
BASEBALL PLATE UMPIRE MECHANICS 
 
Without a state meeting or our traditional local meeting series this season, never mind all the youth and spring league high school games to shake off 
the rust, we have to rely on printed and online materials and video to prepare for what we still hope is a full 2020 summer high school season.  The first 
material to present is about mechanics specific to the plate umpire.  Much of what you’ll see in this review is from the latest “Baseball Mechanics 
Illustrated” from “Referee” magazine.  It is difficult to show much of this in print or on a screen and not review in-person, but we will do our best to 
provide this information in a way that still makes sense for all levels of umpires. 
 

CALLING BALLS AND STRIKES 
The below graphics illustrate the four primary stances to use when calling balls and strikes behind the catcher: the box, the scissors, the knee, and 
hands-on-knees. 
 
Newer umpires often ask: Which stance should I use?  There’s no right or wrong answer to this question; it is very much an individual decision.  Much 
depends on comfort, feel, and the ability to see the pitch all the way from the pitcher’s hand into the catcher’s mitt.  When choosing which stances 
works the best for you, keep in mind the normal movements of a catcher, and how those can impact your ability to see the pitch all the way into the mitt. 
 
BOX AND SCISSORS 

 

THE SLOT 
 
No matter what stance you use, it is critical to position 
yourself in “the slot”, or between the catcher’s head and 
the batter, positioned so that your chin is on or slightly 
above the level of the top of the catcher’s head. 
 
This is critical for two reasons: 1. It is the most effective 
area to view pitches from, and 2. It puts you at the least 
risk of a foul tip coming directly from the bat to your 
head/mask.  In an effort to reduce concussions and 
head trauma, it is vital to maintain your viewpoint in the 
slot, versus straying above the catcher’s head, or to the 
outside of the plate. 



THE KNEE & HANDS-ON-KNEES 

 
 
  

PROTECTING YOURSELF BEHIND THE PLATE 
 
Regardless of stance, putting yourself in a position to 
minimize the risk of foul tips and wild pitches is 
essential to reducing both the number and the severity 
of injuries. 
 
Putting your hands and wrists behind your knees, using 
a throat guard (regardless of style of mask), and having 
equipment adequate to the level of baseball you are 
working, can all help reduce the risk of sustaining 
injuries behind the plate. 
 
 
 



GENERAL PLATE MECHANICS AND POSITIONING 

 
  
  

DROPPED THIRD STRIKES 
 
On a dropped third strike, the 
most common signal is to 
point at the ground to signal 
that the ball was dropped, and 
then give the safe signal. This 
makes it easy for the base 
umpire to notice that the 
batter/runner has the 
opportunity to gain first base 
using the white bag. If the 
batter/runner gives himself up 
and enters the vicinity of the 
dugout, then give the out 
signal. 
 
If you see the catcher cleanly 
catch a third strike, then give 
your signal as indicated to the 
left. 
 
When in doubt, base umpires 
can be of great assistance. If 
the base umpire has 
information that it was a 
dropped third strike, put one 
arm and hand down, with the 
palm parallel to the ground. If 
it was caught, put one arm 
down with a fist. This is helpful 
for a plate umpire whose 
vision may be blocked. 



 

 
 

 

  

TIMING 
 
Perhaps the most important 
part of calling balls and 
strikes is timing.  Call a pitch 
too quickly, and you can be 
accused of predetermining 
your call.  Take too much time, 
and you’re indecisive. 
 
Before you make your call, 
make sure you see the ball all 
the way into the catcher’s 
mitt, not just when it crosses 
the plate.  This will naturally 
slow your timing down to 
prevent calling a pitch too 
quickly.  Come up out of your 
stance if a strike, and give 
your signal (hammer or point). 
 
Make sure to maintain the 
same timing from pitch to 
pitch throughout the game.  
This will provide both you, the 
teams, and the fans a natural 
rhythm to your calls.  It also 
allows you the opportunity to 
take an extra half-second if 
you have doubt on a pitch 
before making a call. 



PLAYS AT THE PLATE 

 
 

 

OTHER TIDBITS 
 
Notice that the umpire’s 
distance to the play in each of 
the PlayPics is not to scale.  An 
umpire should not be on top of 
a play, but about 8-10 feet 
behind the play in order to 
properly see the ball being 
thrown to the catcher, the 
catch, tag, and/or touch of the 
plate. 
 
On a play coming in from left 
field, move behind the plate in 
line with the left field foul line 
extended. 
 
On a play coming in from right 
field, move behind the plate in 
line with the right field foul 
line extended. 
 
Move with the play, and adjust 
as the play dictates. 


