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By Rob Marsiglio, Centennial College

AJAX, Ont. — You wouldn’t know Sara Groenewegen is playing in her first Pan
American Games based on her first two starts.

The 20-year-old threw her second complete game of the tournament on Thursday night
as the Canadian women’s softball team downed Puerto Rico 1-0 at the President’s
Choice Ajax Pan Am Ballpark.

Add to those two starts a relief appearance against the Dominican Republic, and the
youngster has pitched 16 innings in which she has accumulated 25 strikeouts while only
allowing six hits.

Oh yeah, she also has three wins.

“She’s a fun one to catch,” said veteran backstop Kaleigh Rafter. “She really gets after it.
She can throw all of her pitches and she’s confident in throwing them all in different
situations.

“She really competes out there on the mound so it’s really nice when you have that.”

Groenewegen, a native of Surrey, B.C., is only in her second full season with the
Canadian women’s national team.

This summer, she has already competed in the World Cup of Softball as well as the
Canadian Open Fastpitch International Championship, gaining important experience
on the international stage.

“(Our young pitchers) are getting some great experience in these situations whether it
be the World Cup or the Canada Cup or here at Pan Ams,” said Rafter, a native of
Guelph, Ont., who has represented Canada since 2007. “They get that international
experience now, especially playing in front of a home crowd and that added pressure. It
can only be good going forward for this team.”

The Canadian side is spoiled for choice when it comes to young arms. Karissa Hovinga,
a 22-year-old right-hander from Edmonton, and 20-year-old left-hander Jocelyn Cater
of Delta, B.C., are also gaining valuable experience at these Games.
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Coach Mark Smith, who made his Pan Am Games debut at the age of 19, is the perfect
man to groom them and guide them in the right direction.

“As with anything else, there’s a learning curve you go through at the international
level,” said Smith, a Halifax native. “They’re young for this competition and there’s
growing pains that go with it and my job is to help mentor them through it and at the
same time, be realistic about what we can expect them to be able to do.

“To this point, they’ve performed well and we’ll just work hard the next two or three
days too and see what happens.”

The development of a young pitching staff is the responsibility of the coaches first and
foremost. But as Groenewegen points out, having a battery mate like Rafter helps speed
up that growth.

“(Rafter) has been around for a while, so she has great presence behind the plate and
I'm able to trust her because I know what experience she has at the highest level — she’s
been to the Olympics,” said Groenewegen. “I know I can trust her with what pitches she
calls.”

While gaining experience is great, the team is also winning on the backs of its young
arms.

After Thursday’s win, Canada improved to 4-1 in the round-robin portion of the
tournament, setting up a date with the Americans in the semifinals on Friday night.

“We've played twice this year against the Americans and we’ve split,” said Smith.
“We’ve beaten them every summer and we'’re probably one of the only countries that
has. (Our team) understands they can (beat them) and we know in these environments
that we have to play our best ball.”

The U.S. got the best of Canada in round robin play, beating them 7-0. That contest
gave the Canadians some valuable feedback that may help them get revenge on home
soil and advance straight to the gold medal game.

But Groenewegen knows the importance of taking things one day at a time.

“We can definitely take away some things from that (first) game,” she said. “But we
need to clean some things up before we even think about getting to the gold medal
game.

“We go game by game.”
This story was produced by students from Centennial College in Toronto in

conjunction with Postmedia.
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