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FRONT SIGHT is a collection of my notes as a high level Target Shooting Coach, who managed to achieve training an Athlete who won a Silver medal at the London Olympics.


 


Mainly I speak of the training methodology in the field of Olympic target shooting, explaining in detail a method that was innovative in the period 2009-2012.


More generally I speak of technical things, however, interspersed with actual episodes that occurred during competitions and training sessions.


I recount what were the guidelines for me as an International Coach, my beliefs, my points of view and also my personal sports education.


 


I believe it is a useful guide for the entire Shooting world seeing as I write specifically not only about what was carried out during the National Training Camps, but also about the work carried out during individual training sessions.


 


I illustrate a training period of 21 weeks with a high-level athlete (but I do not publish all the 21 weekly work plans) and also a work plan developed for a club coach who had contacted me because he needed to train one of his athletes.


These two chapters can undoubtedly set a good example for those learning to design work plans for themselves or for their Athletes.


 


I provide insights into two scientific studies (experiments included) aimed at obtaining a better and improved level of performance, and also a series of "Shooting Games" to make training more interesting.


 


At the end, I produce an extensive bibliography of the material cited in this book, which was also useful for me throughout my sports education.
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Introduction


 


I am well aware that I am writing something that will certainly not be a best seller, and this awareness means that I am totally convinced that I am about to take on something in which the unique underlying theme is passion.


Passion for an Olympic sport, a sport that has the power to absorb you both physically and mentally, and that can accompany you throughout your life.


In fact, you can already start practicing shooting from the age of 10 ...


 


Actually, what you are about to read is nothing more than the notes and philosophical dissertations of a Coach who after 13 years of teaching, of which at least 10 of these years were spent at a High Level, has decided to put everything into some kind of order.


In these notes you will not find many references to the shooting position, the grip, the trigger or anything else regarding the "classic" shooting technique.


I am well aware that the above mentioned technical topics are what tend to fascinate the followers of this sport and on which numerous books have been written of which I suggest you also read.


Books that I too have read enthusiastically and which have obviously contributed to educating me as a Coach.


When reading these manuals, I often realized that in principle they dealt with very interesting points, superbly written, with clarity and exceptionally well detailed.


 


Topics that are absolutely valid and irrefutably indispensable in order to achieve mastery in shooting.


 


But this is my doubt and perplexity: given that those texts provide the same "recipe" to everyone who reads them, once this mastery has been achieved, anyone who has achieved it should be able to always compete at the highest level and always perform excellently.


It should be sufficient to keep the right position, hold the pistol correctly, aim and shoot as illustrated and ... well, instead everything that is so well written in those texts, does not always actually happen.


Why doesn't it happen?


When you talk to shooters, you have the distinct feeling that the prevailing idea and the belief that anyone who trains a lot can constantly achieve exceptional results.


But when we put it into practice it's just not like that ……….. deep down we all know it's not “just” like that!


It is not "just" like that even for Champions who train twice a day for 5/6 days a week.


Well, I am convinced that the problem is another, which obviously doesn’t mean that the knowledge of the techniques so well described in those expert books should be ignored, but simply that the solution has not been described in those texts.


 


I have the conviction, perhaps the presumption, and therefore I "presume" that the solution is another. Here, from these notes of mine the explanation of what this belief is should emerge, and that is why I speak of an "unconventional" training system mainly for pistol shooters.


And when I speak of training, therefore the "way" in which one puts into practice the teachings of the texts I mentioned earlier, I can’t avoid sharing with you an enlightening episode that occurred on February 2, 2008 at the CONI School of Sport in Rome.


 


It was the "First Conference on Shooting Sports Training"1 where the Coaches of Target Shooting, Shotgun, Archery, Modern Pentathlon and Biathlon were invited.


For the target shooting section, the Sports Director, Aldo Vigiani, and myself should have been present. However, two days before, Aldo called me and told me he was unavailable and therefore I would have to manage alone.


No problem… I only had to organize the presentation to be held and prepare for the "round table" at the end of the conference.


I got to Acqua Acetosa and went to the Conference Hall: absolutely jam-packed! Obviously a very popular topic for people who work in this field.


I’m not going to dwell on how that incredible day unfolded, but only on the introduction given by one of the most well-known personalities in this field: Mario Gulinelli.


He represented the history and all the memories of this School of Sport, having a vast knowledge of every publication relating to every topic concerning all sports.


Well, after a brief introduction, he "stunned" the audience by stating that "there are texts that speak of technique, but there is no literature that deals specifically with training methodology in shooting sports (training as a team, timing, etc.)! "


And if he said so, that was the undisputed truth.


It would make me really happy if someone, after reading these notes of mine, has the inspiration to continue the work I started in 2008, in order to relate everything I have stated in a more scientific way regarding the training methods in target shooting.


 


Writing this, I would say that I even have the "presumption" that I mentioned before, of using an approach with a "strategic" way of thinking regarding the training.


 


I have seen this kind of approach used in Giorgio Nardone and Paul Watzlawick's book "L’Arte del Cambiamento", even if it is obviously used in a different context from this one.


In their text, they define an approach for facing problems which matches mine. An “elastic” approach, No preclusions, but pragmatic. And I like it very much because it is a way of thinking that has been used in the West since the times of Greek philosophy, whilst in the East it has even been put into practice in both the Buddhist and Zen cultures.


 


To conclude this forward I would like to state once again that I am not writing a "manifesto for target shooting" or announcing a new "theory": these are simply my notes on shooting, written by me in a period ranging from 2005 to 2018.


 


And I define my notes as being "unconventional" because unlike other texts in circulation which, apart from some small personal subtleties by each of the Authors, all say more or less the same thing, namely HOW TO SHOOT, my notes describe WHAT I ACTUALLY DID regarding shooting training, so that “my” Athletes could obtain THE BEST POSSIBLE RESULTS!


 


In the midst of everything I've written, however, what is missing is those words, those knowing looks, that feeling that was created by working together and spending time together, the interpersonal relationship I had with each single Athlete, therefore the metacommunication, which is not possible to put into words, but which has constituted a fundamental and winning part of my way of being a Coach!
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London 2012 Olympics


 


 


___________________


 


1 In Appendix 'A' the program of the conference 




 


The Beginning


 


I began shooting when I wasn’t exactly "young": in November 1977, I had just turned 28, I went to a shooting range for the first time in Bazzano in the province of Bologna, and here I handled a gun for the first time in my life.


Love at first sight and the following year, in April 1978, I took part in my first competition (I came 1st) and so my shooting "story" began.


 


I took my first course in Coaching in 1987.


At that time the courses were held in Rome at the CONI School of Sport (Italian National Olympic Committee) at Acqua Acetosa which lasted a week, with the legendary instructors of the time: Prof. Trapassi, Amicosante, Frigerio, Lepore and some other teachers at the Sports School.


Unfortunately, many shooters attend Coaching courses, more with the idea of learning something for themselves as shooters, rather than with the idea of starting to teach and pursue an actual coaching "career".


The only advantage of this is that if a shooter asks you for some suggestions, because he knows you are a coach, you have a few more notions to propose.


 


But what is the advice that is most requested?


The most frequently asked questions are, more or less, the following:


“… Can you teach me how to score points? … Can you teach me how to shoot well? … Why do I always shoot to the right? etc. etc."


And the answers you usually hear are almost always the same:


"…… put your feet like this rather than that ……,… .. stand sidewards rather than forwards….,… ..you should change your grip…., you should use the correct shooting shoes…. etc. etc."


 


But, as I said in the "forward", in these notes of mine, there will be no explanation of the shooting technique in the strict sense, even if in the chapter relating to the "Exercises" something can be found.


 


Instead, an illustration of the Training Methodology I used with the Technical Staff, of which I was the Head Coach, and which the Sports Director, Aldo Vigiani, allowed me to carry out, should emerge.


I'm referring to some first-rate staff: Aldo Andreotti (coach), Herman Tragust (assistant coach), Gianpiero Cutolo (doctor), previously Gianni Danieli and then Giorgio Cardoni (physiotherapists), previously Marco De Sisti and then Roberto Finardi (athletics trainers), Claudio Robazza (sports psychologist).


And since things don't happen from nothing, I think it's only right to give credit to the Head Coach I replaced, who had certainly done a great job both in technical preparation and in behavioral ethics: Vincenzo Spilotro.






 


The Background


 


After the technical experiences I acquired in the four-year period 2005-2008, and after having technically led the Junior Staff from March to December 2008, in 2009 I took over managing the Pistol Staff. I was called by the Sports Director to explain my ideas and my guidelines on the methodology that I would have liked to apply over the next four years. Obviously, an explanation to be initially approved of by him (and whoever knows Aldo, knows perfectly well that if he hadn't shared even partially what I proposed, it would have ended there, even before starting!), after that it was to be passed on to the staff and then to the shooters.


The person with whom I interacted the most was Claudio Robazza, Sports Psychologist and Professor at the University of Chieti with whom I had already worked with for at least 3 years.


And when I say "I worked" I mean the kind of "engaging", "productive", "exciting" work in which we agreed totally on the way of interacting with the shooters and with the methodology of administering workloads.


Based on this experience, I prepared my presentation.


 


I found some articles that Prof. Fabio Partigiani, teacher of Physical Education in Rome and athletics trainer of the Italian Shotgun Federation (FITAV), had written for the magazine “Caccia & Tiro”, which were highly interesting.


Amongst them, I found an article that caught my attention in relation to the general lines of preparation that FITAV had followed to get to the 1996 Atlanta Olympics.


I had finally found practical confirmation of an idea that I had always believed in, and the graphical presentation of the data represented by Luca Scribani Rossi highlighted exactly what I wanted.


Obviously this work had been carried out by a federation with a great tradition of Olympic victories which I thought would allow me to make my presentation more “appetizing”, not only because of the technical content but also because I was refering to a very esteemed Federation that had won so many medals.


 


So, taking into consideration both what Professor Fabio Partigiani had illustrated, and also of what I intended to propose, I made my presentation.








 


Presentation


 


[image: image]


 


[image: image]


 


 


From the graph you can clearly see the classic relationship between the intensity and the volume of work throughout the sports year.


Actual Examples


 


What is shown below, on the other hand, is a sort of distribution of the workload in order to get the best performance for the day of the competition, starting with a program of a 21 day cycle.
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A national team shooter asked me to prepare a work plan for him that took into account the "theories" based on the work plan in the slide above.


This was the plan that emerged, which resulted in obtaining scores of 560 in FP and 580 in AP at the Italian Championships, which led to him winning both National Titles.
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Taking into account these results, it was decided to continue along this line seeing as the goal was the World Cup Final in Bangkok in the Free Pistol event, with an "assesment" of the preparation 10 days before the "actual match".
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An excellent match, with a score of 562, which meant entering into the final (which turned out as nothing exceptional due to a bad shot caused by a sweaty hand).


Everything seemed to work! We decided to continue and the main objective was qualifying for the European Championships at 10m, in Prague. Like every year these selections took place at the IWK in Munich at the end of January, preceded by the pre-selections.
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As can be seen from the above results, the pre-selection held at the Federal Center of Civitavecchia provided extremely positive and comforting data and resulted in the continuation of this method of preparation.
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So, at this point the new year begins and physical activity is resumed.


In a "control" match a score of 583 confirms that everything is going well.


We go to Munich: first competition 572, second competition 573: out of four shooters vying for selection into the European Championships, "our shooter" is excluded ....... so "a total fiasco".


Adjustments


 


I think this was one of the most difficult moments both for me and, above all, for the shooter.


We had to act and find a system that was less "oppressive" for the shooter, but which still allowed an adequate workload for high-level engagements.


I remembered the content of a slide from a presentation by Prof. Nicola Silvaggi, who also happened to be the Coach of the National Athletics Team. He had presented this slide to us during a lesson at the European Level IV Coaching Course.


 


[image: image]


 


In the meantime, another shooter asked me to make him a specific work plan in order to prepare for the European Championships. I activated the “adjustment”: no longer a work plan with structured daily workouts but based on the weekly workload.


I prepared various modules that would have a "specific" workload for each of the weekly training sessions and, which module to use for each particular workout …. which was then decided upon by the Shooter.
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We went to the European Championships in Prague: the shooter in question had a decent match, making it to the final in 7th place (the finals consisted of 10 shots with decimals included and the score obtained was added to the overall competition score). With an amazing comeback at the 9th shot he was in first place, and at the 10th shot (his worst shot scoring 9) he ended up in 2nd place !!
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From this moment on, this methodology assumed a very precise aspect: based on a "compromise" between a work plan drawn up on a daily basis, and a more "elastic" training method based on the weekly "workload", leaving the Athlete the freedom to choose from a range of exercises all with an equal workload, and bearing in mind that the minimum number of technical training sessions for a professional or semi-professional is of at least 4 sessions per week.


 


Conclusions
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The conclusions, as you can see from the slide, concerned the major problems that arose from the fact that we were with the National Athletes for a period of only about 5 days a month, and that for the rest of the time the Athlete had to train at their own Sports Club without the actual physical presence of the Coach, a sort of "distance training" in which the personalized training program, drawn up together with the Coach, had to be carried out until the following Training Camp.


 


This was the moment when the results of the proposed exercises was verified, and the workload was then calibrated also taking into consideration any upcoming competitions.


 


Exercises with “no spirit” in that they were carried out by the Athlete alone, without any physical interaction with the Coach and with the considerate possibility of "training" even the smallest errors.


The psycho-physical integration became essential: you cannot think of seperating the mental training from the technical training; in order for the training session to be effective it MUST include integration between the technical part and the psychological one: only with this method the performance will progress and develop.


 


All this obviously implies a kind of general programming that includes physical preparation, the unsubstitutable support of the doctor and physiotherapists, the sports psychologist and obviously the technical part that MUST take into account absolutely everything concerning the Athlete.
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Training?


 


When entering a shooting range, you will see shooters standing on the firing line and…. (obviously) they shoot.


However, if we analyze a little more in detail what they are doing, or if we ask them what they are doing, or even if we ask ourselves what we are really doing, in the vast majority of cases the answer will be fairly elusive and imprecise.


From my experience what happens is the following: for the majority of people who are asked the question "what are you doing?" the answer is… .. “I'm training”.


 


Training? Or are you trying to see if you can score 10, I reply.


 


The meaning of "training" is clamorously confused with "I’m trying to see if I’m still capable of scoring 10", and if you score lots of 10s, you will end the shooting session thinking that it’s been a great training session!


 


Some explanatory examples which are also represented in other sports:
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In basketball, I don’t believe that training is carried out by only playing matches: matches are ALSO played, but a lot of work is done on the technical motions in all their aspects (... there are also match plans to be developed, being a team sport).


 


The same goes for football: it is unthinkable to compete at an advanced level without adequate technical and tactical preparation… you can't just rely on playing matches.
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Now, let’s observe Shooting….
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In Shooting, Training and Competitions are practically the same thing!


The vast majority of shooters spend most of their time at the shooting range doing exactly what they do during a match:


they take their position and shoot to score "10"!


There is a huge difference between "shooting to score 10" and "training".


 


I certainly have nothing against going to the shooting range and "shooting to score 10" on the contrary, it is a lot of fun and very rewarding (when you can).


However, this is from the entertainment point of view, free time ... not regarding the slightly more demanding aspect of training.


 


Training means conditioning one's abilities, skills and personal resources, both physical and mental, in order to improve them to obtain better results than before.


And so now we have to try to understand how to train so as to achieve the concept expressed in the lines above.


 


As I have already mentioned previously, let's assume that an athlete must carry out at least 4 training sessions per week to be in good shape.


 


And for some, the typical mechanism of "but we are not professionals" is triggered, and therefore it is impossible for us to carry out such a large number of workouts ... we would like to, but we just don’t actually have the time.


 


For everyone, professionals and above all amateurs, I could recount an episode that happened to me a couple of years ago at the IWK Munich competition in January (now the H&N Cup).


This has become an event which is attended by many champions of all nationalities.


 


What’s more, it has become the competition that many European nations use to select the shooters who will participate in the upcoming European 10m Championship.


I was talking to the Luxembourg shooters and we were comparing the various training methods.


 


Anyway, it turned out that they trained during the week whenever they could and perhaps with the assistance of their local coaches. Then, on Saturday they had a meeting with the High Level Coach with whom they discussed the work carried out during the previous week and they also prepared the program for the following week.


I was not very surprised by this method, because it was, and also is my way of working.


The interesting thing, however, was when I asked if they had any professional shooters in their ranks, and the answer was unequivocal: "We don't have any professional shooters, but we try to behave as if we do!"


And that’s it! I believe that the key for everyone, both professionals and non-professionals, lies precisely in that sentence.


 


Several times I have heard "fire 100 shots a day and you will see an improvement" ... ..


Wrong? Conceptually I would say yes .. ... .. but up to a certain point: obviously it’s better than nothing.


However, the gist is HOW those 100 shots are fired.


 


I’m going to use this aspect of "100 shots" to introduce a concept that will follow us throughout the rest of this script, namely what is defined as WORKLOAD.


 


The expression in itself is very simple, and we could conventionally use it to indicate the number of shots a shooter makes in a shooting session.


 


The story begins to get complicated, however, when we analyze "who" is the subject that shoots, in "which" period of the competitive season we are in and also "how" to shoot them.


 


Given that shooters are people, and as such they are all different from each other, it is fundamental to establish for EACH individual what their maximum workload is, and this should be used as a point of reference for each step of the training program that will follow the individual throughout the season.


 


If we were doing weight training we could define this value as 1RM (One Repetition Max), which means the maximum weight we are able to lift in 1 time only.


So, then you say: what does weight lifting have to do with shooting ... and I answer that this is just an example and then ask you in turn: what is the maximum number of shots you are able to fire in a training session before physically "caving in" or significantly losing focus on what you are doing? Well, the number that EACH of you identifies with, should represent your MAXIMUM LOAD, your personal 1RM!


 


This shouldn’t be a universal rule, but in my "unconventional" method it is an extremely important parameter, useful for establishing workloads in training.


A parameter that trainers and sports psychologists of the highest international level, even after extensive discussions, have agreed upon with me.


 


We have just defined (in part) "who" the shooter you are working with is.


 


The problem of “which period” we find ourselves in will be discussed extensively in the examples given later.


The "how" to fire these crucial shots will be covered in other chapters further ahead.


I will certainly be writing about a traditional way of training on the shooting range with lots of exercises and ways to carry them out (I warn you, however, that I strongly believe in contextual interference)2.


I will also be discussing how I applied the MAP (Multi Action Plan) methodology which was developed together with the researchers of the University of Chieti. This approach was introduced to the technical staff, of whom I mentioned in the introduction, by Prof. Claudio Robazza and of which I make extensive references to in the Bibliography.


 


With all that said, let's try to look deeply into two basic concepts: Training and Programming.


 


But first I'd like to take a little more time to explain what I mean by Shooting Coach and what tasks they must, or should, perform.


 


 


___________________


 


2 Interference is obtained when the tasks are repeated in alternation and the subject performs them several times (as usually happens in the circuit organization) thus activating cognitive processes of adaptation and resolution of the task.






 


The Coach


 


Once, whilst speaking about this and that, someone asked me the pertinent question: what is the purpose of a coach in shooting?


And then another time: Shooting is an individual sport where no particular physical skills are required, there are no extraordinary movements to perform and, all in all, there does not even seem to be a great need for particular techniques, so it is not really clear what tasks a coach should perform.


I have to tell the truth: I felt embarrassed for a moment ... My Ego was hurt.


 


Obviously, the person who asked me that question really couldn't understand who the shooting coach was and what role the coach played.


Perhaps his experience stemmed from the fact that this figure which belonged to the "higher ranks" was and still is "trivialized": take an ex-shooter, maybe a good one, who has won a lot of important international competitions ... even he could teach others how to win (leaving out that tiny detail, which is that while an athlete is used to RECEIVING, a Coach MUST have the capacity to GIVE).


 


This is not exactly what I think ... and neither do they think so in the academic and scientific fields ... and those who are serious about SPORT don’t think so either, where being a coach is the ultimate and final goal (logically thinking) and not a means to aspire to something… else.


But this is often what happens in the "lesser-known" sports, because in other sports it is the "world" that judges and evaluates you: the "world" does not care if you have been a great Athlete .... they care about whether you ARE a great Coach.


And I’ll try to explain making references to other sports3 because I think they are very significant.


 


To be able to excel you need to work, and work hard (as the coach of the Ukraine Pistol team said "work, work and ... hard work), but before you can work hard, you have to learn how to do it in the most correct manner possible, otherwise, most of your work will be wasted (the oriental cultures may not fully agree with this last statement….).
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