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Target Neutralizing Tactics
There are three categories of skills that must be learned in order to become an  
effective, consistent performer in clay target sports: technical skills, tactical skills,  
and mental skills. Target reading represents the tactical skills component of shooting 
which are crucial for success, as they provide the competitive edge. Most shooters  
and instructors use terms like focal point, hold point, and break point to describe  
the process of reading a target from launch to break. However, these terms do very 
little to explain what actually occurs during the execution of tactical skills.

Tactical skills help shooters develop a competitive edge because they answer three  
very important questions:
•  What is going on in the environment?
•  What needs to be done about it?
•  How should it be done?

The Environment
In order to accurately assess environmental information, shooters must use their  
vision, hearing, and the feeling of their bodies to acquire the necessary information. 
This type of information might include: target speed, angle, distance, line, pairs, and 
change-ups. The focal and ambient visual systems are responsible for acquiring the  
environmental information about targets.

Focal Vision
Focal vision is the system that is the most familiar. It is responsible for the conscious 
identification of objects in the central visual field (central focus). Focal vision tells  
what an object is and contributes to the conscious perception of objects. This leads  
to object identification, and possibly action. It is interesting to note that all of the  
focal vision processes happen in the conscious mind, and have to go through three 
stages of processing in the brain. The major contribution of focal vision to help  
answer the question “What is it?”2 Focal vision becomes important in the final steps  
of target reading, when hard, clear focus is required and the shot is actually executed.
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Ambient Vision
The ambient visual system is less widely known, but very important. Ambient vision  
uses the entire visual field (central and peripheral), and is specialized for action and 
movement control. This system is responsible telling where objects are and where a  
person is in relation to an object. It operates in the subconscious portion of the mind,  
and contributes to fine control of movements.2

Ambient vision also produces “optical flow” across the retina which allows the  
perception of motion, position, and timing. More specifically, ambient vision provides 
information about the stability and balance of movements, movement speed, movement 
direction, movements of objects in the environment, and the time it will take to make 
contact with objects (moving or stationary).1 Another interesting point is that all of the  
important visual cues used by the ambient system are monocular, as the contribution  
of binocular vision occurs primarily within the first few meters surrounding a person.  
The ambient visual world looks and behaves the same whether it is looked at with one 
eye closed or both eyes open.3 The ambient system is used to pick-up and track the  
target (in conjunction with movement) to the target end zone and on through to finish.

Processing Time
Another important consideration is the speed at which the focal and ambient visual  
system information is processed by the brain. Focal information takes a conscious effort 
to process, and overreliance on it can cause a delay in reaction time and actually cause a 
drain on attentional resources. Ambient information is handled in the subconscious and 
enters the body at a lower level (below the brain) where it can be used immediately by 
the muscles and spinal cord to make adjustments to practiced actions. This allows for 
more rapid self-correction and faster reaction times.2 Both the focal and ambient visual 
systems play a critical role in the development and execution of tactical skills, effective 
decision making, and overall performance.

Decision Making
Selecting the appropriate action is a crucial step for success. This is impacted by  
practice, and skilled shooters will be able to make decisions more quickly and precisely 
than beginners. The development of higher skill levels creates greater knowledge of  
the sport, a heightened awareness of one’s capabilities; enabling more selective, refined 
responses in a wider variety of circumstances. The important thing to remember is  
that students have to learn how to make decisions in order to select and execute the  
appropriate actions. 
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Here are a few characteristics of decision making:
•  There are time constraints and pressure. Shooters do not have an unlimited amount 

of time to decide what to do and then actually do it.
•  Decisions have to be made in spite of inadequate information. For example, only the 

first shooter in a squad gets to see the “show me” target from the actual vantage 
point of the shooting station.

•  Procedures (methods, techniques) may be well defined or poorly defined.  
A student may have an excellent understanding of how to obtain the correct ITA  
on a crossing target, while another student may not.

•  Cues are essential. Correct body position, head position, gun mount, clock number, 
visual cues, etc.

•  The context of decision making changes constantly. Each course, competition  
and target is slightly different.

•  The context of decision making is dynamic. There is no one right solution all of  
the time.4

The decision making process will already have started before the student calls for  
the target. It is imperative that students are in the proper set-up position and ready 
to shoot before they can begin the phase progression. 

Here are some of the key terms related to target reading phases:
•  Focal Point The general area where a shooter first sees the target.
•  Hold Point The general area where a shooter positions the muzzle of the gun in 

relation to the target line. The chosen location should allow enough gun movement 
to go to the target end zone and follow through. The gun should be held under the 
target line.

•  Break Point The general area where the target will be broken, also called the target 
end zone, break window, etc.

•  The Quiet Eye This is the last really good look that a shooter gets at a target before 
the shot is taken. This is the location where center focus and timing meet. The quiet 
eye location is found at the number chosen for the target end zone.

Note: The Quiet Eye takes a great amount of skill, precision, and experience to 
achieve. Complete practice based on the CBS and Clockwork will help the process.
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Deciding How To Do It
It is challenging to produce the balanced, coordinated, and controlled movements  
required to shoot moving targets. The shooter needs to have a sufficient level of 
technical skills (Gun Mount, Stance, 6 Fundamentals) and proper set-up to produce 
the desired movement sequences. The purpose of extensive training is to help  
counteract the unpredictable nature of the game. As students develop more advanced 
skills, this becomes easier.

A Systems Approach
Traditionally, tactical skills have been expressed as “points”: focal point, hold point, 
and break point. This offers a piece meal approach that does not emphasize the  
complexities of target reading or the diverse skill set that is required to accomplish 
the task. The ability to analyze a student’s target reading sequence is crucial, an  
instructor must be able to help students maximizes the Coordinated Body System, 
Focal and Ambient Vision, and Clockwork. Making full use of a systems-based  
approach allows students to reduce the amount of conscious effort that is put into 
each shot, and focus their attention on the task at hand.

Phases
It is helpful to consider target reading in terms of phases as opposed to points.  
During each phase, the student must conduct the appropriate physical, visual, and 
cognitive activities that correspond to that particular part of the target’s life cycle. 
The phases tend to overlap and build upon each other rather than being clearly  
defined points where an action takes place. 

1. Alignment Phase The first phase of the target life cycle (pick-up or focal point).
•  Student must see and watch the target to obtain visual cues about it.
•  Cues that tell the line, speed, distance, angle, etc.
•  Targets will be out of center focus at this point. This is OK, remember the functions 

of the ambient visual system.
•  Students will need to pay attention to and watch the target for as long as possible 

(at least 2 seconds) to obtain as much information as possible about it. This allows 
correct anticipation of where the target is going.

•  Students will need to decide where to position the gun muzzle in relation to the 
target line in order to shoot the target at the chosen end zone.
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2. Flexion Phase The second phase of the target life cycle where it begins to  
slow down and is starting to become easier to see. This where the body and gun  
begin to move in order to “track” the target.
•  Targets will still be out of center focus at this point. This is okay, the ambient system 

is in control.
•  Pay close attention to the targets in order to track them with the head,eyes,  

and body.
•  Anticipate where the target end zone is.
•  Continue to hold the muzzle under the target line.
•  Move the eyes and the head together.
•  Keep the head level.
•  Take a sufficient amount of time to track the target.

3. Impact Phase This is the third and final phase of the target life cycle. The target 
comes into the end zone, and the quiet eye location is found at the chosen number. 
Central focus and timing come together and the shot is executed.
•  Targets will be in the center line of focus (hard focus).
•  The focal visual system takes over at this point.
•  Pay attention to the target and zoom in on it.
•  Stay focused for as long as possible (1 second).
•  Shoot the target when it looks and feels right.
•  Finish by staying in the gun for one to two seconds after the shot  

(also called follow through).

It is very important to allow students to experiment with target reading. There is  
no one right way to do it. In order to promote learning and significant improvement 
in skill levels, students must be actively involved in the process. Encourage active 
learning and engagement by:
•  Focus on teaching the student how to use the clock as the first step.
•  Focus on teaching the student to use the Coordinated Body System.
•  Teach hard skills as appropriate for the student.
•  Allow students to watch video replays of themselves, if possible  

(let them see how they stand, mount the gun, move, track the targets, etc.).
•  Always use learning exercises that require independent performance  

(avoid dependency).
•  Keep it positive.
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For more information about CSM  
please visit our website and blog. 

John Higgins  
912-656-1589  
jchiggins@reagan.com 

Rhonda Young 
912-656-1589  
jchiggins@reagan.com 

Dr. Bob Hughes 
912-667-5644 
drbobhughes2000@yahoo.com

Check out Clays Corner, our News and Events Blog  
at www.csminstruct.com. Feel free to comment and share!


