The Johnston Black Belt Book – VWMSA Softball
Black Belt in this case in an analogy to martial arts.  The program is a very simple way to motivate athletes to improve skills in a simple, fun and rewarding way.  The framework can be adjusted to athletes of any level (and pretty much any sport).  In general, it can promote 

· accomplishment, 

· kids wanting to practice on key skills outside regular practices and games and so encourage parental involvement in athlete development
· healthy competition inside a team

· peer recognition of progress, particularly for weaker players

· more objective evaluation of athletes for rep play

· a perception of coach fairness, for example if a child or parent why a child is not being selected to play first base, it provides a rationale, and a way for an athlete to know what they have to do to play that desired position (if you can set it at a belt level rather than based on the best ranks on the team)

· recognition by athletes that everyone has different skill sets, and may be talented at one thing, and not so talented on others, and that practice is how these differences can be somewhat overcome

· coach recognition of critical skills

· coach focus on appropriate skills development and actual outcomes

How it Works

1) in a book or binder, you will create a master page, plus a page for each team member.

a. on the master page will be three sets of coloured boxes (marker or pencil crayon), each set from white up through black, from top to bottom (anywhere from 6-10 levels) .  Choices of colours can be based on the standard martial arts list, but might be modified by your badging.  If your badges are electrical tape, then you can get that in a bunch of colours; hair bands might be available in a different but overlapping range.  For softball, the box sets will be labeled “Hitting” “Throwing” and “Catching”

b. write progressive skills next to the individual boxes (Belts), e.g., “catch five consecutive balls thrown by coach at 8m”.  Generally white and yellow Belt in each category should be set to be very easy for level of athlete, so virtually everyone on the team will get them on their first or second try.  Usually you will describe the first few levels at season start, adding as the need arises, at least one ahead of your most progressed athlete so it can be a challenge through the season.  Accomplishments may be game activities (“Hit ball outside infield in a game” or “successfully reach 1st base base on a bunt in a game”).  With athletes under 8, different goal sets for different ages may be a good idea, as the capabilities of a 6 year old are very different from a 7 year old.

c. Each athlete page has the three sets of labeled boxes, but blank (no colour).

2) Belts may be earned by testing or in games. Testing for non-game Belts may be done before or after practice/game only, and only one attempt per day. 
3) The book should be available on the bench for kids to look at whenever they want. 

4) Where there are multiple teams in the same level (for example, one house division) ideally the colours and activities can be the same for all teams.  Division coordinators are encouraged to facilitate this.
5) Recognition comes in the book for the team and parents to see, but can also be:

a. a recognition event partway through the season by an VMWSA official

b. in year end certificates or events
6) Recognition can take many forms: Hairbands of the appropriate colour, or beads on a hairband for example, or helmet badges (the VWMSA has a supply of 8 colours of electrical tape, suitable for batting helmets, so Belts in each of the three disciplines could be recognized with three small squares of tape).  Gary Kingman has a rule on his teams that players may not put anything on their helmets that he doesn’t give them.  Tape could also be applied to year end certificates or trophies.
