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What to expect from 
a good shotgun coach

Malcolm Plant answers a question he regularly gets 
asked at shooting shows up and down the country
WORDS MALCOLM PLANT     PICTURES RICHARD FAULKS

T
he Institute had a stand at 

the British Shooting Show in 

February, at its new home 

at the NEC. As usual, lots of 

people dropped in to ask 

questions and fi nd their local coach, but a 

perennial enquiry is: “If I book a lesson or 

two with a coach, what am I going to learn 

and how do I know the information and 

instruction is of high quality?”

Let’s have a look at the fundamentals 

that must be included in the fi rst encounter.

Safety
The safe handling of the shotgun is 

obviously critical and should become 

second nature. No-one is intentionally 

going to point a shotgun at someone else 

or indeed their dog whether the gun is 

unloaded or not, but the education process 

requires the point to be stressed. Not so 

apparent is the fact that bystanders can 

get twitchy when an open and unloaded 

shotgun has its muzzles fl oating around, 

so that the business end of the gun is 

scanning the midriff s or knees of a group of 

shooters. Muzzle awareness please.

On many double barrelled shotguns the 

safety catch is not a safety catch; all it does 

is stop the operator from pulling the trigger. 

What the safety catch does not do is prevent 

the internal hammers from hitting the back 

of the fi ring pins, when released if the gun is 

suddenly jarred, as it might be if dropped.

Keep your fi nger off  the trigger until 

you are ready to shoot the target; this 

is particularly important when closing a 

loaded gun. Close the shotgun by trapping 

the stock against your hip and pushing 

the fore-end away from you; if the gun 

goes off  the muzzles should be pointing at 

the ground a few yards in front of you. It 

helps this ease of movement if the stock is 

slightly canted over and trapped against 
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Footwork
The feet should be at a 45 
degrees angle, however, here 
they are too wide apart
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the top of your pelvis.

This is a more robust and controllable 

process than the “old-fashioned” 

recommendation. With a new gun and 

a rather stiff action, the old-fashioned 

method can easily result in the muzzles of 

the gun pointing dangerously close to the 

operator’s toes, as the novice struggles with 

this gun closing manoeuver. You will find, 

for example, that all CPSA-qualified coaches 

recommend the hip and push method.

Stance, gun-mount and 
handedness
Forty-five degrees, not the temperature, 

but where your feet are placed relative to 

where you wish to shoot the target. And I 

stress, where you wish to shoot the target, 

not where it’s coming from or indeed 

going to. You don’t stand side on like an 

archer and you don’t stand square on like 

a machine gunner. Half way between these 

two positions puts your feet at about 45 

degrees to the target area. Or if you want 

to use the clock face method; the target will 

be at 12 o’clock and for the right-hander, 

your left foot is at about 1 o’clock and your 

right foot is at about 3 o’clock.

All of these degrees and clockwork 

recommendations are not because coaches 

say so, it’s because this foot position gives 

your upper body the most relaxed control 

and movement in the part of sky where you 

wish to shoot the target. Try it. Your feet 

should be shoulder-width apart, no wider 

or your hips start to lose mobility and you 

won’t be able to swing your upper body in 

a smooth, controlled way.

So, now you know how to stand – gun-

mount is next. Say you are right-handed, 

the stock of the gun should be placed on 

your right cheek so that your line of sight, 

down the gun, just grazes the rib of the 

gun. In other words, the gun is pointing 

where you’re looking! You can see all of 

thing else with your head canted over to 

one side, do you?

Master eye
Your coach may well have done an initial 

check on this before the previous part of 

the lesson. Most clients new to shotgun 

shooting find the investigation of eye 

dominance very interesting. There are 

several ways of examining this human 

characteristic and it becomes more 

fascinating to the audience when it is 

explained that there are differences 

between males and females! When we 

point at a distant object, like a clay pigeon 

in the air or a tree on the horizon, we are 

lining up our master or dominant eye, the 

end of our finger and the distant object. 

Most men who are, for example, right-

handed are also right eye dominant; or left-

handed, left eye dominant. Though quite 

a few are not. The percentage of females 

with coinciding hand and eye dominance is 

much lower. The reasons for this differing 

characteristic in men and women is not 

known, as far as I am aware.

This phenomenon is not directly 

connected with the capability of the eyes, 

though if one eye has a vision problem it 

obviously becomes an important factor. 

No, it seems that the underlying reason is 

the wiring between the optic nerve and the 

brain. Whatever the human biology dictates 

for a particular client, it is critical that the 

coach identifies the visual characteristics 

of the shooter. If you are right-handed it is 

critical that your right eye controls the gun.

The hole in the card test 
Both eyes wide open, bring the card up at 

arm’s length, so you are looking through 

the hole at a distant object. If you bring the 

card back to your face, the hole will come 

back to your dominant eye.

Point at me – the coach
Both of your eyes wide open, point at my 

finger end, on my face, under my dominant 

eye. The coach notes which of your 

eyes directs your finger. And now, what 

good coaches do, as a final assessment, 

before watching you actually shoot... Gun 

movement. Point the empty gun at my 

finger end (under my dominant eye). Follow 

my finger out wide to my right, and back to 

my face and now out wide to my left, and 

back to my face. The coach will assess your 

strength of eye dominance, with the gun’s 

presence in your field of view.

Hole in the card
This test is a good way to determine 
your eye dominance

the front bead sight, but this is the last 

time you look at the bead and rib. When 

shooting, all focus is on the target and your 

subconscious gives you the placement of 

the gun, from your peripheral vision. Only 

look at the gun when practising gun-mount 

or checking gun-fit. If you have mounted to 

your cheek as described and the coach has 

chosen a suitable gun for you to use, it will 

be in the right place in your shoulder. The 

top of the stock should be more or less in 

line with the top line of your shoulder and 

if you stand reasonably upright, your eyes 

will be close to horizontal. You don’t do any 
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Diagnosis
Your teacher must be able to diagnose 

your faults when you miss. No diagnosis, 

no coaching capability. And, for example, 

an observation of say “you missed over the 

top” is not a diagnosis. The key diagnosis 

is “why”; it may be a gun mis-mount; or 

you lifted your head from the stock; or you 

mis-read the fl ightline of the clay; or your 

feet have moved from the correct position, 

and so on. A good, qualifi ed coach will sort 

all of these questions out for you.

Go and enjoy your fi rst lesson or two! 

And come and see the Institute at the 

Northern Shooting Show at Harrogate 

in May. SG

shots, often the fi rst. When I’m coaching 

and I’ve seen that the client has reasonable 

hand and eye co-ordination, a miss probably 

means I’m not communicating successfully. 

So I change my verbal instructions or 

demonstrate in another way.

All of the above has lasted about 30 

to 45 minutes. Or more if you are really 

enjoying breaking every clay and want to 

keep smashing them! With this success, it is 

now perfectly reasonable to challenge the 

client with a diff erent target; this so-called 

“progression” in the lesson might be a 

more distant target or one at a diff erent 

angle or height. Or possibly a following pair 

of targets on report, one after the other.

“Your teacher must be able 
to diagnose your faults 
when you miss a target”

The shooting process
If you are right-handed, the novice will 

shoot a right to left crosser; if left-handed 

your target will be a left to right crosser. 

These are rather simpler targets for the 

novice, but you will learn a reproducible 

process that can be applied to all targets.

There are three important places on the 

target’s fl ightline; where can you fi rst see it, 

where can you point the gun at the target 

and where will you shoot it. As we have 

seen when discussing stance, “where shall 

I shoot it” dictates your foot position. Your 

coach will take you through this learning 

process, stressing that as the target is a 

crosser, you have got to shoot in front of it.

Using snap caps in your gun (artifi cial 

cartridges), you can have one or two “dry 

runs” to get used to the gun movement and 

trigger mechanism. Your coach will know 

when you have achieved the successful 

process and move you on to live fi ring.

You ought to hit a clay in the fi rst few 

Dr Malcolm Plant is chairman 

of the Institute of Clay Shooting 

Instructors and a Clay Pigeon 

Shooting Association senior coach.

The Institute of Clay Shooting Instructors 
was formed in the 1980s to provide 

qualifi ed coaches with opportunities for 
further professional development, by the 

provision of seminars, workshops, practical 
activities and educational visits. ICSI 

coaches can be found at www.ICSI.org.uk

Gun-mount
The stock should be placed 
on your cheek so that your 

line of sight down the 
gun just grazes the rib


