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Midway through the baseball season, 
Zach, an 8th grade pitcher, began 
to notice some pain on the inside of 
his elbow.  Initially, he didn’t think 
much about it. He reasoned that he 
had been the team’s number one 
pitcher through the spring, summer, 
and fall seasons; some pain in the 
elbow was to be expected.  However, 
his symptoms quickly worsened, and 
it became difficult to write and to lift 
anything with that arm.  He got an 
appointment with Dr Kathleen O’Brien, 
at the Center for Sports Medicine at 
Nemours/Alfred I. duPont Hospital for 
Children.    Tests and x-rays revealed 
no tear in the ligament, but did show 
inflamed tendons due to overuse.  If 
the ligament had been torn, Zach 
would have been referred to Dr. 
Atanda, the surgical specialist at the 
Center for Sports Medicine for overuse 
injuries.  Fortunately, this wasn’t the 
case.  Dr. O’Brien prescribed rest 
and requested that Zach stop playing 
for the rest of the season.   Then, he 
started physical therapy.

Zach is not the only young athlete 
with this story.  Elbow pain in a young 
thrower is quite common, but should 
never be accepted as “normal”.  Pain 
is a sign of progressive inflammation 
due to repeated irritation to the 
muscles, tendons and/or ligaments 
that cross over on the inside of the 
elbow.   These injuries are rarely 
the result of a single incident, but 
rather progress slowly over time and 
are classified as “overuse injuries.”   
Overuse leads to repeated irritation 
and is linked to a combination of 
improper mechanics, insufficient 

strength and flexibility and exorbitant 
volume. 
In order to restrict the volume of 
pitches, there has been increasing talk 
about “pitch counts” for players that 
limit the number of pitches allowed 
in a single game.   Little League has 
established guidelines to address 
pitch counts.  Unfortunately, the most 
recognized measure, the number of 
pitches thrown in a year, is also one 
of the most difficult to track.  Many 
players now participate in multiple 
leagues and teams throughout the 
year, so it is increasingly difficult to 
accurately capture this data.

Although elbow is the most common 
location for pain in the young thrower, 
it is not the area that needs to be 
addressed from the standpoint of 
strength & flexibility.  A young thrower 
with elbow pain is often compensating 
for weakness and tightness through 
the shoulders, core and hips.  In 
this situation, where a young pitcher 
is trying to throw the ball as hard 
and fast as possible, they often rely 
on “sloppy” mechanics that quickly 
overstress the ligaments and tendons 
that attach around the elbow.

Successful injury prevention and 
rehabilitation programs must 
emphasize the importance of 
improving the stability and power 
throughout the shoulder, hips and 
core.  Using this approach, the elbow 
is no longer subjected to excessive 
stress.  With the assistance of a 
pitching or baseball coach, a player 
can then gradually resume throwing, 
while continuing to concentrate on the 
core strength & flexibility.   

Fortunately for Zach, his parents 
recognized his symptoms early 
because Nick, Zach’s older brother, 

experienced nearly the same symptoms 
the previous year.   For Zach, Nick, 
and their parents, knowledge and 
preparation are the keys for a successful 
and healthy upcoming baseball season.  
The brothers have spent this winter 
getting ready for the upcoming season 
by performing a series of stretches and 
strength exercises that they learned 
from the athletic trainers and physical 
therapists at the Center for Sports 
Medicine.  They have also used a 
“Return to Throw” program to gradually 
increase their throwing and pitching 
prior to the first practices.  The brothers, 
now voluntarily limit the number of 
pitches, they throw each year.  They also 
take a 3 month throwing hiatus every 
year.  With this knowledge and smart 
preparation, the boys will enter their 
freshman and senior seasons with more 
confidence, and maybe even a better 
fastball.

Zach & Nick, still in the 
game.
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