiating I observed in 2010.  Umpires are 

a dedicated lot who take great delight in 

discussing rule interpretations, mechanics, 

and, in general, the game of softball.  It is 

easy to see that umpires are steadily 

improving on their rule knowledge and 

mechanics.  I did, however, notice some 

habits that I think umpires need to 

overcome.

based on the four elements you need to have 

in front of you: ball, base, defensive player, 

and offensive player.  If a ball is thrown wide 

of the defensive player, move to get a 

position where you can see if a tag is 

applied.  When moving with a runner always 

move parallel to the path that the runner is 

taking to the next base.

Primary and secondary positioning – I 

noticed that many umpires are now correctly 

allowing the location of the ball and players 

decide where their primary position for a call 

will be, however umpires also need to think 

about that next play or call, often referred to 

as the secondary position.  Umpires should 

know where they are going next.  If a runner 
st nd

advances from 1  to 2  base, our primary 
nd st

position should be the edge of 2  base closest to 1  base.  
nd

Once the runner reaches 2  base then umpires need to 

change position to the other side of the base, the side 

closest to third base, as this now becomes the leading or 

play edge

Leading or play edge – When we talk about the leading or 

play edge of a base, we are referring to the side of the base 

to which the runner is heading.  This is normally where the 

action is going to occur on a tag play or force play.  Umpires 

should be looking into the leading or play edge whenever 

possible on a tag play.  Again, you must always be aware of 

the location of the ball, the base, and the defensive and 

offensive player.  Let the four elements be the final 

determining factor of where you should be to see a play.

Inside out theory – Instructors have always preached the 

proper position for an umpire when the ball in outfield is for 

the umpire to be 3.5-4.5 meters (12-15 feet) inside the base 

line and when the ball is in the infield the umpire should be 

3.4-4.5 meters (12-15) on the outfield side of the base path.  

This is an excellent guideline but we know there are times 

when the location of the ball/runners/fielders may dictate 

that we stay out when the ball is out.  Always let the play and 

the next possible play dictate where the best position is for 

you.

Next Time:  Improving Judgement and Working the 4-

umpire system

Best wishes for a healthy and happy 2011
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It is often said that you cannot teach 

judgement.  I disagree.  There are many 

things we can do to improve our judgement.  

The major element in judgement is proper 

positioning.  If you do not see the play 

properly it is difficult to make the right 

judgement.  Like any decision you make, the 

more facts you have, the better decision you 

will make.

Working the plate requires that you see the 

entire strike zone.  We teach the staggered 

stance using heel to toe with good plate 

alignment (center of the body aligned slightly 

off-center of the front edge of home plate).  

This will assist with judging inside and outside 

pitches.  Proper eye height at the top of the 

strike zone so you are looking down through 

the zone will provide the best look at the top and bottom of 

the strike zone.

Working the bases requires that you keep the four elements in 

front of you, the ball, the base or play, the defensive player, 

and the offensive player.  We recommend that you get to a 

point that is 90 degrees to the throw on a force play and 90 

degrees to the path of the runner on a force play.  Proper 

distances on a force play or a tag play are also important.

So how do we improve judgment?  First, we have to get to the 

best position possible to see the play.  We do not take a 

position to see a play because that is the spot on a diagram 

contained in an umpire manual.  Such diagrams are only a 

reference point that helps guide us to getting to the right 

position.   We must always let the play dictate the best 

position to be in.   The ball, the players, and the location of 

where the play will take place will tell us where to be, not a 

diagram.

Once we get in the proper position, whether at the plate or on 

the bases, it is our knowledge and experience that takes over 

and renders our judgement on the facts as we see them.  To 

improve our judgement, we then must improve our 

knowledge and gain more experience.  Rule knowledge is 

one area that should be easy to improve. Studying the rules 

to gain an understanding of the spirit and intent of the rules 

takes effort.  It is more than understanding the words, it is 

digging deeper to understand why the rule exists and why it 

was written the way it was.  Knowing how to interpret what you 

see as it relates to the rules is part of the judgement you need 

to use when making a call.

Malcolm Gladwell in his book “Blink” talks of the 

ability of art experts to make a snap decision on 

whether a painting is a forgery or not.  They 

follow their instincts.  What takes them just a 

matter of seconds would take a non-expert 

months to figure out after tests and sifting 

through the facts.  This instinct is the brain sifting 

through the fact, eliminating what is not relevant 

and isolating only the most important of facts.  

He says that these experts have developed their 

instincts only after years and years of study and 

practice.  He is often quoted as saying, “It takes 

10,000 hours of practice to become an expert.”  

So if you want to improve your judgement, 

practice, practice, practice and rely on your 

instincts.  Let your expertise take over.  If your 

instincts are telling you it is a strike, then it 

probably is.  If your expertise says it is an out, it 

probably is.

Remember, however, good practice is what counts.  In order 

for you to know that those 10,000 hours of practice are taking 

you in the right direction, you need help.   We can validate our 

practice with observation and feedback.  Watch others work, 

see what their strike zone is, see how they handle close plays, 

see how they deal with a tag play or a  force play.  Watch for 

feedback on your own use of judgement – do catchers or 

batters look back at you on your strike calls?  Are pitchers always 

giving you a look?  Do players overreact on safe or out calls?  

While some of this could be just emotions, it can also be a sign 

that you are not calling the game the way the players expect it 

to be called.  Ask your fellow umpires for feedback on your 

judgement.  Find a mentor.

Judgement is an individual thing; however, we can borrow 

from others as we develop our own judgement skills.  No one is 

perfect, but we can all work on trying to get there.

10The participants in and instructors from an ISF umpire 

certification seminar held in February in Queensland, 

Australia. (Photo by Wies Fajzullin)
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