Pre Shoot Preparation                                                                     by Bob LaRue
                                                                                                                                                        NSSA Zone Instructor (Canada)
“Bridging the Gap from Practice to Competition”

Every tournament round starts with High One! 
“Wrong”

Up until now that may have been the case, however, to advance your skills, every tournament round must start seconds, minutes, hours, days, weeks and even months prior to that first High One with a solid, comprehensive and well-rehearsed pre-shoot routine. 

All skeet shooters, even the best AAA shooters, practice the same basic fundamentals we are taught as beginners. The only difference between a B & C Class shooter and the AA & AAA shooters is how well these fundamentals are rehearsed, how well they are performed and how much more attention is paid to the little details. In fact, “Every Little Detail”.

Preparing yourself to compete at a higher level begins both on the practice field and at home by rehearsing “every little detail” and to do this you will need to establish a sound, comprehensive pre-shoot routine. Once you know all the elements that should be part of that preparation you will need to make a checklist of those items and practice them every time you are on the practice field as well as every time you are at a tournament exactly as rehearsed.  

Everything you do from packing your gear, preparing yourself physically and mentally before you shoot to packing up to leave should be rehearsed until it becomes automatic.

Even how you get your gear ready, clean your gun, etc. should become routine.  

How you mount your gun, find your hold point, focus, concentrate, etc. all need to be rehearsed until flawless every time you step onto the pad. 

Practice and rehearse every facet of skeet shooting until it becomes as natural as bringing your gun to the club. With your checklist, practice the entire list focusing on each one of those elements in the proper order “one item at a time”. Follow your routine, start to finish at every practice and every event and in short time, you will remember and perform your routine with ease almost as if you are on autopilot.

Practice how you will shoot in competition!

Shoot in competition the way you practice!

Be 100 percent focused and serious. Follow your list every time you shoot both in practice and in competition and you will compete at a higher level.  

You will soon find yourself enjoying success instead of dreading failure.  
Your Pre-Shoot Preparation “Check List” Should Include
Safety: “Safety first, no compromise!”
Being safe must be practiced to become routine just like anything else.

Physical and Mental Health:

Getting enough sleep and rest, eating a proper diet, getting proper physical and mental exercise. 

Manners: 

Practice conducting yourself in a gentlemanly fashion. Have your good manners on autopilot.

Firearm Preparation: 

Cleaning, oiling and an inspection of your shotgun and its components will make for one less worry!

Gear: 

Have all of your shooting gear ready, in good condition and packed right where you will find it every time you step onto the field.

Instruction:

Have a NSSA Certified Instructor review and assess your skills. Don’t waste time and ammo practicing poor or incorrect fundamentals. Good instruction is well worth it! Practice right! 

Shooting Technique:

Proper technique or fundamentals need be rehearsed down to each and every little detail in the proper sequence. Skeet is a game of perfection, practice being perfect!

Pre-Station Physical Preparation: 

Stretch & Relax. Make your body ready for maximum performance. One of the little details that separates the B & AAA shooters.

Pre-Station Mental Preparation:

Time to visualize the shots about to be taken and remember all the little details and then, tune out the world.

On- Station Physical Preparation:

Time to go through your rehearsed setup.

On Station Mental Preparation:

The correct mental thought immediately prior to calling for a target.

Safety

Yes, like everything else gun safety must be practiced for it to be automatic. 

Practice safety every time you open the gun case. Actually think about being safe every time you assemble your gun, place it on the rack, carry it to the field, load, unload and put the gun away. Force yourself to think about safe gun handling practices every time you handle one.  

Most shooters we see doing unsafe things on a skeet field actually think they are safe gun handlers. In fact, they might even have been very safety conscious in the past. The issue is either they have never practiced being safe or they have let their safety awareness slide over time. Either way, do not be one of those persons. Like seeing someone who closes their gun allowing the muzzle to point toward others before placing it on the rack! I could go on and on! I’m sure you get my point. 
Take practicing gun safety as seriously, in fact, more seriously than every other item on this check list and never let it slide. 

Don’t be the one that drops a shell in your gun on the way to the station or unloads while walking off. Be the guy that gets both feet firmly on that pad before you load and keeps them on until fully unloaded. Don’t take a step or even rotate your shoulders until open and empty. Be safe and look safe. 

Remember M.A.T. Muzzle pointed in a safe direction (down range), Action open and empty until ready to shoot, Trigger (finger off the trigger and alongside the stock except when ready to fire). 

Never forget to check and double check that you are practicing safe gun handling. Put it on your checklist and practice safety to ensure it becomes as routine as practicing any other skills necessary to break targets. 
Physical and Mental Health
Get enough sleep and rest, eat a proper diet, get proper physical and mental exercise. Better physical health means better scores. An example is Hydration. In hot weather, start drinking water at breakfast and continue all through the day. Like machines need oil, humans need water to perform well. 

Manners
Like safety, we all need to work on our manners. Some more than others but we all need to work on them. If you have ever missed a target at a shoot or during practice and reacted with anger or disgust you need to work on your manners. We are all capable of poor behaviour, the trick is controlling it and the best way to control this is practice. Tell yourself the next time you miss a target to shake it off and carry on. Restrain from any verbal outburst regardless how minor, remain calm, smile, and move on to the next shot. Do this every time and there is a good chance it will become a good habit you will find hard to break. If we continuously practice reacting to our errors in a positive manner we are less likely to add doubt in our skills at a time we need to be confident. 

Because competition can cause stress and stress will cause poor performance, by always conducting ourselves in a gentlemanly fashion, remaining calm, relaxed and focused we can perform at our best. Even when things start to go south, if you can maintain a positive focus you are more likely to successfully continue on through a round or an event. 

Remember that no other person on a Skeet field can make you miss a target, only you can. Practice winning both on your score card and your reputation!  
Firearm Preparation
Have an instructor or stock expert check your gun for proper fit. Does it fit “YES” or “NO”? There is no in between! 

If you are looking to buy a new gun, check that it either does fit or will fit before hand. Proper gun fit is the foundation that you will build your skills on so save yourself a lot of time, effort and money and practice with a gun that throws lead where you are looking. 

Anything mechanical can and will fail and it will usually fail when you need it most. You can do more to save a gun malfunction than you think.  

Get to know your gun and all its’ parts. Even if you don’t know the correct name of every part, with frequent inspection you will get used to what each part looks like when it is sound, thus, you are more likely to notice a change indicating a potential failure. 

Have a knowing glance at everything. Look for a crack on an ejector, look at the stock where it meets metal. Is it tight? Is it loose? Is there a crack starting? Is there a missing set screw on the adjustable comb? Anything that you might catch beforehand could save a ton of grief later. Get used to looking for little indications of a failure waiting to happen.

Properly clean and inspect your firearm before every shoot. Run a bore snake though it and wipe it down with oil cloth before going home. Clean out your choke tubes, put a little grease on the ejectors and anywhere there is metal on metal. Spray light gun oil on all other moving parts. 

Gear

The day before, pack all the shells you will need for the practise or the shoot. Pack your shooting bag with all the essentials. Make sure you have everything you might need in your bag and put everything exactly where it belongs in the same place every time. 

Essential items should include your eye protection, hearing protection, batteries if needed, a spare parts kit, gun oil, sun screen and so on.  

Pack some rain wear in case it rains. Make sure that your average card is up to date so you know your latest averages and what class you are shooting in. 

Instruction 

Most of the little things we do wrong are not noticed by the shooter himself but can be easily pointed out by someone trained to do so. 
Because self assessment is rarely helpful, don’t waste valuable time and ammo practicing wrong!  
Have an NSSA Certified Instructor review and assess your skills.  

Ask for help, have him make recommendations on how to correct any issues & set attainable goals.  

Take the advise and work on correcting those problems. Good instruction is well worth it! 

Technique

Break down each and every little detail of the “NSSA Standard” basic shooting fundamentals.  

Technique or fundamentals should be rehearsed for every target down to each and every little detail in proper sequence. 

Skeet is a game of perfection, practice being perfect! 

Rehearse everything. How you step on the field, step onto the station, place your feet, shift your weight forward, visualize the break point, mount your gun, move down to the hold point, shift your eyes and call for the target. 

(Control, Right out of the Hole) Learn to initiate the gun moving with your thighs and move from your hold point smoothly to match the speed of the target with the correct lead right out of the hole. 

(See the target, not the lead), maintain the correct lead and pull the trigger at the correct break point. 

Follow through staying with the broken pieces. Over emphasize all good things like keeping the comb of your gun tight to your cheek well after the shot. 

Practice these skills slowly moving your break point in until you are breaking all the targets at the right place which is about 10 ft to 15 ft before centre stake on all first targets both singles & doubles and remember, be as smooth as silk. “It’s all about smooth”.  
“Doubles”, always include doubles with every regular practice session as well as 3-4-5 "Shoot-Off" Doubles. No matter how good you shoot in the main event, only sound doubles will get you to the podium! 

For this session we will mainly focus on

Pre- Station Preparation: Physical Pre Station Preparation

                                          Mental Pre Station Preparation

and 
ON-Station Preparation: Physical On Station Preparation

                                         Mental On Station Preparation

Pre Station Preparation

Pre- Station Physical Preparation

Relax (Lighten up)

Right before you start each round, do some stretching to warm the muscles, wake up the body and get it moving. Take a few deep breaths, from the belly not the chest, relax your shoulders and arms at least enough for you top feel your body move freely. 

Now is when you need to relieve any stress & tension and relax you mind. 

Think to yourself “I’m Ready”, let your mind become clear and just focus on shooting.

Pre- Station Mental Preparation

Think of all the little details

Now is the time to remember the little details. For all shots, “head on the gun” and “eye on the target” need to be part of your mental preparation. Also, telling yourself, “stay in the gun” and “keep the gun moving after the shot” completes this part of the pre-station mental checklist. 

Visualization (Practicing breaking the next target in your mind)

Before each station, always visualize every shot before you step onto the pad.  

Rehearse breaking the target you are about to shoot in your mind. Go through every visual action and physical motion required to break each target right down to imagining seeing the target breaking. You will need to do this if you are going to get to the next level. 

Tune out the world

 (No distractions)

Take a second before you step onto the station and stop thinking about and listening to the world around you. This is your moment. You own this moment. You control this moment. Everything going on around you stops now!  

Now you can step onto STATION ONE!
On Station Preparation

Physical Preparation (Back to the Basics)

Once you are standing on the station, go through your rehearsed setup.  

Set foot position, Load, Safety off, Gun at ready position, Weight forward with knees slightly bent, Mount the gun to your cheek while pointed at the break point, move down and find your hold point, Shift your eyes toward the house, soft focus and then start the on station mental preparation. 

Mental Preparation 

(Go to your happy place)

Mental thoughts just prior to calling for a target could be something like: “SEE THE BIRD”, “LOOK AT THE BIRD”, “FOCUS ON THE BIRD”, “MOVE WITH THE BIRD”, “MOVE ON BLURR”. Something that takes away from thinking of anything other than concentrating on seeing the target, nothing more!  
More than anything, too much going on in your mind can cause excessive clutter and lead to less FOCUS when the target appears. 

Another on station mental preparation item you might use is just before you call for the target is to think one positive thought. In addition to the physical setup, each shooter should find a positive thought that you can use to boost your confidence just before you call for the target. To turn the switch on so to speak. 

A few examples are “COME OUT, I DARE YOU” or “YOU’RE DEAD”, anything that stimulates your conscious mind to think of positive results and then call pull. 

Find yourself one simple positive thought that will occupy your conscious mind therefore letting your subconscious mind perform the actual mental task of breaking that target after the call. The power of positive suggestion is invaluable on the skeet field.  

YOUR SUBCONSCIOUS CAN SHOOT SKEET BETTER THAN YOU CAN! 
That’s why you have spent all those hours and thousands of rounds in practice learning how to do it. Your subconscious is now hardwired to shoot the bird. Let it do its job. It can do it better and faster than you think. 

In competition don’t try to shoot the bird sooner or later than you normally do in practice. Don’t try to look at it a little longer than normal. Don’t try to lead it a little more or a little less. 

Remember, we just visualized what the shot would look like before we stepped up to the pad. We are now on autopilot.  

Your subconscious will compare that memorized image to what the eye is seeing and when the two match, it will tell the finger to fire the gun. If you consciously try to help, you will only screw it up.

If you have any negative thoughts—before you call for the bird, STOP and Completely Start Over Again. Your subconscious can do the job, but it can only do the job if there isn’t any conscious interference. 

The same goes for when you miss a target or a target breaks off the launcher. STOP and Completely Start Over Again with your entire ON Station Preparation starting with every part of the physical prep, mental prep and that one positive thought. 

 Break the trend right there and then! 

I shot 2nd in my squad at a tournament behind a fellow I had never met before. He missed High One in the first 25 of the 20 Gauge event. When he finished breaking his option and the remaining targets on that station he turned to me and said; “Well there is still a 99 left”. 

Guess what, he did just that! He finished the 20 Gauge event without any further losses. 99 Straight. 


Give yourself a positive attitude like that and never go to the negative. It works!  

“FOCUS ON YOUR REHEARSED PRE SHOOT PROCEEDURE”

“NOT THE POSSIBLE”OUTCOME”
On to Station 2

Guess what? That’s right!

We start all over again! Every Station, Every Shot!

Start with your Pre-Station Mental Preparation and Physical Preparation

Visualize the shot, Relax body & mind, Tune out the world.

Step onto Station 2

Begin with your On Station Physical Preparation and then your Mental Preparation  
Go through your rehearsed physical set up, find that positive thought and call pull. 
A few things to remember 

An important component of the mental game is to leave each station totally impressed with your performance, be in the moment. Enjoy the positive results you have just made happen, leave the station with a positive thought in your mind and then move on. That positive thought might be something like “My how I love this game” or “Damn I’m Good” whatever positive thought that makes you happy and promotes your enjoyment of moment. 

You will always be at your best when you are having fun and the person having the most fun usually wins! 

If you missed a target, forget about it. It means nothing to you. You can’t do anything about what has already happened only what is to come!  Leave with the memory of the last target you broke, empty your thoughts and then move on! 

“Being consistent is how you become successful” A successful shooter is one who is consistent.

To be consistent, you must develop and rehearse a sound Pre-Shoot Routine and stick with it! 
“Better Is Always Possible”. Dream big and set long-term aggressive goals if you want to be successful. Achieving these goals requires a belief in yourself, the right attitude, full commitment, a diversity of skills, a great deal of support and a sound pre shoot preparation regardless of the level you want to attain. Develop an easy to follow Pre Shoot routine and with personal awareness, long-term vision, and the development of these advanced skills you can achieve sustainable and repeatable success. 

When things get tense this is where your checklist comes in.

Going through your checklist will help suppress negative thoughts that will interfere with your performance. That why the pros do this. Going through your checklist will also help you remember all of the physical techniques you have learned in practice and will aid your performance when competing.

Once all of the elements of your preparation become routine it will even suppress those dreaded tournament day nerves we have all have experienced.

Remember, the only way to get a lot of things done right is “ONE THING AT A TIME”!

