Coach’s Corner
by Larry Wise

T

Training Your Brain

here are lots of people that can win “World
Championships” in their back yards but when they
get to new surroundings or a “big stage,” they don’t
perform well or finish high. They tell me, “I was so nervous
that my bow felt like it belonged to someone else” or “I shot
well until the last end and then I shot an eight.” Somehow,
somewhere, their view of the target and their situation
changed. It became different than it was in practice and it
affected their conscious focus but it changed only in their
own mind, not in reality!
I understand them because I’ve been there; I’ve been
lots of places with my shooting. I’ve been up, down and
all around with winning, loosing, shooting well, shooting
poorly, winning long shoot-offs and losing them. I’ve had
my bow stolen and my bows break in the middle of tournaments but somehow, I kept coming back and winning again.
Up-and-coming shooters or old timers having problems call
me and want to know what my secret is. They all want to
know how to handle their mental game so they can compete
and win.
There is no secret! That’s the secret! Two things have to
happen to build a reliable mental game: the same two that
have to happen to build reliable shooting form. To perform
well in practice and in tournaments, you must first make a
written plan and then you must fully implement that plan.
You must use the old adage “Plan your work and then work
your plan.” If you don’t, then every shooting venture away
from home is a lottery; you won’t know what you’re going
to get.
I will bet my
life’s fortune that
the vast majority
of all tournament
archers competing
Standing at full
draw at the Lancaster
Archery Classic is
not the time to begin
planning what to do
with your conscious
mind during your
shot sequence. You
need to build that
plan months ahead
of any tournament
you want to shoot at
and then practice that
plan while shooting
rounds at home or at
your club.

today have no written plan for their game-time mental
thought sequence. In fact, most don’t have a written plan for
their shooting form.
Do you think top professional golfers have a specific set
of conscious thoughts they discipline themselves to use for
every shot? You bet they do! They stick to them, knowing that
following their plan gives them their best chance to perform
well. No, they don’t always win but having a plan puts the
odds in their favor.
Going without a plan puts you in that lottery situation:
maybe you will perform well but you probably won’t. The
reason is simple: without a plan, you open the door into your
mind through which doubt and “non-present thoughts”
can enter.

Part One: Planning Your Physical Form
In practice, you use your conscious mind to micromanage your body in order to learn specific form elements. In
other words, use your analytical conscious focus to guide
your actions. Since your conscious mind can hold only one
thought at a time, you and your students should work on one
form element at a time and that requires a plan. Without a
written plan, you won’t build the best form you’re capable
of building.
I’ve written about “Practice With A Purpose” before in
this magazine. Shooting lots of arrows by itself will not build
good shooting form or a good mental game; it will only
build endurance. To learn good shooting form, you must
make sure each practice session has at least three parts to it:

Scoring gets archers’ attention; it gets their attention focused on
many things that do not help them make the next shot. With no
practiced mental steps plan, most archers lose their way while trying to repeat their practiced form steps and execute many different shots. Be a smart archer and make a plan for your conscious
thoughts.
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C-NTS
THE NATIONAL TRAINING SYSTEM FOR
COMPOUND BOW & BACK-TENSION RELEASE AID

Step by Step Shooting Form
1)  
2)  
3)  

4)  
5)  
6)  
7)  
8)  
9)  
10)  
11)  

STANCE
NOCKING
SET:
BOW HAND POSITION
RELEASE HAND
POSTURE/MINDSET
SET-UP (RAISE)
DRAW TO LOAD
ANCHOR
TRANSFER TO HOLD
AIM…..(CONTRACT)…..AIM
RELEASE
FOLLOW-THRU
FEEDBACK
LINDA BECK & LARRY WISE, 2014

If you are serious about
shooting and winning,
you will have a step-bystep plan for your physical
form. You may choose to
label and count the steps
differently than is done in
the Compound National
Training System but teach
your customer-student
to approach their form
in a systematic manner
so they can make notes,
incorporate changes and
eliminate bad habits. They
need to plan their work
and then work their plan.

blank bale shooting at close range, a scoring round of some
kind and finishing with more practice at a blank bale. There
are other activities that you can include but these three
are essential.
A good practice session should be logged. You have to
keep a small notebook if your practice sessions are going to
have their greatest level of use. If you don’t write about them
in a notebook or record notes on your iPad or smartphone,
you’ll forget what you did during those sessions and then,
later, waste valuable time repeating them.

Blank Bale And Conscious Control
You and your students must shoot at a blank bale in
order to practice a specific shooting element: for example,
proper bow hand placement. Ninety-nine percent of my
students do not have proper relaxed bow hand placement,
so they must spend time learning it up close to the bale, with
no target face and eyes closed.
Logging a written objective about their bow hand placement puts students on one specific task. Learning this one
skill is done most efficiently when they micromanage it with
their conscious focus. To use conscious focus, close your
eyes so your conscious mind is undistracted by visual input.
You must use your analytical focus to guide your hand during every second of the shot sequence so that over time, your
hand action becomes ingrained as a habit. At that point,
your hand should have a new and proper feel to it and repeat
through your subconscious control.
Twenty shots for 20 days or, better yet, 30 shots for 30
days will establish this new hand position as a habit. In other
words, after this kind of intense blank bale practice, your
hand position will be operated by the subconscious part
of the brain; neural links will be established in the brain to
control this action and your conscious mind will no longer
have to micromanage it. This happened for all of the skills
that you have learned over the years, like riding a bicycle or
brushing your teeth.
Making blank bale shooting the beginning and end of
every practice session is essential to learning each specific
form element and building an overall good form. You can
skip this essential but if you do, you will pay the price down
the road when you get to your next tournament.
Shooting the same scoring round as part of your

practice sessions on a regular basis will help you gauge your
progress. These recorded scores will tell you if your skills are
improving or not. You and your students need to know that,
so sandwich a scoring round between two sets of blank bale
shooting. Do it twice a week.

Completing Form Building
As outlined above, you and your students must work on
one form element at a time because the conscious mind can
analyze only one thing at a time. So, after 20 days of blank
bale work on one element, move on to the next flaw that
needs attention. After another 20 days of retraining that element, you or your students can move to the next and so on.
It takes time but in this manner, you can rebuild a student’s
entire shooting form and watch his or her scores get higher
and more consistent. Remember, there is no overnight fix to
your shooting form problems.

Part Two: Planning Your Mental Game
Let’s say that with your guidance, your student works
hard for six months to build a very consistent shooting form
that relies on proper posture and use of back tension. Let’s
also say that their scores have improved - 298 or 299 every
time on the Vegas Round - and they head to a tournament
to test their ability. What do you think will happen? How will
they score at the tournament? Are they really ready? Will
their blank bale practice pay off?
The answer to these questions is “doubtful” at best. I’m
not trying to submarine someone’s dreams by saying this.
I’ve spent my entire teaching career, 47 years now, helping
people build skills so they can accomplish their dreams. But
I have to be honest here and tell you that even if they have
great confidence in their ability, they are only half ready if
they have not built and practiced a mental game plan!
So far in their training, your students have probably used
their conscious focus to analytically manage individual form
elements like the bow hand, the release hand, head position,
etc. That’s what you do in practice so that the subconscious
mind can take over the operation of those individual skills
and the conscious mind no longer has to manage them. You
do this because the subconscious can control many operations at the same time; the conscious mind cannot. The conscious mind, as mentioned earlier, can hold one and only
one thought or point of focus at a time.
So, once all of the form elements are in place and functioning like a well-oiled machine, what is the conscious
mind to do? When you are shooting an official scoring
round, what should your conscious focal point be? If you try
to analytically manage any single form element, your shooting process will stall because anxiety will elevate, respiration
and heart rate will rise and muscles will tighten. This condition produces poor results.
If you think about shooting a 10, your body will tighten
because while you are aiming, the arrow landing in the
10-ring is a future result. If you think about results as our culture constantly has us doing, then you can’t be consciously
engaged in the creative process of shooting and your form
will not repeat.
Two things are clear at this point: you can’t engage in

91

May16AT090-095-R.indd 91

4/12/16 11:03 AM

micromanaging or analytical thoughts while shooting an
official scoring arrow and you must not think about results,
past or future, while in the final stage of executing any scoring shot.
So what must you do? To perform at your highest potential, you must engage in present process thinking. You must
channel your conscious thoughts so they involve only the
present time. Your conscious focus must involve the shooting process in creative terms, not in analytical terms.
This kind of thinking requires first a plan and then the
discipline to execute the plan. If you go to a tournament
without this plan, you are taking part in a lottery and the
odds are against you. You will think whatever pops into your
conscious mind instead of what you need to be thinking to
creatively execute the shot.

The Recipe
What are the ingredients for a good mental plan for the
time you are shooting a scoring round? There are other plans
for the off-season, pre-tournament and post-tournament
but for now, you need to build a plan for the time when
you are actually standing at the shooting line and shooting
arrows for score.
I find the following conscious thought sequence very
helpful:
1) Affirm the shot objective.
2) Take a relaxation breath.
3) Visually acquire the target and “see” the arrow
impact it.
4) Feel the transfer of holding effort into the back.
5) Engage eyes with the target while consciously feeling contraction in the back muscles.
6) Evaluate and breathe.
Others use different ingredients or the same ingredients
in a different order. Each shooter has to decide what works
for him or her and build
the most effective plan.
It must be a written
plan. It must be logged
so that its effectiveness
can be evaluated and
modifications made as
needed to improve it.
If you do not write it
down, keep notes about
it and make changes
to it, you are not committed to archery;
you are only involved
in archery.
Let me explain the
difference
between
being involved and
being committed. Think
of a bacon and egg
breakfast. In making
the meal, the chicken

was involved but the pig was committed.
A committed archer writes a plan and then works to
implement it. They practice it during scoring rounds where
they try to maintain their focus on it during each and every
shot. They practice their plan during every league shoot and
at every local tournament. They revise their plan as they feel
it is necessary.

Explanation Of The Ingredients
1) AFFIRMING YOUR SHOT OBJECTIVE: This of course
means that you first must have a shot objective; many do
not. To be an effective athlete, you must focus on the process of your action, not the result that you want to achieve.
I watched the NASCAR race the other night at the Chicago
Land Speedway where old veteran Mark Martin was in
third place for the restart with just a few laps to go. The two
or three guys in front of him were more focused on beating the other guys. They began banging fenders and took
themselves out of the race. Martin stayed cool, focused on
the driving process that would get his car safely around the
track and won!
Do not let your desire to hit the 10 or the X get in the
way of making a process-oriented objective. Tens and Xs are
results and as you are at full draw, they are future results and
have nothing to do with the present shooting process. If you
focus on results, you will allow your shooting process to be
unattended and your success rate will be much lower than
it should be.
The objective I like to have is to “execute the shot with
back tension.” I like to feel the power in my back. If I focus on
that process, then I will set up the best scenario for the arrow
going into the target center. This must not be an analytical
thought but a creative or “feel” thought about shoulder position, back muscle feeling or posture. Micromanaging will
slow your shooting and tense muscles, so don’t do it while
shooting for score; instead, stay focused on the feel of the
creative process.

Building a specific set of conscious mental thoughts
around your physical steps is essential for high-level
tournament performance. So are these other mental
skills in this list from “Sports Psychiatry: Strategies
for Life Balance and Peak Performance” by Dr. David
McDuff, who has worked with several professional
sports teams for years. There is a lot of work to do to
get mentally prepared.
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If you want to see some good examples of both, just
watch golf on a Sunday afternoon around 5 p.m. Those who
use process thinking will manage their bodies properly, feel
their swing and make critical putts while those who focus
on the ball going into the hole will tighten and miss them.
Some athletes are what I call “gamers” and some are not. The
“gamers” are the ones focused on the feel of their process
while the others get sidetracked into thinking about results.
Many talk about a concept called “committing to the
shot.” Affirming your objective is shot commitment. The only
thing that should be on your mind is completing the shot
and thereby completing your objective. You become committed when you nock the arrow on the bowstring.
2) RELAXATION BREATH: You have to breathe, so put it
to work by using it as a relaxation technique. Properly placed
in your mental game sequence, it will help you relax your
muscles so that you can perform your shot sequence better.
Muscles require oxygen in order to function well. If you
fail to give them enough of it because you have not exhaled
fully to expel carbon dioxide, then your aiming will be shaky,
your staying power lessened and your ability to execute
in doubt. Consciously reminding yourself to breathe and
exhale fully not only helps your muscles; it helps your mind
stay in the present with a thought that helps your process
and blocks out other non-productive thoughts.
3) VISUALLY ACQUIRE THE AIMING SPOT: This is
something that you also have to do at some point in your
shot sequence anyway, so put it to good use in your mental
game plan. For me, this occurs after I’ve nocked the arrow
and set my hands properly. That’s when
I have to set my posture upright, with my
head over top of my spine and turn my
head toward the target.
As I first see the gold or spot of
the target, I begin aiming, not with the
bow sight but physically with my eyes;

my head and my entire
body become oriented
toward that one point in
space.
At this point, I prefer to run a little video
in my brain. This mental visualization is
always the same for me Everyone should keep a practice log
of some kind so they can establish
and consists of seeing a specific objective for each session
the arrow being aimed and record all tuning changes and
through my bow sight, scores regularly. Good notes make
being launched toward you efficient and thorough. Be sure to
the target and actually begin and end each practice session
with form-building blank bale shoothitting the middle. This ing; don’t skip this most important
“rehearsal shot” gives element of practice.
your mind and body the
best preparation you
can get for actually making the real shot. Some archers prefer to do this before they nock an arrow; do what suits you.
4) SETTING FULL DRAW POSITION: As I draw my bow,
I can feel the holding and control of the shot being transferred into my drawing shoulder and back muscles. This
feeling of power and control is how I will fulfill my objective. This feeling affirms that I am in charge. I know that I
will complete the shot correctly because I put myself in the
best physical position and condition to do so and I can feel
it. This is what using creative focus is all about: feeling the
shot process.

Today’s finest archers
are reading every issue
For the coaching columns
For the tuning expertise
For the tournament reports
And to keep tabs on the world-wide
family of competitive shooters
The US & International Archer is the
place to reach these opinion leaders
Advertise during our 35th year at
very competitive advertising rates

As soon as an archer turns their head
toward the target and visually acquires the
aiming spot, they are beginning the aiming
process. When the eyes connect with the
spot, so do the head position, the neck position, the shoulder position and the rest of
the lower body. Meanwhile, the conscious
mind can be running a video rehearsal of
the shot being aimed, being released and
impacting the middle. Use imagery in your
conscious thought process.

For more
information
please call
Arlyne Rhode
today at
(855) 656-9541
or visit
usarcher.com
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Have you ever been away from home on a long trip?
When you finally get close to home and pull up your driveway, it’s a great feeling. You’re comfortable again. You’re in
complete charge again. That’s the way you need to feel at
this point in your mental shot routine: in charge physically
and mentally.
5) AIM: After you’ve established your holding position, you must not analytically manage your eye focus on
the target face. That focus must allow the sight pin to float
while your conscious mind feels the power stored in your
back muscles and elevates it until the mechanical device in
your hand activates to release the bowstring. When I could
achieve this state of “being in the zone” and feeling the shot,
I shot my very best.
6) EVALUATE AND BREATHE: If you have been looking at the target center, when the bowstring and arrow are
released, you will see the arrow hit the target. The natural
thing to do is to check the impact point with your binoculars
or with your spotter if you have one.
Once you’ve learned the impact point, you must then
use discipline to evaluate it. You should not get too high on
praise for a good landing or too low on criticism for a bad
one. You must have the discipline to carry yourself as near
to neutral as possible because out-of-control emotions very
often carry over to the next shot with adverse effects. They
get you out of the present.
You must evaluate the shooting performance more than
the landing and make a quick note about how well you met
your execution objective and how to make the next one
closer to your model form. If you made a good performance,
then you must affirm that you will do it again on the very
next shot.
Now comes the really difficult part: you must forget the
shot completely. This part is the downfall of many shooters because they can’t let go of the emotions surrounding a
shot arrow in a highly meaningful situation. By that, I mean
a high-pressure shot when you are tense and you expect a
lot from yourself. That is the time when you can’t clear your
mind of emotion and it interferes with your focus on the next
shot. In other words, you can’t run your mental program
cleanly and efficiently without interruption.
Thinking about future results or judging past results can
prevent any shooter from precisely running their mental
program. Therefore, to be successful, you must recognize
that your mind is cluttered, stop all shooting action, allow
your mind to clear (this takes practice and could be the focus
of a complete article by itself ) and then get on with the next
shot using only the thoughts that you have programmed into
your mental plan.

What’s Not In The Plan Is Also Important
It is important to note here that there’s a lot that is not
in the plan. There is no room in your plan for negative thinking. There’s no time in your plan for “winning” thoughts
either because if you are thinking about winning, then you
are not thinking about what’s important for making the shot
in the present.
Likewise, there’s no time to think about your day job,
your spouse or kids, how your friends are shooting or

This full draw position is reached when the drawing forearm and
elbow are rotated in line with the arrow. This position allows the
“holding” of the bow to be transferred into the back muscles and
the arm to be somewhat relaxed. Transfer is the most important
element of the shot and gives me the feeling that I’m in charge and
fully set to allow the shot to impact the middle. To feel it on every
shot, I must use my creative focus to achieve my highest level of
repeat performance.

whether your car will start when the tournament is over.
Although these are important things in your life, none of
them contribute to getting the arrow into the target center,
so you must eliminate them from your mind before running
your mental program.
The important concept to remember here is that you
choose what you consciously think. You can choose to think
about the present task and allow other non-present thoughts
to pass out of your mind. It takes practice but you can learn
to do it. Once you learn it, your game will get better when it’s
crunch time.

Trust What You Have Built
Many archers and other athletes work hard at both their
physical game and their mental game but don’t reap any
rewards for their efforts. They don’t get results because they
don’t trust what they’ve built. They don’t believe in themselves or see themselves as winners. In short, they lack a
good self-image.
If all of the aspects of your personal life are not in balance, then it will be difficult for you or any athlete to perform
well. It will be difficult for you to have a good self-image.
Belief in yourself, of course, has to be there before the
tournament starts or you’re destined to fail. This brings us to
another part of the mental game: pre-tournament preparation. That and post-tournament evaluation are two important parts of a complete mental game that I’ll have to leave
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for another article so I can give them the proper attention
they deserve.

More About Conscious Thinking

To assist in making the shift at the correct time, I recommend what many sports psychiatrists recommend. Find a
word or phrase that you can use to remind yourself to make
the shift. Some attach an action to it, like a baseball batter
swinging his bat just before the pitch. As I draw my bow, I
always use the phrase “going home” to get the proper feel of
transfer into my back; that was my “home” position, where I
felt strong and confident. It worked for me when I could do
it consistently on every shot. It is not a guarantee, as there
are no guarantees but it helped me be in the present with my
process and reach my highest level of performance.

As you engage in an activity like shooting an arrow,
your conscious mental attention or focus is shifting. It shifts
from narrow analytical focus to narrow creative focus, as
written by Dr. David McDuff in his book, “Sports Psychiatry:
Strategies for Life Balance and Peak Performance.” How
you manage this shifting has a great impact on your performance; I know this from past experience. Using analytical
focus when you should be using creative focus can cause
you to perform at less than your best. In other words, it is not
CONCLUSION
enough to be in the present; you must use the proper focus
It didn’t take me long after starting my first year as a
in the present.
public school math teacher to discover that when I didn’t
You can experience this focus-shifting by doing the fol- plan well for an eighth grade math lesson, it would go poorly.
lowing simple exercise. Begin by signing your name on a In fact, some lessons were disastrous. The same is true for
piece of paper. Next, sign your name five or six more times archery tournaments: plan well and your efforts will reap
down the paper, in a column.
rewards. Take a plan with you to a tournament and you have
Trace exactly over the first signature you made. Be pre- a better chance of shooting the scores you do at home.
cise. Complete all of this before reading the next paragraph
Your job as a dealer-coach is to impress on your cusso you can understand what just happened.
tomer-students that they must plan both their physical and
Did you notice that your six signatures look very close mental form and they must practice both if they want to creto the same: not exactly the same but very close? In other ate their best chance to win.
words, you were doing what archers call “shooting a group.”
Once again, there is no secret to success; all you have to
You were repeating your effort with ease because you have do is plan and then practice your plan. For many years, I had
written your signature thousands of times; you’ve practiced a sign over my classroom door that read “Success is preparait thousands of times and it has a “feel” to it. You didn’t tion meeting opportunity.” Notice that “preparation” came
think about writing each individual letter or how to spell first; this is true for learning math and for learning archery.
your name. You just did it by feel using your creative focus
Good luck preparing your students.
or “narrow-external” (outside your brain, in your body)
Larry
thinking.
Editor’s Note: Larry Wise’s latest book, “Larry Wise on
Tracing your name, however, caused you to shift your Coaching Archery,” is now available. This book is a compilaattention or focus to your analytical or “narrow-internal” tion of over 25 ArrowTrade Magazine articles that Wise has
(inside your brain) thinking. You were forced to intensely written and it can be purchased at www.larrywise.com or
watch and analyze where your pen point was moving. You through Archery Focus, an online magazine.
moved more slowly and deliberately. You did not do a perfect job of it, either, as your pen point
probably moved off the original curve at
some places. It is very difficult to repeat
ETHIC S ARCHERY has added
your physical action while engaging in
a new Patent Pending Spin Point
analytical focus.
To shoot your best archery scores,
for the competitive archer to the
you need to be thinking creatively while
current line of products.
leading up to the release of the arrow.
Special
You must do enough high-quality pracAvailable in different
Oppor tunities for our
tice so that you can shift from analytical
weights and ID’s with many
thinking to creative thinking in order
next 50 dealers! Be
to complete your shot action. Your
new sizes on the way. C heck
one of the first in
shot has to have a feel to it because
with us to see about your
when you feel it, you can repeat it at a
your area to carry
higher frequency.
favorite arrow size!
our product line!
Setting your feet, nocking the arrow
Visit
and setting your hands and body posiwww.ethicsarchery.com
tion before raising your bow are done
or call
analytically. That means that at some
time during the draw, you must make
980-429-2070
the shift to creative thinking. Learning
To order!
to do this takes discipline and practice.
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