2009-10 Wheaton Academy Softball Preview

After winning eight more games last season than it did in 2008, the Wheaton Academy softball program will look to take another big step toward respectability in 2010. Under the direction of second-year head coach Todd Starowitz, the Warriors will be making the move from the Private School League to the Suburban Christian Conference this spring. While the SCC will provide Wheaton Academy with a number of new challenges, Starowitz, who will be joined on his staff by assistant Rachael Burick, is energized by the development of the WA softball program.

“While we have a long way to go, I also don’t want to forget how far this program has come in one year,” said Starowitz. “At our first practice last spring we had eight girls in the entire school who were interested in playing softball. There were only 10 girls at the first game, two of whom had never played softball in an organized game. There were games last year where we were simply overmatched but we improved throughout the year and pulled off several big wins. I expect our program to take a big step forward in 2010. It may not necessarily equate to more wins because of a big leap forward in terms of quality of opponents, but we’ll be a much more competitive softball team.”

Wheaton Academy’s growth in 2009 included a visit to the championship game of the IHSA 3A Montini Regional, the school’s first visit to a regional title game since the 2004 season. While the Warriors lost to the host school, WA did earn regular-season victories over two teams that reached sectional title games last spring. The 12 wins credited to Starowitz marked only the second time since the program began play during the 1981 season that a WA head softball coach had earned more than 10 victories in his or her first season.
“I think the most important thing that happened last year was that we began to change the culture of the program,” said Starowitz. “In many ways the softball program at Wheaton Academy was similar to an intramural program. The girls were tired of being embarrassed and committed themselves to improving. When all you have to do is look across the parking lot and look at a girl’s soccer team that won a state championship last season, it raises our expectations that we can win championships at Wheaton Academy. One thing that could go unnoticed but shouldn’t is the new Heritage Fieldhouse. The ability to practice inside will provide a tremendous benefit for our program.”

A Challenging Schedule Awaits the Warriors

Likely the most challenging schedule in the history of the softball program awaits the Warriors this spring. With the move to the Suburban Christian Conference, as well as a tougher non-conference schedule, it may be difficult for the Warriors to improve on their win total of last season. Starowitz, however, sees the move to the league as an opportunity to improve and compete.
“We are very excited about the challenge of moving from the PSL to the SCC this spring,” said Starowitz. “It is going to be a highly competitive league for all of the sports teams at Wheaton Academy. We look forward to the test of having to quickly improve our softball program’s quality of play to effectively compete with schools in the SCC. It is an entirely new level of softball. With that said, we’re better equipped to handle this move than we would have been last season. We have better players who have more experience. I think the best thing about the new league is that there were several teams in the PSL who were essentially non-competitive. It just didn’t help us to play those teams. Now, we just have to do everything we can to be certain that we aren’t a non-competitive team in our new league.”

The format of the SCC should help the WA program during its transitional phase. Split into two divisions that were put together based on the projected competitiveness of the programs, each team will play teams within its own division twice, while crossing over to play the teams in the opposite division once.

“I really like the format of the SCC,” said Starowitz. “It should provide us the opportunity to play some games against teams that should be similar in terms of competitiveness, while also playing against the type of teams that we’ll need to compete against to compete for a regional and sectional championship. On paper, Wheaton St. Francis and Montini look to be the class of the entire league, while Immaculate Conception, a well-coached team that inherited several really good players from Driscoll, would be my odds-on favorite to win the lower division. I think St. Francis may very well be one of the best teams in the entire state in 3A.”

The non-conference schedule will include games against suburban power West Chicago and DePaul-bound pitcher Mary Connolly, a spring trip to Indiana to play a doubleheader against Heritage Christian in Indianapolis, a tilt against preseason state-ranked Lisle, as well as games against Plano, state-ranked Newark, East Aurora, Fenton, Paw-Paw, Timothy Christian, Lake Forest Academy, IMSA, Somonauk, and Hampshire. 
“I really like our schedule because we are going to be challenged,” said Starowitz. “At the same time, when I look at the schedule we should be able to compete with most of the teams on our schedule. Are we good enough to line up and go toe-to-toe with teams like West Chicago, St. Francis, and Montini? No, probably not, but those games will show us just how far we have to go to get to where we want to go. Yet, we also don’t have any games this year where we can just show up and automatically win. We had a few of those in the PSL last year and, while it added to the win total, those games didn’t help us get any better as a program.”

Pitching Staff Features Experience and Youth


One of the things that has Starowitz excited about his team’s prospects for the 2010 campaign is the return of junior Paige Huizenga and sophomore lefthander Kim Olson. Huizenga has been a two-year starter for the Warriors and has become a solid contributor in the circle. Olson saw extensive time in the circle as a freshman in 2009 and will be looked upon to continue her growth this spring. 

An all-Public School League selection last season, Huizenga is a control pitcher with a variety of pitches. The move of the pitching plate distance from 40- to 43-feet should actually serve as an advantage for the right hander because of the movement she displays on her pitches. She finished last season with a 7-7 record and a 3.19 earned run average. She allowed 98 hits and only 12 walks, while striking out 82, in 79.0 innings pitched.

Olson displayed the ability to be overpowering at times in 2009 and has spent the offseason recovering from a broken leg and developing her off-speed pitches. She has opened spring practice rehabilitating a significant wrist sprain that will force her to miss the first few weeks of practice. In 2009, Olson finished with a 4-10 overall record, while also recording one save. In 87.1 innings pitched she allowed 80 hits, while walking 37 and striking out 101. She threw the first no-hitter of her career when she didn’t allow a hit or a walk in a 6-0 win over Luther North. In her first career varsity appearance, she allowed no hits and two walks, while striking out 10, in 4.0 innings of work in a 7-0 victory over East Aurora.

Starowitz on the WA Pitching Staff

“I’m looking forward to watching the development of our pitching staff. Both Paige and Kim will see extensive time on the mound. I wouldn’t be surprised to see both of them pitch in most of our games. They are two very different pitchers. Paige is right handed and throws mostly off-speed pitches and mixes things up really well. She has outstanding control. Kim is left handed and is a power pitcher. We’ll likely use both in an attempt to keep teams off balance. 
I think the move from 40- to 43-feet will actually really help Paige. She had some of her best success pitching from that distance last summer because she has really good movement on a variety of pitches. I think Paige is also learning how to pitch. She carries herself with more confidence and has displayed the ability to work herself out of jams. Kim, like Paige, is very competitive. She’s nearly 5-10 and is physically imposing. When she’s throwing hard with movement she can be very difficult to hit. She’s only scratching the surface. She’s been hampered by a variety of injuries this offseason and early in practice and it is a concern.”
WA Infield Could Feature Four Sophomores
The Wheaton Academy infield could feature as many as four sophomores and senior catcher Olivia Tilly in the starting lineup in 2010. Tilly, who chose not to play as a junior last season, earned all-PSL honors as a sophomore in 2008, and as a freshman in 2007, and will be expected to be one of the top catchers in the SCC in 2010. She is a well-rounded catcher who has extensive travel playing experience with the Elgin Heat. She hit over .500 with 18 RBI as a freshman. 

Joining Tilly in the infield will be sophomores Bitsy Weaver, Caitlin Koehler, and Bekah Heubner. Senior Alison Koch, along with Huizenga and Olson when not pitching, will compete for playing time at third base. Senior Julia Kolanowski could see action at shortstop when she is not playing centerfield.

Weaver, who earned all-PSL honors as a freshman, is expected to be an anchor at first base for the Warriors. In 2009, she led the Warriors in batting average (.429), slugging percentage (.584), and on-base percentage (.511). She is currently tied for eighth in the IHSA record book for most consecutive plate appearances with a hit with 10 (one hit in final at-bat at Newark, 3-for-3 vs. Kaneland, 2-for-2 vs. West Chicago, and 4-for-4 in the first game of a doubleheader vs. Aurora Christian). She recorded 22 hits in the first 39 at-bats of her high school career and was 17-for-24 during a stretch of eight games from April 15-April 25.

Koehler played extensively at second base as a freshman in 2009 and became a very solid defensive player as the season progressed. She has a quick first step and natural instincts. Her throwing has also improved during the offseason. Offensively, Koehler expects to turn around and hit from the left side of the plate this spring. Koehler hit .180 as a freshman with 11 hits in 61 official at-bats. She also recorded 11 walks, a sacrifice hit, and a stolen base.

One of the keys to the ultimate success of the Wheaton Academy softball team in 2010 will be the probable move of sophomore Bekah Heubner to shortstop. Heubner, who joined the team several weeks into her freshman season, played exclusively as an outfielder in 2009 but has the intelligence, athletic ability, and throwing arm to make a successful transition to the middle infield. Heubner hit .296 on the season with one double and eight RBI. She finished the season recording 10 hits in her final 13 at-bats, including a bases-loaded double off of second-team all-state pitcher Jocelyn Oppenhuis (Illiana Christian; IUPUI).

Senior Alison Koch started nearly every game for the Warriors at third base last season and will again be expected to compete for a starting role. Koch has good power to all fields. She finished the 2009 campaign ranked tied for second on the team with 13 RBI. 

Junior Jenna Clancy and Zerbrina Valdespino, along with freshmen Kelsey Ridderhoff and Adrienne Washington, should also compete for playing time as well. 

Starowitz on the WA Infield
“I am really excited about the potential of our infield. While we at times may start four freshmen on the infield, Olivia Tilly will provide us with a great anchor behind home plate. She is by far our most experienced player and is very talented. I’ll be very surprised if she isn’t one of the best catchers in the SCC, if not the entire western suburbs. I think she’s that good. She has a live bat, does an excellent job handling pitchers, and can really throw the ball. She’s also extremely bright and a leader. She’ll make us better. I expect freshman Adrienne Washington to see time behind the plate as well. She’s going to be an important part of this program moving forward and it will be nice for her to have the opportunity to learn from Olivia this spring.

Bitsy Weaver had a tremendous freshman season. I was actually a little bit concerned because things came so easily to her early last season that I wasn’t quite sure how she’d react when she finally hit a bit of a slump. She wasn’t at all fazed. Bitsy’s such a mechanically sound hitter. She’s been well coached as a youngster and I think she’ll become a hitter who is a multiple-threat from the left side of the plate. She’s also a very good defensive first baseman. Bitsy can be as good as she wants to become.

Caitlin Koehler is someone who probably could have benefitted from playing on a frosh./soph. team last season but she just kept getting better and better. Physically she wasn’t quite ready to compete last year but she’s so smart that her ability to understand the game made up for any physical limitations that came with being a freshman. Caitlin runs well and spent a lot of time in the offseason working on hitting from the left side. It will be interesting to see how well she makes that transition. 

The key to the success of our team in 2010 may very well depend on who emerges at shortstop. Bekah Heubner will likely be given the first opportunity. She’s a special athlete who just hasn’t played much softball. She’s fast, she’s fearless, and she’s tough. That gives her a chance. It’s really going to be interesting. Regardless of her defensive transition, Bekah has a chance to be a great hitter. She’s still really raw but she had such great success late last season against some really good pitching that I think she’ll pick up where she left off as a freshman last spring. 

Junior Zerbrina Valdespino will also challenge for playing time in the middle infield. Zerbrina didn’t play last year but had a solid freshman season on the junior varsity. She is just really steady defensively and has some good offensive skills. I’m really excited about her progress this spring.

Third base will be an interesting battle. Kim Olson, who is really a natural first baseman, will likely see playing time at third base when she’s not pitching. Paige Huizenga could also see time at third or shortstop when she isn’t in the circle. Alison Koch had a solid season as a junior last season and was one of our most improved players during the offseason. I think Jenna Clancy could emerge at third as well. It should be interesting.

Two Seniors Anchor the Outfield
Julia Kolanowski and Ashley Pivaronas, two seniors who have seen extensive varsity playing time during their respective careers, will look to anchor the WA outfield. Both run well and have above-average throwing arms. Kolanowski is a contact hitter, while Pivaronas has displayed very good power.

Kolanowski started every game as a junior in 2009 and saw time in centerfield, at both middle infield positions, and even limited time in the circle. She hit .244 with 12 runs batted in, 12 walks, and four doubles. She only struck out eight times in 92 total plate appearances (78 official at-bats).

Pivaronas was a mainstay in leftfield for the Warriors last spring. She struggled offensively at times early last season but recorded nine hits in her last 23 at-bats of 2009. She finished tied for second on the team in RBI with 13. In 69 official at-bats she recorded 13 hits, including three doubles and a home run. She also walked eight times and tied for the team lead in stolen bases with seven. 

Washington, Ridderhoff, and Clancy could also compete for playing time in the outfield, along with juniors Jessi Tantillo and Hannah Daflucas, both of whom did not play last season.

Starowitz on the WA Outfield
“Two of our best team leaders are in the outfield with Julia Kolanowski and Ashley Pivaronas. Both are very intelligent in the classroom and on the field. The other girls also gravitate to them for leadership. Julia’s enjoyment for the game has really grown and she spent a lot of time playing over the summer. She’s a really good contact hitter who runs well. I think she’s poised for a great senior season. Ashley has big-time power. She’s really worked on her hitting mechanics in the offseason and she’s someone who has the potential to hit the ball out of the park every time she’s at the plate. She’s very strong and is also on of our fastest runner in terms of 60-foot times. She can also throw the ball very well. I wish I would have had the opportunity to coach Julia and Ashley throughout their careers.

It will be interesting to see what other players will emerge to battle for playing time in the outfield. 

Season Overview

Following a 12-17 (8-8 PSL) season in 2009, the Warriors will look to take a large step forward this spring behind an experienced pitching staff, the leadership of a solid group of seniors, as well as a talented group of sophomores. The quality of play in the SCC won’t likely make for a seamless transition but greater depth and a broader talent base should provide Starowitz with a much more competitive team this spring. 

Starowitz on the 2009-10 Season

“I’m really excited about the upcoming season. Last year, at times, I felt like we were just trying to survive. It’s a long season and we had a very small roster. We were attempting to install a system of softball, but more importantly we were trying to introduce a new culture of accountability and competitiveness and it wasn’t easy. There are a few practices last year that I wish I could have back because I would have done things differently. The new culture wasn’t for everyone, but of the players still in school who were eligible to return to the program this spring only one chose not to play this season. 
Reaching the regional title game last year helped our program because the girls weren’t embarrassed to walk around school as softball players. More girls wanted to be a part of what we’re trying to get done. There was a sense of pride in what our girls accomplished last year, but Allison Hunt, Kelly Johnson, and Jessica Nawrocki, three seniors who were an important part of that growth, are no longer with us. Others will have to step forward.

I’m still not sure that we truly know what it means to work hard but I think we’re starting to figure it out. I’m still not sure that we truly know what it means to play hard but we’re playing harder. We’re making progress, faster than some thought possible. However, the transition to the SCC will be tough. We’re going to take some lumps. There are teams in this league that will be quite a bit better than us this year but I think we’ll be competitive with many of the teams we play.  Much of our team meeting heading into last season was a discussion about the girls being embarrassed to play softball at Wheaton Academy. Several girls didn’t play because they were just sick of being on a losing team. I told the girls prior to last season that the only way we were going to be embarrassed is if we don’t trust in God, don’t hustle, don’t do the little things well… if we continue to throw to the wrong base, if we don’t carry ourselves in a class manner, then, yes, we would be embarrassed. No, we didn’t have a winning record last season but our girls are no longer embarrassed to be Wheaton Academy softball players. It will be interesting to see where we go from here.”
