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GREGORY DOES PROJECT FOR LOVE OF GAMING
THEORY
Softball player for Russell Sage uses math to analyze baseball
ALAN WECHSLER STAFF WRITER
Section: Sports, Page: B1
Date: Friday, March 13, 2009
TROY  Rebecca Gregory, a senior at Russell Sage College, has two passions  mathematics and
baseball.
Last fall, she combined her love of both by taking a theoretical gaming model and applying it to predict
baseball scores. After plugging in numbers from the 2008 Mets and Yankees seasons, she found that the
theory published in a recent Mathematics Magazine article actually fit the real world.
While not quite a home run for those who would use math to predict baseball game outcomes, her work
won her a place at the 23rd National Conference on Undergraduate Research held in April at the
University of Wisconsin  one of 10 students from The Sage Colleges to be invited to present.
And she got an "A" on the project.
In her paper, Gregory used the model to determine how likely it was for Mets or Yankees games to go
into extra innings. In her analysis, she also determined the odds of scoring a first and second run.
She was surprised how accurate the results were.
"I expected that the Mets and Yankees would follow the model," she said. "But I did not expect it to be
that close."
Thomas Sweeney, a Sage math professor who advised her during the semester long project, said the
model she used involved "quasigeometric distribution." That's a gaming theory term that refers to a
situation "in which the distribution is geometric for all trials except the first."
The preceding sentence might make no sense upon first read  until one realizes that a baseball diamond
with bases loaded is a geometric design. But earlier "trials"  players at bat  won't match that design
because each inning starts with empty bases.
Still don't get it? Don't worry. The bottom line is that Gregory determined that a baseball team, in theory,
has an 11.5 percent chance of scoring two runs during a game. When analyzing the data for the 2008
Mets, she found the team scored two runs 11.9 percent of the time. The Yankees score was a much
smaller percentage.
"She was right in the ballpark," her professor said. "That's pretty good confirmation that the theory does
predict the reality."
She also determined that, theoretically, 10.2 percent of Major League games should reach extra innings.
But in reality 9.2 percent of all baseball games went into extra innings. And there was more, having to do
with the odds of getting a first and second run.
While baseball fans might dismiss her findings as irrelevant to the game, Sweeney said there are practical
applications for statistics in sports. In fact, an increasing number of baseball teams in the past decade
have hired statisticians to figure out things like how to predict what kind of pitch a certain pitcher is likely
to use  or, for a pitcher, how to choose the best pitch against a certain batter. It's a practice known as
"sabermetrics."
Gregory, a member of the Sage Gators softball team, is about to graduate after only three years in
college, with a GPA somewhere near 4.0. She plans to continue in graduate school next year  and to
continue her work on sports mathematics.
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"Baseball is fun," she said. "But I like statistics, because the numbers don't lie to you."
Alan Wechsler can be reached at 454 5469 or by email at awechsler@timesunion.com.
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