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Dedication

	 

	     This book is dedicated to my late wife, Heather Dawn Crist, and to my amazing daughters, Lindsey and Megan, for putting up with an obsessive pool player for all these years.  But it’s also dedicated to all of you who gave my first book, Poolology, a chance.  You may not have realized it, but your support gave me more time with my wife, gave my daughters more time with their mother.  

	      In November of 2015, following several rounds of chemotherapy and radiation, Heather was given a life-expectancy of 3 to 6 months.  The cancer was spreading and chemo was no longer an option, so we turned to alternative/experimental treatments.  It was an expensive road, and though it eventually drained our savings, it was a road worth traveling.  The cancer was slowing its pace, and the future was looking promising.   

	     I wrote and published Poolology in 2017 with hopes that it might provide enough extra income to help with the cost of alternative treatments.  We were told by an expert in the pool and billiards industry to not get our hopes up, because the average pool book only sells about 5,000 copies in 10 years.  This was disheartening news, and it made me want to scrap the whole book project, but Heather remained positive, saying, “There are always exceptions.”

	     We lost her on July 2nd, 2018, though it sure doesn’t feel like that much time has passed.  For anyone who has had any experience with cancer, you probably know how resilient it can be.  It has a way of learning how to adapt to changing conditions, how to work its way around different treatments.  Nevertheless, I believe the extra time we were able to share with Heather can be attributed to all who purchased Poolology.  Whether or not you realized it at the time, your support made it possible for us to have an extra year and a half with her.

	     Since its publication, over 12,000 copies of Poolology have sold worldwide.  So I suppose Heather was right – there are always exceptions.  And I have to say, Heather is the reason the Poolology book exists in the first place.  Without her encouragement and positive frame of mind, I don’t think I would’ve had the courage or the confidence to write it, not to mention publish it, to put myself out there for the whole world to see, for the whole world to criticize. And without the support of all of you who purchased that book, I surely wouldn’t have had the courage or the confidence to write and publish this one.  So, thank you.

	     During the most difficult time of her life, when giving up was never an option, Heather taught me that life is meant to be lived courageously, passionately, always in pursuit of what makes you happy, always pushing yourself to do the things that you say you’re going to do.  And so I want to share with you one of her favorite quotes, her recipe for a good life…

	 

	“Do what makes you happy.

	Be with people who make you smile.

	Laugh as much as you breathe, 

	and love as long as you live.” 

	 

	- Rachel Ann Nunes

	 

	 





Einstein Equation…    
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	“More the knowledge

	Lesser the ego.

	Lesser the knowledge

	More the ego.”

	 

	- Albert Einstein

	 

	 

	Introduction

	 

	     Playing pool should make you happy, at least most of the time.   It should be fun, enjoyable.  If it isn’t, maybe you’re doing something wrong.  Maybe your idea of what is and what isn’t fun about the game needs to be reevaluated or relearned.  That’s what this book is about – learning how to truly have fun playing pool by focusing on winning.  

	     There’s an old adage that goes something like this:  “It doesn’t matter if you win or lose, as long as you’re having fun doing it.”  We’ve all heard versions of it throughout our lives, typically from a coach or from our parents following a lost game, a defeat in a tournament, a failed tryout to make the team, and so on...  In other words, it’s feel-good talk to help us cope with losing.  

	     In every competitive venture – whether it’s baseball, tennis, pool, music, golf, hockey, soccer, whatever – we are taught from an early age that having fun is the most important thing.  In essence, we are brainwashed into believing that having fun has little to do with winning or losing and everything to do with how we play the game.  And that’s not quite true. 

	     Maybe kids would excel more in activities that interest them if parents and coaches were to say something along these lines… “Kid, you lost because you didn’t play well enough.  It happens to the best of us, and it isn’t much fun.  I know because I’ve been there.  But how we handle losing is what’s determines whether or not we’re going to continue to lose.  Wouldn’t you like to win more often?  I know you would.  So here’s what we’re going to do… We’re going to accept this loss and we’re going to work harder at doing what it takes to win.  The harder we work, the more often we’ll win.  It’s that simple.  And trust me… winning is a lot more fun than losing.”

	     That’s not the typical speech that most kids or adults get on the heels of defeat.  Instead, we get the old bit about how winning or losing isn’t as important as having fun, which is a quite a paradox.  I mean, for most of us anyway, losing is certainly not fun.  So if having fun is more important than winning or losing, and losing isn’t fun, how in the world can we look at a loss and pretend like it was fun?  

	     The fact is, not every player can always be victorious or be part of the winning team.  That’s just the reality of it.  So we are programmed to water down the agony of defeat with feel-good words like, “Good try…at least you had fun.  That’s what matters most.” 

	     I think this type of sugar coating keeps a lot of players from becoming winners.  They’re nurtured into believing that having fun is separate from winning.  And, as a result, they seldom get much better than average.  Sure, they win sometimes, but they always wonder why they can’t win more often.  If this describes you, then you’re in the right place now, because this book was written to help you win more often.

	     I believe the concept that having fun is more important than winning or losing is probably one of the most misunderstood concepts of all time.  I’m not saying we shouldn’t have fun, certainly not.  Having fun is very important, as we’ll discuss later.  I’m saying that in order to win more often we need to make “having fun” synonymous with “playing to win”.   

	     That is the goal of this book, to help you become a more consistent winner by focusing on winning.  In order for this to happen, I’m asking for you to accept the following belief:   

	 

	In order to truly have fun playing pool, I should always be playing to win.

	 

	     This book is packed with plenty of information that I feel can help you become a better pool player.  But please review the table of contents for anything specific that might grab your attention or interest.  This is how most non-fiction books are read – we skip around from one section to another, learning what we want when we want.  

	     Of course, I believe every chapter and lesson here is worth reading, but if you decide to skip some of the material because you feel it’s irrelevant to you or just too much information, that’s perfectly fine.  This is your book.  You purchased it to improve your game.  I’m certainly not going to tell you what you should read and what you shouldn’t read.  That’s completely up to you.  So there’s the first lesson, I suppose…  When it comes to improving your game, you should be the one in control.    

	 

	Playing to Win

	 

	     So what does “playing to win” mean?  First I’ll tell you what it doesn’t mean.  It does not mean you should go for every shot you see, ignoring your current skill limitations and trying to run every rack, inevitably losing a lot of games that you could’ve possibly won.  And playing to win certainly doesn’t mean “win at all cost”.  In other words, absolutely no cheating, no sharking, no bad sportsmanship, etc…  

	     When I say you should play to win, I mean you should harness every skill and piece of knowledge that you’ve acquired when it comes to playing pool, and it should become one focus, one steady arrow aimed at the bullseye, and the bullseye is winning.  You don’t sway from the target by shooting low-percentage shots (shots that you aren’t sure you’ll be able to pull off).  That includes bank shots, massé shots, jump shots, kick shots, carom shots, behind the back shots, one-handed shots, or any other fancy shot that happens to look fun or tempting.  There is a special time for trying that sort of stuff – it’s called practice time.

	    I know all too well how tempting some of these shots can be.  That massé looks fun, or that 2-rail bank looks fun, and most players love trying fun and creative shots.  Unfortunately, many players lose because of it.  We’ve convinced ourselves that going for those types of shots is what makes the game fun.  And sure, when you pocket a low-percentage shot there is a rewarding feeling of satisfaction that sweeps over you, and it can be quite fun.  But in the big picture it’s nothing more than a piece of candy for the ego, temporary self-satisfaction at best.  

	     The big picture is the game itself, not just one shot here or there.  More often than not, shots that are low-percentage are missed and the game is lost.  How much fun is that?  If you accumulate all the “fun” shots and weigh them against the result of losing, does it make up for the loss?  I mean, are you satisfied with the result, the big picture?  Did that beautifully failed massé shot or multi-rail bank attempt provide enough fun to actually offset the disappointment of losing?  I doubt it.

	     There is nothing fun about losing.  If you have a desire to win, to play your best pool, then losing can’t be fun.  I don’t believe any single shot, or any combination of shots, regardless of how temporarily satisfying or fun they may’ve been at the time, could ever outweigh that ugly feeling that settles in the pit of your stomach when you lose a game that you were supposed to win.  The only thing that can remotely offset that feeling is knowing that you gave your best effort, that all of your decisions were sound and smart.  In other words, you played to win, and that’s where true fun can be found in this game. 

	     The first step to reprogramming what we believe is fun is to avoid playing shots simply because they look fun.  Avoid shooting any shot that doesn’t reasonably contribute to the goal of winning.  This means that we have to set our ego aside and do what is smart and sure in accordance with our abilities.  If you are not at least 80 or 90 percent sure that you can pull off any particular shot, like a massé or a bank, then you should find another shot to play, one that gives you the best chance of winning.  That’s what playing to win is all about.

	     Let the losers shoot the fun shots.  For you, playing to win is what should be considered fun.  Don’t be the type of player that believes a handful of fancy shots comprises all the fun of the game.  It’s a pitfall that will have you losing more often than winning, and there’s not much fun to be found in that.  Be the player that keeps your arrow perfectly aligned to the bullseye with everything you have, body and mind.  Of course, there is no guarantee that you’ll win every game, but remaining focused on the big picture will always give you the best chance of winning.

	     If you can accept the belief that true fun lies in playing to win, and you can avoid those fleeting temptations to feed your ego, you will actually find yourself winning more often, and you’ll have a lot more fun doing it.  If you don’t think you can do this, then you can put this book down right now and ignore everything I’ve written.  It really won’t hurt my feelings at all.  I realize some players will never be able to practice the discipline needed to adhere to the lessons in this book.  But for those who do, I promise it will pay off.  

	     I want to help you develop the habits and the mindset of a winning pool player.  And that’s what I believe this book can do for you – help you develop winning habits and a winning mindset in order to win more often.  And, since habits guide performance, it’s important to understand a little bit about them.

	     A habit is a mental shortcut that helps us do something without having to think too much about it.  We just automatically do it when triggered or cued.  It’s a routine that brings about a known reward.  And so we often find ourselves stuck in these trigger-routine-reward loops, unable to prevent or stop the process once the routine is triggered and the reward is expected.  Sometimes that’s not a bad thing, because there are good habit loops as well as bad habit loops.  When playing pool, playing to win is a good habit loop.  Playing to lose is not.

	     So becoming a winning player requires developing and nurturing good habit loops that will allow you to win more often, more consistently.  This will likely involve breaking or modifying some old habits, those that currently cause you to lose more often than you win.   And I know what you’re probably thinking…  Aren’t old habits hard to break?   The answer is… sort of, but not really.  That’s good news when it comes to good habits.  And when it comes to bad habits, by “sort of”, I mean habits are able to be changed or modified with a little work, a little conscious effort and practice.  

	     A habit is created by repeating the same trigger-routine-reward loop over and over.  Once we do it enough times, the process becomes embedded/programmed into the mind, whether we want it to be or not.  But the cool thing about habits, both good and bad habits, is that each are developed through repetition.  And so we can change them anytime we want by using the same method – repetition.   Through conscious effort and repetition (deliberate practice) you have the ability to change or reformat the programming in your mind.  

	     For the record, none of this is solely based on my personal opinions.  I am not a psychologist or any type of expert in the fields of cognitive psychology or neuroscience.  I just happen to read and listen to a lot of books.  I’m a firm believer in the value of a good book, and I’ll be sharing some of my favorites with you throughout these pages.  

	     Concerning habits, how they are formed, how to kick bad ones to the curb and hang on to the good ones, one of my favorite books is, The Power of Habit, by Charles Duhigg, a journalist for The New Yorker Magazine.  It is considered by many to be one of the best books written on the subject of habits, explaining fully why we do what we do, and offering solutions to help us create, replace, or modify our habits.  I have included The Power of Habit in my top 10 list of recommended books for pool players, which can be found at the back of this book.  I’ll be referencing many of the books on that list, plus a few others, throughout Playing to Win.  

	     And please don’t think that I’m suggesting any book, including the one you’re reading right now, will magically make you a champion-level pool player.  If that were the case, I’d be the greatest player in the world by now.  But that’s not how it works.  Books are tools.  They help us learn by providing information and insight.  

	     With that said, playing to win involves learning, and learning involves gathering knowledge and developing skills, both physically and mentally.  So my intention, by referencing and recommending a few of my favorite books, is to share the type of knowledge that has proven most effective when it comes to how we develop and perform complicated skills, like playing winning pool.  

	     What you do with this knowledge or insight is completely up to you.  You don’t have to read any of the books I recommend in my top 10 list, though I hope you decide a few of them may be worth reading.  Nevertheless, within the pages of this book I have included key elements drawn from those resources, information that I believe can be very useful for any pool player who aspires to be a winner.    

	     As mentioned earlier, playing winning pool requires developing winning habits, which involves programming or reprogramming the mind for the proper mindset.  So that’s where we’re going to start…

	    In the following chapter we’re going to take a stroll around the edges of neuroscience and psychology in order to learn how we can develop a winning mindset.  I’ll keep it short and simple and relevant to our purpose.  These are fascinating subjects, but they are massively extensive.  Luckily we don’t have to dive too deep to get what we need.  We’re just going to casually dip our toes in here and there, just enough to understand how to program our minds to play better pool, to play smarter pool.  And that’s what Playing to Win is all about.

	 

	Programming the Mind

	 

	     Every skill and talent that we develop throughout our lives involves the programming of the mind – from tying our shoes to riding a bike or driving a car, from playing a musical instrument to playing chess or baseball or pool.  All of these things require a programming process in order to develop the skills needed to perform.  In scientific terms, the stages of skill development are as follows:  

	 

	Stage 1:  Unconscious Incompetence – You have zero skill and you don’t realize it.  Basically, you can’t know what you don’t know.  Your conscious mind has no knowledge of the skill and therefore your subconscious has not been programmed to perform it.

	Stage 2:  Conscious Incompetence – You still have zero skill, but you now realize it.  You now know what you didn’t know before, and so you know what to work on as far as applying conscious effort.

	Stage 3:  Conscious Competence – You’ve developed the ability to perform the skill using conscious effort.

	Stage 4:  Unconscious Competence – You’ve repeated the skill through many hours of deliberate practice and repetition, and now you no longer have to consciously think about how to perform the skill.  It has become programmed into your mind, and now you can perform it subconsciously without having to think about how to do it.

	     The majority of amateur pool players get stuck on stages 2 and 3.  We know what we need to work on, but we either don’t have the time or simply don’t want to invest the time needed to do the work.  There is no mystery as to why we get stuck.  The stages above are pretty self-explanatory, and there is no way around any particular stage.  There are shortcuts that can speed up the learning process from one stage to another, like a good aiming system or private lessons with an instructor, but no stage is skipped.  

	     Getting from stage 2 to stage 3 requires practice, an investment of time.  This is where we develop our skills by consciously going through all the steps needed to perform them.  The more conscious effort we apply in stage 2, the more competent we become at performing the skills we’re trying to learn.  

	     After we’ve reached the point where we can perform the skills competently by consciously following the right steps and paying attention to what we’re doing, we enter stage 3 – conscious competence.  And the secret to getting from stage 3 to stage 4 is really no secret at all.  It’s called repetition and practice.  By practicing what we’ve learned, consciously repeating it over and over and over, we are programming the mind so that it becomes capable of performing the skills automatically, without relying on conscious effort.  

	     How many times have you driven to work, or to the store or to your favorite hangout, only to show up and not remember anything about the drive?  It’s because you’ve driven that route countless times, and through repetition you have programmed your mind to automatically perform the task of driving that route with very little (if any) conscious effort involved. 

	     The first time you drove the route you probably had to pay close attention to every street name, every speed limit, when to turn left or right, what lane you needed to be in as you approached a particular intersection, etc...  Whether you used one of those old-fashioned city maps from a gas station or the GPS system in your car or an app on your mobile phone, you applied conscious effort in order to follow the directions.  

	     After making a few of these trips, you found yourself not relying too heavily on the map or the GPS anymore.  Through repeated conscious effort you had finally memorized the route, which means you left stage 2 and entered stage 3 in the skill development process.  You knew how to get where you wanted to go and you had every detail memorized as far as how to do it.  That’s conscious competence.

	     You then repeated the route over and over again, week after week, always seeing those same street names and speed limit signs, always paying attention to the correct lanes you needed to be in.  And then one day you arrived at your destination unable to remember anything about the drive.  

	     This is because your subconscious had finally become programmed for that route.  Conscious effort was no longer needed.  Your conscious mind, therefore, had the freedom to think about other things, like a recent conversation with a spouse or a friend, or the grocery list you left on the kitchen counter, or an endless array of other thoughts that tend to flow in and out of the working area of the brain.  And while all of these thoughts were flowing through your conscious mind, the actual task of driving was being performed subconsciously.  

	     The same process happens with every skill we learn.  At first it requires conscious effort to learn what needs to be done, and then more conscious effort to train our body and mind to perform the skill competently and consistently.  And then we practice what we’ve learned, consciously repeating it until we no longer have to rely on strict conscious control in order to perform the skill.  Eventually, through repeated conscious effort, the performance of the skill gets handed over to the subconscious portion of the mind, leaving our conscious mind free to entertain or evaluate other thoughts and ideas.   And this freeing up of the conscious mind is ideal for playing winning pool.  

	     An experienced player no longer has to consciously think about how to stroke the cue, or even how to aim the shots.  Through repetition and deliberate practice, these things become etched or programmed into the subconscious mind.  They become pathways for the mind to follow.  Much like a pathway through a grassy field – the more times we follow the same steps, the more defined and obvious the path becomes.  

	     The brain is wonderfully complex.  But when looking at how we develop the ability to perform any certain task or skill, it’s not that difficult to understand.  Without going into too much detail, we’re going to take a look at how this is done.  First I’ll say that you certainly don’t need to know this information in order to play great pool.  But I think a little understand of how we learn and develop skills can be very beneficial when it comes to understanding the importance of proper practice and repetition.

	 

	Neural Networks and the Subconscious

	 

	     The average brain is home to about 86 billion neurons (nerve cells).  I realize such a large number is difficult to imagine, but think of it like this…  

	     Picture yourself standing in the middle of an enormous field of tall green grass.  The field is your brain, and each blade of grass is a neuron.  When the brain is thinking or learning, these neurons communicate with each other, passing information back and forth in a process called neuron firing.  And as the same neurons are fired over and over again, a specific pathway (related to the skill you happen to be learning) begins to form in your mind.  

	     Similarly, if you were to walk through that tall grass, your footsteps would create a pathway, and if you kept repeating those same steps, over and over, the pathway would become more and more developed.  Eventually you’ll create a solid trail through that grassy field.  

	     The trails you create are all the skills and talents you learn.  In the mind these trails are called neural networks, or synaptic pathways (because the junction or port between each neuron is called a synapse).  So programming the mind to perform any skill or task simply involves creating the neural networks needed that allow your subconscious to walk freely through the tall grass, knowing exactly where each trail leads. 

	     If you remember anything from this chapter, it should be this:  Conscious repetition (deliberately following the same footsteps over and over through that grassy field) creates pathways in your subconscious mind, and these pathways become your skills and talents.  Your performance as a pool player is directly related to the quality of the pathways (the neural networks) you create for yourself.  Let that sink in for a couple of seconds before reading the following paragraph... 

	     There are millions of pool players around the world, and only a few hundred are among the greatest, while several thousand are very good.  The rest are average, some above average and some below.  I don’t know where you stand in that mix, but if you want to improve, want to be a better player, want to win more often than you lose, then you have to work at it.  You have to practice in order to make it a reality.  Practice needs to become a habit.  It’s how we program our minds, how we pave those neural networks that define the quality of our performance.

	     Winners aren’t born winners, just as losers aren’t born losers.  Winners become winners by working on their game.  They work on improving and expanding skills through practice and repetition, programming the mind to perform automatically, as effortlessly as driving a car or riding a bike or knowing that 2 + 2 equals 4.  And it doesn’t happen overnight.  Programming the mind takes time.  Knowledge must be acquired and stored, and skills must be nurtured.  Most of all, good habits must be developed.  

	 

	Habits and Qualities of a Winning Pool Player

	 

	     Playing great pool is a matter of developing certain habits and qualities.  This can be said of most winning pool players.  I say “most” because not all great players possess all of the qualities listed here.  

	     Pool is a good and honest game, but not everyone who plays well is good and honest.  I believe Joe Rogan, the comedian and podcaster, said it best while doing an impression of one of my all-time favorite players, Earl “The Pearl” Strickland, at Hollywood Billiards in Los Angeles…“Pool is a beautiful game played by ugly people.”

	     Of course, Joe was simply poking fun of Earl’s cynical side.  And though there is usually a touch of truth in comedy, the vast majority of pool players today are not ugly people, despite the occasional jerk or dishonest player here or there.  

	     When it comes to the best players, the winning players, the following qualities are actually quite common among them:  

	Confidence

	Integrity

	Courage

	Respect

	Optimism

	Creativity

	Self-control

	Humility

	Persistence

	Patience

	Honesty

	Attentiveness

	Focus.

	 

	     Notice how integrity, humility, and honesty are not in bold.  Honesty and integrity are fine qualities, but they aren’t game changers for players looking to win more often.  The same can be said of humility.  These are all excellent character traits, but if you’ve spent any time in pool halls you’ve probably noticed that some very good players fall short in these specific areas.  As for the qualities in bold, these are game-changing qualities that most winning players tend to possess, and so we’re going to take a closer look at these.

	 

	Confidence  

	 

	     Being confident means knowing what you’re doing and also knowing that you can do it.  A confident pool player understands the boundaries of his or her current limitations, and therefore plays within those boundaries.  Having confidence means you feel sure about the outcome or result of every shot you perform.  (Since very few things can be done with 100% certainty, we will use the term “reasonably sure” when it comes to confidence and playing pool.  To be reasonably sure is to know you can successfully perform a shot at least 8 or 9 times out of 10.)

	     A strong confident player refrains from shooting any shot that does not fit this criteria.  There are exceptions, of course, but for the most part you should try to play within your known boundaries.  This is your comfort zone, where confidence should be at its highest, as long as it’s rooted in an honest assessment of your game, an honest appraisal of your weaknesses and limitations.  And that is probably the most difficult challenge – being honest when it comes to assessing your game.  

	     Daniel Kahneman, in his New York Times best-selling book, Thinking - Fast and Slow, describes why honest assessments of ourselves may be more difficult than we think.  He writes, due to “our excessive confidence in what we believe we know, and our apparent inability to acknowledge the full extent of our ignorance and the uncertainty of the world we live in, we are prone to overestimate how much we understand about the world and underestimate the roll of chance.”  

	     In short, what he’s saying is that our confidence is often rooted in a faulty or exaggerated assessment of ourselves.  And he makes an excellent point, because we (as human beings, not just pool players) are really good at overestimating our skills and underestimating luck or chance or coincidence.  This creates erroneous confidence, a false confidence that breaks down easily under pressure because it stems from delusions of grandeur or wishful thinking, not from actual reality.  

	     Building true confidence relies on an honest evaluation of your game, admitting your current weaknesses and limitations.  Nothing compromises confidence more than playing a shot that you think you can pull off, based on an inflated assessment of your skills, only to end up missing horribly and losing the game or match because of it.  

	     Well, there is something a little more damaging than that… If you actually do make the shot and win the game, you will likely believe that you can make it every time it comes up, despite the fact that your true percentage on that particular shot might only be 10%, which means you miss it 90% of the time!

	     So that quick boost in confidence that you get when you nail a low-percentage shot is nothing more than erroneous confidence.  It’s not real.  And when you go for that shot again, thinking it’s not low-percentage, you’ll likely butcher it.  Your true confidence will then take a hit and you’ll find yourself struggling for a while.  That’s why it is so important to be honest with yourself, to build your confidence within the reasonable boundaries of what you know for sure is within your current limitations.  

	     At the same time, naturally, you should also be expanding your knowledge of the game by practicing shots that you know are just outside of your boundaries.  Practice allows you to chip away at your limitations.  And, as limitations diminish, your boundaries expand and you find yourself reaching higher levels of play, higher levels of true confidence.

	     Keep in mind that with each step of improvement you’re likely going to temporarily lose a little bit of consistency.  This can have a temporary negative effect on your confidence, but it’s normal, and the key word here is temporary.  Simply be honest about your current limitations and keep playing accordingly.  Avoid low-percentage shots in which you lack true confidence.  Those are shots for practice.  The more you practice those shots the more consistent you get with them, which means the more confidence you’ll have when those shots come up during competition.  

	     Developing and maintaining a strong level of confidence is a continuous process.  You first become confident within your current boundaries, then you expand those boundaries by incorporating more knowledge of the game and chipping away at your limitations through practice.  Then you rebuild and reinforce your confidence within those newly expanded boundaries.  And then the process begins again from there.  

	     Always building upon your game, expanding your boundaries and working on true confidence, ensures that you are always growing as a pool player.  The more you work, the more you grow and the more confident you become.  And a confident player is a strong player, a winning player.

	 

	Courage

	 

	     Courage is having the ability to step out of your comfort zone to do something that you really don’t feel confident about doing.  But if it’s your best option, you have to do it.  Courage is also having the guts to step up to the table and shoot the game-winning shot when you know everyone is watching, or when you know the entire match depends on this one shot.  

	     Despite working hard to play within your known boundaries, every now and then you might have to play a shot that you normally wouldn’t play.  Maybe you got way out of line on your last shot, or maybe your worthy opponent played a great safety and is trying to force you to do something outside of your comfort zone.  It doesn’t matter how you got into this mess.  What matters is what you do about it.

	     When you have no confident option and must shoot a low-percentage shot, tell yourself you can do it, and then do it.  Shoot the shot as if you have no doubts or hesitations.  Use whatever speed the shot calls for.  Don’t pamper it or baby it out of fear that you’re going to mess it up.  When you’re in this situation you must have the courage to shoot as if you’re 100% confident, even when you’re not.  There’s never a good time to be timid or afraid of messing up.  When you absolutely must make something happen, be committed to it and have the courage to do it.  

	     This also applies to routine shots during a game.  It could be a simple shot that you play all the time with confidence, but when the pressure is on you tighten up.  It’s normal to get nervous.  All pool players get nervous, and the best players are no exception.  Everyone feels pressure and everyone must learn how to handle it.  

	     When you find yourself sweating a particular shot, maybe a key ball or the game ball or whatever, take a few seconds to walk around the table, chalk your cue, take a few deep breaths – in through the nose, out through the mouth – then step into the shot with courage and conviction and do what you know how to do.  That’s a lot easier said than done, I know.  But learning how to tamp down the pressure is an absolute must.  

	     I would venture to guess that the number one cause of pressure, the number one disrupter of courage, is our concern with what others think of us.  In a book titled, Pleasures of Small Motions, by Bob Fancher, Ph.D, Bob writes that competition can bring status concerns (what we think others think of us) into the game.  Naturally, this can have negative effects on performance.  We get nervous simply because we’re concerned with what others will think or say if we miss an easy shot or lose a game that we’re supposed to win.  So we find ourselves shooting timid, afraid of making a mistake.  Or we sometimes get anxious to shoot a difficult shot simply because we want others to see us do it, so they’ll think, “Wow!  What a player!”  

	     None of this is good.  Status concerns cause us to make mistakes, cause us to do things that we would otherwise not do, like shooting a low-percentage shot when better options are available.  Fancher’s advice is to deal with status concerns just as we would deal with any other mental distraction that can affect our physical performance.   We should acknowledge such distractions, then let them go, free them from our mind so that they have no influence over us.

	     You might be thinking… That’s excellent advice, but how do I do it?   For that, honestly, you should run out and buy a copy of Doctor Fancher’s book.  Bob Fancher is a highly respected psychotherapist and fellow pool player.  His insight and advice on the mental aspects of this game have been helping players overcome mental challenges for nearly two decades.  Pleasures of Small Motions should be required reading for all pool players who want to master the mental game.

	     So, to recap, courage should not be tied to what we think others might think of us (status concerns).  Courage should come from within ourselves, unaffected by outside influences.  This means never shoot a shot for the sake of impressing onlookers.  And never be afraid to shoot a shot out of fear of what onlookers will think of you if you mess it up.  There is no better way to set yourself up for what most players call “choking” (missing a shot due to bad influences getting into your head).  

	     Before we move on, I’ll add this about choking…  Choking is a common problem for many players, and the difficulty of the shot is seldom an issue.  Lack of courage, due to the pressure of the situation, is the issue.  And this is normal.  

	     When your courage takes a dive on a routine key shot or winning shot in a game or in a match, it can easily lead to disaster.  You have to regain your composure.  Do this by stepping away from the table.  Just step back and look at the shot while brushing a little chalk over your cue tip.  Look at the shot as if your opponent has just left the table after making a mistake.  You have an opportunity to win.  Nothing you’ve done prior to this shot matters.  Nothing after this shot matters.  Simply approach the shot from a fresh start and shoot it like any other shot. 

	 

	Respect

	 

	     Regardless of skill levels, always respect your opponent’s game.  Remember that he or she is a fellow pool player – like you – and in that regard you each share a common bond, a love for the game.

	     When it comes to competition, respect your opponent’s ability to win, even if it’s a remote possibility.  One of the easiest ways to lose is to believe that your opponent can’t beat you.   I don’t care if your Fargo rating is 650 and your opponent’s is 350.  Trust me, that 350 player can run a few balls if you give him a chance.  Weaker players are anxious to show the better players what they can do, anxious to earn their respect.  So just go ahead and give it to them without them having to earn it.  Always treat your opponents is if they’re the best players in the house.  Doing this will help you avoid the common mistake of underestimating them.

	     Respect the game itself, as well as the tables and the equipment wherever you happen to play.  Winners don’t go around breaking cues and throwing pool balls or pieces of chalk across the room, even if they happen to lose.  And yes, winners do lose on occasion.  Being a winner doesn’t mean you never lose.  It just means you win a lot more often than you lose. 

	     Having respect for your opponent and for the game is all good, but it won’t make you a better player.  When it comes to respect, the most important thing that winning players share is respect for each shot.  You must develop the habit of respecting every shot.  This is worth repeating in bold…Respect every shot and take nothing for granted!

	 

	Optimism

	 

	     In my opinion, this is probably the most important quality of all.  Winners are optimistic.  It’s as simple as that.  Successful people are optimistic people.  They set goals and strive to achieve them, believing fully that they can and will achieve whatever goal they’ve set.  Winning pool players have a goal to win.  If your goal is to win, and you don’t believe you can win, then you are likely not going to be a winner.  

	     Countless books have been written concerning the power of the human psyche when it comes to positive thinking.  It truly is amazing.  And I’m not talking about self-motivational affirmations or hypnotism designed to temporarily boost confidence, though such methods have been proven somewhat effective.  I’m talking about the permanent effects of having a positive, optimistic mindset.  

	     There is no trickery here.  Having an optimistic mindset simply means you’re always open to opportunities, always looking for that silver lining when clouds happen to roll in.  Optimistic people tend to be more observant, more creative, more placid, and more capable of handling bad or unforeseen situations.  What pool player couldn’t benefit from that?

	     Pessimistic pool players tend to fear worst case scenarios, and they convince themselves that that is what will happen.  They expect bad rolls, and they believe they’re the only ones that ever get bad rolls.  Everyone else gets all the good rolls.  They make excuses for everything that goes wrong at the table, seldom pinning the fault on their own lack of awareness or skill or frame of mind.  Being so bogged down with fear and negativity makes it virtually impossible for them to focus on the big picture of winning.  So they tend to lose quite often, as expected.

	     Optimistic pool players, on the other hand, focus on positive outcomes.  They tend to expect good rolls.  In fact, optimistic players are more apt to believe that they make their own rolls, good or bad, accepting the reality of the game itself.  They avoid pitfalls and traps and don’t whine about getting an unexpected roll here or there, because they realize it happens to everyone.  They are always looking for opportunities to help them achieve the goal of winning, and as a result they are always growing as a player, getting better and better because they expect to get better and better.  So carve this into your mind:   Winners are optimistic.

	     Winners see what they want to happen, not what they’re afraid might happen.  That doesn’t mean we shoot into a cluster of balls with some silly or unrealistic notion that everything is going to work out just fine.  It means we look at all the possible options, imagining in our mind the outcome of each, and once we decide which option is most favorable, we commit to it with 100% belief that it’s going to work out exactly as we see it in our mind.  That’s optimism.  

	     Will it always work out as we imagine?  Of course not.  But having a plan, and visualizing that plan, and expecting it to work out as visualized, provides the best opportunity for success.  

	     Professional golfers, for instance, train themselves to be irrationally optimistic when it comes to executing golf shots.  They could easily have doubts about a certain shot, realistic possibilities of error or disaster, but when it’s time to swing the club, none of that enters the mind.  All that matters is the belief that the shot will turn out as envisioned.  

	     Nick Faldo, one of the greatest professional golfers of all time, was asked about a particular shot during an interview at the 2008 Open.  Nick replied, “You have to make a decision based upon a realistic assessment of your own weaknesses and the scope for failure.  But once you’ve committed to your decision, you have to flick the mental switch and execute the shot as if there was never any doubt that you would nail it.”

	     The same thing could’ve easily been said by Efren Ryes, Shane Van Boening, or Jason Shaw or Joshua Filler concerning pool.  It’s the mindset of a winner. And there’s a good reason why winners embrace such a mindset, and why it breeds success.  

	     After assessing a given task and sifting through the possible outcomes in order to find the best option, nothing is left to do other than to execute or perform the task.  All of the conscious work – the thinking and analyzing – has already been done.  What follows, whether it’s the execution of a golf shot or a pool shot, is more of a programmed response, a subconscious process involving muscle memory and fine motor skills.  

	     Remaining positive, envisioning exactly what we want to happen, and fully expecting those results, allows the subconscious to work its magic without being influenced by any conscious negative thoughts or doubts.  To “flick the mental switch”, as Nick Faldo put it, is nothing more than telling yourself, I’ve analyzed the situation and picked my best option…. now it’s time to perform.  And just like that, you quit thinking about what you’re going to do and you just do it.  You flick the mental switch from conscious control to subconscious action.  

	     Basically, we see what needs to happen and then we simply let it happen without really trying to make it happen.  Research has proven that for tasks where muscle memory and complex motor skills are involved, optimal performance is best handled at the subconscious level.  Like the classical pianist sight-reading a piece of music one note or musical phrase at a time, the pool player studies the layout of the table and plays one shot at a time.  Too much overthinking, too much conscious control, is not good for the performance.  

	     Both the pianist and the pool player must be in a free-flow mode, where conscious input (what we see and think) prompts subconscious performance (developed muscle memory and fine motor skills).  It’s a dance in which the conscious mind leads and the subconscious follows, neither stepping on the other’s toes.  

	     But the entire process is easily sabotaged when negative thoughts enter the mind.  That’s why it’s important to remain optimistic.  It allows your mind to perform the dance as well as possible.  

	     In a great book titled, Bounce, by Matthew Syed (two-time Olympian and graduate of Oxford University), optimistic people are considered to have a growth mindset, while people who are not optimistic are said to have a fixed mindset.  The book deals with the science of success, how champions are made, from Mozart to Picasso, from Roger Federer to Shaquille O’Neal.  

	     In addition to winning the “Best New Writer” category of the British Sports Book Awards in 2011, Bounce has managed to land another award, though somewhat less prestigious.  It has made its way onto my top 10 list of suggested reading for pool players, for whatever that’s worth.  (Someone please inform Mr. Syed.)

	     The following quote is from Bounce, and I believe it perfectly sums up the difference between an optimistic/growth mindset and a pessimistic/fixed mindset:  

	“A growth mindset is perfectly suited to the achievement of excellence; a fixed mindset, to the achievement of mediocrity.  Even if the sparks that ignite us are sometimes enigmatic, lost in the deep and unfathomable mysteries of the mind, one thing is certain:  If your chosen destination is within the domain of excellence, you’d better have a growth mindset.  Why?  Because a spark ignited in a fixed mind is likely to be extinguished at the first sign of failure.”

	     If you believe you’re as good as you’ll ever be as a pool player, then you’re not going to get any better.  If you believe you are doomed to get all the bad rolls, doomed to make mistakes that cause you to lose games you’re supposed to win, then that’s probably going to be exactly what you get most of time.  

	     We are no more than we believe we are.  That means your performance at the table largely depends on your frame of mind.  Think of the dance that occurs between what we see and think and what we know how to do without really trying to do it.  Do you think the dance is best performed with a growth mindset or a fixed mindset?  Better yet, do you think the dance should be free and flowing or fixed and rigid?  I’m not much of a dancer, but I don’t believe dancing is fixed and rigid.

	     Being optimistic and having a growth mindset has proven to be a successful path toward performance excellence in music, art, career, family, academics, golf, tennis, etc…  The same success is available for pool players as well.  There is absolutely no reason to believe otherwise.

	 

	Creativity

	 

	     What do you suppose comes first, creativity or good pool-playing skills?  Forget that question.  Here’s a better one:  Can a non-creative person become a good and creative player?  The answer is…  Yes!

	     Some people appear naturally creative, wired that way from birth.  They look at things differently, analyze situations differently, and come up with unique solutions that the average person simply doesn’t see.  But creativity is much like talent – it’s developed, not hardwired from birth.  So don’t get stuck in the belief that you’re either born with it or you’re not, because that isn’t true.  Creativity is acquired through experience, knowledge, and observation.  

	     When it comes to developing creativity and talents, the prime window for opportunity is when we are toddlers.  This is when the mind is fresh and uncluttered, which makes it easier to soak up skills and talents and creative processes.  This doesn’t mean we can’t develop creativity and talents later on in life.  It just means it’s easier to do it when we are young, before we’ve developed any habits or personality traits that might make it more difficult to learn new things.  

	     As an aspiring pool player, the main thing to take away from this is the fact than you can develop your own creativity by following this process:  Pay attention to what happens on the table every time you play; learn as much as you can about the game; watch other players to see what they do in certain situations.  

	     Paying attention allows us to recognize creative opportunities and learn creative ways of doing things.  Learning and practicing creative shots and situations is also important.  Winners tend to have a good amount of creative shots that can be used with confidence when needed.  These shots weren’t embedded into their baby brains upon birth.  The shots were learned, practiced, and developed over time, like any other shot.

	     Maybe you already have a handful of creative shots that you can pull off 8 or 9 times out of 10.  If so, that’s great!  If not, be sure to practice a few.  Watch other players, look for things they do that you would never have thought about doing.  Then take those shots to a table and work on them.  Make them your own.  This is how you develop your creativity. 

	 

	Self-control

	 

	    Winning pool players have the self-control to avoid going for low-percentage shots.  They’ve developed a consistent game within their current limitations or borders, stepping out only on occasion when the situation calls for it.  

	     Self-control takes practice.  It’s a habit that must be developed through repetition.  Players with poor self-control are stuck in a bad habit loop of going for too many low-percentage shots with no regard for the outcome.  They are easily suckered into shooting the “fun” shots, letting their ego take control of the game. Poor self-control leads to losing.  If you’d like to win more often, work on developing good self-control.  

	 

	Persistence

	 

	     Winners don’t give up easily.  When things aren’t going in their favor, they patiently wait for an opportunity that can turn everything around.  And if that opportunity never comes, and they end up losing, they accept defeat and move on, unbroken.

	     When it looks like there’s no way to win, a persistent player will work harder to find a way to win.  If you’re the type of player that throws in the towel every time you’re in a hopeless situation, you probably give away a lot of games that you could win.  You must get in the habit of looking for winning opportunities, even in the face of hopelessness.

	 

	Patience

	 

	     As the saying goes… Patience is a virtue.   It’s true, though most people misinterpret the meaning as…good things come to those who wait.   But that’s not what it means.  Having patience means you have the ability, the self-control, to wait for something without getting frustrated, without feeling bothered or anxious.  

	     For a pool player, patience is priceless.  We sit and wait as our opponent lollygags around the table, looking at every shot from every possible angle.  And this type of slow play can really get into a player’s head.  

	     When we’re not at the table, we are not in control of the game.  All we can do is wait.  And if waiting makes you anxious, stressed, or frustrated, then it’s likely going to affect your game in a negative way.  That’s not good, not if you plan on winning.  Winners are usually not impatient people.  A patient player doesn’t allow his or her opponent into their head so easily.  

	     If your opponent burns up 2 or 3 minutes on each shot, how do you react?  Do you sit there and let it eat you up inside?  Does it frustrate you to the point that you’re no longer in a good state of mind for playing your best pool?  Or do you spend this time analyzing the table, looking for hidden opportunities or looking for weaknesses in your opponent’s game or style of play?  Maybe you simply watch, impassively, not really thinking about anything or analyzing anything at all. 

	     I can tell you what the better players do, what the winners do.  We sit there as patient as a tree waiting on a breeze.  Sometimes we’re analyzing the table layout.  Sometimes we’re analyzing our opponent.  And sometimes we’re just sitting there, doing nothing but waiting, watching.  And when the time comes, when it’s our turn to step up, we’re 100% ready to play.  We aren’t anxious or frustrated or in a hurry to make up for lost time.  We remain totally unaffected, unshaken.  That is patience.  

	 

	     Being patient, like everything else in this game, is definitely something that requires practice.  Whether your opponent is playing at lightning-fast speed or slow-motion-sloth speed, you must develop the habit of being patient and totally unaffected by it.

	 

	Attentiveness

	 

	     Winners are observant.  Paying attention to what is happening and to what could possibly happen on any given shot is the trick to making your own good rolls.  Failing to be observant often leads to unexpected bad rolls and missed opportunities. 

	     In order to win more often, you need to be the type of player that looks not only for winning opportunities but also for pitfalls that many players either fail to see or simply ignore.  Throughout the lessons in this book, we’ll look at some great examples of what it means to be attentive.

	 

	Focus

	 

	     We touched on this earlier.  Remember the arrow?   To focus is to harness every skill and piece of knowledge that we’ve acquired when it comes to playing pool, and to forge it all into one steady arrow aimed at the bullseye.  And the bullseye is winning.   

	     Focusing on every shot is what creates total focus for the big picture, the game itself, which is made of many pieces – everything we’ve been talking about…. Knowing your current limitations, playing within your current boundaries, playing with confidence and courage and respect, being optimistic and creative, having persistence, self-control and patience, being observant and paying attention.  

	     All of this is what forms the arrow.  And keeping that arrow true and steady, keeping it locked on target, is the essence of focus.  And, to be honest, it takes a lot of work to be good at it, to be consistent, because the arrow is only as steady as its weakest element.  One little breakdown in confidence or self-control, or patience or courage, can easily send the arrow astray.  

	 

	Lesson 1 – The Pre-Shot Routine (PSR)

	 

	     With the exception of solid fundamentals (stance, grip, stroke, etc…), one of the most important tools a pool player needs in order to play more consistently is a pre-shot routine, a PSR.  It ensures that every shot is approached in the same manner, and that every shot gets equal respect and attention.  If you already have a PSR, that’s great!  But if you don’t, you need to develop one.  Becoming a winner requires consistency with everything you do, and having a consistent PSR to use on every shot can help with that.  

	     It’s important to note that your PSR is yours, meaning no one can honestly tell you that you’re doing it wrong.  There are plenty of instructors out there, plenty of experts with different ideas and theories on what an effective PSR should look like.  However, what I’ve learned over the years is that quite a few experts typically teach the same methods from which they were taught.  There’s a common mentality that goes like this… “It worked for me, so it’ll work for you.”  And that’s simply not the best way to teach, because learning is an individualized process. A good teacher understands that what works well for one person may not work well for another.

	     My point is this:  Instructors can provide excellent advice and lessons in all aspects of the game, but when it comes to personal growth and developing skills, YOU are the sole captain of your ship.  Only you can make the call as to whether or not something is actually improving your game.  My approach is more geared toward helping you develop your own style, rather than expecting you to conform to any traditional style through traditional learning methods. 

	     So, ultimately, you must develop your own PSR, and it must become a habit.  Remember, a habit is created through repetition.  And, since studies have shown that habits can be developed or modified in as little as thirty days, if you don’t have a PSR or have fallen into the lazy habit of not using your PSR as often as you should, dedicate a solid month to creating or modifying that habit as soon as possible.  It should only take about 15 to 20 minutes every day for 30 days.

	     I know I said that your PSR is yours, and no one can really say you’re doing it right or wrong, but there are some things that I believe should not be part of the PSR.  Those things include checking that your stance is correct, or that your elbow is perfectly aligned, or that your grip hand or bridge hand is positioned properly.     

	     In my opinion, none of this should be part of your PSR.  These are fundamental things that should not be cluttering your mind while you are playing.  If you’re thinking about this stuff while you’re preparing for a shot or down on the cue ball, then your mind is not focused on the shot itself.  Also, when you’re studying the table, deciding which shot to shoot or which shot not to shoot, this is not a part of the PSR.  The PSR begins once you’ve selected a shot.

	     So what should be included in the PSR?  

	     I think the simplest and most obvious example of a solid PSR can be seen with professional golfers.  When a professional golfer chooses any particular golf shot, he or she will stand behind the ball and visualize exactly what needs to happen, imagining what the shot will feel like, sound like, and look like.  

	     This is the PSR, and it ends (maybe after a little waggle of the club head) after they address the ball and begin the backswing to execute the shot.  From that point on they are in execution/performance mode, focusing 100% on hitting the shot as envisioned.  

	     Notice that there is no micro-managing going on.  In other words, the professional golfer isn’t double-checking her grip on the club or the exact spacing of her feet.  This stuff is ingrained fundamentals, not part of the PSR.   

	     As with a golfer, a pool player’s PSR should be a simple process that requires minimal effort.  We first analyze the layout, running through shot options and possible pitfalls, deciding exactly what needs to happen and then choosing the correct shot to make it happen.  All that’s left is to execute the shot.  

	     The PSR is merely the transition between all that thinking/analyzing and the actual execution of the shot itself.  Having a simple and consistent transition process between the thinking portion and the performance portion of each shot is the best way to ensure overall consistency for your game.   

	     At a bare minimum, your PSR should include the following:   Apply chalk to your cue tip; visualize the shot you’ve decided to play (seeing it in your mind’s eye turning out exactly as you want it to turn out, including where the object will go and where the cue ball will go); get your body aligned for the shot; address the cue ball and check that everything looks and feels lined up with your intentions.

	     If anything distracts you, pulls your focus away from the shot or away from the PSR, stand up and start the process over.  That seems to be one of the hardest things for pool players to do – stand up from a shot and start over.  But we must develop the habit of doing just that.  

	     Let’s look at how the PSR is applied in a real game situation.  You’re playing nine ball and have a shot on the 5 into the corner pocket.  All the balls are open.  All you have to do is pocket the 5 and get a shot on the 6 that will lead to a good shot on the 7, and so on… 
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	     So you study the layout, determining your best shot option, and your thinking process (if we could slow it down to individual conscious thoughts) might go something like this:  I can cut the 5 in and bring the cue ball between the 7 and 8 for a shot on the 6 in the corner… but I could scratch in the side or get a weird angle on the 6….   I could use some draw with outside spin and bring the cue ball off the rail and up between the 7 and 9, then play the 6 in the side…there’s more room for error with that shot.  Yes, I like that…I’ll play for position to shoot the 6 in the side.

	     None of this studying, evaluating, or thinking is part of the PSR.  Remember, a PSR is a “pre-shot” routine, and a pre-shot routine only applies once we’ve selected a shot and have committed ourselves to playing that shot.  Analyzing the table to see what your options are, and then deciding which option would give you the best advantage or best chance to win, is what we do throughout the game in order to formulate a strategy for play.  The PSR is shot-specific and has nothing to do with strategy.

	     As I’ve already mentioned, your PSR is yours, not mine or anyone else’s.  With that said, I’ve provided a step by step breakdown to show some things that a typical PSR might include.  You are certainly welcome to use this, or you can simply incorporate some of these things into your own PSR.

	 

	Breakdown of a Typical PSR

	 

	1.  From behind the cue ball, visualize the shot you’ve decided to play.  Imagine where the object will go and where the cue ball will go. 

	 

	 

	2.  Apply chalk to the cue tip. Pay attention and do it well, brushing it on.  

	 

	3.  Take a good look at exactly where you want the cue ball to end up and how it’s going to get there. Do this from a different perspective other than standing behind the cue ball.  In other words, use your legs and walk around the table if you have to.   

	 

	 4.  From behind the cue ball again, visualize the actual path the cue ball must travel (aim line) in order to pocket the object ball.  Imagine the speed and spin needed (if any spin is needed) to pocket the object ball and to get the cue ball where it needs to go.

	 

	5.  Step into the shot, aligning your body so that your stroke will send the cue ball along the aim line (refer to figure 1.4 in “Stepping into the Shot”). 

	 

	6.  Address the cue ball (bend into the shot and place your bridge hand on the table and line your tip up with the cue ball).  Ensure that everything looks and feels good, that everything is lined up appropriately in order to pocket the object ball and get the desired cue ball position.

	 

	7.  Take a few practice strokes, imagining the speed at which you’ll play the shot and the feel of any spin you might apply.

	 

	8.  Take three or four deep breaths, inhaling through your nose and exhaling through your mouth. (this can settle your nerves)

	 

	9.  If everything looks and feels good, the PSR is over and it’s time to perform/execute the shot.

	 

	     I know you’re probably thinking…. Really?  Isn’t this a bit much?  Isn’t all this stuff time consuming?  The answer is no.  

	     All of this can take place in a matter of seconds.  And many of these steps can be done simultaneously.  For example, while visualizing the shot you can also imagine the speed needed, as well as any spin that might have to be applied.  Let’s look at the PSR for this 5 ball…
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	     We begin the PSR by standing behind the cue ball and visualizing the line it will travel in order to pocket the 5 ball (the dashed white line in the picture).  This is the “aim line”.  We also estimate or visualize where the cue ball will go after it contacts the 5, deciding what english, if any, is needed to play the shot as visualized.  Here we’ll use bottom-right spin (draw, with right english) in order to get the cue ball to go between the 7 and 9 for position on the 6 ball in the side pocket.

	     For this particular shot there is plenty of room for position play on the 6 ball in the side, meaning we will have a fairly easy shot on the 6 from almost anywhere up table.  And this is why we chose to play position for the 6 in the side instead of opting for the corner.  

	     However, simply playing for an easy shot isn’t good enough when it comes to position play.  That’s why it’s always a good idea to walk around and look at your next shot to determine exactly where you’d like to leave the cue ball in order to shoot that shot. It won’t always work out exactly like you want, but it’s important to have a solid idea of what you want to accomplish.  Refer to Lesson 7 (Running Out) to learn more about position play. 

	     We’ve walked around to the 6 ball shot to get a more accurate look at where we’d like the cue ball to end up after sinking the 5.  Notice that anywhere between the solid green lines will give us an easy shot on the 6, but we also need to make sure that we have an easy route to the 7 ball after pocketing the 6.  That narrows “good position” to anywhere within the blue shaded area.  From there we can easily get a shot on the 7 in the lower side pocket.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	     It’s usually important to get the cue ball on the correct side of the shot line (the dashed green line in the picture).  And by “correct” I mean the side that allows you to pocket the ball and natural move the cue ball into position for the next shot without having to do anything extreme or flashy.  

	     For example, after pocketing the 5 ball we’d like to have the cue ball end up near the smiley face for the 6.  From here we can shoot a little stun shot or simply roll the cue ball up and be nearly straight in for the 7 in the opposite side pocket.  We’ll then pocket the 7 and roll forward a few inches to shoot the 8 into the corner, bringing the cue ball off the end rail for a good shot on the 9.  

	     We’ve just plotted all 5 balls for the win!  But we’re getting ahead of ourselves.  We are on the PSR for the 5 ball shot, looking at playing position for the 6 in a manner that makes it easy to get position on the 7.  Nothing else matters.  This is how we plot our position play, by thinking at least two balls ahead.  We don’t have to plot the entire runout.  

	     Now that we’ve decided exactly where the cue ball needs to be for the 6, it’s time to focus on pocketing the 5 ball.  This means we’re not going to focus on anything else, not the position on the 6, or the shot on the 7, or the fact that we’re 5 balls from winning the game.  All of that stuff will unfold on its own.  

	     So far we’re about 10 seconds into our pre-shot routine.  We looked at the 5 ball, visualized its path to the pocket, the cue ball’s path to make that happen, and the cue ball’s path from the 5 to the 6.  Then we walked around to take a better look at the 6 ball shot, determining exactly where the cue ball needs to be for the best angle to get to the 7.  And all of this normally takes just a few seconds.  

	     Standing behind the cue ball again we visualize the 5 ball shot once more in its entirety.  Then we step into the shot as shown on the following page, aligning our body and stroke to the aim line while bending down to address the cue ball with the tip of our cue.  The PSR is over and we are now in performance mode, or execution mode.  In other words, all the preparation and planning is done, and all that’s left is to perform the shot.  

	     Once down on the shot, practice strokes are typically used to get a feel for speed and the exact amount of spin you plan on using.  So by all means do a few practice strokes to help gauge your speed and spin.  I don’t consider practice strokes to be part of my pre-shot routine because they’re more related to the performance of the shot, not the planning or setup of the shot.  But that’s me.  Remember, your PSR is yours.

	     The PSR is all about consistency.  We want the same setup process to be used for each shot.  The more consistent you are with your actions, with your shot preparation/setup, the more consistent your game will become.  As we’ve already learned, playing great pool is a matter of developing good and consistent habits.  

	     One more thing, and it’s crucial… Anytime a distraction draws your focus away from the task at hand, stop whatever you’re doing and deal with it, or at least acknowledge it.  This is very important.  Whether the distraction comes from outside influences or internal thoughts or doubts, stand up and deal with it.  When you’re ready to continue the shot, restart the PSR.  

	     The ability to stand up and start over is not something we are naturally good at doing.  It requires conscious effort, but it must be done every time so that it becomes a habit.  Trust me, not doing it every single time also becomes a habit.  And that’s one habit that certainly doesn’t help you win.

	 

	Stepping into the Shot

	 

	     An important part of the PSR is stepping into the shot in order to get the body aligned properly.  Once an aim line is determined we can use it to consistently align our stance and our stroke.  Imagine the line extending from the table top to the floor, like the green vertical plane shown below.  A right-handed player steps onto the line with their right foot (back foot).  A left-handed player uses the left. 

	[image: Image]

	     This is considered a traditional stance.  The back foot is placed directly over the line on the floor. The exact placement of the foot, as far as where the line actually crosses under it, is really a matter of personal preference based on body type, because you will need to be able to turn your body so that your elbow and grip hand are lined directly above your foot and on the same vertical plane.    

	     After placing your back foot on the line, step into the shot with your front foot and place your bridge hand on the table so that the cue swings onto the line and addresses the cue ball.  What’s important here is that your elbow should be on this line/plane also.  If not, you’ll have what is called a chicken wing stroke (elbow tucked in or out, which could cause an inconsistent stroke delivery).   

	     Remember, the first step is to plant your back foot on the line.  This is the root of alignment and everything else falls into place based on this first step.

	                        

	Dealing with Pressure/Nerves

	 

	     Everyone gets nervous.  That goes for pros as well as amateurs.  The only difference is that pro players have more experience learning how to handle it.  

	     When you feel the pressure getting to you, you might find your hands shaking or trembling.  You might feel tightness in your chest or butterflies whirling around in your stomach.  That’s the body reacting to stress.  And what you have to do is get all those butterflies flying in the same direction.  The best way to do that is through deliberate breathing.

	     The best way to handle stress/pressure is to take a few deep breaths – in through the nose and out through the mouth.  This provides a boost of oxygen to the brain, which helps it control the body’s reaction to stress.  Your hands might still be a little shaky, but the breathing will put your mind in tune with what you’re doing.  

	     This breathing technique should be incorporated into your PSR.  Let’s say you’re in the finals of a nine ball tournament.  You’ve just pocketed the 8, and the tightness in your chest and the shaking of your hands gets you thinking there’s no way you can settle down enough to shoot the 9 ball.  This is when you must absolutely get a handle on your nerves.

	     As you’re visualizing the aim line and the 9 ball’s path to the pocket, inhale a few deep breaths through your nose and slowly exhale though your mouth.  Step away from the table and chalk your cue or get a drink of water, and all the while just keep breathing.  

	     When you’re ready, continue through your PSR.  If you’re down on the shot and the butterflies start going crazy again, stand up and repeat the breathing exercise.  Get those butterflies into formation, then visualize the shot again, stepping into the line, focusing only on pocketing the ball, and win the game. 

	 

	Lesson 2 – Don’t Be a Sucker (Know Your Game)

	 

	     In order to play winning pool, you absolutely must know what’s considered a low-percentage shot or a high-percentage shot for you.  If you don’t know your percentages for certain shots, or if you aren’t honest with yourself about it, then you are likely going to be suckered into shooting shots that cause you to lose.  

	     Remember, if you aren’t at least 80% confident on any given shot, meaning you know you can do it at least 8 out of 10 times, then it’s a low-percentage shot.  And winners aren’t in the habit of firing away at low-percentage shots.      

	     Here is a real-life example of a game I played in our local BCA eight ball league.  I had runouts in my first two games, then hooked myself in the third game and had to play a safety shot.  

	     The terrible result of that safety shot can be seen in the picture below.  I’m solids, and I wanted the cue ball on the end rail, tucked tight against the 5 ball, but my speed was not good and I walked away from the table thinking I was about to lose this game.
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	     My opponent had a great safety shot to play, but he opted for a cross corner bank (top right corner pocket) on the 11 ball.  He went for the bank and tried to move the 8 ball out at the same time, and it cost him the game.  

	     Looking at this situation, what would you have done if you were stripes?  Keep in mind that there are a few options, but one in particular is pretty much guaranteed to give you a winning advantage.  Can you spot it?    

	     If you’re a great banker and feel confident that you can hit the shot my opponent went for, then that’s definitely one option.  But even world champion bank pool players miss these types of shots often.  So be honest with yourself… Can you drill this bank 8 out of 10 times?  

	     I’m not asking whether or not you can make the bank.  I’m sure you can, sometimes.  I’m asking if you can do it at least 80% of the time.  The fact that you might have nailed a similar bank shot last week or last month is certainly no guarantee that you’ll pull this one off.  But going for it and missing will probably guarantee losing.  

	     This is how my opponent left the table after missing the bank shot.  I had an easy win from here.
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	     So the bank shot is not a winning option.  That’s because making the bank is a low-percentage shot, and winning requires choosing high-percentage shots over low-percentage shots when those options are available.  In certain situations there may not be a good high-percentage option, and so we just have to go for it and shoot the low-percentage shot and hope it works.  This is not one of those situations.  And just to be clear, the “hope” option is a last resort.

	     Another shot would be to shoot what I call a “case shot”, which is to play offense and defense at the same time.  In other words, you go for a shot but also leave the cue ball in a safe place in case you miss the shot.  

	     For example, referencing figure 2.1, we could play a 2-rail bank on the 11 ball (the zig-zag bank into the top left corner pocket) and at the same time stop the cue ball dead behind the 8 ball.  But if the 11 ball goes, we’d have a tough time pocketing the 14 and getting a shot on the 8 ball.  If the 11 doesn’t go, we could leave an easy kick safety, one rail softly into the 3 ball or the 5 ball.  So let’s rule out the case shot here.  It’s just not a good option.

	      Now let’s look at the shot that provides the best opportunity for winning, the shot that I thought my opponent was going to play.  Shoot the 11 ball with low left and tuck the cue ball in behind the 8 ball.  It’s an easy stop shot stroke, slightly cutting the 11 ball just enough to allow the cue ball to drift to the left.  

	     As shown in the following picture, this takes the kick-safety option away.  Your opponent will have to kick two rails, up table and back, for a hit.  You are likely going to get a good shot, maybe even a ball-in-hand.  Luckily, for me, my opponent elected to bank that 11 ball instead of locking me up against the 8 like this…
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	     From the original setup in figure 2.1, I managed to hit this safety shot very well, blocking the kick-safety option on the 3 ball or the 5 ball, as shown in the next picture (Figure 2.4). 

	     If my opponent had played this safety shot, I would’ve had to kick two rails to get a good hit.  And I would not have liked my chances of winning the game.  But he failed to see the shot.  

	     Actually, he saw the safety shot but elected to go for the bank instead.  I’ll go into more detail about this later.  

	     From this angle you can see how the cue ball is tucked in behind the 8-ball.  These are the types of safety shots that win games.  When playing a safety it’s very important to pay attention to such details.  Look at exactly where you want the cue ball to be and then imagine what you would do from there if you were your opponent. 
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	     All too often we think we’ve played a great safety, and then our opponent counters with a better one.  So look for those counter moves and try to protect yourself against them.  

	     In this particular game, simply shooting a stop shot on the 11 ball (ref. figure 2.1) would have left the cue ball far enough away from the 8 that a good counter safety (the one rail kick-safety) could’ve easily been played.  However, as shown here, allowing the cue ball to drift toward the 8 after moving the 11 ball away from the rail has eliminated that easy counter safety.

	     After winning this game I asked my opponent why he went for the bank shot, rather than camping me up (playing the safety behind the 8 ball).  He smiled and said, “I was going to play safe, but the bank looked more fun.”  

	     Think about that for a second…  “The bank looked more fun.”  Those were his exact words.  So, going all out for the low-percentage bank and losing looked more fun than playing the almost guaranteed safety and winning?  

	     This type of mindset is what causes us to lose games that we would otherwise win.  I see it all the time.  I am even guilty of it on occasion when I’m just smacking balls around with a friend.  And even then it’s a bad habit to get into.   It’s a pool player’s way of saying, “Hey, look how awesome I am!”  Then we miss the shot and end up losing the game, all because we were suckered into feeding our ego with a “fun” shot.  

	     The ego should not play any role in the outcome of our games.  And that’s the challenge when it comes to learning how to play to win – we must ignore our ego.  Don’t misunderstand, I am not talking about confidence.  Confidence is great, as long as it’s not false confidence.  

	     False confidence is what brings the ego into the game.  Thinking you have a reasonable chance of pulling off that bank shot because you made a similar bank shot once before is false confidence.  And that’s what opens the door for your ego.  It’ll come running in, saying, “I got this!  I got this!”  

	     The lesson here is how not to be sucker.  You have to be honest with yourself when it comes to evaluating your skills and limitations.  You have to know which shots are low-percentage and which shots are high-percentage.  

	     If you can pull off a full ball jump shot or a bank shot or a mass shot every now and then, maybe 3 out of 10 times, that is a low-percentage shot.  You should not be trying those shots in competition unless there’s absolutely no other option.  

	     Under normal circumstances, a player that plays to win will not elect to shoot such a shot unless he or she knows they can do it at least 80 or 90 percent of the time.

	     Here is another great example that requires an honest evaluation of your skill level.  You’re playing nine ball and have a tough shot on the 7.  If you make it you’ll have a good shot on the 8 and should easily win the game.  Look at this shot closely in the next two pictures.  What would you do?
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	     From this perspective the 7 ball doesn’t look too tough.  But check it out from a different view.  As you can see, this is a very thin cut shot, and it could easily be missed, especially on a tight table.
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	     Would you slice the 7 ball in with some outside spin (left english) and go three rails for position on the 8?  Or would you slice it with inside spin (right english) and bring the cue ball off the end rail and then off the opposite end rail for position on the 8?  Would you play a bank or a “case” shot or a safety shot?  

	     These are the options you’re facing, and the shot you select should be the shot you have the best chance of pulling off.  In other words, based on your known limitations and boundaries, you should choose the shot that gives you the best chance of winning.  

	     If pocketing the ball is considered a low-percentage shot, don’t be the sucker that goes for it simply because it looks “fun” or showy.  That’s the ego taking control.  And, unless you enjoy losing, it’s always better to ignore your ego and play the smarter, high-percentage shot.  In situations like this, one little mistake makes all the difference between winning and losing.

	     Maybe you think the case shot (2-way shot) is a good choice.  You can go for the 7 and leave the cue ball up table behind the 8 and 9 in case you miss.  This is a common choice for a lot of players, but it’s not the best shot here.  

	     Many players see this as a free shot on the 7 ball.  They’ll think they can go for the 7, rolling it over toward the corner pocket, and as long as they leave the cue ball behind the 8 or 9 it’ll be safe if they miss.  It seems like good idea, a smart shot, but I’ll show you that it’s a sucker shot.

	     So here we are.  We elected to play the case shot – going for the 7 ball yet also playing safe at the same time, just in case the 7 doesn’t drop.
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	     It seems that too many players think this is a good safety.  Is it?  Absolutely not.  Anytime the object ball is left in front of a pocket it is not a good safety.  It doesn’t take much skill to kick this 7 ball in, especially since the cue ball and the 7 ball are almost equal distances from the side rail.  This makes it a very simple 1-rail kick shot.  And after your opponent kicks that ball in, as I have done here, they are well on their way to winning the game. 
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	     Let’s look at the original shot again.  There are really just two good options, and choosing the correct one is simply a matter of knowing your game.  If cutting the 7 ball is not a low-percentage shot for you, then whiz it on in there are get out.  But I will say this, the better players would likely never go for that shot on a tough table (including most pro players).  It’s just too easy to hang up and sell out. 
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	     For the sake of practice, I decided to cut the 7 ball in with extreme outside english (left), bringing the cue ball three rails for position on the 8 ball.  Here is my result…
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	     In competition I would never go for such a shot unless I knew for a fact that I could get this result 9 out of 10 times.  Now let’s look a better shot option…  

	     If you decide the cut shot on the 7 falls outside of your comfort zone (just too much of a low-percentage shot to attempt), then the safety play would be to bank the 7 ball straight up table and leave the cue ball behind the 9 as shown below.  I used inside english (left) to kill the cue ball after it contacted the end rail.  I like my chances of winning from here.

	     If you can do this more consistently than cutting that 7 ball in and getting position on the 8, then this is the shot you should play if you want to win. 
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	     Keep in mind, however, that I hit this safety shot pretty well.  If the cue ball had rolled out from behind that 9 ball it would not have been considered a particularly strong safety, but not bad.  Take a look at this situation.
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	     The reason this would not be an ideal safety (figure 2.12) is because my opponent can play a counter safety by coming off the right edge of the 7 ball and bringing the cue ball two rails and back behind the 8 or 9.  The 7 will end up on the side rail near the first or second diamond.  It’s not easy, but it can be done. 

	     The most important tip about safeties is this:  When playing safeties you should focus on controlling one ball (either the cue ball or the object ball).  Do not try to control both balls. 

	     Looking back at the original setup in figure 2.9, we don’t have to be picky about where the 7 ball goes, as long as we get it up table.  The main goal is to get that cue ball behind the 9 ball.  That’s where the attention and focus must be – on controlling the cue ball.  And that’s why I used inside english to kill or choke the cue up behind the 9.

	     Here is what could happen if the safety shot isn’t performed well enough, like in figure 2.12.  Your opponent has done exactly what I suggested above, bringing the cue ball off the right edge of the 7 ball and then two rails to hide it behind the 8 ball.  Now you have to make a great jump shot or kick shot to stay in this game.
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	     This example shows that even though we might select the best shot to shoot from whatever position we’re in, the results may not always work out as intended.  Still, you give yourself the best chance of winning when you choose shots that you know are within your limitations or boundaries, when you avoid shooting those low-percentage sucker shots that your ego loves so much.  So, in order to make better shot decisions, keep this little tidbit in mind:  The ego is a loser.  

	     Here is another example where you don’t want to be the sucker that goes for a highly improbable shot or runout.  We’re playing nine ball and our opponent has scratched on the break, leaving the 2 ball in a tough location.  Even though we have ball in hand on the 1, it would be tricky to get a good shot on the 2.  And even if you did, the 2 isn’t exactly an easy shot.  If you don’t like the 2 ball, can you find the smartest shot to play with cue ball in hand?
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	     If you decided to play a safety you are 100% thinking like a winner!  We will send the 1 ball down table toward the end rail, possibly setting up a 1-9 combination.  At the same time, we’re going to park the cue ball behind the 4 ball.  
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	     With results like this, we’re favored to win.  We’ve setup a 1-9 combination and our opponent is looking at the back of the 4 ball.  Getting a good hit from here will require quite a bit of skill.  If we get another ball in hand, we’ll play the 1-9 combination, considering that the 2 ball is just not in a good spot for a runout.
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	     Creating this winning opportunity was easier than trying to get a decent shot on that 2 ball.  Now our opponent has to do something very good or very smart to avoid losing.  Knowing what to do in these situations (in accordance with your known boundaries and limitations) is going to help you win more games. 

	      It’s really just a matter of paying attention to what’s going on.  Winners don’t rush into anything without having some sort of plan or basic strategy in place.  And your strategy might be different than your buddy’s strategy.  It might be different than my strategy.  The reason is because your strategy should be geared for your current limitations, your comfort zone, just as mine is geared for my comfort zone.  

	     We really have to be honest about our game in order to truly know without a doubt what we can reasonably do most of the time.  This is how we choose the right shots, the smart shots.  It’s how we determine whether or not a particular shot is low-percentage or high-percentage.  And if we know that a particular shot is low-percentage, we search for a better option.  We don’t let our ego take control of the situation.

	     Seldom do we have to do something spectacular in order to win.  Occasionally that might be the case, but typically the shot that gives you the best opportunity to win is going to be a shot you can play with confidence, a high-percentage shot that is well within your comfort zone.

	     In this next scenario you’re playing nine ball and you have the wrong angle on the 2 ball, which makes it tough to get a shot on the 3 next.  There are really just two winning options here:  Shoot the 2 in the side and get position on the 3, or play a safety shot.  
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	     Playing position for the 3 is what makes this a tough shot, but there are a couple of ways to get to that 3 ball:  Inside spin with a little draw for a 2-rail position shot off the end rail, or a touch of draw with a little left spin to bring the cue ball off the end rail and back up table.  

	      If you decide to go for it, to pocket the 2 ball and try to run the rack, the 2-rail position to the 3 is the best choice.  The 1-rail option using low with a little outside would need to be struck very firm, and controlling the cue ball would be a bit more challenging, in my opinion.  So I would shoot the 2 in the side using inside spin as shown in the next picture, figure 2.18.  If I didn’t feel confident with this option then I’d play a safety, as shown in figure 2.19.

	     These are choices you have to evaluate for yourself.  Don’t automatically jump up and think you have to pocket the 2 and get to the 3.  Look at the shot very carefully and decide what is truly within your comfort zone.  Don’t be suckered into shooting the 2 into the pocket if another shot looks easier to pull off.  Study the options illustrated below and decide which one best fits your game at your current skill level.  That’s the shot you should play.

	      Which one are you more likely going to be able to pull off?  Shooting the 2 ball in the side requires low-inside (low-right english) with a medium firm stroke.  Playing the safety requires good speed control for the cue ball.  

	     You have to ask yourself which one of these options falls within your comfort zone.  If it’s a 50/50 decision, then it’s typically better to go with an offensive shot rather than defensive.  

	 

	[image: Image]

	[image: Image]

	 

	     Note that the safety shot does not have to be hit perfectly.  Just getting the cue ball on the end rail near the 3 and sending the 2 ball to the opposite end rail is a very effective shot.  Firing the 2 in the side with a ton of inside spin, however, is a shot that must be hit with precision and excellent speed control.

	     When these situations come up you absolutely have to step back and analyze your options.  If you rush the shot or fail to walk around and find the smartest option, you are setting yourself up to lose.  So be sure to use your legs.  Walk around the table and find the best option that gives you the greatest winning advantage.  

	     This particular situation is a tough one because neither option is simple, though the safety play has more forgiveness built into the shot in case you don’t hit it well.  The main thing is to play the shot you feel most comfortable playing.  It’s your game, and only you can make these decisions based on how well you know your game.  

	     I shot both options to show the possible outcomes.  Here is the result of the safety shot, which requires medium speed with right english, cutting the 2 ball just below the second diamond on the side rail to send it to the end rail.  My goal was to drift the cue ball right up against the 3.  This is a very tough leave for my opponent.
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	     Remember, when playing a safety shot it’s best to focus on controlling only one ball, either the object ball or the cue ball.  Don’t try to control both.  I wanted to send the 2 ball in a general direction, but my main focus was getting the cue ball as close to the 3 as possible.  

	     I could have focused on hiding the 2 ball behind the balls at the far end of the table, but then the cue ball would not be in such a precarious place.  Having your opponent jacked up on the cue ball like this takes away a lot options.  It’s very difficult to control the cue ball from here. 

	     Going back to the original shot, I would play the inside draw shot as shown in figure 2.18.  But I’ve been playing pool for over 35 years, so I may have a few more shots in my comfort zone than you have in yours.  

	     The important thing is to not shoot any shot simply because you think that’s what someone else would do.  Play your game in accordance with your current known limitations.  In time, your limitations will fall away and you’ll have a more expansive comfort zone.  Until then, playing smart means following a winning strategy by playing the most high-percentage shots within your current abilities.  

	     After shooting the 2 ball with low-inside, I have a good shot on the 3 and should run the rest of the rack from here.  
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	    Keep in mind that these examples are intended to get you thinking about your options.  It’s important to study these types of situations in order to find the best option that suits your style of play, or better yet...your comfort zone.  And there will be options that I don’t mention.  See if you can find those options.  

	     Sometimes you might decide to pocket a ball for the sole purpose of playing a safety on your next shot.  Looking at the original setup again, for example, you could elect to shoot the 2 into the side pocket with medium soft speed.  Then play a safety off the 3 ball by either banking it down table behind the 9 or 5, or banking it down table and getting the cue ball behind the 7.  

	     For me, rolling the 2 in and playing a safety off the 3 would leave too much distance between the cue ball and the 3 ball to play an accurate safety.  So I like playing the safety on the 2, knowing I have more control of the cue ball from there.

	     Here is another nine ball scenario.  The 7 ball goes in the side but it’s a very tight squeeze to get by the 8.  You could also shoot the 7 into the far corner pocket with straight top on the cue ball to get good position on the 8 as shown.  Or you could simply knock the 7 down table and roll the cue ball up against the back of the 8 ball.  Which of these options best fits within your comfort zone?
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	     When deciding which shot you’re more comfortable with, simply pocketing the 7 isn’t enough.  You also have to ensure that you’ll have a comfortable shot on the 8 ball with an angle to get shape on the 9 ball.  

	     Shooting the 7 in the side requires extreme accuracy.  An above center hit will put the cue ball in a good position for the 8 ball into the top left corner (not shown in the pic).  Shooting the 7 into the far corner requires accuracy and speed control, but you could have a shot on the 8 in either of the nearest corner pockets or the right side pocket, depending on the speed you use when pocketing the 7.  Playing the safety requires rolling the cue ball perfectly to the back of the 8 without bumping it too hard or rolling passed it.  

	     If you aren’t sure which option best fits your game, set this shot up and try each option several times.  Anytime a similar situation presents itself you will know exactly what your best option is.  

	     If you want to be the type of player that just fires the 7 into a pocket and then runs out, you’ll have to practice these types of shots enough to become consistent with them.  If you don’t feel like you can pocket this 7 ball 80% of the time, you are likely going to lose the game if you elect to go for it and miss the shot.  With that said, if you feel like the safety shot won’t turn out much better, then the best you can do is try to pocket the ball and get out.  

	Remember:  Anytime you’re on the fence, as far as pulling off a defensive shot or an offensive shot, it’s normally better to take the offensive shot.  

	     This is my position on the 8 ball after shooting the 7 into the far corner pocket.  I should easily win from here.
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	    And here is the result of playing the safety shot.  I like my chances of winning from here also.  
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	     The better you know your game and the more honest you are about your current limitations/skills, the better your decisions will be when it comes to choosing winning options.

	     In the following example, we’re playing nine ball and have a tricky shot on the 2.  Also, the 4 is situated behind the 8 ball and has only one open pocket – the left side pocket.  We have to decide what the best course of action is here.  

	     We could shoot the 2 into the far corner and try to get the correct angle on the 3 ball that will put the cue ball on the right side of the 4 for that side pocket shot.  There are three paths for getting the cue ball into position to shoot the 3, as shown on the following page.  But if we miss the 2 ball that won’t be good.  And if we make the 2, but get the wrong angle on the 3, we’ll probably have to pull off a great shot or play some sort of safety on the 3 or 4.  

	     However, there is another option here, a smart safety option that can give you a great advantage for winning the game.  If shot correctly, it will free up the 4 ball and leave your opponent in trouble.  We’ll look at this option last.
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	     Study the options illustrated on the following page.  In situations like this it’s very important that you understand one thing:  The game can be won or lost with one shot.  In other words, making a mistake or making the wrong decision here is likely going to be disastrous.  Winning requires knowing what to do, but also knowing that you can do it with reasonable consistency.

	     I believe the simplest way to play the 2 is to use straight follow and bring the cue ball off the side rail between the 5 and 9, as shown below.  There is a potential to scratch in the side pocket if we shoot the 2 ball too firm, so proper speed is crucial.  Another option is to use bottom right spin and bring the cue ball around three rails.  Or we could stun the 2 and bring the cue ball straight across the table, leaving a longer shot on the 3. 
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	     It’s best to shoot each of these options a few times in order to learn which one fits your game best.  If you don’t like the results you’re getting, then maybe the smarter defensive shot would be the best option.  Remember, it’s not just about pocketing the 2 ball.  You also have to be able to get position on the 4 in the side after pocketing the 2 and 3.  It’s not easy.  Now, here is what the safety option looks like…
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	     As you can see, the safety shot worked out quite well.  We’ve opened the 4 ball up and our opponent has a tough kick to hit the 2 ball.
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	     In my opinion, this safety option provides an excellent winning opportunity.  But if we decide to go for the runout instead, and successfully pocket the 2 ball but fail to get a good angle on the 3 that leads to the 4 in the side, it wouldn’t be a total disaster.  We could elect to play a safety off the 3 ball, though it would likely be a tougher safety to pull off, depending on the exact situation.  We may even be able to pocket the 3 ball and either break the 4 out or play some sort of safety on the 4.  

	     All of this should be hashed out before deciding to go for the runout from the 2 ball.  Refer to figures 2.25 and 2.26 and ask yourself the following questions:  Is pocketing the 2 ball within my comfort zone?  Can I get a good shot on the 3 ball to get me on the 4 ball?  If the answer to either of these is I’m not sure, then playing the safety is your best option.  

	     With most racks, the key to running out is getting correct position on a certain ball two shots away.  So most of the time it’s smarter to not attempt a runout if there’s a ball tied up that you can’t easily get to.  

	     Too many games are lost because we fail to look ahead, paying little attention to the trouble we’re about to run into until it’s too late.  More games can be won by simply looking two or three shots ahead and making sure that what we’re doing right now is leading somewhere that won’t get us in a bind.

	     Next we have a tough eight ball situation.  You are stripes.  Cutting the 9 ball is probably not a shot worth considering.  It’s just too risky.  Banking it is also not a good idea because it won’t leave a shot on the 12.  So that leaves a couple of reasonable options, based on your comfort zone. 
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	Option 1:  Cut the 12 ball in and go three rails to get position on the 9, which is shown below.  There is a chance of scratching on this shot if it’s not hit perfectly.   

	Option 2:  Play a safety and hold out for a better chance to win.

	     Option 1 looks like this, shooting the 12 ball with a little top-left and sending the cue ball along this path for a shot on the 9…
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	     When we use our legs and walk around to the other side of the table, it’s easy to see that there’s plenty of hiding room behind the 9 ball, as shown below.  So option 2 would be to play the cue ball off of the 12 and into the shaded area.
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	     The following picture shows that the safety worked out well, and this is what our opponent is facing.  So, unless we’re playing Efren Reyes, we are favored to win this game.  Anytime you can force your opponent to have to shoot a kick or a jump shot, you’re playing smart pool.
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	     I prefer this safety option over the more difficult 3-rail position shot from the 12 ball.  There are several reasons why, but mainly because if I happen to rattle that 12, I’m likely going to lose the game.  It’s a very thin cut, not the easiest shot to pull off, especially using the english needed to get the cue ball into a good position to play the 9 in a manner that will get me a shot on the 8 ball.  

	     All of these things must be considered when deciding whether or not to go for the runout or play a smart safety.  During the session when these pictures were taken, I played the 12 ball into the corner exactly as shown in figure 5.43, and I left myself a very small angle on the 9, which required a firm stun shot with right english to force the cue ball up and across the table for the 8.  So even though I managed to run out for the win, it wasn’t the smartest way to play the situation.  

	     The following setup looks like an easy out, doesn’t it?  Shoot the 7 with inside spin (left english), sending the cue ball around 3 rails and back out for a shot on the 8 into the same corner pocket.
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	        Looking at this 7 ball, how well do you normally hit the inside english shot?  That’s the determining factor here.  Because if you aren’t consistent with these types of shots, you might very well lose if you go for it.  

	     The better option, if you have any doubts about pocketing the 7 and getting to the 8, is to play the easy safety.  Well, it’s easy if you can perform a stop shot or a little draw shot.  Shoot the 7 ball full, or nearly full, banking it around the table and parking the cue ball behind the 8 as shown.  I struck the 7 slightly right of straight on and used a little draw to tuck the cue ball closer to the 8.  A simple stop shot would also work, but the closer you can leave the cue ball to the 8 ball the better.
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	     Your opponent will have a hard time trying to win from behind that 8 ball!

	 

	     Keep in mind that just because you have a shot it doesn’t mean you have to shoot it.  Consider all of your options and choose the most reliable and comfortable shot.
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	     In the above example we’re playing nine ball.  We’ve made a ball on the break and have a shot on the 1, but the 2 is tied up with the 7 on the end rail and does not have a pocket.  If you’re in favor of pocketing the 1 ball with a spectacular shot that breaks the 2 out, you’re thinking like a sucker and will probably sell out and lose.  

	     There is a smarter option, one that breaks the 2 out and possibly gets you a ball in hand so that you can run the rack.  So let’s put our ego away and do what we’re supposed to do.  Play the 1 into the 2-7 and slip the cue ball behind the 9.  This is a simple shot.  Use medium speed and a touch below center cue ball (stun shot). 
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	     Figure 2.37 shows what our opponent will be facing…  If he kicks the 1 ball in and runs out from here, shake his hand, because he will have earned the win.  And sometimes that happens – we play a great safety but our opponent makes an incredible shot or a lucky shot and we end up losing.  The majority of the time, however, we’re favored to win from this position.  Had the cue ball landed another half inch closer to the 9, we’d probably be getting a ball in hand from this safety. 
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	     Once you develop the habit of not letting your ego sucker you into shooting shots you shouldn’t be shooting, you’ll find yourself winning more and more games.  It’s really that simple.  Analyze your options and look for opportunities that can help you win.  And this requires knowing your game and being honest with your current abilities.  

	     Your ego will always want to be the hero.  It will always want to show off with jaw-dropping shots that have very little chance of success.  You have to set the ego aside and do what is logical and reasonable.  And soon you’ll discover that playing smart is more impressive than firing away at low-percentage shots that lead to losing more often than winning.

	     We’ll look at one more example before moving into the next lesson.  The table used in this example is a 9 foot Diamond with 3.8 inch corner pockets.  It’s a very tough table!  Routine shots can easily rattle up in the pockets. 

	     We’re playing nine ball and have a shot on the 7 into the far corner as shown below.  We really have to stroke this shot in order to get to the 8 ball.  I’ve marked two options for getting position on the 8, and I’ll tell you right now that neither option is easy on this table. 
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	     Most players haven’t had the chance to play on a table this tight.  If you have any experience with such tables then you know how accurately this 7 ball must be struck in order to pocket the ball and get position on the 8.  With only three balls on the table, making a mistake here will probably cost you the game. 

	     The following photo shows just how tight the corner pockets are.  If you’re prone to rattling balls on tight tables, then you should consider the 7 ball shot above to be a sucker shot.  The last thing you want to do is leave your opponent the last three balls.  So you have to decide what you’re most likely going to be able to pull off – drilling that 7 and getting to the 8, or playing a safety.
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	     The position play options I show in Figure 2.38 require very precise hits at just the right amount of speed.  Using extreme draw (no side spin) will bring the cue ball over to the side rail for a shot on the 8 ball in the right corner pocket.  Using extreme top with some left english (outside spin) will send the cue ball around the rails for position on the 8 into the left corner pocket.  

	    On a standard table (4.5 to 5 inch corner pockets) this shot wouldn’t be all that difficult.  However, on this particular table, the 7 ball has very little margin for error when it comes to hitting that 3.8 inch pocket.  It requires very precise aiming skills and stroke delivery to be able to pocket the 7 while loading the cue ball up with a bunch of juice (spin).  This is where experience and honest knowledge of your game comes in to play.  Do you go for it or do you play a safety shot?    

	     A simple safety shot would be to bank the 7 ball toward the 8 ball and roll the cue ball down to the end rail.  This is an easy shot, and it doesn’t have to be hit perfect in order to leave your opponent tough.  On a tight table like this, distance is your friend when playing a safety, because any long shot is capable of being missed.   

	     The main point I’m trying to make here is that winning from this position (Figure 2.38) on a very tough table requires not getting suckered into going for the 7 ball and selling out.  You have to decide whether this a low-percentage or a high-percentage shot for you.  And table difficulty should be considered.  If you’re 80% or more sure that you can pull it off (based on experience, not gut instinct or ego tripping), then go for it.  YOU are the only one who can make this decision.  Don’t let your ego jump in and decide what you’re going to do.  

	     All too often we allow this to happen.  We allow our ego to take control.  We sense that all the players who are watching are waiting to see what we’re going to do, and we convince ourselves that we have to do what we think they’re expecting us to do.  And most of them want to see us drill that 7 ball and get perfect position on the 8.  But if you want to win, you have to ignore all of that and play the shot that you know gives you the best chance of winning. 

	     It’s hard to do this sometimes, I understand.  When the pressure is on, the ego slips into the working area of the mind and pushes logic aside, saying, “Listen, I got this…we’re good to go”.  

	     It could be because the opponent is a stronger player, and the weaker player just wants to prove something, wants to earn some respect or whatever.  Or maybe the weaker player thinks he or she has to do something spectacular in order to win, and so when the ego says, “Stand back… I’ll take care of this”, they feel relieved that at least some sort of decision is being made, despite the fact that it might just lead to losing the game.  

	    Here’s the truth of the matter:  You can say you shot the shot because it looked fun.  You can say you were supposed to lose anyway.  You can say the table rolled off or the ball skidded.  You can say anything you want, really, but when you play a low-percentage shot and sell out the game, you were a sucker.  You either allowed your ego to take charge of the situation or you simply don’t know your game as well as you should.      

	     Compare this to the confident player who knows his or her limitations well, knows for a fact which shots are low percentage and which shots are not.  This player has the self-control to ignore the ego when it perks up and says “I got this!”  Instead, the confident player relies on knowing their game well enough to push the ego aside and play the correct shot.  

	     The confident player plays to win by avoiding the sucker shots that look so fun and tempting.  And because of this, their confidence soars and they continue to get better and better.  This is called playing within your comfort zone, which we’ll discuss in more detail in the next lesson.

	     Low-percentage shots are for suckers.  And we’ve all been there.  We’ve all fallen for the sucker shots on occasion.  But there is really only one good time for trying them – it’s called practice!   Rarely should you ever attempt such a shot during competition.  I say rarely because, as mentioned earlier, there are occasions when no other reasonable option is available and you just have to give it your best effort and go for it.  

	     The vast majority of times there will be a better option, an option that contributes to the big picture of winning.  You must learn to walk around the table, to look for and find that option.  The high-percentage shots are typically the easiest shots, and they have a way of hiding in plain sight.  So you have to be observant. 

	     When you’re facing a tough shot, a low-percentage shot that is likely to bring a loss if you don’t pull it off, don’t be a sucker by convincing yourself that you have to go for it, or that it’ll be fun to try.  Remember… losing isn’t fun.  Winning is fun.  And playing to win means taking a pass on the “fun” shots and not letting your ego have control.  If you can do this, I promise you’ll have more fun winning more games.

	      We could go through hundreds of pages looking at thousands of situations that require playing smart and not being a sucker, but I really don’t think it’s necessary.  The same principles apply every single time.  You simply have to analyze the options – walk around and look for opportunities that fit within your current limitations, your “comfort zone”.  Then visualize the outcome of whatever option you choose.  It’s all about making the smartest choice, then visualizing that choice, then doing it.  

	     Sometimes you’ll overlook or miss a good opportunity.  It happens.  But at least give yourself a chance by taking your time and walking around to find as many options as possible.  More often than not you’ll find a smart shot and you’ll win because of it.  

	    And on those occasions when it happens to be 50/50, when playing the smart defensive shot is just as risky as playing the aggressive offensive shot, choose the aggressive shot.  Yes, that’s right…when it’s a borderline shot, it’s better to go with low-percentage offense rather than low-percentage defense.  

	     The key to playing a low-percentage shot when that’s all you’ve really got is to tell yourself you can do it and play the shot with confidence, like you have no doubts about pulling it off.  Remember what the great golfer, Nick Faldo, said when asked about going for a ridiculously low-percentage shot in a win or lose situation… 

	“You have to make a decision based upon a realistic assessment of your own weaknesses and the scope for failure.  But once you have committed to your decision, you have to flick the mental switch and execute the shot as if there was never any doubt that you would nail it.”

	 

	Lesson 3 – Play within Your Comfort Zone

	 

	     By accepting the reality that there are some shots you aren’t good at, shots in which you lack the consistency needed to include them in your current arsenal of shots, you are well on your way to becoming a winning player.  Winning players realize their boundaries, based on their known limitations, and they play within those boundaries.  We’ll call this your comfort zone.  

	     Once you’ve practiced a shot enough times to become consistent with it (capable of performing it at least 80% of the time), it becomes a shot you feel comfortable with, a high-percentage shot that you know you can shoot with confidence.  Your comfort zone is home to all your comfortable and confident shots.  

	     Any shot that you don’t feel confident or comfortable with needs to be classified as low-percentage.  Low-percentage shots are not part of your current arsenal and therefore should not be including in your current comfort zone.  These shots need work/practice, and this is how you expand your boundaries and create a larger comfort zone – by working on low-percentage shots until they become comfortable high-percentage shots.  

	     Knowing which shots are securely within your comfort zone and which shots are not allows you to make smarter choices during games.   Making smarter choices leads to winning more games.   To stay in your comfort zone simply means that you should stick to playing shots that are currently within your boundaries.  This means you should not attempt low-percentage shots when better and smarter options are available.  Refer to lesson 2, “Don’t Be a Sucker”.

	    Within your comfort zone is where your strongest game resides.  Smart players realize this.  Winning players realize this.  And it requires an honest and thorough understanding of your current skill level.  

	     By knowing which shots you aren’t yet proficient with, you can choose more solid, game-winning options.  And that’s the primary goal here, to be able to give yourself the best chance of winning, not the best chance of selling out.  Let the losers shoot all the low-percentage shots they want.  Your objective is to win, not to sell out.

	 

	Lesson 4 – Use Your Legs

	 

	     I once had a one-pocket player tell me that I’d be great at the game if I used my legs more often.  I just looked at him, not really understanding what he meant.  He did a little walking motion in the air with the index finger and middle finger of his right hand, and said, “Use your legs…walk around and look at everything.”  I nodded, telling myself that I already do that, but apparently I wasn’t doing it as often as I needed to be doing it.

	     I’m not going to mention this player’s name, because he may not want it printed here for all to see.  But I appreciate the advice and truly respect his opinion.  I mean, the guy has played alongside some of the greatest players in the world, so it would be foolish to ignore or discount any advice he has to offer.  And so I’m going to share the same advice with you. 

	If you want to win, use your legs more often.

	    Winning players are in the habit of walking around the table and looking at their options before committing to any particular shot.  They envision the outcome, the what-ifs, any possible pitfalls or bad rolls or mistakes that might be waiting to happen.  

	     I know it sounds like a lot, like I’m asking you to try to predict the future, but that’s not what I’m asking.  I am simply asking that you take the time to analyze what you are doing before you pull the trigger.  

	     Instead of assuming you’re playing the right shot, walk around and make sure of it.  Failing to do this leads to mistakes, like scratching the cue ball or snookering yourself or “accidentally” tying up a ball and ruining a run out.  I put quotes around the word “accidentally” because most of the time what we consider to be accidental is really something that can be avoided simply by paying attention, by walking around the table and looking at what it is we want to do, and also envisioning the outcome, before we commit to doing it. 

	     We’re going to put all of this into action in the following pages.  Playing smart pool requires the habit of using your legs, walking around the table to find smarter shots.  I can’t stress this enough:  Using your legs will help you win more games.   

	 

	



Lesson 5 – Playing Smart 

	 

	     Playing smart involves every lesson we’ve looked at so far – the PSR, not being a sucker for low-percentage shots, playing within your comfort zone, and using your legs.  But it also involves planning/thinking ahead, paying attention, being creative and capitalizing on your opponent’s mistakes.  

	     Over the next several pages we’re going to look at real game situations where you’ll have opportunities to make some pretty smart moves.  These types of scenarios come up all the time, and winning requires knowing what to do.  It’s really that simple.

	 

	Dealing with Trouble/Clusters

	 

	     We’re playing a game of eight ball and our opponent has broken dry.  The first thing we do is study the layout to determine which group of balls will give us the best advantage to win the game.  We see that all of the stripes are open, except for the 9 ball, which is trapped on the right side rail (blocked by the 2 ball).  

	      Looking at the solids in the following picture we see they are all open except for the 1 and 6, which are clustered against the left side rail.  But we can use the 7 ball to break out the cluster.  All we have to do is leave an angle on the 7 that will send the cue ball between the 1 and 14.  So the smart choice here is to choose solids, simply because the 1-6 cluster is easier to rearrange when compared to taking stripes and having to move the 9 ball or the 2 ball so that the 9 can have an easy path to a pocket. 
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	     Now that we’ve decided which group to take, where do we start?  What shot should be our first shot?   Think about this very carefully, knowing that we want to use the 7 ball to break out the 1 and 6.  Here’s another view of the layout from a different perspective.  Which ball would you shoot first?
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	     Many players would elect to shoot the 3 ball into the side with a little draw, then shoot the 2 into the corner and leave an angle to cut the 7 in and break out the 1 and 6.  It seems like a good plan, but it’s not the smartest way to play it.  What if we have no shot after breaking out that 1-6 cluster?  Or maybe we’ll have a shot but not one that we like or one that we feel comfortable shooting.  

	     The smarter shot is to play the 2 ball first.  Leave that 3 right there in front of the side pocket.  It provides insurance, an escape plan in case the 1-6 breakout doesn’t turn out well.  Little things like this can make all the difference in the world when it comes to winning.  Here is what it looks like after playing the 2 first… 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	     I’ve pocketed the 2 and left myself a good angle on the 7 ball.  I’ll shoot this shot with draw, no side spin, and with a medium firm stroke.  My goal is to send the cue ball into the left edge of the 1, which should send the 14 across the table and separate the 1 and 6 quite nicely.  I’d like for the 6 to roll up into the center of the table.

	     As shown in the following picture (figure 5.4), the breakout didn’t go exactly as I had envisioned.  I thought I would get a shot on the 1 ball into the near corner pocket after the cue ball glanced off the 14.  But I didn’t hit the cluster exactly where I wanted to hit it.  Still, I’m favored to win from here. 
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	     If I had shot the 3 ball first, instead of the 2, I would be in a tough situation.  Saving that 3 was a winning option.  I now have a wide open runout, starting with the 3 ball in the side.

	     I should note that some very fine instructors would’ve suggested leaving that 2 ball where it was (refer to figure 5.2), because it was blocking the 9 from having an open pocket.  There’s nothing wrong with that.  In fact, it’s smart to sometimes keep a pocket blocked.  However, this strategic move – saving a ball simply because it’s blocking one of your opponent’s balls – isn’t always the smartest move.  

	     For example, if the 7 ball would not have been there for the breakout shot, leaving the 2 would’ve been a smart move because running the solids out from the opening break would’ve been super tough.  So we would’ve left that 2 ball alone until after we found a way deal with the 1-6 cluster.  Also, if you aren’t yet skilled enough to run the table, leaving that 2 ball there would be good strategy.  

	     Remember, always play within your comfort zone.  If the runout is not there, or if you know the runout is beyond your current limitations, then it’s very smart to leave a ball in place that’s blocking one or more of your opponent’s balls.     

	      Most of all, you must develop the habit of looking for a “backup plan” or “insurance” opportunity.  Most players fail to see these opportunities because they aren’t looking for them, or they aren’t paying attention.  They see a cluster with a ball nearby and know enough to use that ball for the breakout, ignoring the possibility of not getting a shot after the breakout.  And when it happens you’ll hear someone say, “Wow, that’s a bad roll.”  But is it really a bad roll?  Of course it’s not – it’s bad planning.  

	     Here is a common situation in nine ball and ten ball.  The 7 and 9 are tied up along the side rail.  We have a shot on the 6 ball but there’s really no good way to break the 7 free.  What I see a lot of players do here is pocket the 6 and bump the 8 ball to keep the cue ball on this end of the table, then they either go for a bank on the 7 ball or attempt some sort of safety off the 7.  Can you spot a smarter shot?
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	    I hope you’re getting the hang of this.  If you chose to simply bank the 6 into the 7-9 then you are 100% playing some smart pool!  This is absolutely the best shot available to give you a winning advantage.  The main goal is to plant the cue ball behind the 8 ball.  Breaking out the cluster and forcing your opponent to kick at the 6 is your reward.  And we now have a winning position…  

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	     Next is another shot that requires paying attention and thinking/planning ahead.  I’m sure you’ll be able to recognize the smartest play.  We are solids (playing a game of eight ball) and our 3 ball is trapped behind the 12 and 13 along the right side rail.  Using a little draw we could pocket the 4 in the side and send the cue ball into the cluster to break out the 3, but where is our backup plan in case we don’t have a shot after breaking the 3 out?   

	     That’s right, there is no backup plan, no insurance.  Going into this cluster from the 4 ball is relying on luck or chance.  Instead of using the 4 to break the 3 ball out, we should use the 7 and save the 4 as insurance.
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	     Below is our position on the breakout shot after pocketing the 2 ball in the corner.  We are going to shoot the 7 firm with right (inside) english.
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	     As you can see, the breakout was successful and saving that 4 ball saved the game (because we have no good shot on the 3 ball).
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	     Let’s look at another way of dealing with blocked or troubled balls.  Our opponent has made nothing on the break, leaving us with plenty of open shots.  A quick look at this rack shows the 13 and 14 tied up on the rail with no other stripes close by to help with a breakout.  Because of this, choosing solids is the best option.  But the 15 ball has the 5 ball blocked.  How can you take care of this problem?  Remember, we’re playing smart…there is no easy run out from here.
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	    We know we want the solids, and we know a runout is unlikely with the 5 ball blocked.  The strategy should be to first secure the solids as our group by pocketing a solid ball.  This is where we must pay attention and make the right move that will setup a winning advantage.  If we simply start pocketing solids, ignoring the 5 ball, we will likely lose this game.  But there is a very smart option here, a creative option that’s not that easy to see.  Can you find it?

	     If you found it, that’s awesome!  If not, don’t beat yourself up.  Most players would not have found it, and that includes some very strong players.  Refer back to figure 5.10.  

	     If you think playing the 3 ball off the long rail and off the 15 is the best move, you are probably going to lose.  Sure, that’s an option, but it’s a gutsy shot that can easily be missed.  Instead, what we’re going to do is shoot the 7 ball straight into the corner pocket and roll forward about a foot to shoot the 5-15 combination.  The goal is to leave the cue ball and the 5 ball near that corner pocket.  Our opponent will have no open shot from there.  

	     As shown below, we accomplished in this one shot everything we needed to do in order to setup a winning advantage:  We established our claim to the solids, we freed the 5 ball, and we couldn’t have asked for a better result… 
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	     It’s always great strategy if you can play a safety and free up trouble balls at the same time.  Many of these types of opportunities are found right after the break, and that’s the best time to take care of trouble – early in the game.

	     This next scenario comes up quite often with ball-in-hand rules.  We’re playing a game of eight ball and our opponent has scratched.  We have cue ball in hand, and we have solids.  The 8 ball is tied up with two striped balls and the 1 ball is blocking the 3 and the 6 from having an open pocket.  

	     We could take our ball in hand and play the 3-1 combination, then shoot the 3 and the 6, then use the 5 ball to break the 8 out.  But there’s no guarantee that we’ll get a shot on the 2 ball after all that.  Can you see a smarter option?  Remember, we have ball in hand and can place the cue ball anywhere we want.
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	    Before you pick a shot, consider this:  A common mistake many players make with ball in hand is to think they can blindly plow into a cluster of balls and run out.  I know I’ve had my share of such failed attempts, mainly back when I was young and thought I could never lose.  

	     Anyway, with ball in hand here, if a player immediately starts plotting some miraculous runout, they typically sink a bunch of their balls but then can’t finish the runout.  They end up leaving their opponent a less cluttered table, which makes a runout much easier for them.  With that said, how would you use your ball in hand here?

	     If you decided to play the 3-1 combo, or to shoot the five and break the 8 free, you are missing out on a winning opportunity.  The smart move here is to play safe.  That’s right, we’re going to play a safety, but not just some run-of-the-mill safety – we’re going to do something brilliant...
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	     With ball in hand we can place the cue ball behind the 3 as shown above.  We’ll line it straight into the 8 ball then shoot a simple stop shot using a medium-firm center ball hit on the cue ball.  This will break the cluster out and likely put the 3 ball in a better position.  Most importantly, we’re going to park the cue ball against the backside of the 6 so that our opponent has no shot.  I like my chances of winning from here!   
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	     These types of opportunities come up all the time when playing ball-in-hand rules.  So the next time you get a ball in hand on a tough rack, look for winning shots like this.  The more you look, the more often you’ll find them.

	     In this next example we’re playing eight ball and our opponent has scratched.  We have stripes and a ball in hand.  The 12 ball is tied up with the 5 ball, but we have a couple of options for breaking this out.  Of course, these options involve the risk of not having an easy shot following the breakout.  In other words, there is no insurance ball, no duck lying around to shoot at in case we don’t get a shot after rearranging that 12-5.  Study this situation carefully, because there is a smart winning option available.  Can you spot it?
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	     Here’s another perspective… Remember, we are stripes.  So, would you play the 10 in the side and go for the breakout, or would you play the 15 ball in the corner and go for the breakout?  Or have you figured out a better option?
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	     If you’re in the habit of trying to run out every time you get a ball in hand, you’re probably not going to see this great strategic opportunity.  You will likely place the cue ball in one of the question-marked areas in figure 5.16 and go for the breakout on that 12 ball, and if you’re lucky you might just win.  But I prefer to not have to rely on luck when possible.  

	     There is a very smart shot here just waiting to win you the game.  First off, you have to realize that getting ball in hand doesn’t always mean that it’s runout time.  Sometimes a ball in hand can be used to play a great safety that makes a runout more likely on your next turn.  

	     So the best thing to do with any ball in hand is to USE YOUR LEGS and walk around the table.  Find the best option that allows you to really take advantage of that ball in hand.  That’s what I’ve done here…
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	     What I chose to play with ball in hand was the 15 ball into the corner pocket, rolling the cue ball directly behind the 12-5 cluster.  Then I played a simple safety shot, bumping the 12-5 to free the 12.  I could’ve shot the safety first without pocketing the 15 ball, and there would’ve been nothing wrong with that option.  I just wanted to get the 15 off the table first because that’s one less ball I’ll have to play when I get back to the table.  

	     Of course, I could have shot the 15 and gone for a breakout, hoping to get a shot on the 10 in the side or the 9 in the far corner.  Or I could’ve played the 10 first and used it for the breakout, hoping to get a shot on the 12 or 15 next.  But I didn’t like all of that “hoping”.  Remember, going for a breakout without knowing for sure that you’ll have a shot afterwards can quickly lead to losing.      

	     This next situation came up in a game of 8 ball I was playing a few weeks ago.  I was solids, and my initial thought was to play the 1 ball into the corner with a force-follow stroke to have the cue ball hit the 8 and pocket my opponent’s ball (the 10 ball) in the corner, as shown here.  This would open up the 8 ball and allow me to run out.  My ego really wanted to nail this shot.  But I was able to ignore it and find a better option.  And by “better” I mean smarter.
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	     What would you do in this situation?  Would you attempt breaking the 8 out by shooting the 1 ball in the corner?  Would you use the 3 or the 4 to break the 8 out?  There are definitely a few options, though most are quite risky.  I chose to play a safety breakout shot with a 4-8-10 combination.  I knew the 8 would stay near the cushion and my opponent would have no good shot on the 9.  Results…

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	     Let’s recap before moving on:  When dealing with clusters and breakouts you don’t want to leave anything to chance or luck.  Sometimes it’s inevitable, but more often than not a “bad roll” is actually the result of poor attention to details.  In other words… it’s bad planning, not bad luck.  

	     If you enjoy winning, avoid going for any breakout if you aren’t sure whether or not you’re going to get a shot afterwards.  This involves ensuring that you have an insurance ball to play in case the breakout doesn’t leave a shot.  It also involves paying attention and trying to go into clusters at the right angles, hitting the correct ball/balls to rearrange them as desired.

	 

	Creating Trouble for Your Opponent

	 

	     Playing smart also includes looking for ways to make it more difficult for your opponent to win if you happen to make a mistake and lose control of the table.  One way to do this is to tie your opponent’s balls up anytime you have a chance to do so.  Another way is to simply reposition one or more of your opponent’s balls in order to make a runout more difficult.  

	     Here our opponent broke dry.  Both the stripes and solids are runnable, though from this cue ball position the solids are the better choice because we have a great starter ball – the 2.  And, with the 4 ball sitting so close to the corner pocket, we have an excellent opportunity to employ some smart strategy.  We can shoot the 2 ball into the corner and bump the 11 into the 13, leaving those balls tied up against the side rail.
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	     This opportunity is risk-free because the 4 ball is sitting in front of the corner pocket and the 3 ball is open for the side pocket, both of which provide a backup plan in case we get a funny roll off of that 11 ball.   Here’s another view…
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	     The goal is to slow roll the 2 ball in, striking the cue ball slightly above center with just enough speed to bump the 11 into the 13.  We aren’t going to shoot hard enough to scratch off the 11 if we happen to hit the 2 ball too thick, so we aren’t concerned with that.  If we do hit the 2 ball thick, however, the cue ball could drift off of the 11 and end up in a place where the 15 ball blocks a shot on the 4.  If so, we’ll still have a shot on the 3 in the side.  That’s why this is a risk-free move – the 3 ball and the 4 ball are backup plans, or insurance, in case the shot doesn’t work out exactly like we want

	     As shown below, the outcome was perfect. We’ve pocketed the 2 and have a clear shot on the 3 or the 4 to continue our run.  And we’ve created trouble for our opponent.  The stripes will be a bit more challenging to run out now if we happen to make a mistake.
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	     A very handy way of creating trouble for your opponent is to play an intentional foul with the purpose of making the rack more difficult to run, or to simply put your opponent in a tough situation.  I think a lot players don’t like to foul on purpose because they consider it to be unsportsmanlike conduct, but it’s not.  

	     Unsportsmanlike conduct would be purposely distracting your opponent; continuing to play after a foul has been called; marking the table or rails to help align a shot; using equipment inappropriately (jumping the cue ball by scooping the cue tip under it or using only the shaft portion of a 2-piece cue)...   Fouling on purpose, when using a legal stroke, is not unsportsmanlike.  It’s just a foul.    

	     Intentional fouls are very common in straight pool and one-pocket, because they aren’t ball-in-hand games.  A player can simply roll the cue ball into the stack, softly, and the opponent must play from that position.  

	     Of course, the opponent can also foul intentionally.  But players have to be careful when playing a 3-foul rule game, because if a player commits three consecutive fouls they lose the game.  With ball-in-hand games, such as eight ball and rotation games, intentional fouls are primarily used to rearrange the balls more to your liking or favor.  

	     Here’s an example of rearranging the balls to make it more difficult for your opponent to win.  You’re playing nine ball and your opponent has played a great safety.  Hitting the 5 ball from here is very difficult, and pocketing the 5 is extremely unlikely.  Chances are, you’re going to leave your opponent an opportunity to run out.  The smart option is to create trouble, to rearrange the balls so that a runout is unlikely.  How would you do this?
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	     If you decided to roll the six behind the 8, you’re thinking like a winner.  This is another one of those shots where you must know your skills, your odds of making something good happen, versus your odds of selling out.  

	     Ask yourself what’s most likely to occur – getting a good hit on the 5 ball and either pocket the ball or leaving it tough, or tying the 6-8 up so that your opponent has trouble running out.  Most players will go for the kick shot on the 5 and hope that luck is with them.  And most of the time they will lose.
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	     These types of situations aren’t easy, but you have to decide which option gives you the best chance of winning.  And sometimes this means you have to consider your opponent’s skill level, though I know this is not the accepted belief.  After all, the common saying is, “Play the table, not your opponent”.  But, in my honest opinion, that isn’t the smartest way to play.  Part of deciding which strategic moves will be more effective is to consider what your opponent is actually capable of doing.  

	     For example, if I were in this situation (Figure 5.23), and I knew my opponent well enough to know that he or she only has about a 10% chance of running 5 balls for the win, I would go for the 5 ball kick shot.  My odds of either making the ball or leaving my opponent tough are better than their odds of running 5 balls.  But if I know my opponent can run out at least 50% of the time, I would tie the balls up as shown above.  I could still lose, but this gives me a better chance than going for the 5 and possibly leaving my opponent a wide open runout.  

	     Now let’s look at a game of 8 ball.  We have two solids remaining, and choosing the correct shot here determines whether or not we win the game.  What options do you see?  Are there any winning options that fall within your comfort zone?
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	     We could shoot the 3 into the 14 ball, knocking the 14 to the end rail, between the 9 and 13, and rolling the 3 ball toward the left side rail.  This would likely leave our opponent no open shots.  The downside would be that our opponent can then simply counter with a brilliant safety – shoot a stripe into our 5 ball, pocketing it, and at the same time leaving us no shot on the 3.  So I don’t like that option.

	     We could try pocketing the 5 ball with low-left spin to get the cue ball in a position to shoot the 3 up table, either in the left side or left corner (not shown in the pic).  The window between the 8 and the 14 is small, but a good player might be able to pull it off.  Still, it’s a very risky option, just as risky as pocketing the 5 and trying to break the 3 out.  If we don’t get a shot on the 3 ball we are likely looking at a lost game.  We could play the 5 ball and bring the cue ball out for a side-pocket bank on the 3, but that’s risky also, unless you’re a great banker.

	     This is where we tend to fool ourselves.  With our opponent’s balls open and so close to the corner pocket, we might have a tendency to think going for one of these options is our best chance of winning.  But the best option hasn’t been mentioned yet.  I hope you already found it.

	     The smartest option is to roll the 3 ball down passed the 14 to block the corner pocket while rolling the cue ball toward the 8.  This option allows us to take control of that corner pocket by placing our 3 ball there, and at the same time gives us the opportunity of snookering our opponent on the back side of the 8 ball.  

	     After shooting the shot described above, here is what our opponent faces...
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	     We now have an advantage, and our opponent has to do something smart to avoid losing this game.  Let’s say she’s a very smart player.  She might decide to lightly carom off the 13 ball and pocket our 3 ball, leaving the cue ball in front of the pocket.  If the 13 remains close enough to the rail we’ll have to kick up table and back to pocket the 5 ball, which isn’t a difficult kick shot, but it could be missed.    

	     The only other option I see is to try to play the 14 ball off the 3 ball.  If our opponent goes for this shot it will likely not turn out as well she thinks it will.  There is simply no guarantee that she’ll get a shot afterwards, and no guarantee that she’ll even pocket the 14.  

	     When you’re studying these situations, you should always consider the options your opponent will be facing.  Walk around to where you plan on leaving the cue ball and look at what your opponent could do from there.  It will improve the effectiveness of your safety play tremendously.  It’s no fun to think you’ve done something smart, only to find out that you’ve inadvertently given your opponent an opportunity to take control of the game.

	 

	     Looking back at figure 5.26, let’s say our opponent played her safety shot, rolled the cue ball off the 13 to pocket our 3 ball.  The cue ball would be left behind the 13, as shown below, and we would have to kick at the 5.  The correct kick shot would be off the end rail and then off the long rail, as shown in the next picture.  This allows us to get a good shot on the 8, and it also eliminates the possibility of having the cue ball follow the 5 in, which happens quite often on kick shots where the object ball is sitting in the pocket.
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	     I suggest practicing these types of kicks.  They are very common, and knowing how to play them without scratching can help you avoid losing.  Practice these kick shots from all over the table, aiming to use the long rail or the short rail just before hitting the object ball.  Your kicking skills will improve and you’ll find yourself winning more often from positions like this.  You’ll learn that any ball sitting in front of a pocket is fairly easy to kick in from anywhere on the table.  

	     This example illustrates a great point made in lesson 2, the “Don’t Be a Sucker” lesson.  And just in case you don’t remember, it’s a point worth repeating:  Leaving an easy kick shot is not a good safety!  

	     Unless the table is so cluttered with balls that there’s no direct kicking path available, any ball sitting in or very near a pocket is likely going to be kicked in most of the time.  If there are no other options other than leaving your opponent an easy kick, you just have to hope they somehow mess it up.  And hope, as mentioned before, is a last resort option.

	 

	Intentional Fouls and Pocketing Your Opponent’s Balls

	 

	    Sometimes when playing eight ball it’s necessary to pocket one or more of your opponent’s balls.  This might involve playing one of your balls into their ball, playing a carom off of one your ball and into their ball, or simply taking an intentional foul and shooting their ball directly into a pocket.

	     Let’s look at an example.  In this situation we’re solids and the 8 is tied up with one of our opponent’s stripes.  We have an angle on the 7 and could use low-left english to bring the cue ball off the side rail and break the 8 out.  This is what many players would attempt to do, but I hope you know better by now. 

	     What if we go for the breakout and miss the 8-11 cluster entirely?  What if we hit the 8 full and the 11 goes across the end rail and blocks the 5 ball?  Or the cue ball gets stuck behind the 8 ball?  Or we hit the 8 too thin and the cue ball ends up at the far end of the table with no shot on the 5?  These are very real and very likely outcomes.  

	     The best option is to leave the 7 ball alone and shoot our opponent’s 10 ball straight into the corner pocket.  That’s right, take an intentional foul and give our opponent a ball in hand.  This gives us a winning advantage.
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	     What can our opponent do from here with a cue ball in hand?  The 11 ball needs freed from the 8, and since we’ve removed the only ball that could’ve been used to break the 11 out, we’ve left our opponent in a pretty tough spot, even with a ball in hand!
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	     Our opponent could thin the 11 ball and send the cue ball to the opposite end of the table, leaving us no shot on the 5 and maybe a tough shot on the 7.  If so, we could simply bump the 5 ball away from the end rail, leaving the cue ball where the 5 is now.

	     Eventually we’ll get a shot to break the 8 out and finish the game.  We might have to spend a little time going back and forth (known as a “cat and mouse” game), but in the end we’ll win.  

	     Remember, winning requires patience.  We win by not only outplaying and outsmarting our opponents, but also by outwaiting them on occasion.  Usually it only takes a couple of smart moves to force an impatient player to go for some low-percentage sucker shot and sell out.  So it’s good to have some patience in situations like this.      

	     If our opponent elects to leave the 11-8 cluster for us to worry about, and starts pocketing our balls (taking intentional fouls like we did when we pocketed that 10 ball), it will actually help us win faster.  

	     It might seem like a good idea at first, but if the game comes down to just the 8 and 11 on the table, and we have a ball in hand, we can place the cue ball behind the 8 and bump the 11 away, leaving the cue ball froze or very close to the 8 ball.  Our opponent’s best option would then be to try some sort of kick-safety or to tie the balls up again, and that’s certainly not easy to do when the cue ball is froze or close to the ball you’re trying to reposition.

	     Here’s another 8 ball situation.  We have solids and must decide whether or not to go for the win here by banking the 5 ball into the bottom left corner pocket.  As a proficient banker I consider this a high-percentage shot, easily within my comfort zone.  But what if I know that that particular cushion is bad and doesn’t bank accurately?  It would be risky to shoot the bank if that were the case, so I would play a safety shot.  Can you find the smartest safety shot to play?
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	     Before we look at the safety, let me say this:  It’s easy to assume that banking the 5 is a free shot (no risk involved if we miss the bank), considering that our opponent has two stripes clustered together up table, and a breakout would be unlikely.  But if you want to win more often you should never underestimate your opponent’s skill or luck in situations like this.  Therefore, if the bank shot is low-percentage for you, which means it’s not within your comfort zone, it would not be smart to go for it.

	     All too often players think it’s safe to shoot a low-percentage shot if the opponent has a lot of work to do in order to win.  But what ends up happening is you miss the shot and your opponent does something spectacular, either on purpose or by accident, and you find yourself on the losing end of a game you were supposed to win.

	     I believe the smartest shot is to play the cue ball off the edge of the 5 and pocket our opponent’s ball, leaving the 5 as a blocker.  The following picture shows what our opponent will be facing after we play this shot.
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	     As you can see, this almost guarantees the win.   Even if you know you can make the bank shot 8 or 9 times out of 10, this safety play is a great winning option.  Just be honest with accessing your potential to pocket the bank shot, versus your opponent’s potential to somehow get out should you miss it.  

	     I should add that when I was discussing this shot with a few friends, fellow pool players with Fargo ratings between 650 and 700, they were pretty much divided on the shot.  Two were in favor of the bank and two liked the safety.  That surprised me.  After all, these players bank as well as I bank, so I figured we’d all probably vote for the bank shot.  But one player in particular defended his choice by saying this:  “Even if you’re nine out of ten on the bank shot, the one time you miss it could cause you to lose.  I’d let anybody shoot from behind that five all day long, ‘cause they aren’t gonna win from there.”

	     That’s probably the best way to look at it when it comes to deciding whether or not to play the bank or the safety here.  Still, it would be hard for a good banker to not just pocket the 5 ball and win the game.  

	     This very well could be one of those shots where you should play according to how you’re hitting the balls that day.  It’s all about doing what it takes to win.  That’s all that matters.  And only you can make that call.    

	     Let’s look at one more example, a real-life game situation in which I lost by playing the wrong shot…

	     We are solids in this game, and as hopeless as it looks there are some great winning opportunities for either player.  In hindsight, I can now look at this setup and immediately recognize what I should’ve done in order to win.  We’ll look at that later, but first I’ll describe what I did that lead to me losing this game.
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	     Here’s another view of the 3-8 situation…
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	     I can tell you without a doubt that the shot I played from here was not the smartest shot... I banked the 7 off the end rail and into the 10.  I wanted to pocket the 10 ball and force my opponent to do deal with the 8, hopefully leaving a winning opportunity for me.

	     Instead of pocketing the 10 ball, all I accomplished was moving the 7 and the 10 up table, which provided zero opportunity.  I ended up losing this game as a direct result of playing the wrong shot.  

	     When it comes to pool, as well as life itself I suppose, there is one lesson that really sneaks up on us:  We are often one decision or action away from making things better, or making things worse.  Had I been a little more patient, and used my legs a bit, I would’ve realized that the best shot was right there in front of my nose!  Can you spot it?            

	     The correct shot is to roll the 7 ball to the end rail, leaving it as shown below, though it would be even better if the 7 were closer to the 8.  Our goal is to setup an opportunity to use the 7 as a breakout ball, playing it off the 8 and into the corner pocket if given a chance.  This gives us a great advantage.
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	     Of course if our opponent is smart enough to realize why we put the 7 ball here, then we might lose this advantage very quickly.  What should our opponent do from here?  If you were stripes, what would you do?  Would you pocket the 10 ball and try some miraculous breakout shot or safety shot on the 8 ball?  Or would you play a safety off the 10 ball, leaving the cue ball up table and hoping you get a better opportunity?

	     The smart shot would be to leave the 10 ball where it is (in front of the side pocket) and play an intentional foul by banking the 7 ball up table.

	     Even with a ball in hand there isn’t much we can do if the 7 gets moved off that end rail.  So our opponent can take away our potential breakout opportunity and not have to worry about giving us a ball in hand, at least not while that 10 ball’s sitting in front of the side pocket.  

	     The 10 in front of the side pocket prevents us from being able to play an easy or effective safety shot using the 3 ball.  This is why our opponent might consider the intentional foul a good option.  However, if the 10 were moved up table or simply nudged against that side rail, we could eventually get the opportunity to play an effective safety shot by moving the 3 away from the 8 and sticking our opponent tight against the 8.

	     Let’s say our opponent decides to play the smart shot and knocks the 7 away from the end rail.  We now have cue ball in hand.  What should we do?    This is where thinking ahead and thinking smart wins games.  We’re going to go over some options, and we’ll look at the pros and cons of each.  Then we’ll choose the best option that will give us some sort a winning advantage.

	     Here is the layout after our opponent moved the 7 ball off the end rail.  Remember, we now have cue ball in hand because it was an intentional foul. 
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	Option 1: 

	     Send the 7 ball back to the end rail to setup a breakout opportunity again.  The only problem with this is that our opponent might just knock the 7 up table again, giving us another ball in hand and leaving us in the same situation we’re in now.  This would be a good option only if we knew our opponent lacked the patience to repeat the same shot again.  Otherwise it would likely be a wasted shot with no advantage gained.

	Option 2:

	     Send the 7 ball to the long rail between the 10 and the far corner pocket.  Then if our opponent pockets the 10, and also gets the cue ball in a good place to play a bump-safety on the 8, we’ll be able to play a return safety off the 7 ball, maybe forcing our opponent to make a mistake that gives us a better opportunity.

	Option 3:

	     Roll the 7 ball straight into the 10 with just enough speed to have the 10 ball hit the cushion.  Our 7 will end up where the 10 is now, and the 10 will be in a tougher spot.  Now if our opponent gives us another ball in hand we’ll be able to move the 3 away from the 8 without the risk of leaving a shot on the 10.   I would consider this to be the best option.  I’ll explain in more detail soon.

	    With end-game situations like this it’s very important to always be progressing in the game.  In other words, working toward a final outcome.  Don’t just bump balls around hoping that your opponent goes for something crazy.  Chances are your opponent will do the same thing, and this is how a game gets declared a stalemate, when neither player is doing anything to keep the game progressing forward.  If you want to win the game, you should try to avoid repeating pointless moves.

	     Eight ball is a game that sometimes needs to be played like chess.  There are no pointless moves in chess.  Everything is done for a reason.  Winning involves setting up the pieces in a manner that gains an advantage.  

	     For example, with the 8 ball tied to our 3 ball we are at a disadvantage to win the game.  Of course, our opponent can’t win either, unless we accidentally pocket the 8 ball or screw up and leave a shot on it that our opponent can make.  Both sides must find ways to increase their advantage by moving the pieces (balls) to more advantageous positions. 

	     This type of end-game situation can quickly lead to a stalemate, or to a loss of game if you keep fouling on purpose by refusing to hit or shoot one of your balls.  Refusing to shoot can be considered unsportsmanlike conduct.  But as long as you’re rearranging the balls in a manner that keeps the game progressing toward a conclusion, there is no unsportsmanlike conduct or stalemate to be called.  

	     With that said, let’s go back to option 3 and why I consider it to be the best option.  (Refer to figure 5.35)

	     We don’t want our opponent to pocket the 10 ball.  This would put them on the 8, and that would put us at a greater disadvantage, forcing us to do something with the 3 or the 7 that keeps the game progressing toward a conclusion, and that could get dangerous.  

	     Remember, we don’t want a stalemate and we don’t want to lose due to unsportsmanlike conduct, and we certainly don’t want to lose by going for some wacky shot that accidently causes that 8 ball to fall into the pocket unexpectedly.  The best way to ensure that none of this happens is to move the 10 ball to a place where our opponent won’t have a shot on it.

	     With the 10 ball in a more challenging position we can actually do something with that 3 ball if we get another ball in hand.  Our opponent might think pocketing our 7 and giving up a ball in hand would be a smart move, because it would force us to do something with the 3-8.  But pocketing our 7 and giving us a ball in hand would only be smart if the 10 ball were still in front of the side pocket. If our opponent tries this tactic after we move the 10, we will likely win the game.  

	     With the 10 ball repositioned, if we get another ball in hand we can simply bank the 3 away from the 8 ball and leave the cue ball froze to the 8 so that our opponent is jacked up trying to do something with a 10 ball that doesn’t have an open pocket.  

	     If we don’t move the 10, the most common thing for an opponent to do in this situation is to call a safety and pocket their ball, forcing us to deal with the 3-8.  And a smart opponent might even pocket the 10 (without calling a safe) and then take an intentional foul by pocketing our 7 ball next.  This would give us a ball in hand, but the position of the 3-8 makes it difficult to play an effective safety shot if the only two balls on the table are the 3 and 8, with the 8 lying so close to the pocket. 

	     One safety option in such a scenario would be to thin the 3 and roll the cue ball all the way up table, leaving the 3 ball in front of and close to the 8, blocking any direct shot or off-the-rail shot.  But this isn’t easy to do.  And our opponent would likely not even try to hit the 8, as long as the 3 can’t be shot straight into a pocket.  So we’ll get another ball in hand and will have to decide to play another safety or attempt a bank shot on the 3 (if we rolled it far enough away from the 8 to actually bank it).

	     This whole ugly 3-8 end-game scenario can be avoided if we can keep our opponent from pocketing the 10 ball.  This is why moving the 10 ball away from the side pocket is a good idea.  It sets up a safe opportunity to move the 3 ball later on without selling out.  

	 

	Thinking – Fast and Slow 

	 

	     Every day we perform a multitude of skills that are done automatically, intuitively.  These skills require very little, if any, cognitive effort.  Examples include driving a car, walking, tying our shoes, riding a bike, opening or closing a door, speaking a language, and recognizing these very letters as words that we know and comprehend.  These things have become so ingrained into our subconscious that we no longer have to think about how to do them – we just do them.  It is our “fast thinking” process in action. 

	     Unfortunately, the intuitive (fast thinking) process isn’t always spot on.  We occasionally take a wrong turn, or we run a stop sign or back into a parked car, or we trip over a crack in the side walk or push on a door that explicitly states (in words that we can easily read), “PULL TO OPEN”.  

	     We make these simple mistakes because we’re in the habit of not doing much cognitive work (slow thinking) while performing these tasks.  If we were to slow down and really focus on what we’re doing sometimes, apply a little conscious effort, we would make less mistakes.  

	     Research shows, as outlined in Daniel Khaneman’s book, Thinking - Fast and Slow, that even though our intuitive (subconscious) thinking process is usually backed up with solid cognitive thought, we are subject to be driven solely by our intuitive thoughts all too often.  

	     The reason why is because our intuition (fast thinking) is immediately brought into the working area of the brain when triggered by our senses.  In other words… we see, hear, smell, or feel something that automatically pulls subconsciously-stored skills and knowledge into the conscious working memory of the brain.  This is where our slow thinking process takes place, and if our working memory is too cluttered up or preoccupied with other tasks, we have a tendency to allow our body to act on unchecked intuition.  

	     “Other tasks” could be anything that requires mental effort, like daydreaming, or thinking about a conversation we had an hour ago with a spouse or a co-worker, or thinking about what we’re going to have for dinner, or better yet… thinking about the shot we missed the last time we were at the table, or thinking about the shot we’re going to shoot two shots from now to win the game.  

	     None of this has a thing to do with the particular shot we might currently be facing, but when such distractions flood our conscious mind, we are prone to make mistakes.

	     Imagine a crowd of people waiting in a corridor to get into a football stadium or a baseball stadium.  At the entrance to the stadium there’s a doorman checking for tickets.  His job is to ensure that only those with a proper ticket are allowed to proceed.  If he’s distracted, preoccupied, or just plain lazy or lackadaisical, he’ll likely make a few mistakes and some people will make it through without a proper ticket.  A good doorman, in order to not get overwhelmed and make such mistakes, will limit the amount of people he deals with at one time.  When several people step up at once, he might say, “Stand back… one at a time, please.”  

	     Our conscious thought process (slow thinking) acts as a “doorman”.  It checks our intuitive/subconscious responses (fast thinking) before allowing any action to take place.  All of this occurs in the conscious working memory of the mind in a fraction of a second, and we don’t even realize we’re doing it.  However, research indicates that our working memory can only juggle an average of three or four items at once.  Any more than that and the working area becomes too cluttered and mistakes are likely to be made.      

	     Want a real-world example?  Let’s say you’re playing a game of eight ball in a tournament or league match.  You break and make two balls and have a fairly easy runout.  You take your time, staying focused, being sure not to rush, but also being sure not to overthink things.  The closer you get to winning, the more nervous you become.  And then, with only two balls remaining, a thought comes into your mind.  It walks right into the working area of your brain and makes this announcement:  I’m about to win! 

	     Just like that, this one little thought brings added pressure into the working area of your mind, which could easily be enough of a distraction to cause you to make a mistake.  And, sure enough, you shoot your last solid ball a bit too firm and leave yourself a tough shot on the 8.  Now more thoughts enter your mind… Why did I shoot so hard?!  Why do I always do that?  I don’t like this shot!  I’m blowing it!  Pull yourself together!   

	     In addition to any subconscious/intuitive thinking that automatically came into your working memory concerning the 8 ball shot, you now have added pressure and more than half a dozen thoughts bouncing around in your head.  Your “doorman” is likely going to be too overwhelmed to do a decent job.  A good doorman, however, will not allow any action to take place until all the clutter is handled.  This ensures that whatever choice you make on the 8 ball will at least be double-checked before being granted permission to proceed.

	     Knowing that you have a fast thinking and a slow thinking process (and learning how to ensure that the latter is incorporated into your pool game) is a must if you want to make fewer mistakes and win more often.  It’s not difficult to do, and you don’t have to read Daniel Khaneman’s 500-page book to learn how to do it.  It’s an interesting read, but there’s not much for pool players to get out of it other than what I’m providing here.

	     The way to make fewer mindless mistakes when playing pool is to learn how to use our slow thinking process more effectively.  We can do this by simply living in the moment, giving 100% of our attention to the task at hand, not allowing anything to interfere with the present shot.  It’s really that simple.  

	     All we can do is what is in front of us at this exact moment.  We can’t live in the past and we can’t predict the future.  We shoot one shot at a time, acknowledging and discarding any distraction that could cause our intuitive thinking process to be acted upon without first being checked or verified.  

	     Other sports may require lightning-fast “on-the-fly” reaction time, like baseball, tennis, football or basketball, but that doesn’t apply to pool.  Pool is more like golf and chess, where every move we make is done with stationary pieces.  We have plenty of time to ensure that every shot feels correct before pulling the trigger.

	     When your slow thinking and fast thinking processes are running smoothly together, you’ll find yourself playing “in the zone” more often.  The intuitive thought enters the working area of the brain (our conscious working memory), where it gets checked and verified, tweaked if needed, and then acted upon accordingly.  

	     Most of the time our intuition is very accurate.  There’s a quick double-check that occurs and we’re good to go.  Other times intuition isn’t so easily accepted by our slower cognitive thinking process.  Simply put, some things aren’t as obvious or as easy as we initially think they are, and a little extra mental effort is needed to tweak what we intuitively thought was already perfect.  

	     This is where a solid and consistent pre-shot routine (PSR) helps.  It keeps our slow thinking and fast thinking processes working well together.  By treating every shot with the same respect, using the same routine every single time, regardless of whether or not we view the shot as easy or demanding, we remain in the present moment, and that’s where our best pool is played.  

	Lesson 6 – You Can’t Be On Fire All the Time 

	 

	     No matter how good you are, it’s very unlikely that you play at peak performance every time you step to the table.  No one does, because we are not robots.  We’re equipped with a central nervous system, a muscular system, and a hormonal system (endocrine/emotional system), and they’re all working at the same time.  

	     Sometimes these systems work very well together and sometimes they don’t.  So our performance varies based on how well these systems are functioning on any given day, both individually and as a whole.  

	     If you apply a scale to your performance level, calling your best performance a 10 and your worst performance a 3, it would be safe to say your average game falls somewhere between 6 and 7.  This might be difficult to admit, because we like to believe our game is at peak performance more often than it really is.  But an honest assessment would show that our absolute best performance occurs about as often as our worst, and that our normal game is somewhere in the middle.  

	     This is called regression to the mean, and it applies to everyone, professional and amateurs alike.  We all have ups and downs, but we always regress or balance out to our average performance level.

	     In case you’re wondering why I chose 3 as a worst performance level, instead of using 0 or 1 or 2, it’s because a 0 would be not playing at all, and a 1 or 2 would be like trying to play with your arms tied behind your back.  It’s reasonable to assume that even during our absolute worst performance we can still hold a cue stick. 

	     And keep in mind that such a scale is player-dependent, which means your 6 or 7 is not the same as my 6 or 7, not the same as John Smith’s or Jane Doe’s 6 or 7, and certainly not the same as Shane Van Boening’s.  Our individual skill levels vary, so therefore our performance scales vary.     

	     With professional players, the difference between poor, average, and peak performance is very subtle.  So subtle that most spectators wouldn’t even notice when a pro player is playing above or below his or her average level of play.  For most amateur players it’s much more obvious.  The reason is because pro players are more consistent, and so their performance scale is more fine-tuned, meaning the difference between playing at a 3 or a 10, versus playing at a 6 or 7, is very small.  

	     For the amateur player that lacks consistency, there’s a huge difference between playing at a 3 or a 10 and playing at a 6 or 7.  The amateur’s performance scale is coarser, more subject to extreme fluctuations.  When you’re playing at a 10, other players might say you’re “playing over your head”.  When you’re playing at a 3, they might say you’re “off your game”.  It’s such a noticeable difference in performance that anyone can see you’re not playing your average game.

	     The two scales below illustrate the difference in performance fluctuations between average players and professional players.  The more consistent a player is, the more level his or her performance scale is, and the fluctuations between good and bad play are not as noticeable because they are not so extreme.

	 

	[image: Image]

	     Research in sports performance shows that about 50% of the time we can expect to perform at or near our average/mean (at a 6 or 7 on the above scales).  Nearly 30% of the time we’ll play slightly above or below our average (around a 5 or an 8 on our performance scale).  We’ll find ourselves dropping down to level 4 or rising to level 9 can about 15% of the time.  This leaves around 5% for peak performance (level 10) or rock-bottom performance (level 3).  Of course, these are rough estimates because performance levels vary day to day.    

	     When evaluating performance, a good thing to keep in mind is this:  For top professionals, playing pool is a full-time job, often requiring upwards of 40 hours per week at the table, including practice time and competition time.  I remind friends of this fact when they happen to miss a shot and say something like, “Pros never miss that shot.”  I’ll look at them and say, “Well, if you quit your job and play pool 40 hours a week you’ll probably never miss it either.”

	     So it’s important to keep a realistic expectation of your performance, based on the amount of table time you put into your game.  The amateur player who spends one night per week playing a few league games, and maybe a few hours on weekends playing or practicing with friends at the house or at the local pool hall or bar, should not expect to play with the consistency of professional player.  

	     If you want to reach a higher level of play and flatten/level out your performance scale, then you’ll have to put in the work.  Consistency can only be achieved through hard work and plenty of table time.  

	     In addition to consistency, another factor that contributes to a more balanced performance scale is player intelligence.  But the intelligence I’m referring to has nothing to do with a player’s IQ.  I certainly don’t believe pro players are any smarter, generally speaking, than non-pro players.  In other words, you don’t have to be a genius to play great pool.  The type of intelligence that matters most is Emotional Intelligence (EQ).  Simply put, when it comes to peak performance, EQ is far more important than IQ.

	     According to Travis Bradberry and Jean Greaves, authors of Emotional Intelligence 2.0, when looking at the most successful people in society, in any field (business, sports, the arts, entertainment, etc…), EQ is the primary factor in determining whether or not an individual becomes a success or a top performer.  

	     Our EQ is how we handle emotions, thoughts, and distractions.  The brain controls the release of certain chemicals throughout the body, based on sensory inputs (what we see, hear, smell, taste, touch, think, feel, etc…), and these chemicals influence our mood and behavior.  Those who have good control over their emotions are considered to have a high EQ, and those who don’t suffer from a low EQ.      

	     Regardless of IQ level, when our EQ is low, our mental game suffers and our performance suffers.  This is the number one reason why we can’t be on fire all the time, why peak performance doesn’t occur as often as we’d like, and why our performance scales aren’t as flat as we’d like for them to be.  If you continually struggle with thoughts and distractions while at the table, then you will likely struggle with inconsistency in your performance as well.

	     We would all like to perform at our best as often as possible.  We love it when we can’t miss, when we can’t seem to make a mistake even if we tried.  Most players experience this level of performance every now and then.  We call it being “in stroke” or “in the zone”.  Some call it “flow”, as in “He’s in the flow”.  And it’s sort of magical while it’s happening.  Then the magic ends, maybe a few minutes or a few hours or even days later, and we regress back to the mean.

	     The magic typically ends when you realize how well you’re playing, and you begin to think that it’s because of something you’re doing differently, or doing specifically.  Your emotions then come into play and you begin to wonder exactly what it is.  You tell yourself… If I could do this all the time I’d be a champion!  And this thought triggers emotional reactions in your mind, then you start trying harder.  And just like that…you’re out of the zone.

	     Trying too hard is a sure way of allowing too much conscious effort to sabotage our performance, because peak performance is best handled by our subconscious thought process, not conscious effort.  I’m not saying conscious effort isn’t used during performance.  I’m saying too much conscious effort can ruin performance.  

	     Being in the zone, playing at peak performance, is like riding a wave.  It requires the perfect balance between conscious effort and subconscious programming.  What we consciously see and think prompts subconscious networks (developed muscle memory and fine motor skills.  Too much conscious effort can rob the subconscious of doing what it does best.  Instead of simply riding the wave and enjoying it, we tend to overanalyzing how we’re doing it, and the next thing we know we’re upside-down, crashing to shore.       

	     If you could guarantee that your mind, body, and emotions are all in sync and working together flawlessly, you could find that magical zone or flow more often.  When you’re playing at peak performance that is exactly what’s happening – your mind, body, and emotions are perfectly in tune with each other.  The result is actually a glimpse of your true potential.  

	     When everything is working perfectly without really having to try to make it work perfectly, and without trying to figure out how we’re doing it, we end up playing our best pool.  It requires a solid mental game, solid body mechanics, and a good EQ – excellent control over our emotional system.  

	     These things, when working well together, keep everything in sync like a well-oiled machine.  If you know how to play, and your mechanics are good, but your EQ is not good, you will continue to struggle due to the highs and lows of your emotional responses.

	     For this reason, and because it’s just a great book, Emotional Intelligence 2.0 is definitely on my top 10 list of recommended books for pool players.  It can teach you how to deal with distractions and all the other emotional baggage that we sometimes carry with us to the table.  And learning how to handle this stuff makes it possible to play at peak performance more often.

	     Remember, we all experience ups and downs.  When it comes to performance, we are all subject to the inevitability of regression to the mean.  But we are also capable of fine-tuning our performance levels so that our ups and downs are not that far off from the mean, from our average.  So even though we can’t be on fire all the time, we can certainly increase the likelihood of catching fire at any time.  

	 

	Lesson 7 – Running Out

	 

	     Running a rack of 8-ball or 9-ball or 10-ball is definitely fun.  What’s not fun is losing when you go for a runout that isn’t really there.  We like to believe that every rack is a runout just waiting for our magical pool-shooting skills.  That’s wishful thinking, and reality usually hits pretty hard when you’ve cleared off 5 or 6 balls only to find that you can’t finish the runout.  

	     Maybe you failed to get that last cluster broken out, or maybe you accidentally bumped a ball or two a couple of shots ago and rearranged the table just enough to ruin any runout you may’ve had.  Whatever the case, it’s not much fun.

	     One of the surest ways to lose is to immediately start pocketing balls after the break when there’s very little chance of running out.  This applies to both experienced and inexperienced players.  In other words, it doesn’t matter if you can typically run 7 to 8 balls without missing or if you’re new to the game and struggle pocketing 2 or 3 in a row, the following advice is good to follow:  

	 

	If a runout is unlikely, either due to a bad layout or due to a lack of playing skills, do not start pocketing a bunch of balls!

	 

	     If you want to win more often, you have to realize that not every rack is made for running out.  That’s why learning how to read a rack of eight ball or nine ball for a potential runout is crucial.  So we’re going to look at a couple of racks that are made for running out, as well as a couple that aren’t.  

	     I’m going to explain what to look for in order to make that determination.  Sometimes all it takes is the right first shot to open a rack up and make it runnable.  Other times it’s more of a setup process that requires a bit of planning.  The most important thing is to not jump the gun and start running balls right out of the gate without knowing for sure that you can run out.

	     The first examples will be obvious runout opportunities, but there are always pitfalls or bumps along the way that could easily trip us up and ruin the runout.  These are called run stoppers.  We’ll look at how to spot potential run stoppers and how to deal with them as we go.  In the last couple of examples we’ll focus on racks that are not suited for runouts, at least not until some setup work is done.    

	     It’s important to note that there’s a big difference between a ruined eight ball runout and a ruined nine or ten ball runout.  If you run 6 or 7 balls in eight ball, then can’t finish the runout, you’ll be at a disadvantage to win, especially if your opponent has several balls left on the table.  In a rotation game, like nine or ten ball, your opponent must shoot the balls in rotation, just as you have to do.  So if the runout is ruined, you can play a safety or tie the balls up more easily than when playing eight ball.  

	     Here we have cue ball in hand and can shoot any ball from anywhere on the table.  We’re playing eight ball and I’ve circled the solids to help identify stripes and solids. Study the layout and decide which group of balls is best suited for a runout.  It’s general best to choose the group that requires less work and less chance for mistakes.
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	     Here is another view of the table…
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	     Notice that every ball has an open pocket, making either group look appealing.  But there is a potential pitfall here when taking the stripes.  The 13 ball and 15 ball must each be pocketed into the bottom right corner pocket (reference figure 7.2).  

	     The 5 ball may cause some trouble while getting these two balls.  We could shoot the 13 first, then bump the 5 in order to get a good angle on the 15 next.  But if we’re not careful we could bump the 5 into the 14, which could easily create a 5-14 cluster or an 8-14 cluster.  Anytime you bump a ball you have to know for sure whether or not that bumped ball is going to create trouble and ruin your runout.  

	     Considering all of this, I like the solids here.  There is only one ball that would be tricky to get position on – that orange 5 ball.  However, we have cue ball in hand, so we can setup to shoot the 5 in the right side pocket with no difficulty.  From there we have a good runout opportunity.  

	     I would not play the 5-1 combination, as the 5 may end up in a funny spot, blocking the 7 ball from going into the same corner pocket.  And even if the 5 ends up in a place to play a 7-5 combo, where will the 7 end up?  

	     It’s best to avoid uncertainty when possible, so I would start with the 5 in the side.  Then I would shoot the 3 in the other side to get position on the 1 ball.  Once again, I would not play a combination on the 1, because it’s not necessary.  I am going to play the 1 ball and bring the cue ball out for the 7 into the same corner pocket, leaving an angle to get on the 6 ball in the side pocket.  

	     What I’m doing here is playing this rack like a good straight pool (14.1) player would do.  I am choosing small groups of balls to clear off, rather than following some master plan for the entire rack or shooting each ball individually with no plan at all.  

	     If you struggle running more than 3 or 4 balls, try following this method.  Instead of thinking about running 8 balls in a row, group the balls into smaller groups of 1 to 4 balls.  All you have to do is pocket all the balls in one group and then get the cue ball into a position to work on the next group.  Before you know it you’re on the 8 ball for the win.  

	     One misconception many players have, especially with eight ball, is that pros plan the entire runout immediately following the break, and that they play every shot in accordance with the plan.  This can and does happen sometimes, but not very often.  The reality of it is this…plans change.  

	     Winning players reevaluate the table often.  Envisioning a set plan is fine, but you must be able to adapt and remold the plan when needed, or when a better opportunity presents itself.

	     The image below shows how I would group the balls to run the solids.  I would consider the 1, 3, 5, and 7 as one group (designated with circles).  My plan for this group is to simply pocket each ball and then get the cue ball in a position to either shoot the 6 or 2, because my next group is the 2, 4, and 6 (designated with squares).  I’ll pocket those three balls in a manner that ends with a good shot on the 8 ball.

	     As mentioned earlier, plans can often change.  It’s important to keep in mind that any plan is flexible and subject to be changed or tossed aside when needed.  Being able to adapt to a bad position play or an unexpected roll is a must. 

	     Sometimes you may have to reevaluate the way you’ve grouped the balls.  You may have to kick a ball out of a group or add a ball to an already existing group, or consider that one lone ball is a group on its own.  The same goal will still be in effect – pocket all the balls within each group and you run the rack.
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	     The order in which you run the balls within each group is often a matter of personal preference.  However, there are a few position playing guidelines to consider when going for an eight ball runout.  

	1. It’s usually good to have a cut angle on most shots in order to move the cue ball to the next shot without having to use too much english.

	2.  Minimal cue ball movement from one shot to the next is typically best.

	3.  Bring the cue ball off the cushions for position when possible.

	4.  Pay attention to the tangent line so you’ll know where the cue ball is going. 

	5.  Never shoot hard unless you absolutely have to.  Use a good medium speed for most shots.

	6.  Try to plan at least 2 balls ahead, meaning for each shot pay attention to the angle needed on the next shot in order to get position on the shot after that one.  This is especially important when playing rotation games like 9-ball and 10-ball – the shot angle on the 1 should lead to an angle on the 2 that will allow a good angle on the 3 to get to the 4, and so on…

	7.  Avoid accidently rearranging balls.  Also avoid breaking balls out that don’t really need to be broken out.

	8.  Try to play the cue ball INTO the position zone for the next shot, not ACROSS it.

	9.  If you lose control of the cue ball (get out of line/position), be sure to use your legs – walk around the table and analyze the situation for all available options.  It is perfectly normal to regroup the balls on occasion.  Simply formulate a new plan/strategy and start from there.  You must be flexible and willing to adapt or roll with changes.

	10.  Focus on the present shot, playing one shot at a time until you’ve won the game.  Too often, when we’ve pocket a handful of balls and only have 2 or 3 remaining, we tell ourselves, This is it!  I’m going to win!  The realization that we’re close to winning takes our mind away from the present shot, which creates a huge tripping hazard that can quickly lead to a mistake and loss of game.  

	 

	     Looking at this list, I believe #10 is probably the biggest run stopper for many players.  It’s because thoughts guide actions.  When your thoughts are on the task at hand – the shot you’re facing in the present moment – you’re giving yourself the best opportunity for success.  

	     If your mind travels back to the last shot, beating yourself up for shooting too hard or too soft or whatever, you are not focusing on the present moment.  If your mind wonders into the future to celebrate a win that hasn’t happened yet, you are certainly not focusing on the present moment.  

	     Each shot occurs in the here and now, so focus on one shot at a time.  Don’t focus on past mistakes, because you can’t change what has already happened.  And don’t think about winning until after you’ve already won.

	      Now let’s get back to running this rack.  Here’s another look at the setup and the groups I’ve chosen to play.  Remember, the goal is to shoot every ball within a particular group, then get the cue ball into position to work the next group.  If at any time we lose control of the cue ball we can simple reevaluate the situation and begin the process again from wherever the cue ball is, which means we might have to regroup the balls differently.  

	     The main thing is to keep it as simple as possible, playing one shot at a time in a manner that leads to the next shot – one group of balls at a time until we’re on the 8 ball for the win.
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	     As mentioned earlier, we have cue ball in hand.  And the 5-ball is the only ball that’s in a tricky spot, meaning if we don’t shoot it first it might be difficult to get a shot on it later.  So I’d take my ball in hand and setup to shoot the 5-ball straight into the bottom side pocket.  This will leave the cue ball in a good position to play the 3 ball in the top side pocket.  

	     Remember, the goal is to pocket all the balls within the group (circles) and then get the cue ball into a position to work the next group (squares).  We are not thinking of running 8 balls.  We are thinking of clearing off two groups, then the 8 ball.

	     The following pages show how I would pocket the balls in the first group…  I’d avoid playing any combination on the 1 ball because I don’t want to take a chance on putting another ball in a bad position.  With that said, many players might elect to play the 5-1 combo as their opening shot.  There’s nothing with this, depending on exactly where that 5 ball stops after pocketing the 1.  

	     It’s smart to avoid “what if” situations when possible.  For example, what if we play the 5-1 combo and the 5 ball stays in front of the pocket?  We might be able to play the 5 next and get to the 3 in the side, or we might have to shoot the 3 next then play a 7-5 combo.  Then where exactly where the 7 ball end up?  There are just too many “what if” situations here.  

	    Why set yourself up for trouble when other options are available?  Trust me, the more you can avoid “what if” situations, the less trouble you’re going to have when it comes to running out.

	     Here I start with the 5 in the side using a medium-soft speed to roll the cue ball into position to shoot the 3 into the other side.  Next, I want to leave the cue ball about where the 3 is in order to have a good natural angle to play the 1 in the corner and roll out for position on the 7 into the same corner. 
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	     Rolling the 5 ball into the side left me perfect for a stop shot on the 3, as shown above.  Notice that I made sure to roll beyond those stripes (13 and 15) so they would not interfere with my bridge hand for this shot.  

	     After shooting a stop shot on the 3, as shown below, I have great position to pocket the 1 and naturally roll out as shown for a good angle on the 7, which should allow me to get the cue ball near center table where I can start working with the next group of balls.
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	     The angle I have on the 7 below allows the cue ball to come off the rail and go toward center table.  I’ll use low-right on this shot and it will give me a shot on the 6 in the side or the 2 in the corner.  

	     Remember, the main goal is to pocket each ball in each group, and the exact order in which we pocket the balls isn’t our primary concern.  However, we do have to make sure that we get a good shot on the 8 ball!  So we do have to pay attention to position play on the last couple of balls in the final group in order to get on the 8 ball without running into trouble.
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	     Now that we’ve cleared off the first group of balls and have the cue ball in a good position to work the next group, we have to think about leaving a good shot on the 8 ball after clearing this final group.  Study the layout and determine which ball would be best to use for getting a shot on the 8.  This will be the last ball we pocket in the group.  

	     The available pockets for playing the 8 are shown with lines and arrows marked A through D.  How would you proceed to pocket this group of balls and secure a good shot on the 8-ball?  Keep in mind that we don’t want the cue ball doing too much traveling from one shot to the next if we can help it.  By limiting unnecessary cue ball movement we can avoid the risk of possible trouble, like a scratch shot or getting too far out of line or getting snookered/hooked behind a striped ball.
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	     There are only three balls in the last group, the 2, 4, and 6.  From where the cue ball is situated we have two options for finishing the runout:  Play the 6 in the side and roll the cue ball off the rail for a shot on the 4 in the corner, then play the 2 in the side and roll up for a shot on the 8 into pocket C or D; or we could start with the 2 in the corner and bring the cue ball off the rail to shoot the 6 in the side, then play the 4 last.  Which option would you choose?  

	     Before you answer, think about cue ball movement and naturally rolling the cue ball from one shot to the next without having to force position and without having to rely on luck to get a shot on the 8.  Hopefully you’ve decided the first option is best, playing the 6 first, followed by the 4, then the 2 and 8.

	     The following images show how I played this group of balls and left myself a winning shot on the 8.  I shot the 6 with a soft speed, simply rolling the ball and allowing it to naturally go toward my position area for the 4.
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	     I hit the 6 a little softer than intended, but still ended up with a good shot on the 4 ball.  Using straight top english with medium speed will send the cue ball forward and off two cushions toward the 2.  If I had landed the cue ball a foot lower (closer to the end rail), I would’ve had a slight cut to the right on the 4 and could’ve brought the cue ball off the side rail into position for the 2 ball. 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	     The exact angle I get on the 2 ball shot will ultimately determine which pocket I choose for the 8 ball.  It’s important to have a plan, but it’s more important to remember that no plan is written in stone. 
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	     My initial plan was to play for the 8 ball into the bottom right corner pocket, as shown above, and I can still do that.  I can roll the cue ball forward and leave a good shot into that corner.  But with this angle on the 2 ball I have a better opportunity to play for the 8 in the opposite side pocket.  This is what I meant by “no plan is written in stone”.  

	     Sometimes a better opportunity will present itself, and you should capitalize on it.  With this example, for instance, if my speed is a little off for getting position on the 8 in the corner, I could end up with a more difficult shot than I’d like.  So it would be much smarter to play the 2 with a little more speed, naturally rolling the cue ball into the larger position area for a shot on the 8 in the side.
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	     Now take a look at the remaining balls and determine how you would group them in order to run them out.  With ball in hand there are two main things to consider taking care of first:  Trouble balls (which could be a cluster or a ball that is in a difficult place to get position on) and balls that occupy the center of the table (sometimes they accidentally get bumped and become tied up, or sometimes the cue ball finds a scratch shot off of one of them).  

	     Looking at these 7 striped balls, there are no clusters and no trouble balls.  But we do have a few balls scattered about in the middle of the table.  It would be smart to clear some of these off first.  This opens the table up and allows the cue ball more freedom to travel without running into trouble.
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	     The beauty of this game is that when you are at the table YOU are in control.  With the exception of a few basic guidelines for position play, as mentioned above and as outlined early in this lesson/chapter, the way you decide to group the balls and run them out is entirely up to you.

	     If I were to take ball in hand here, I would group the balls as shown in figure 7.15.  And I would clear the circle group first, followed by the squares, then the triangles.  My goal would be to pocket each ball within a group and then get position on the next group.  Think in terms of clearing off 3 little groups, not 7 balls.

	     Remember, having a plan is important but it’s more important to realize that plans can easily be changed.  One of the biggest mistakes many players make is thinking they have to stick to their initial plan no matter what happens.  And that’s not too smart.  Plans change and you have to adapt.  It’s that simple.

	    Having the courage and discipline to admit when a plan has fallen apart and needs to be reworked is the best way to ensure that you remain in control of the table.  This can’t be stressed enough.  You have to be able to recognize opportunities that arise, even if those opportunities require an overhaul of your initial plan.  It’s all about winning, and winning demands flexibility on your part.
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	     With ball in hand I would place the cue ball at the X and shoot the 9 ball into the side pocket, then the 11 ball in the corner.  The 10 in the side would finish the first group off and get the cue ball in position to pocket the 13 and 15, and in that order (13 then 15).  I would like to play position from the 15 ball to the 14 ball in the side pocket, leaving the 12 in the corner as my last shot.  

	     If I get out of line anywhere within this initial plan, then I might have to regroup the balls and formulate a new plan.  The goal is always the same – designate groups of 1 to 3 balls, sometimes 4, and then work one group at a time until you’ve cleared all the balls off the table. 

	     Your plan could be different than mine.  Maybe you like playing the 14 in the side first, leaving an angle to play the 12 into the corner and bringing the cue ball back out for the 13 and 15.  Then you’ll play the 9, 10 and 11 as the last group.  But what if, after playing the 12 ball, you end up with a great shot on the 9 ball instead of the 13?  If you have tunnel vision, a bad habit of sticking to your initial plan at all costs, you will likely miss an easier runout opportunity.

	     Always pay attention to every situation/position and you’ll begin to recognize better opportunities when they appear.  There is nothing wrong with reworking or changing your plan, especially if the alternative could be a failed runout. 

	     Here’s another open table, but no ball in hand this time.  I’ve labeled the solids to help distinguish them from the stripes.  Both stripes and solids are wide open, but there are some tricky positions that will need to be maneuvered along the way.  How would you group the solids for a runout?  
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	     Hopefully you recognize that the 4, 6 and 7 should be dealt with first, because getting the correct angle on each of those balls is crucial to avoid running into trouble, and considering that we have a good starter shot on the 4, that would be my first shot.  Then I would play the 6 and bring the cue ball out for the 7.  

	     So that would be my first group if I chose to play solids – the 4, 6 and 7.  My goal would be to play position from the 7 ball to shoot the 3 ball into the corner passed the 1, leaving an angle on the 1 ball that would get the cue ball across table for the 2.  So my second group would be the 3 and 1.  My final group would be the 2 and 5, which should leave me with a shot on the 8 in the side pocket.  

	     To recap, my three groups would be:  4-6-7, 3-1, 2-5, then the 8 ball.   After grouping the balls I then form a plan that ties all the groups together, a plan for getting the cue ball from one group to the next.  I look for possible pitfalls or trouble I could get into if I happen to make a mistake on position.  Avoiding these “what if” situations will likely result in some tweaking or changes to my initial plan along the way.  

	     The biggest “what if” when choosing solids here is:  What if the shot from the 1 to the 2 doesn’t work out well?  It’s a bit tricky.  In fact, it’s tricky enough to steer me away from choosing solids over stripes.  But if you go for solids, simply play one shot at a time and deal with such “what if” situations when or if they happen to develop.  

	     Don’t obsess over what could happen.  Instead, focus on what you want to happen.  Plans can always be changed and the balls can be regrouped if needed.  The most important thing is to pay attention and look for developing opportunities that could make the runout easier along the way.

	     If I were to choose the stripes, which in my opinion is the easier runout here, I would group the balls as shown below:  Two groups – circles and squares.
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	     My starter shot would be the 15 ball into the corner pocket.  The cue ball will natural come the off the end rail and into the shaded area for a shot on the 14 in the corner.  Then a simple shot on the 14 brings the cue ball off the side rail for the 10 in the side.  

	     The exact order of how I play these balls isn’t the most important thing.  Ensuring that I leave a good angle on the 9 ball afterwards is most important.  It will be the last ball in the group, because it’s a good ball to get the cue ball into position to work the next group.

	     Here is another view of the layout to show the angle on the 15 ball and how position for the rest of the balls in the group can play out.  After clearing the first 3 balls off the table, I’d like for the cue ball to be right of center table for a shot on the 9 that will get me to the next group.
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	     Here is a quick look at the key shots as I ran this rack.  Diagram 7.19 shows my position on the 10 ball after pocketing the 15 and the 14.  From here I use straight top english (no side spin) to send the cue ball off the side rail and into my visualized position area for the 9. 
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	     Figure 7.20 shows that my angle on the 9 ball ended up being perfect for the shot I wanted.  Using low-left english here will bring the cue ball into a good position area to play the 11 in the corner or the 13 in the side.  My main goal is to simply get the cue ball to a good position to start pocketing the next group of balls.
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	     Now that I’m in position to start working this last group of balls, I need to decide where I’m going to pocket the 8 ball and which ball I’m going to shoot last in order to get position on the 8.  

	     I like the 12 ball because I can cut it into the right corner pocket and bring the cue ball off the end rail for easy center-table position to play the 8 in the side pocket.  To be honest, I designated the 12 ball as my key shot to get on the 8 before I even started this runout.   

	     I know I’ve said not to plan too far ahead because plans change.  But it’s a good habit (before shooting any balls) to look at the options you have for pocketing the game ball.  

	     Locate the largest position area available where you will have a guaranteed shot, then take a few seconds to work backwards from that position area and determine what ball can get the cue ball there with the least amount of effort or work.  Then when you’re playing your last group of balls, work it out so that you use that designated ball to get your desired position on the game ball.

	     Here I shoot the 11 ball with a tip of draw, medium-soft speed, just enough to avoid bumping the 5 ball too hard.  The last thing I want to do is knock the 5 into the 12!  
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	     My next shot is an easy side pocket shot on the 13, as shown below.   
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	     A draw shot from there leaves the cue ball in great position to cut the 12 into the corner pocket… 
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	     As you can see below, the 12 ball shot gave got the cue ball back near center table, which guaranteed me an easy winning shot for the game.   
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	     Playing position on the 8 in the side went against one of the basic guidelines of standard position play.  Did you catch it?  If so, do you understand why I did it?

	     The guideline is this:  Try to play the cue ball INTO the position zone for the next shot, not ACROSS it.  This is typically good advice to follow.  But when you consider the difficulty of the shot you’re going to have, this particular guideline can (and certainly should) be ignored.  

	     For example, the 8 ball has several open pockets once the stripes are off the table.  I’ve labeled these A through E, along with the corresponding position zones needed for each option.  

	     The largest area for position is to play the 8 into side pocket “A”.  It also happens to be the easiest shot with the highest margin for error.  In other words, even if you land perfectly within a smaller zone to play the 8 into one of the other pockets, the distance between the 8 and the pocket makes the shot easier to miss.  The margin for error is just so much smaller, which means you have to hit it more accurately.  We’ll take a closer look at the importance of understanding margin for error later.
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	     Running out is fun, but not all racks are runnable.  It takes experience and a good understanding of your current skill level to determine which racks are suitable for a runout and which racks are not.  

	     And it’s important to realize that all players aren’t equal.  We all have different skill levels, which means I might see a runout when you don’t, or you might see a runout when your friends don’t.  The point is, you really have to be honest with yourself about your current skills and limitations in order to accurately determine whether or not you can run any particular rack or group of balls.

	     Remember, winning is more fun than losing.  Sometimes winning involves running out, but most of the time it means playing smart until you have an opportunity to run out.  There is no surer way to set yourself up for a loss than to think you can run out every time you step up to the table.  

	     That’s why it’s important to learn how to recognize when you can and when you can’t run out.  This involves recognizing and acknowledging any trouble or potential pitfalls, like balls that are difficult to get position on, or balls that are tied up or blocked from having a pocket.  Starting any runout without a plan to address and solve these issues will inevitably lead to losing more often than winning.  

	     So if you’re in the habit of winging it as you go, starting every rack as if you have a wide-open runout, blindly firing into clusters with unrealistic hopes and expectations of coming out on top, going for low percentage shots, etc… you will likely continue to lose more games than you win.  But if you accept the basic principle concerning runouts – NEVER run 6 if you can’t run 8 – then you’ll find yourself winning more often.

	     This next runout example is a game of nine ball.  Following a dry break, we find that we have a good opportunity to run the rack.  There are no clusters to deal with, no trouble to resolve.  Take a look at the position of the balls in the diagram and decide how you would start the runout.  How would you play the 1 ball in order to get a shot on the 2 ball that easily gets you to the 3?

	     When running out a rack of balls in numerical rotation (1, 2, 3, 4, etc…), we can’t simply group the balls in the same manner as when playing eight ball or straight pool.  We have to group them and shoot them in numerical order, planning two balls ahead on every shot.  

	     When shooting the 1, we’re working with the 1, 2 and 3.  When shooting the 2, we’re working with the 2, 3 and 4.  When shooting the 3, we’re working with the 3, 4 and 5, and so on, always planning ahead throughout the entire rack.
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	     When looking at this 1 ball shot, part of the PSR should involve walking around to see exactly where the cue ball needs to be for the 2 in order to get a good shot on the 3 that leads to the 4.  This might sound a bit confusing, but we’re really just thinking in groups of 3 balls – the current ball and how we’re going to work the next two.  

	     In other words, when playing the 1 ball, we’re looking at where we need to be in order to work the 2 and 3 so we can get to the 4.  When playing the 2 ball, we’re looking ahead to see how to work the 3 and 4 in order to get to the 5.  It’s a bit more challenging, but that’s how position is played in rotation games.
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	     I use a small amount of draw and a medium stroke when I shoot this 1 ball.  The result is a stun shot, meaning the bottom spin wears off at about the same time the cue ball strikes the 1.  If this were a straight in shot, the result would be a stop shot, but at this cut angle the cue ball follows the tangent line, avoiding the 5 ball.  

	     If I use too much draw I could scratch in the far right corner pocket.  If I use too little draw the cue ball will likely roll into the 5 ball after hitting the 1.  This could lead to trouble, like a scratch shot or poor position on the 2.

	     My position on the 2 ball is perfect to keep the cue ball on the same end of the table as my next shot, the 3.  It’s important to try to stay on the correct side of the shot line to ensure the cue ball can naturally be sent toward the next shot.  

	     If I had to shoot this 2 from the left side of the shot line (wrong side), I would have to do some extra cue ball work to get a good shot on the 3 ball, and all that extra work might make me miss the 2.  But from the correct side of the line, as shown, I’m sitting in a great place to get to the 3 ball next.
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	     Once again, before shooting the 1 ball, I planned ahead to see where the cue ball would need to be in order to shoot the 3 ball and get a good shot on the 4.  So working the 1-2-3 leads to the 2-3-4, which leads to the 3-4-5, then the 4-5-6… This is thinking two balls ahead.  Now I can shoot the 2 with low-left, using a medium stroke speed, and get the cue ball into good position for the 3.   

	     As you’ve probably noticed, rotation games often require more precise position play.  In 8 ball if you happen to get too far out of line on any given ball, you’ll likely have another ball you can play.  With rotation games you don’t have that flexibility.  If you don’t get a shot on the 2 ball that can easily get you on the 3, and so on, then you will either have to play a safety or pull off a challenging shot just to get position on the next shot.  That’s why it’s important to plan ahead and try to land the on the correct side of the shot line for each shot.

	     Have you ever watched a player run a rack of 9 ball where every shot looked like a trick shot because they kept getting bad position from one shot to the next, causing them to have to play a lot of tough shots?  That’s called an “upside-down” runout.  If you want to win more games, you don’t want to be the player firing away at upside down runouts all the time.  

	     This next shot on the 3 allows the cue ball to naturally rebound off the end rail and roll into the shaded area for position on the 4.  And I don’t have to do anything fancy to make that happen.  I use a touch of right english (outside spin) to ensure that the cue ball rolls more toward the 4, rather than the 5 or 8.  
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	     Remember, we’re working the 3-4-5 in a manner that will allow us to work the 4-5-6 next.  I want straight in or just to the right of the shot line for the 4 ball, because then I can get position on the 5 in the side more easily.  I don’t want to come up too short and leave an off-angle on the 4 that sends the cue ball away from the 5.  But most importantly I don’t want to roll too far and snooker myself behind the 8 ball or the 5 ball.    

	     If I don’t get my desired position on the 4 ball, I’ll simply have to reevaluate the available options.  As long as I can still pocket the 4 and get a good shot on the 5 that leads me to the 6, all is good.   

	     As you can see here, I ended up with a slight off-angle shot on the 4, but a good medium-firm stroke with top (follow) will send the cue ball to the end rail and back out to center table (shaded area) for a shot on the 5 that will get me the angle I want on the 6.  We’ll look at why I want a specific angle on the 6 in the following pages.
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	     The following picture shows my position on the 5 ball.   We’ll use a little draw to get the cue ball into position to play the 6 in the corner.  Being anywhere in the shaded area would be excellent.  I definitely want to get the cue ball clear of the 7 so it’s not in the way of my bridge hand or my cue when I’m shooting the 6. 

	     I should add that if my shot on the 4 ball hadn’t have gotten me this position on the 5, I would’ve had to figure out how to pocket the 5 and get the cue ball back near center table for the 6.
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	     Now let’s look at why I want to have a near center table position for the 6 ball shot…

	     As mentioned earlier, planning two or more balls ahead is very important in rotation games like nine ball and ten ball.  Having said that, notice where the 7 ball is sitting.  It can be played comfortably in the top left corner or top side pocket.  Determining which pocket we play it in is dependent upon how we play the 6 ball.  

	     From center table we can shoot the 6 with top-inside spin and bring the cue ball around three rails for position on the 7 in the corner.  I like this shot because it allows the cue ball to come into the shot for the 7, not across it

	    Another option is to use low-left and bring the ball cross-table and back for the 7 ball.  This isn’t my favorite option.  We’ll look at these shot options in more detail soon.

	     Let’s continue…  Part of our pre-shot routine for this 5 ball is to visualize where we want the cue ball to go after pocketing the ball.  We want to ensure we leave a shot on the 6 that gets us into position for the 7 in a manner that gets us a shot on the 8.  All of the is planned from the 5 ball shot.  And it looks like a soft draw on the 5 will do the job.  

	     Now let’s study up on a few ways to play the 6 and get position on the 7.   I’ve removed the cue ball from the table so that we can have a clearer picture of where we need it to be in order to have a good shot on the 6.  The white circle marks my desired cue ball position area after playing the 5 ball.  Anywhere in the white is good.  The red/burgundy lines show the optimal position window for playing the 7 ball.  Landing anywhere between these lines ensures a good shot on the 7.
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	    The above option involves using low-left english to bring the cue ball directly into the position area for the 7, which isn’t the best option.  If your speed is not perfect it’s easy to come up too short or too long of where you need to be.  

	     If you prefer to play position to the 7 using low-left, you should try to go two rails into the position zone as shown below.  But even then it can be a tricky shot as far as controlling the speed.  Nevertheless, it would look like this….
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	     The option in figure 7.34 is the shot I like on the 6.  Using top-right english the cue ball goes three rails and naturally rolls toward the 7 ball.  It enters into the widest area of the position window, so if I’m off on the speed I’ll either be farther away or closer to the 7 ball, but I’ll still be in line for the shot.  I don’t have to take a chance on landing too short of the shot line or rolling too far passed it.
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	     Inside english shots like this should be a standard part of your game.  If they’re not, it’s time to practice up on them.  The reason why is because once you get this shot down you’ll find yourself playing better position everytime a situation like this comes up.  In my opinion it’s much more reliable than using low-outside and hoping for the perfect speed to get the cue ball in a good spot for the 7.  

	     But don’t forget, the purpose of this book is to get you playing smart so you can win more often.  So if the inside english shot is a low-percentage shot for you at your current skill level, then please don’t shoot it!  

	     It does no good to load the cue ball up with spin if it’s going to cause you to miss the shot.  That’s why the primary goal is to pocket the object ball.  Position on the next ball is secondary.

	     With that said, playing smart also means avoiding guesswork as often as possible.  So if position on the next shot is pure guesswork, you should honestly consider playing a safety.  Trying to make something happen by shooting a shot with no realistic way of getting position for the next shot is a good way to lose.  Most of the time you’re either going to hook yourself or scratch, and that’s no fun.  If you don’t believe me, watch weaker players and pay attention to what they do.  It happens all the time. 

	     Now let’s finish running this rack…

	     Here is what I have on the 6 ball.  I’ll hit it with top-right spin and bring the cue ball around 3 rails toward the 7 as shown.  I would like to land in the shaded area.  From there I can draw the cue ball back or send it up table and back for the 8 in the side.  

	     I like the 8 in the side because it’s an easy shot and I can shoot it from almost anywhere on that end of the table.  But if I happen to land on a 7 ball angle that allows easy position for the 8 in the corner, I’ll take that route.
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	     The angle I ended up with on the 7 allows me to use top english to send the cue ball to the end rail and straight back out to center table for the 8 in the side.  If I had landed the cue ball below the shot line for the 7, as shown with the “X”, I could’ve used draw to get a shot on 8 in the side, or I could’ve simply rolled forward a bit for position on the 8 ball in the corner, as shown. 
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	     As you can see below, I came up a little short on the 8 ball.  I would’ve liked the cue ball about six more inches down table for a natural roll into the smaller shaded for the 9 ball.
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	     Notice that I’m showing three paths for playing the 8 and getting position on the 9 ball.  Some players might still go for the natural position by cinching the 8, rolling it in very softly (Option 1).  Other players might play the cue ball 3 rails with right spin (running english), then shoot the 9 into the top corner pocket (Option 2).  And a few players might decide to use extreme/maximum left spin (inside english) to bring the cue ball across for a shot on the 9 (Option 3).  

	     Option 1 would be better with a thicker angle on the 8 ball.  With thin cuts like this, speed can be a tricky, especially on fast cloth – shoot a little too soft and the 8 might not make it the pocket, but a little too firm and you could end up on top of the 9 ball with a tough shot or no shot at all.  

	     These are just common results I’ve seen and had when attempting super-soft shots or holding back on the stroke.  If I had gotten the cue ball a few more inches down table, option 1 would be a no-brainer.  

	     Option 2 has a larger position zone and plenty of room for error when it comes to speed control.  And you can use a normal stroke to get the job done.  With more room for error and the use of a normal stroke, I prefer this option over the first.  The 3 rail path is natural, meaning that’s basically the direction the cue ball is naturally going to take after pocketing the 8.  This is the option I played.

	     Option 3 is good, as long as you hit the 8 very thin.  Hitting it just a little too thick will likely send the cue ball toward the first diamond on the side rail, leaving a thin backcut on the 9 in the top corner pocket.

	     The shot you play from the 8 to the 9 is up to you and your experience.  It also depends on how the table is playing (fast or slow).  If you aren’t sure which shot will give you the most consistent results, practice each shot a few times to see which option best suits your game.  Here is the winning shot on the 9 ball after playing the three-rail position option off the 8…
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	     By now I’m sure you’ve noticed that with 9 ball there is more room for cue ball travel when playing position.  There are just fewer balls on the table when compared to playing 8 ball or straight pool or one pocket.  So multi-rail postion shots are quite common in 9-ball and 10-ball.  

	     The more you play rotation games the more you’ll be able to recognize multi-rail cue ball paths and how effective and rewarding they can be.  Keep in mind, however, that it’s important to try to visualize the cue ball’s path when playing position.  If you don’t have a good idea of where the cue ball is going, you are bound to run into trouble.   

	     A lot of games are lost due to simple errors in position play.  And a lot of games are lost because we use too much english or too much speed and lose control of the cue ball, or we miss a shot because we focused too much on position and not enough on pocketing the object ball.  So please setup the senarios in this book and practice them.  Also setup your own situations and experiment with the various options that present themselves.  Table time is truly the only way to discover what you can and can’t do at your current level of play.    

	 

	Purposeful Practice

	 

	     If you want to play better pool, you have to practice.  There’s no way around it.  Winners win because they’ve developed, through practice, the skills that allow them to win.  There is no secret or magical system that can replace practice.  There are, however, systematic methods of practicing that can drastically reduce the amount of practice time needed.

	     In order for practice to be more effective, and also less time-consuming, we’re going to take the old saying, “practice makes perfect”, and tweak a bit to make it more accurate, more useful and efficient… Perfect practice makes perfect. 

	     There, now we have a statement that actually works – perfect practice makes perfect.  So what is perfect practice?  It is purposeful practice, to practice with a specific purpose or goal in mind.  Practice sessions that focus exclusively on what needs to be worked on, where achievement goals are set and reached, will quickly bring your game to a higher level.   

	     For instance, if your position play suffers due to lousy cue ball control or inconsistent speed, a purposeful practice session would involve nothing but working on cue ball control or speed control.  If you have a bad habit of taking easy shots for granted (rushing the PSR or raising up early, causing unexpected misses), a good purposeful practice session would be to work solely on following through and staying down until the object drops into the pocket.

	     Purposeful/targeted practice sessions are not time-oriented.  In other words, we shouldn’t tell ourselves that we’re going to work on a specific weakness for exactly 30 minutes, or for 1 hour, or whatever.  Instead, set a goal and reach that goal.  Then set a higher goal next time.  The practice session is over when your goal is reached, not when a predetermined amount of time has passed.  

	     When practice is governed by time, we tend to focus more on the clock rather than the specific skill we’re trying to develop or improve.  Still, many players will tell you, “You gotta put in the time, 6 to 10 hours every day, if you really wanna be good at this game.”  And there are plenty of pro players that’ll agree, because that’s how they did it.  So I’m not saying countless hours on the table doesn’t work.  What I’m saying is that there are better methods when it comes to how we should practice.

	 

	Making Practice Sessions Effective

	 

	     In order for a practice session to be most effective, it should be geared toward a specific weakness or known trouble area in your game.  And, as already mentioned, the session should be goal-oriented, not time-oriented.  This is very important.  

	     Effective practice needs to be fun and engaging, like your favorite video game as a child, or a game on your mobile phone nowadays.  If the game is challenging, but also entertaining, it’s easy to lose track of time when playing it.  This is because the mind loves to be challenged.  It also loves to be entertained, especially in a game setting where we are challenged to achieve certain goals.  This is what makes great games so addictive.  

	     If a particular game is too easy or too difficult, we tend to lose focus quickly.  We get bored or frustrated and our mind begins to start looking for something else to do, something more entertaining, more challenging.  Such a game would seldom become addictive.  The mind needs action in the form entertainment and challenge.  This is what drives skill development and makes certain games more addictive than others.  

	     Therefore, an effective practice session needs to provide the mind with entertainment and challenge.  These are the actions that allow the mind to work its magic when it comes to developing and perfecting skills.  

	     We need to be entertained and challenged.  Simply going through the motions – like rolling balls out on the table and shooting them into the pockets with no specific goal in mind, and calling it practice because you’re “putting in the time” – does not constitute the “actions” needed to develop and perfect your skills. 

	     Motion is just motion, whereas action gets results.  Picture someone sweeping a dirty floor, running the broom back and forth, stirring up a cloud of dust.  There’s no doubt that this is motion.  Now picture someone else sweeping the same floor, only this time there is no cloud of dust.  Each sweep of the broom is deliberate, purposeful, and goal-oriented.  This is action.  Action gets results.  

	     When it comes to practice, a favorite quote from Ernest Hemingway comes to mind…“Never mistake motion for action.”

	     Hemingway knew what he was talking about, to “Never mistake motion for action” means hitting pool balls for two or three hours with friends is not practice.  Playing a few games of eight ball or nine ball every week in a league is not practice.  This stuff is motion, and motion without a goal is nothing but motion.  

	     Action, however, is goal-oriented.  When we do something for the purpose of achieving a specific goal that pertains to a particular skill development, we are actually practicing.  

	     That’s what practice is all about – learning and developing skills through purposeful actions.  It’s not simply going through the motions.  We have to pay attention to what we’re doing.  And we have to pay attention to our results.  This is how we learn and develop as a pool player.    

	 

	You are in Charge

	 

	     Above all, it’s important to accept the fact that you are in charge of your own improvement.  You are the one who should know what your weaknesses are, what your strong points are, what needs work and what doesn’t.  Even if you’re taking lesson from a certified instructor, you are the one that needs to understand which elements of your game need work, based on an honest assessment of your current limitations.  

	     An instructor can be great for pointing out your flaws and weaknesses, and for providing ideas and advice on how to fix them, but you are the one who actually has to do the work.  And trust me, any instructor worth paying will know whether or not you’re pulling your share of the load.  

	     I remember a kid who came to me for guitar lessons years ago.  His first lesson was on a Tuesday evening.  After his second lesson, which was the following Tuesday, I told his mother she was probably wasting her money. 

	      It was obvious that the kid hadn’t practiced anything he was supposed to have practiced throughout the week.  When I asked him to play a G chord, he had no idea where to place his fingers.  I asked, “How about a C?”   Same thing….no idea.  I said, “You were supposed to learn three chords…what happened?”  The kid said he tried, but it was “too hard”.  It made his “fingers hurt”.  

	     How hard do you think this kid really tried?  How much effort do you think he put into learning those three chords?  Keep in mind that he had a whole week to study the chord charts, which showed exactly where each finger should be placed for each chord, and at the end of that week he was unable to arrange his fingers into a single chord on that guitar.  

	     There seems to be a common mentality that taking lessons is the same as practicing.  Too many people think that weekly guitar lessons, or tennis lessons, or chess or pool or golf lessons, is how others become great at these things.  But that’s not true.  People become great guitarists, great tennis players, great golfers and great pool players though practice.  

	     Go to any youth baseball game or football game, or ice hockey or basketball game (whatever is common in your area), and you’ll see two or three kids on each team who outshine the rest of the players.  These are the kids who practice throughout the week when they’re away from the rest of the team – the kids who really want to be good at what they’re doing and are fortunate enough to have parents or siblings or friends that encourage and inspire them to work on their skills every day.  The rest of the kids on the team show up for team practice a couple of days per week, and their parents wonder why they aren’t more skilled or talented.

	     That kid I mentioned earlier, the one who didn’t learn a single chord in the week following his first guitar lesson with me, went on to become an outstanding student.  Last I heard, he’s living in Nashville, Tennessee, playing guitar for a living.  The turnaround for him was quick and easy.  

	     I sat him down, along with his mom, and basically told them the same paragraph typed above, explaining why some kids on the team shine brighter than others.  And that’s all it took.  

	     My point here is simple, and if I’ve over-explained it or over-emphasized it, I apologize.  But it’s important.  Lessons provide knowledge.  Practice provides opportunity to work with that knowledge, to mold skills and talents from it.  

	     You can learn everything there is to know about playing pool, but if you don’t work with what you’re learning, you’ll never become the pool player you want to become – you’ll never outshine anyone.

	 

	Lesson 8 – Controlling the Cue Ball

	 

	     Poor position play and missed shots are common mistakes that cause us to lose a lot of games.  And most of the time the two are linked, meaning poor cue ball control leaves us with a low-percentage shot or no shot at all.  

	    Of course, when playing smart, we aren’t supposed to go for low-percentage shots unless there’s no other option.  Still, there’s no denying the fact that poor cue ball control is the root-cause of many missed shots and many lost games.

	     We’re going to go over some things that can help you learn to control the cue ball more accurately and more consistently.  Then we’re going to look at practice sessions that pertain to ball-pocketing skills.  If you have good cue ball control, and you have confidence in pocketing balls, you’re going to be a hard player to beat.

	 

	Speed and Spin

	 

	     Playing good position from one shot to the next, as well as playing effective safeties, requires developing a good feel for speed and spin, along with a good idea of which direction the cue ball will go after it strikes the object ball.  

	     That’s it.  There’s nothing special to learn, no fancy magical system, no luck from any pool gods.  All you need is a good feel for speed and spin, and a good eye for visualizing cue ball direction.

	     The first thing we’ll look at is speed control.  I want to share some goal-oriented purposeful practice sessions that can help you develop a consistent feel for cue ball speed, which I believe is the #1 reason why many players get out of line when playing position from one shot to the next.  

	     Inconsistent speed control provides inconsistent position results.  No mystery there.  We’ll be sure to take a look at spin/english also, but first we need to develop a good feel for speed.  

	     A fellow player and very good friend of mine uses an excellent method for gaging and controlling cue ball speed.  And I have to say, he’s a great player.  Anyone who can break and run 6 racks of eight ball on a Diamond 7-ft table is surely doing something right, something that can be of benefit to others.  So I’m going to share his method with you over the next few pages.

	 

	



Cue Ball Speed

	  

	     Every shot you play will fall somewhere within the following 5 speeds.  It’s important to note that the vast majority of shots will typically be played at one of the standard speeds (Speed 1, 2 or 3), with speed 2 being considered normal for most shots. 

	Finesse:      Extremely soft – Used primarily on delicate safety shots

	Speed 1:       Slow/soft – Used sometimes for pocketing balls and for some                   safety shots.  Sends the cue ball 2 table widths (across and back).

	Speed 2:        Medium – Used most often for pocketing balls and for safety shots.

	      Sends the cue ball 3 to 4 table widths (across and back, then across)

	Speed 3:        Fast/hard – Used sometimes for pocketing balls and for some                   safety shots, also used for most jump shots (5 to 6 table widths)

	Break:        Very fast/hard – Used primarily for break shots

	 

	     Good speed control leads to more runouts.  And the best way to develop good speed control is through purposeful/targeted practice sessions in which 100% focus is on striking the cue ball at a particular speed.  

	     Since medium speed (Speed 2) is used most often, that’s where we’re going to start.  A good purposeful practice session to help develop a feel for Speed 2 would look something like this, sending the cue ball back and forth across the width of the table about 2 times, landing the cue ball in the marked square area...
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	     When working on stroke/cue ball speed, only strike the cue ball during speed practice sessions.  In other words, don’t use an object ball as a cue ball.  There are two reasons for this:  The weight of the cue ball could be a little lighter than an object ball, which would affect its speed.  The second reason is that we want to help the mind associate the feel of the hit with the visual of striking the cue ball. 

	     Research in skill development has shown that practice is most effective when we set a goal that is just outside of our reach.  This is called the “sweet spot”.  The sweet spot is not so high that it feels impossible to reach, and it’s not so low that we are able to reach it with ease.  It should be close enough that our finger tips are able to brush against it on occasion.  And with continued work and focus we are finally able to grab hold of it.

	     With this practice session, as with any practice session, you first have to find the sweet spot.  Do this by starting low, setting a low goal and seeing how easy or difficult it is to achieve.  If it’s super easy then you’re nowhere near the sweet spot.  Bump the goal up a few more notches until it becomes challenging but doable.  The sweet spot is just beyond that.  

	     For example, this first session requires medium speed (speed 2), striking the cue ball slightly above center so that it’s rolling into the cushion, rather than sliding.  The cue ball should travel back and forth twice, as shown in figure 8.1, and then land within the designated area.  Your initial goal should be to try to do this successfully at least 3 times in a row.  If you find this goal to be too easy to achieve, increase it to 4 or 5.  Keep increasing until it becomes challenging.

	     You want to find that sweet spot, the number that is just outside your reach, and that should be your practice goal.  The session is over when you hit your goal, whether it takes 15 minutes or 30 or 45 minutes.  Remember, this is goal-oriented practice.  There is no clock.

	     When the practice session is over, take a break and go do something else, preferably something unrelated to pool.  That’s right – step away from the pool table.  Go get a snack or a drink, spend time with loved ones, read a book, watch TV, play a game, whatever…  

	     This gives your mind time to process the physical and visual data received during your practice session.  After an hour or so has passed, you can go back to the table if you want and repeat the same practice session or work on a different practice session.  We want to practice in chunks like this.  Little chunks build solid skills.

	     If you don’t have a table in your home, and have to practice at the local pool hall, you’ll want to maximize your time.  So you can limit your breaks to about 15 minutes.  The main thing is to allow the practice session to soak in before diving into another session. 

	     Let’s do a slow speed practice session (speed 1).  Slow speed should send the cue ball over and back as shown below…
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	    The same practice method applies here – find your sweet spot by first setting a low goal and working up from there.  The practice session ends after you’ve achieved your sweet spot goal.  

	     As mentioned earlier, medium speed is used most often.  This is because playing great pool requires consistency, and a medium stroke speed tends to feel most consistent and normal for most players.  A soft stroke can feel like you’re letting up or babying the hit, and a hard stroke can feel like you’re losing control or accuracy.  

	     I remember playing James “Dodong Diamond” Aranas a few years ago.  He was ranked 8th in the world at the time.  There was something mesmerizing about his stroke.  And after watching him run 5 racks on me, beating me 5-1, I was able to pinpoint what had me so spellbound.  He has the stroke consistency of a machine, using the same stroke speed on almost every shot.  His performance was so smooth that it seemed effortless, like water flowing through a stream.  

	     This is what we want to achieve with our stroke.  We want our mind and body to be able to consistently deliver the cue at the exact speed intended.  And the type of practice I’m showing here can help you develop that consistency. 

	     Let’s look at fast speed (speed 3).  This causes many players to miss simple shots.  The primary reason is due to muscle contraction in the grip hand.  It’s common (when shooting hard) to grip our cue tighter.  But when we strike the cue ball with a firm grip, we’re using muscles in our hand that don’t typically get used on most shots.  

	     This excessive muscle usage on the butt end of the cue causes the tip end to move off line just before or during contact with the cue ball.  Basically, we tense up and try to control the hit with our muscles rather than allowing the cue to do the work.  

	     Remember, it’s the cue stick that strikes the cue ball, and the only thing we have to do is swing that stick along the correct line to strike the cue ball where we want to strike it.  It’s not about muscle power.  It’s about stroke speed.  And moving the cue stick fast does not require a death grip or stranglehold on the cue.

	     Fast speed (speed 3) should look like this…
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	     The cue ball travels over and back about 3 times (5 to 6 table widths).  Landing it within the designated area will require a very accurate hit.  Being off by as much as 1mm left or right of the cue ball’s vertical center axis will likely result in the ball not landing in the targeted area.  

	     This is why it’s important to understand that it’s your cue and not your grip hand that does the work of moving the cue ball.  Be sure to use keep your cue level.  An elevated cue will could cause the cue ball to jump off the table when it hits that first cushion.

	    I’m not going to show break speed.  The best way to practice breaking is to rack the balls and break them.  Do this 10 to 20 times, focusing on cue ball control.  A good pointer when breaking hard is to focus on the cue ball last, which means on the final stroke you should be looking at the exact spot where you want the tip to strike the cue ball. 

	     This brings us to finesse speed.  Finesse speed would send the cue ball to the opposite rail, as shown below…
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	     Finesse is primarily used with safety shots, but on occasion you could find yourself using it to tap a ball into a pocket soft enough to hold the cue ball for position on the next shot.  

	     A very short stroke length is be used on a finesse shot.  In fact, the stroke length for all of these speeds should vary based on the speed you want.  In this manner, stroke length (the backstroke and follow through) should always be proportionate to cue ball speed.  

	     In other words, faster speeds require longer strokes, while slower speeds require shorter strokes.  A finesse shot, for example, only needs a 2 to 3 inch stroke. It definitely takes practice to become consistent with this.  So find your sweet spot, set your goal, and get to work on it.  

	     The more you work with goal-oriented practice sessions, the easier it’ll get to hit your goals.  So you’ll have to keep raising them to match higher sweet spots.  Remember, the sweet spot is just outside of your reach, not so challenging that you spend hours failing at it, yet not so easy that you can do it in your first few attempts.  

	     When you’re consistently achieving goals of 8 to 10 times in a row, you’re doing very well.  When you’re hitting goals of 20 in a row, you are doing exceptionally well and can back off on those practice sessions and work on other weaknesses in your game.  Being able to do anything consistently enough to hit 20 in a row means you’ve got that skill pretty much developed.  Then all you have to do is maintain it by using it.

	 

	Collision Effects on Cue Ball Speed

	 

	     Naturally, when the cue ball hits an object ball it will lose/transfer some of its speed to that object ball.  The amount of speed loss depends on the fullness of the hit between the balls, as well as whether or not the cue ball is sliding (linear momentum) or rolling (linear momentum with angular/rotational momentum) when it hits the object ball.  And by “fullness of the hit” I am referring to fractional overlaps (full ball, ¾ ball, ½ ball, ¼ ball, etc…).  

	     It’s all based on Newton’s 3rd law of motion:  For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.  But don’t worry, this isn’t a physics lesson.  We aren’t going into detail about linear or angular momentum, or anything else like that.  This stuff just happens.  We don’t have to calculate a thing, and we certainly don’t have to understand how it all works.  We just have to pay attention to the results.  

	     The mind connects the results we see to the physical sensation of striking the cue ball.  This is how we develop a feel (inner knowledge) for understanding which speed to use on any given shot.  In addition to paying attention, there’s a handy rule that can be used for estimating cue ball speeds on various shots:

	  

	 

	For a sliding cue ball (stun shot), the loss of cue ball speed upon impact is proportional to the fullness of the hit.

	 

	     I know that might sound confusing, but hopefully this will clear it up:  Using a stun shot on full ball hit will cause the cue ball to lose 100% of its speed.  This is how we create a stop shot – the cue ball slides into the object ball and transfers all of its speed to the object ball.  

	     On a ¾ ball hit with stun, the cue ball loses ¾ (75%) of its speed.  For a ½ ball shot the cue ball loses ½ (50%) of its speed.  And for a ¼ ball shot the cue ball would lose only ¼ (25%) of its speed.  

	     This is good knowledge for learning how to control the cue ball.  Unfortunately, it only applies to stun shots.  It’s a little different for rolling cue balls.

	     When a rolling cue ball makes contact with a stationary object ball, the loss of cue ball speed is not proportional to the fractional hit/overlap.  The reason why is because a rolling cue ball has another force that comes into play – angular momentum.  This type of momentum doesn’t get transferred to the object ball.  Instead, it stays with the cue ball and allows it to continue moving/rolling after hitting the object ball.       

	     For example, on a full ball hit with a sliding cue ball (stun shot), we know the cue ball loses/transfers all of its speed to the object ball.  It’s Newton’s “equal and opposite reaction”.  The object ball simply reacts to the mass, speed, and direction of the sliding cue ball.  But since the object ball is sitting still at impact, it has no way to counter or affect the rotational force of a rolling cue ball.  Such a cue ball is free to keep moving after it knocks the object ball out of the way.

	     So, even though we have a handy rule to help with estimating cue ball speeds on stun shots, the bottom line is this:  For the vast majority of shots, the best way to develop a good feel for speed is to simply pay attention to what is happening in front of you.  Pay attention to how each shot feels.  Your mind will take care of the rest, and you’ll eventually find yourself knowing exactly which speed to use for any given shot.

	 

	Cue Ball Spin – Knowing When and How to Apply Spin/English

	 

	     The effect of spin (english) on the cue ball is simple enough to test and understand.  All you have to do is shoot the cue ball straight into a rail/cushion and watch what happens.  With no side spin applied the ball will bounce straight back off the cushion.  With right english it will rebound to the right, and with left it will rebound to the left.  

	     The spin itself is created by striking the cue ball left or right of center.  The farther away from center we strike the ball, the more spin we impart on it.  This means stroking through the cue ball 3 millimeters right of center will create much less spin than stroking through it 12mm right of center.  And the amount of spin on the ball is what determines the ball’s rebound angle off the cushion.  More spin creates a wider/bigger angle.  Less spin creates a smaller angle.  

	     I realize all of this is pretty basic stuff, and I had originally decided not to include any of it here.  After all, this isn’t exactly a book for beginners.  I’m sure, since you’re reading a book about strategic ways to win more games of pool, you probably already have a good understanding of how english works.  

	     Nevertheless, as I was finishing up the lesson on cue ball speed, a thought hit me:  In addition to poor speed control, costly errors in position play can also be attributed to poor or inconsistent use of english.  In other words, sometimes we use too much or too little spin, and this leads to losing games we shouldn’t be losing.  So let’s talk about spin…

	     Applying english requires knowing exactly how much to use and at what speed to use it.  If you continually get out of line because of too much spin or not enough spin, and you’re losing games because of it, you should limit your use of english until you’ve practiced it enough to develop a better feel for it.  And that’s what it is – feel.  Just like cue ball speed, if you don’t have a good feel for it you’re not going to have consistent cue ball control.

	     I know you’ve heard players say things like, “I’d shoot that with bottom-right.”  Or, “I use a touch of inside spin on those shots.”  Or, “I use straight left on that shot.”  I hear it all the time, and I’m sure I’ve said all of these things countless times.  The problem with these types of statements is the fact that applying just the right amount of spin is not a one-size-fits-all solution.  

	     My “bottom-right” or “touch of inside” might not work out the same for you as it does for me.  That’s because the exact amount of spin and speed required for any shot I play is based on my estimations, my experience, my feel for the shot.  

	     When you’re at the table, the exact amount of spin and speed needed for any given shot relies on your estimations, your experience, your feel for the shot.  

	     If you don’t have a good feel for speed and spin, then your position play will remain inconsistent until you’ve played enough or practiced enough to develop that skill.

	     Yes, feel is a skill.  It’s a hand-eye coordination skill that involves muscle memory and visual processing.  The feel I’m talking about with playing pool is similar to the feel required to accurately throw a baseball.  

	     If we’re standing at home plate with someone who has played very little baseball, and we ask them to throw the ball to third base, that ball is liable to go anywhere.  Sure, it might go in the general direction of third, but it’s likely going to be left or right, or short or long, of the target.  

	     Likewise, if we tell an inexperienced pool player to hit a certain shot with bottom-right english to get the cue ball to a designated area, chances are the cue ball will spin too wide off the cushion, or not wide enough, or it’ll stop short or roll too far, and it won’t land in the targeted area.

	     An experienced baseball player would have no trouble throwing the ball perfectly to third base, just as an experienced pool player would nail that position shot with bottom-right english.  This is because experience helps develop the skills needed to do these things, the muscle memory and visual awareness that allows us to automatically know what our body needs to do in order to achieve a certain result.  In other words, we have a good feel for it.  We know when a half tip of outside spin is needed, or when a full tip of draw is needed.

	     So what does it mean to use a “half tip” or a “full tip” of english/spin?  Well, that depends on who you ask.  There seems to be different ideas of what it means to strike the cue ball “one tip” or “half a tip” from center.  I believe the easiest method of labeling and identifying amounts of english is described below (reference figure 8.5).

	     I like using the width of the cue tip to determine “tips” of english.  The green dot is a dead center hit.  If the cue tip is aligned a full tip above or below, or left or right, of center (as shown with the blue dots), it’s “one tip” or a “full tip”.  If the edge of the tip/ferrule is aligned to the vertical centerline of the cue ball (purple dot), it’s a “half tip”.  
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	The maximum amount of english that can be applied when using this method is about 1.5 tips (yellow dots).

	     It’s important to realize that when we’re looking down at the cue ball from the shooter’s perspective, as below, center cue ball is actually lower than it appears to be.  This is the main reason why so many players struggle with stop shots and draw shots – they simple don’t strike the cue ball low enough because the center is lower than they think it is.
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	     When addressing the cue ball, as shown here, notice how low a center ball hit looks.  From this perspective it looks like we’re hitting about a half tip below center, but this is a dead center aim.  If you struggle with draw shots, you’re probably not hitting the cue ball as low you think.

	     I once asked a well-known golf instructor if there was a secret to not “topping” balls, which is when the club head strikes across the top of the golf ball, resulting in a very ugly shot.  His answer was, “Swing lower.”  Pure genius, I know.  But if you’re a pool player who struggles shooting draw shots, the solution is simple – stroke lower.

	    Keep in mind that even though I’m showing a method of labeling set amounts of english based on tip width and aiming through the center of the tip/ferrule, the only time the center of the tip actually makes contact with the cue ball is when we’re hitting center ball (no english).  

	     Anytime we strike the cue ball off center, the contact point on the cue tip is somewhere between its edge and its center, as shown below, depending on how far away from center cue ball we’re aiming the center of the shaft/tip.  Using maximum english (1.5 tips) means the contact point on the tip hits just inside the miscue limit on the cue ball (figure 8.8). 

	     This is what a half tip of spin looks like.  In this 2D image we can see it as a half tip of draw (side view) or a half tip of right english (overhead view).  The edge of the tip or ferrule is aligned to the center of the cue ball.  
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	     When aiming for maximum spin (1.5 tips from center cue ball), the center of the cue tip/ferrule would have to be pointed beyond the miscue limit, as shown below, in order for the outer edge of the cue tip to contact the cue ball just within the miscue limit. 
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	     Once again, looking at this 2D image from a side view we see it as a maximum draw shot (1.5 tips below center), but from an overhead view we can see it as maximum right english (1.5 tips right of center).  

	     The most important thing to do anytime you’re attempting maximum cue ball spin, besides hitting the cue ball accurately, is to brush some chalk over the edges of your tip.  Miscues can occur very easily when you’re playing around near the miscue limit on the cue ball, so be sure to chalk up before playing such shots.

	     In case you can’t tell from the illustrations, the miscue limit is a quarter of a ball’s distance from the center of the cue ball.  For many sets of balls, this is very close to the width of the stripe on a striped ball.  In fact, using a striped ball is great way to practice and experiment with the miscue limit.
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	     If you place a striped ball on the table with its stripe horizontal as shown, ensuring that you get the stripe as parallel as possible with the table surface, you can easily see the miscue limits for maximum draw or follow.   You’ll notice, as mentioned earlier, that from the shooter’s perspective these points are lower than they appear to be.    

	     Orienting the striped ball so that the stripe is vertical allows you to see the extreme limits of left and right english.  And trust me, if you plan on using a lot of extreme spin, you really have to invest plenty of practice time.  If your tip contacts the cue ball a fraction of a millimeter beyond the miscue limit, you are 100% going to hear a nasty click sound, and you won’t like the results.  A good way to avoid this is to avoid using maximum spin unless you’re absolutely sure you can pull it off.   

	 

	     Honestly, you seldom need to go poking around the borders of the miscue limits.  This is because the amount of cue ball spin generated is determined by two factors – how far off center the ball is struck and how fast the cue stick is moving when the tip hits the ball.  

	     It’s the smooth combination of these two things that matters most, and developing a good feel for that is far more important than being able to hit maximum draw or maximum side spin with immaculate accuracy once in a blue moon.  

	    Accuracy is important, but it’s most important when it comes to hitting the vertical center axis of the cue ball.  If you’re able to do this consistently within 2mm, you are doing okay.  This is accurate enough to pocket most shots.  But when you can do it within 1mm each time, you are doing very well.  

	     And that’s the goal – to be accurate within 1mm, because different shots have different margins of error when it comes to getting the object ball to hit the pocket, and miss-hitting the cue ball by only 1mm isn’t likely to cause a miss.   

	     The closer the object ball is to the pocket, the more you can be off and still make it.  The margin of error for balls close to the pocket is several degrees, compared to only one degree from 7 or 8 feet away.  This means you can be off on your aim quite a bit when there isn’t a lot of distance involved.  

	    The same thing applies when the cue ball is within a couple feet from the object ball.  Being off by 2mm or less on cue ball striking accuracy isn’t likely to squirt the cue ball off line enough to miss the shot.  But at greater distances between the cue ball and object ball, miss-hitting the cue ball left or right by 2mm can easily cause a ball to rattle or miss the pocket entirely, even if the ball is close to the pocket.  Being off by only 1mm, on the other hand, is accurate enough to avoid such mishaps.

	     This is really noticeable on straight-in draw shots.  How many times have you had a straight draw shot but somehow the cue ball didn’t draw straight back?  You might think your aim was slightly off on the object ball, and that could be the case.  But this is typically due to striking the cue ball a little left or right of its vertical center axis.  

	     Take a look at the illustration below.  It’s an overhead view of a straight-in draw shot.  The distance between the cue ball and object ball is 2 feet.  Using medium speed (speed 2) and one tip of draw, which is aiming the center of your tip/ferrule one tip width below center cue ball, should produce a draw shot of about 20 to 25 inches.  

	     If the cue ball is hit perfectly on its vertical center axis, and the object ball is hit straight on (a 0 aim shot), the cue ball will come straight back toward its original starting point and the object ball will go straight to the pocket (solid blue line).  However, if we accidently strike the cue ball left or right of where we intend to strike it, the results will look more like the dashed lines shown – a crooked draw and an off-target object ball path. 
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	     It’s easy to see that if the pocket were only a foot or so from the object ball, the ball would still go into the pocket.  But if the pocket is 4 feet away, you may as well have a seat, because you missed the shot.  

	     By striking the cue ball within 1mm of where we intend to strike it, we can avoid deflecting it too far off line to pocket the object ball.  In order to play great pool, this is the accuracy needed on the cue ball end of many shots.  So when you hear things like, “Pool is a game of millimeters”, it’s no exaggeration.   

	     The same millimeter accuracy applies on the object ball end of the shot as well.  For every 1mm that the cue ball is off when it contacts the object ball, the path of the object ball gets altered by 1 degree.  

	     Another way to say it is, being off by 1mm on your aim, or miss-hitting the cue ball and causing it to strike the object ball 1mm left or right of where you intend, will cause a 1 degree difference in the resulting shot angle.  Fortunately, being off by 1 degree won’t typically cause a missed shot, but being off by 2 degrees or more could.  

	     I should clarify that this 1 degree per millimeter tolerance applies to any shot from straight-in to about 40 degrees, which is a little thinner than a half ball shot.  From there, as the cuts get thinner, there is far less tolerance for error.  This is why using english causes so many players to miss shots, especially thin cut shots.  

	     When applying side spin we’re entering a world that requires knowing exactly how it will affect the cue ball’s path in relation to the object ball. We also have to know exactly how the english will affect the object ball’s path (spin-induced throw).  

	     Guessing isn’t good enough.  You have to know, or you’ll find yourself missing a lot of shots.  And, since different shafts and tips affect the cue ball differently when applying english, the only way to get from guessing to knowing is to develop a feel for it through practice and experience.  

	     I know most of you probably already know this stuff.  And I apologize if I’ve over-explained things.  I just wanted to get a few points across.  Probably the main thing to consider is this:  If we can accidentally miss-hit the vertical center axis of the cue ball by just a couple of millimeters and miss a shot, it should be no surprise why we miss shots when we purposely aim several millimeters from center cue ball without knowing exactly how it affects our aim on the object ball.  

	     There’s just no way around it – using english requires compensating how we’re going to aim the shot.  If we over-compensate, or under-compensate, we are going to miss.  This is because the cue ball squirts (deflects) a little in the opposite direction of the english being applied, then it swerves back toward the intended aim line due to the direction it’s spinning and the fact that the cue stick is normally slightly elevated.  

	     The squirt or deflection is immediate, whereas the swerve is something that happens over a longer distance, like a very slight massé shot.   For most shots, where the cue ball and object ball are no farther apart than 2 or 3 feet, the swerve factor is basically insignificant, unless the butt end of the cue stick is elevated more than normal or we’re shooting a soft shot.  This can definitely increase the swerve factor, because we’d be creating a slight massé shot.  Other than this, I think cue ball deflection/squirt is the main reason we must compensate or adjust our aiming when using english.

	     Nowadays, with the popularity of super-low-deflection (carbon-fiber) shafts, many players don’t have to compensate their aim much at all when applying english.  That’s the great benefit of carbon-fiber shafts – the last few inches have very little end mass, which allows the shaft to deflect out of the cue ball’s way instead of the other way around.  Another way to say it is to say more shaft deflection means less cue ball deflection/squirt.

	     For those who play with traditional maple shafts, or standard low-deflection shafts, using english requires aiming adjustments.  And this involves practicing shots with left and right spin in order to learn how your specific cue stick affects the cue ball’s path when using various amounts of english.

	     A good resource for this type of stuff is Dr. Dave Alciatore’s book, The Illustrated Principles of Pool and Billiards.  You can also access plenty of information on his website:  https://billiards.colostate.edu.  Dr. Dave holds a PhD in mechanical engineering, so he goes into much greater detail than I’m willing to go into here.  If you’re interested in learning more about deflection and swerve and other aspects of using english, please consider Dr. Dave’s material.

	     Another good resource is Robin Kelly’s book, The Flight of the Cue Ball.  It’s the only book of its kind when it comes to learning how to develop a good feel for applying english and how it affects aiming.  For more information you can visit:  http://www.aimisthegameinpool.com.

	     Books, videos and websites can provide plenty of knowledge, but applying that knowledge requires taking it to a pool table.  And when it comes to developing a good feel for applying english, for using just the right amount of speed and spin, there is simply no substitute for table time.  

	     There’s one more very useful and very important thing that every pool player should know and understand how to use.  It’s called the tangent line…

	 

	Understanding and Using the Tangent Line

	 

	     I’m sure most of you understand what the tangent line is and how it can be used for visualizing and manipulating the cue ball’s direction after it strikes an object ball.  So we’re just going to take a quick look at the concept for those who might not understand it completely. 

	     For all cut shots, the direction the cue ball travels after contacting the object ball is always initially along the tangent line, which is 90 degrees to the shot line (the direction the object ball is being sent).  This is useful knowledge that we can use to control the cue ball’s path from one shot to the next.
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	     If the cue ball slides into the object ball (a stun shot) it will slide along the tangent line and then continue to roll in the same direction as the tangent line until it stops rolling or hits something.  

	     If the cue ball rolls into the object ball it will travel along the tangent line for a short distance before rolling across/beyond it as shown with the “Follow” path.  

	     If the cue ball is spinning backwards (a draw shot) it will travel the tangent line for a very short distance and then pull away from it at as shown with the “Draw” path.  

	     The next picture (figure 8.12) shows an example of using the tangent line.  We want to pocket the 7 in the corner and get the cue ball into the designated area.  Notice where the white tangent line leads to on the cushion.  

	     If we roll the cue ball into the 7 it will go beyond the tangent line and hit the rail at “X”.  If I use draw it will hit the rail at “Y”.  Using stun would cause the cue ball to simply follow the tangent line as shown.  Rolling beyond the tangent line is going away from center table.  

	     We want the cue ball to move toward center table.  So I hit this shot with low-right (draw with a little right english) to slightly pull the cue ball away from the tangent line so it has a better angle to spin off the cushion and go toward my targeted position.  
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	     Anytime you hear a player talking about being on the “wrong side” of the shot line, as mentioned earlier in lesson 7, it relates to the tangent line.  For instance, if the cue ball were on the other side of the shot line for this 7 ball (between the shot line and the long/side rail), the tangent line would take it in the wrong direction, away from where we need it to go.

	     This is really where using your legs becomes very important.  You should walk around and look at the shot line of the shot you’re going to play next.  Pay attention to where the tangent line leads on both sides of that shot line, because that’s how you’re going to get the cue ball to the next shot.  

	     In this next example we’re shooting the 6 in the side and getting position on the 4 ball.  From where the cue ball is, the tangent line for the 6 leads straight to the corner pocket, which means hitting a stun shot here would be a dead scratch.  

	     What we’d like to do is get shot angle on the 4 that will lead us to the 2 in the side.  So getting the cue ball from the 6 to the designated shape area would be great, especially on the smiley face side of the 4 ball’s shot line, because from there the 4 ball’s tangent line takes us up table, toward the 2 ball.

	     Since it’s always better to use the cushions when possible, I would use follow on the 6 ball, rolling the cue ball beyond the tangent line, where it’ll roll off the cushion and into the position area.  Using draw would work also, but the speed would have to be more accurate than the follow shot.  

	     It’s typically better to use the cushions for speed control, rather than attempting to have the cue ball stop exactly where you want it without using any cushions.  
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	    I don’t think we need to spend too much time with this subject.  It’s a pretty simple concept – pay attention to getting the cue ball on the correct side of the shot line when needed.  Then you can use the tangent line to naturally move the cue ball into position for the next shot.  This will keep you from having to force the cue ball around the table with a ton of fancy spin or power draw or power follow.  

	 

	Lesson 9 – Pocketing Balls

	 

	     You might find this hard to believe, but there are basically FOUR shots on a pool table.  (This excludes specialty shots like banks, kicks, caroms, jump shots, massé shots, and combinations.)    

	 

	The Four Basic Shots

	 

	Straight-in 

	Slight cut to the right or left 

	Moderate cut to the right or left 

	Thin cut to the right or left 

	 

	     Obviously, I’m grouping a lot of cut angles into these four shots.  So if you thought I was about to reveal some magical aiming system that would allow you to pocket every shot using only four lines of aim, you’re probably going to be a bit disappointed.  We’re keeping things real.  There is no magical system.  

	     The truth is, these four basic shots are merely references, or categories, and each category covers several degrees of cut angles.  The exact cut angles aren’t important.  All that’s important is using your preferred method of aiming to master all the shots within these four categories.  

	     For those of you who happen to be familiar with Poolology, you’ll recognize the basic quarter aiming references (full ball hit, ¾ ball hit, ½ ball hit, and ¼ ball hit).  For those who know very little about Poolology or fractional aiming, you may find the following illustration helpful.  These are the four basic shot categories shown as fractional cut angles, which can be used as references or starting points for estimating and fine tuning all cut shots.    
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	     I’ll mostly be referencing fractional aiming and ghost ball throughout this section of the book.  I’m sure ghost ball is probably the most common or most familiar aiming method used among pool players, and there’s nothing wrong with that.  Ghost ball is easy to understand.  It just involves a lot of guesswork and a lot of trial and error before the mind is able to accurately pinpoint the ghost ball and get you pocketing balls consistently.  But I’ll show a more effective way to use ghost ball by adding a bit of fractional aiming into the mix.  

	     This is a typical cut shot using the ghost ball method.  The player simply imagines where the cue ball needs to be (the ghost ball location) in order to pocket the ball. 
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	      Simple enough, right?  In theory, yes, it is simple.  In reality, however, it’s not easy to do with any consistent accuracy until you’ve hit countless balls and your mind begins to recognize the shots.  

	    This is because using ghost ball typically has players focusing on a spot on the cloth where the center of the ghost ball needs to be in order to send the object ball to the pocket.

	     We’re told by traditional instructors that this spot is always 1.125 inches from the object ball.  On paper, as shown in the following illustration (figure 9.3), that distance is easy to see.  But when we’re standing at the pool table looking at two spheres, that 1.125 inches looks different for every cut angle.  In other words, it’s not a consistent or solid reference measurement that we can easily use – it’s always different, depending on the player’s perspective of the shot.

	     Some players, rather than trying to pinpoint a spot on the cloth, will imagine the ghost ball sitting where it needs to be.  Then they aim to send the cue ball to that imaginary ghost ball position.  Once again, there is no consistent or solid visual reference here for the mind to use.  It’s trial and error based on imaginary references.  That’s why so many players can play pool leagues for years and never really master the art of aiming.  

	     Using traditional aiming methods like ghost ball and contact points requires a lot of quality table time before your mind is able to get in tune with your imagination and really start making it work.              

	These illustrations show what I’m talking about.  On paper, ghost ball looks nice and simple.  The center of the ghost ball is always 1.125 inches (half of the object ball’s diameter) away from the object ball, as shown here[image: Image]

	    In reality, from the player’s perspective of the shot, it looks more like this, which is not so simple… 
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	     The balls are spheres, not circles.  And this makes it difficult to visualize or imagine exactly where that 1.125 inch distance begins and ends, especially considering the fact it’s skewed or somewhat twisted.  This is due to the player’s perspective of the shot, as well as the curvature of the object ball itself.    

	     The only time it would look like 1.125 inches is if you were aiming a 90 degree cut, where the 1.125 inch distance would be measured straight out from the outermost left or right edge of the object ball as you’re looking at it.  

	     This is why the most common and seemingly easiest method of aiming requires so much table time before any decent level of consistent accuracy is reached.  It involves a lot of trial and error, a lot of guesswork.

	     If you’re a ghost ball user (or contact point user for that matter), and you lack consistent ball pocketing skills, despite months or years of playing pool, I want to share a method that will improve your consistency and accuracy in a much faster time frame, when compared to exclusively using traditional ghost ball or contact point aiming methods.  

	     It involves incorporating basic fractional references into your aiming method.  Doing this can provide more visual data to your mind, and that gives the mind more information to work with when it comes to aiming.  The reason why fractional references are so effective is because they are more concrete than an imaginary ghost ball or an estimated spot on the cloth or estimated contact point on the object ball.  

	     Fractional references are based on the visual width of the object ball, which is always the same, regardless of the shooter’s perspective.  This makes the references very solid, and the more solid our aiming references are the more easily our mind is able to make sense of it all.  

	     Of course, I favor fractional aiming over all other aiming methods, because in my opinion it is the most straightforward approach to aiming.  By focusing on the object ball itself, a solid object with a consistent and well-defined visual width, and using the cue shaft/tip as a tool for fine-tuning when needed, we are able to narrow our focus to a more defined target using a single aim line. 

	     Just in case the mere thought or mention of fractions makes your head spin, I will follow the advice of a fellow pool player and friend that labels fractional portions as whole numbers to make them easier to use.  

	     I wish I had thought of this when I wrote Poolology, but it is what it is.  So, instead of calling the basic quarters “Full, ¾, ½, and ¼”, we will call them “0, 2, 4, and 6”.  This allows us to use 1/8 increments without having to think in complicated fractions.

	    Every shot we shoot can be labeled using fractional aim lines as shown here.  These are vertical 1/8 slices based on the diameter of the object ball.  The actual aim points are located along the horizontal centerline of the ball as shown below.
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	     By familiarizing yourself with these fractional references, you’ll be able to program your mind much more effectively.  You might even find fractional aiming to be easier and more accurate than your preferred method of aiming, but that’s not my intention here.  All I want to do is show how to use fractional references to help improve your visual aiming skills.   

	     I’m sure you’ve seen players stand behind the object ball and look at the line that sends the ball to the pocket, the “shot line”.  Usually what the player is looking at is the contact point on the object ball, the exact spot where the cue ball must hit the object ball in order to send it to the pocket.  

	     Sometimes you’ll see a player align their cue stick behind the object ball while looking down this line.  They’ll place the tip on the cloth and either estimate where the center of the cue ball has to be in order to pocket the ball, or estimate where the cue ball must be to hit the object ball’s contact point.  

	     All of this is pretty simple to do from behind the object ball.  But it’s a bit more challenging from behind the cue ball, because the player has to keep that estimated object ball contact point or spot on the cloth in focus after moving the cue stick out of the way and getting into position behind the cue ball.  

	     The change in perspective makes it quite easy to lose sight of that exact contact point or spot on the table.  Sure, through trial and error, you eventually get better at it.  It just requires a lot of table time.  That’s why learning to play pool typically requires so much time and effort – there’s a lot of subjective trial and error involved, a lot of guesswork.  

	     Pocketing balls demands precision, and when the learning methods we use are rooted in guesswork and trial and error, we can expect that reaching a high level of pocketing skills will take a lot of work and a lot of time.  Fortunately, we can speed up the process by giving our mind more visual data, better visual data.  The more concrete the visual data is (versus imaginary or guesswork), the faster we can learn to recognize what we’re seeing.    

	     The following photos illustrate the method I’m talking about.  It’s an effective way to practice ghost ball and contact point aiming, a way that will take a lot of the trial and error out of the process.  

	     Giving your mind solid/known visual references will allow it to be able to tie everything together more efficiently.  And even though you’ve probably already seen someone doing something similar (standing behind the object ball with their cue aligned in the manner described above), what I’m going to show you is not the same. 

	     First, we hold the cue so that the cue tip is planted behind the object ball as shown below.  Note that I am not guessing where to place my tip.  I’m not estimating where I think the ghost ball center should be.  I am visually measuring two distances – the amount of cloth seen between the object ball and the cue tip, and the actual length of the ferrule.  When these two distances look equal, I know the tip is located where the ghost ball needs to be.  
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	     This works very well with cues that have 1 inch ferrules, though there is no literal measuring of distances.  It’s just a visual comparison or matching of two distances. With a half-inch ferrule, the amount of cloth seen between the ball and the tip should look twice as long as the length of the ferrule.  

	     A little geometry from the shooter’s perspective indicates that this is very accurate for players who are 5’ 3” to 6’ 5” tall.  Being outside of this height window changes the perspective too much, which changes the amount of cloth seen beyond the cue tip.

	     The next step is to swing the butt end of the cue stick directly over the center of the cue ball, being sure to keep the tip planted in its place behind the object ball, as shown here…
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	     With our cue tip planted in place, and the cue hovering directly over the center of the cue ball, we are looking down the aim line.  All we have to do is send the cue ball along this line and we should pocket the ball.  

	     Traditionally what a player would do from here is to try to keep that spot on the cloth in focus (where the cue tip is planted) while repositioning the cue stick and their body to shoot the shot.  A better method, in my opinion, is to look at exactly where the aim line (the cue stick) is pointed in reference to the width of the object ball itself, not an invisible spot on the cloth.

	     In other words, does the center of your ferrule look lined up to the visible edge of the object ball?  Or does it look lined up to the ¾ fractional reference (#2 aim)?  The close up below shows that the center of the ferrule for this shot is lined to the edge of the object ball, which indicates a half ball hit (#4 aim) will pocket the ball.  
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	     Following the same method for this next shot, we line our cue up behind the object ball on the shot line needed to send the ball to the pocket.  We situate the tip so that the ferrule length matches the amount of cloth seen between the object ball and the tip, as shown below.
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	     Now we swing the cue stick directly over the center of the cue ball to find the aim line.  From here we simply look at where this line hits in relation to our known basic fractional references.  
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	     As shown above, this shot is thicker than a ½ ball hit but also thinner than a ¾ ball hit.  Poolology users would recognize it as a 5/8 shot.  But we’re going to call it a “#3”.

	     Becoming familiar with and using basic fractional references allows your mind to obtain a more solid visual aim line for the shot.  And once you have that, you know exactly where to aim without guessing.  

	     You can move your cue and not worry about losing visual focus on any particular spot on the table or any contact point.  You can walk around the table, chalk your cue, go to the bathroom, whatever...  When you come back to the shot, the cue ball and object ball will still be exactly where they were, and that known fractional aim line will still be there in your mind.  All you have to do is go through your PSR, step into the line, address the cue ball, ensuring everything is in tune to that known visual reference.

	     If you decide to start working more with fractional aiming, be sure to use the numbers as shown in figure 9.5.  The more you use them, the more you’ll find yourself recognizing the difference between a shot requiring an aim of 3 and a shot requiring an aim of 4, or even the difference between a 2 and a 2.5.  The mind is fully capable of making such fine distinctions in aiming when you have solid reference tools to use.  

	     Speaking of tools, I should add that your cue shaft makes a great aiming tool for fine-tuning shots.  For example, aiming a straight-in shot involves aiming the center of your cue tip or ferrule directly through center cue ball to the middle of the object ball.  Half of the ferrule is left of the 0 aim point while the other half is right of 0.  

	     If the shot were a slight cut, not a full hit but also not quite a #1 either, the correct aim line would fall between 0 and 1.  You could aim so that ¼ of the width of your ferrule is lined left of 0 while ¾ is lined right of 0.  In other words, the aim would be 0.5, but we could do it indirectly by aiming a certain portion of the tip/ferrule as shown below.  

	     Hopefully these illustrations clear up any confusion… 
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	The Power of Repetition

	 

	     Despite whatever aiming method you use, repetition (through experience or practice) is what trains the mind to recognize the cue ball/object ball relationships needed to pocket balls.  In other words, it doesn’t matter if you learn via ghost ball, contact points, traditional fractional aiming, Poolology, CTE, 90/90, etc….  After you hit enough balls, your mind begins to recognize where the cue ball needs to be in order to send the object ball to the pocket.  

	     Typically, developing solid aiming skills is a 2-phase learning process called the “HAMB” method, which is an acronym for “hit a million balls”.  The first phase in the HAMB method is trial and error, and this applies to almost every aiming system or aiming method out there.  

	     Initially we miss quite a few more balls than we make, at least until we’re able to recognize when to aim a little thinner or a little thicker as needed.  And that takes time, because we first have to train the mind (through trial and error with whatever visual references we’re using) to learn how to recognize whether or not we’re on the proper aim line.  

	     Concerning the trial and error phase, Poolology is probably the only exception, meaning there is very little trial and error needed.  This is because the Poolology system provides a no-guesswork aim line for the vast majority of shots.  

	     You don’t have to train your mind to learn how to recognize the proper aim line if the aim line is already known.  So those who learn fractional aiming through Poolology more or less skip the trial and error phase and are able to start immediately on the second phase of developing solid aiming skills – repetition.  

	     Repetition applies to every aiming method/system we use.  Once we get to the point where we’re pocketing balls more successfully (we’re making more shots than we’re missing), we begin to repeat more good shots than bad.  The more we repeat good shots, the more consistent we become at those shots.  This is the power of repetition – it builds consistency. 

	     Repetition allows the mind to automatically recognize how to aim any given shot as soon we see it.  If you want to be a consistent shot maker, you simply have to incorporate a few repetitive shot-making practice sessions into your game.  Over the following few pages, I’ll share a few of my favorites… 

	 

	 Shot Practice

	 

	     For less than $3.00 at your local office supply store, or Walmart or Target, you can purchase a pack of reinforcement labels, as shown below.
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	     Setting up individual shots to practice and repeat requires placing the object ball and the cue ball in the exact same position each time.  That’s where these little round hole-reinforcement labels come in handy.  They stick to the cloth quite well, and the ¼ inch holes are perfect for keeping pool balls in place.

	     You’ll notice that I’ve setup four shots into the right corner pocket – straight in, slight cut, moderate cut, and thin cut.  These are the four basic shot categories shown earlier in figure 9.1.  I placed the labels at very precise distances to create the basic fractional quarter shots – full, ¾, ½, and ¼ (or better yet…0, 2, 4, and 6).
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	     The object ball label is placed one diamond from the side rail and two diamonds from the end rail.  Each cue ball label is 24 inches from the object ball label, and the distance between the 0, 2 and 4 labels is 6 inches.  The distance between 4 and 6 is 6.5 inches.

	     The only reason I used precise measurements is to setup each shot category perfectly to its corresponding fractional cut angle.  If you’re a ghost ball user or a contact point user, or CTE or whatever, you don’t have to be this precise.  

	     Fractional aimers don’t have to place the labels so precisely either.  All we’re doing is setting up the four basic shot categories.  What you consider a “slight cut” doesn’t have to be an exact 15 degree cut angle (a #2 aim).  The same goes with a “moderate cut”, meaning it doesn’t have to be a 30 degree cut angle (#4).  But it’s good for the mind to have well-defined standards, a known “slight cut” or “moderate cut” to use as reference.  

	     So a good rule of thumb would be to consider a standard “moderate cut” to be a half ball shot, or a #4 aim.  Anything thicker than that is leaning toward a slight cut (a #2 aim) and anything thinner is leaning toward a thin cut (a #6 aim).

	     Here is the first shot, a straight-in, or zero aim shot.  There a quite a few variations that can be practiced with this shot, but I would start with shooting a stop shot.  Stroke the cue ball firm with a center ball hit to produce a stun shot.  
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	     The cue ball should stop in its tracks.  If it drifts left or right any more than a ½ inch, it doesn’t count.  Set an initial goal of 5 times in a row.  If that turns out to be too easy, raise the goal to 8 or 10.  Remember, you want to find the sweet spot, that point that is just out of reach, but doable with good focus and determination.

	      Naturally, more distance between the cue ball and the object ball makes this shot more challenging.  So if you’re easily hitting perfect stop shots at this 2-foot distance, you should move the cue ball back a couple of feet and work the shot from there.  Keep progressing in this manner, always raising the bar to higher levels.  

	     And please don’t cheat yourself.  The hardest part about practicing these shots is being honest with your results.  If the shot isn’t played exactly like you are trying to play it (within whatever margin of error you allow yourself), then it doesn’t count.  If you accept “close enough” as success, then what good does it do to set any practice expectations whatsoever?  

	     Our second shot is a slight cut, a #2 aim (refer to figure 9.5).  For this shot, and the next two cut shots, strike the cue ball a full tip above center so that it rolls into the object ball.  Use medium speed (speed 2).  
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	     You should also practice this shot using speed 3 and center cue ball, producing a stun shot.  You’ll notice that your aim will have to be a little thinner, because a stun shot will push the object ball a few degrees off line, so you’ll have to aim for a 2.5 or a 3 in order to send the ball to the pocket.

	     It’s also a good idea to also practice each of these shots using draw (1 tip below center) at various speeds.  The main goal is to pocket the ball, but it’s good to pay attention to the cue ball’s path after it hits the cushion.  This helps to train your mind so that it can better visualize the cue ball’s path at difference speeds, which allows you to know when spin/english is required to alter or exaggerate the path.  

	     Initially, it’s best to get a solid feel for pocketing these balls using nothing but the vertical center axis of the cue ball (top, center, draw).  Once you’ve mastered this, you should start incorporating english, both outside spin and inside spin.  But it’s important to first become consistent with aiming when no english is used.  

	     If you’re 100% sure where or how to aim any given shot with no english, it will speed up the process of learning how much to compensate your aim when english gets tossed into the mix.

	     Next is a half ball shot, a #4 aim.  This moderate cut should be considered the most important shot to recognize, because it comes up so often.  Many cut shots fall somewhere near this angle, requiring a #4 aim or an aim that is slightly thinner or thicker.  
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	     Note that some players only use two aiming references – the center line between the balls (0 aim), and the line from cue ball center to object ball edge (#4 aim).  They are so in tune with these references that they can quickly look at each, then look at the pocket and know exactly how to aim the shot.

	     The final basic shot is a ¼ ball hit, a #6 aim.  This begins shots categorized as “thin cuts”.  A quarter of each ball overlaps on this shot.  
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	     Practice it using medium speed and an above center hit on the cue ball.  There’s no need to practice stun on cuts this thin or thinner, because the cue ball will naturally roll very close to the tangent line anyway.  The thinner the shot, the closer the cue ball’s natural path is to the tangent line.  

	     A good visual tip for aiming a #6 cut shot is to align the inside edge of the shaft/ferrule 3/10 of an inch away from the edge of the object ball.  Or use a piece of chalk as a training prop, like so…            
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	     Position a piece of chalk slightly passed the object ball so that it looks like this when you’re standing behind the cue ball.  The edge of the chalk should look even with the edge of the ball.  The #6 aim point is the middle of the top edge of the chalk, as shown here.  Aiming for a 7 (a 1/8 hit) would be to aim at the corner of the chalk.

	     Another method to help with thin cut shots is to align the inside edge of the cue ball to create the fractional overlap needed, as shown below.
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	     For this ¼ ball aim (a #6), visualize the inside edge of the cue ball lined up to a ¼ overlap (dashed line, which lands halfway between the middle of the object ball and its edge).

	     The aim line will then be parallel to this line through center cue ball.  It doesn’t appear to be parallel in the picture due to the object ball looking smaller at a distance, but when you’re at the table it is parallel.  It’s like viewing a train track.  The rails are parallel, but they appear to taper inward with distance.   

	     We can also place cue ball position labels to the right of these basic shots, right of the straight in 0 aim, as shown below.  Again, each label is placed 24 inches from the object ball label, and the labels are 6 inches apart, except between 4 and 6, which is 6.5 inches.  
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	     Now we have the same shot angles but in the opposite direction, and these are considered “back cuts”, because the pocket is outside of our line of vision and we are cutting the ball back toward the pocket.  The aim points, however, are no different.  They are just on the left side of the object ball now instead of the right.  

	     Practice these shots exactly as described for the previous shots.  Find your sweet spots, set your goals, and become consistent with them.  

	     Be sure to practice all of your cut shots at various speeds.  You’ll find that you have to aim a little thinner when shooting thinner cuts with soft speed.  This is because there’s more collision-induced throw occurring.  Similar to shooting stun shots on moderate cut angles, the cue ball pushes the object ball off line quite a bit.  

	     For example, on a half ball shot you would normally use a #4 aim.  But if you stun the cue ball into the object ball, creating a sliding impact, you would have to compensate your aim by aiming thinner, probably aiming for a 4.5 or a 5, instead of 4.  This same compensation needs to happen on thin cuts when shooting soft.  For a #6 cut shot you would actually aim for a 6.5 or 7 in order to offset the extra throw that’s going to occur due to the slower speed.  The same thin cut shot using medium/normal speed or faster speed doesn’t require compensating your aim.

	     When shooting the back cuts, particularly the #4 and #6 aim shots, pay attention to how close the cue ball comes to scratching in the left corner pocket.  If the cue ball is finding its way into that pocket, adjust your speed to keep that from happening.  The primary goal is to pocket the ball, but there’s nothing wrong with setting a secondary of goal that involves controlling the cue ball.  

	     Please refer to figure 9.5 near the beginning of this lesson for the fractional aiming numbers/references.  They aren’t too difficult to memorize.  We’re simply aiming in 1/8 intervals based on the object ball’s diameter/width.  A full ball hit is 0, and every eighth of ball from then on is labeled 1 through 7.  Since an 8 would indicate a 90 degree cut shot, I’ve left it out.   

	     Remember that these practice shots merely represent the four basic categories of shots.  There are plenty of in-between angles, but the more in tune you get with recognizing these basic quarter reference shots and their corresponding aim lines, the more easily your mind will be able to distinguish the difference between a #3 cut shot and a 3.5 or a 3.8.  The mind is fully capable of fine tuning with such accuracy.  All you have to do is give it solid visual information to work with, and it’ll begin to connect all the dots.

	     You should also experiment with applying left and right english on these shots.  Pay attention to where the cue ball goes after pocketing the object ball, then set a practice goal of repeating that same position shot so many times a row, depending on your sweet spot.  

	     Be sure to allow for a reasonable amount error on your position.  If you can pocket a ball and the get the cue ball into a designated area within a foot or so each time, you are doing well and should probably tighten up your margin for error.  Keep challenging yourself to do better and better, both in pocketing balls with spin and getting the cue ball into a desired location. 

	     As you’re practicing these shots, as well as others that you’ll be coming up with on your own, it’s important to focus on exactly where you’re aiming your stroke in accordance with the object ball aiming references in figure 9.5.  This will help program your mind faster.  

	     Soon enough you’ll be able to step up to any shot and recognize it as a 4 or a 5, or as a 7.5 or a 3.8.  And when you reach that point, you won’t be missing very shots, especially once you’ve developed a good feel for speed and a good feel for spin when needed.

	 

	Lesson 10 – Putting it All Together 

	 

	     It’s time to weave all of these lessons together into a solid playing strategy.  Your specific strategy might differ slightly from mine or anyone else’s, but there are certain rules that winners tend to follow.

	     The rules outlined below are not in any particular order of importance.  In fact, I almost labeled each one as #1, because when items on a list are numbered in order, people tend to assume #4 or #5 is less important than #1 or #2.  Sometimes that might be the case, but not here.  So please consider all of these to be equally important.

	 

	The Basic Winning Strategy

	 

	* Deal with trouble balls as soon as you can, rather than waiting.

	* Always expect good results to happen, but try to have a backup plan (insurance ball) in case the results aren’t as good as expected.

	 

	* Absolutely NEVER attempt a runout unless you know you can run out.  This is the old “If you can’t run 8 don’t run 6” advice.   

	 

	* Take advantage of your opponent’s mistakes, especially right after the break and anytime you get a cue ball in hand.  This involves using your legs and looking for smart opportunities that will give you an advantage and/or put your opponent at a disadvantage. 

	 

	* Avoid low-percentage shots and opt for a smart, high-percentage safety play instead (when that option is available).  In other words, don’t be a sucker!  Don’t let your ego control your actions.

	 

	* Keep your head in the game by remaining focused and not letting any distractions sabotage your efforts or chances of winning.

	 

	* Use english only when needed, and only when you’re 100% sure how it will affect the cue ball and/or the pocketing of the object ball.

	 

	     Following these rules will help you win more often.  Not following them is simply choosing to be a loser, and we want to be winners, right?  Having and following a basic strategy can help you win become a winner.       

	     Have you ever played blackjack?  Basically, all the players are playing against the dealer, each trying to get closest to 21 without going over, which is called “busting”.  On every deal the dealer has one card face down and one card face up.  When the dealer’s face up card is a bust card (2 through 6), and your two cards total anywhere between 13 and 16, you are supposed to “stay”, meaning you don’t take a “hit” (another card).  The reason why is because it’s assumed that the dealer’s down card is a 10 (or a face card), and the dealer must have at least a 17 to make a valid hand.  So when the dealer’s up card is a bust card, he or she must take a hit, must draw another card in order to try to make a valid hand.  

	    The 6 is the best bust card, the best advantage for the players, because the dealer could have a 16, and taking another card will likely put the dealer over 21, which is a bust.  And the players win when the dealer busts.  

	     All of this is based on basic blackjack strategy, a set of rules that are designed to give the blackjack player the best opportunity to win.  Blackjack players who disregard the game’s basic strategy will lose more often than they win.  If you have 15 and the dealer has a bust card, and you hit that 15 by signaling for another card, you are not playing smart blackjack.  It’s foolish to take a chance on busting when the dealer is likely to bust.  This type of play goes against basic blackjack strategy, yet I see players do it all time, and they lose those hands quite often also.  It’s just not smart to ignore the rules of a proven strategy.  

	     The same thing applies when playing pool.  Winning at pool requires following basic winning strategy.  Others can play like a fools if they choose to do so, and I promise they won’t be winning as often as you.  

	     The next time you’re out playing pool, pay attention to other players and how they play the game.  You’ll notice that the players who are following the basic winning strategy, as outlined in this lesson, win more often.  They are likely among the better players in your area.  If you see someone playing like a fool, allowing his or her ego to take a whack at some low-percentage shot, pay attention to how often that leads to losing.     

	 

	Becoming Talented

	 

	     I’ve learned how to do quite a few things very well throughout my life, from playing various musical instruments to playing chess or playing pool, and there’s one question I’ve heard too many times to count:  “How did you get so good?”  My answer is always the same:  “Practice.”  But for some reason that answer never seems good enough.  

	     Why is it that so many people have a difficult time associating talent with practice?  I think it’s because practice involves a lot of work, and when a talented person is performing their talent, none of that work is seen.  What’s seen is a great guitarist or a great pool player doing what they do, making it look so easy that it seems like they were born to do it.  So people tend to believe you’re either talented or you’re not, as if talent is a gift from God, or talented people are just wired differently, wired to be talented.  

	     Child prodigies, for example, are often believed to have been born talented, either through divine power or superior genetic makeup.  And that belief – that we’re either born with it or we’re not – is an all too common fallacy when it comes to talent.  It’s simply not true.  And believing that it’s true creates a huge pitfall for anyone who aspires to become great at anything.  

	     To think that some people are born to do certain things is to set yourself up for failure, because when the going gets tough, you’ll say, “I just wasn’t meant to do this.”  And then you’ll quit.  

	     So please read this very slowly:  Talent is not a gift.  No one is wired to be talented.  No one is born to play guitar or piano or baseball or tennis.  The truth is, we’re all wired to create talent.  All it takes is the opportunity, the desire, and the willingness to work, to connect the right wires together.  

	     With that said, people can certainly be born with genetic advantages or disadvantages when it comes to sports, such as above or below average height, or stronger or weaker muscle fiber strength.  Height and type of muscle fiber are inborn genetic traits that could make it easier (or harder) to master certain skills where those specific traits are of primary importance.  

	     Nevertheless, a genetic trait or advantage is not a skill, and it’s certainly not a talent.  Talent is the culmination of learned skills, and skills are developed through practice and repetition, not through genetics or selective divine blessings. 

	     Learning to play a violin, for example, requires learning and developing the various skills needed to play the violin.  This includes learning how to hold the instrument, how to tune it, how to read music and associate the notes with the strings and the fretboard, how to move the fingers over the frets to play scales and chords, how to manage the precise movements of the bow over the strings, and how to develop a good ear for listening and paying attention to what is being played. 

	     After plenty of practice and repetition, these skills are eventually mastered (to some degree or another) and you become a “talented” violinist.  Talent is the final product, and the extent or quality of the talent is determined by the level of mastery of each skill required to build or construct that talent.  

	     Considering the above example and inborn skills…  Earlier I wrote that we are not born with talents and skills, because skills must be learned and developed in order for talent to be created.  But I’d like to back up a little here, because there may be an exception.  Since environment has been proven to play a role in skill development, it’s very possible that a child could be born with a specific musical skill – a good ear for music.  

	     A child in the womb (during the last few weeks of pregnancy) is capable of hearing and distinguishing different sound frequencies, such as difference voices in a room.  This is when a baby begins to recognize and bond with its mother’s voice.  So it’s only logical to consider that this same frequency recognition can apply to music, allowing the child’s brain to become familiar with musical tones, rhythms and melodies, prior to being born.  

	     Such an exposure to music would be considered a pre-born childhood environment, and research in skill development shows that childhood environment is a major component when it comes to developing skills and talents later on in life.  

	     If you’re raised in a household where musical instruments or singing can be heard on a daily basis, you will likely have an easier time learning how to play an instrument, even decades later.  This is because early exposure to music can help a child develop a good ear for listening to and recognizing musical tones.  

	     Of course, having an ear for music is only one ingredient when it comes to becoming a talented musician.  But it’s a very important ingredient, and children who are raised in such an environment, or born into it, may have a great learning advantage should they go on to pursue musical talents at some point in their lives.

	     Mozart, for instance, was born and raised in a musical environment.  His mother and father were not only talented musicians, but also music teachers.  And his older sister was a performing musician.  In fact, as a toddler, little Mozart would sit for hours just watching and listening to her perform.  Prior to that, the sounds of violins, pianos, vocals and harpsichords filled baby Mozart’s brain while he was still in his mother’s womb.  

	     So it’s very possible that Mozart was born with a remarkable ear for music.  It would explain why, when he was 3 years old and began taking music lessons from his father, the kid was able to learn and develop incredible musical skills very quickly.  Soon enough he became the brightest star in the family.  

	     This is how children become prodigies.  It all begins with an environment that provides opportunity for talent to be created more easily.  In other words, a child could very likely be born with the propensity to learn more easily, but they are not born with talent.  A child could be raised in an environment that provides certain opportunities, but those opportunities are not skills or talents.  Skills and talents need to be learned and developed through action.  

	     When it comes to learning and developing skills and talents, research indicates that there are optimum time periods in life during which certain skills are easier to learn and master.  These optimum time periods are referred to as “windows of opportunity”.  And children most definitely have the advantage here.  

	     For most skills that involve hand-eye coordination and fine motor movements, the window of opportunity is around 3 to 6 years old.  This is when the brain is really primed and ready to be programmed.  But that doesn’t mean if you miss this window of opportunity you’ll never be able to learn or master those skills.  It just means you’ll have to apply more effort, more work, more practice.  And, with the exception of sports that require stronger muscles and larger bodies, genetic traits are irrelevant when it comes to developing your skills and talents.  

	     For sports such as football, basketball, baseball, weight lifting, running, etc… genetics can certainly play a role in giving some people a competitive advantage, but the skills needed to create talent in those sports does not hinge upon one’s genetic makeup.  In other words, a 5-foot tall person can become a very talented basketball player, learning and mastering all the skills needed to play the game very well.  Unfortunately, at 5-feet tall, this person would not be very competitive on a basketball court with players towering over them at nearly 7 feet tall.          

	     The good news for us pool players is that playing pool doesn’t involve any special inborn advantages or genetic traits.  We all start out with a clean slate when it comes to learning how to play pool.  However, since early childhood environment can play a role in skill development, a child who grows up with a pool table in the house will have an opportunity to be introduced to the game at the prime age for learning such skills.  

	     This doesn’t necessarily mean that that child will grow up to be any more talented on a pool table than a child who grows up without such an opportunity.  It simply means that the right childhood environment can provide a unique opportunity that makes it easier to learn and develop the skills associated with that environment.

	     Jack Nicklaus, possibly the greatest golfer that has ever lived, comes to mind as a great example.  During an interview he was asked what he thought made him the greatest golfer in the world.  His reply was…“opportunity”.  He went on to explain that if the “kid down the street” had had the same opportunities that he had growing up, that kid could’ve likely been the greatest golfer in the world.  

	     What was Jack’s opportunity?  Well, he was placed into a golf environment at a young age.  Jack started playing golf when he was 10.  That’s when his father, a scratch golfer, joined a county club and got Jack started on professional lessons from the club pro, who ended up becoming the future champion’s lifelong golf instructor.  

	     I could go on and on providing examples of history’s greatest sports figures and musical superstars, but there’s no need.  Like Jack Nicklaus, I believe the “kid down the street” could’ve very well become the greatest golfer in the world if he or she had been fortunate enough to grow up with Jack’s opportunities.  

	     However, opportunity isn’t enough.  Jack was being a bit humble, because what really made him the greatest golfer in the world was much more than just “opportunity”.  

	     Becoming great or talented at anything requires not only opportunity, but also desire, passion, commitment, and dedicated practice.  These things are work.  Opportunity is not work.  It’s just…opportunity.  And for a child, opportunity is a gift.  It’s something presented or provided to you.  So in order for a child to develop talent in anything, someone must first provide the opportunity.  If the child then has the desire and passion to take advantage of that opportunity, that’s when the real work begins.  

	     As an adult, however, you actually have to put yourself out there where the opportunities are.  And that is a bit more difficult to do.  That’s what makes learning new skills or talents so challenging for adults – we have to put ourselves out there.  It’s easy to say, “I want to learn how to do this.”  But it’s difficult to step up and actual try to learn how to do it, because that involves stepping into unfamiliar territory where others might see us fail.  It’s not fun for the ego.

	     Young children, on the other hand, don’t worry about such things, because their egos aren’t yet fully developed.  They don’t care what others think about them.  As a result, children can develop skills and talents much easier than adults, as long as the opportunities are provided.  

	     As an adult, if you want to learn a new skill or talent, or improve an existing skill or talent, you must be willing to put yourself out there, willing to seek out the opportunities, to drop your ego and just do it.  Most of all, keep in mind that creating talent involves more than just giving yourself the opportunity.  

	     Creating talent involves embracing all of these things:  Desire – you have to want it.  Passion – you have to love it.  Commitment – you have to make it more important than anything else.  Dedication – you have to devote practice time to learning and perfecting the skills needed to create your talent. 

	     The first step is easy… desire.  Everyone seems to be able to get this far.  I know this because I’m always hearing people say, “I’d like to learn how to play the guitar.”  Or…“I want to start playing chess.”  Or… “I want to be a good pool player.”  Unfortunately, that’s usually as far as most people get, they “want” it.  But wanting isn’t enough.  It requires zero work and is nothing more than wishful thinking.  That’s why it’s so easy.  And the most common reason given for not pursuing any further beyond wanting is… “I don’t have the time.”  

	     Moving beyond wishful thinking requires making the time, which requires passion and commitment.  This is when the work begins, because learning and developing skills through dedicated practice is a lot of work.  And having a good amount of passion is what makes the work worthwhile.  It’s what drives us to dedicate time to whatever skill or talent we want to develop.  

	     If there’s something you want to learn how to do, a talent or skill you’ve always dreamed of learning, quit talking about doing it and just go do it.  Sure, it’ll involve watching less TV and wasting less time on social media, but if you want to move beyond wishful thinking and really become talented, that stuff needs to become less important to you.

	 

	Top Ten Recommended Books for Pool Players 

	 

	Play Great Pool, by Mark Wilson and Donald Wardell, M.D.

	[image: Image]

	Play Great Pool wins my “Best All-around Book” award for learning how to play pool correctly.  It’s loaded with tons of knowledge on every aspect of the game, from basic fundamentals to advanced techniques on specific shots, plus some excellent advice and tips for the mental game.  It’s a beautiful hardcover book of 240 pages filled to the margins with outstanding material.  For more information visit www.playgreatpool.com.

	 

	Play Your Best Pool, by Phil Capelle

	[image: Image]

	Play Your Best Pool is Phil Capelle’s first instructional book for pool, and it easily gets my vote for “Best Book on Winning Strategies”.  It is considered by many to be one of the best pool books available.  Phil has written 7 other instructional pool books, and they are all excellent:  Play Your Best Straight Pool, Capelle’s Practicing Pool, A Mind for Pool, Play Your Best Nine Ball, Play Your Best 9 & 10 Ball, and Capelle’s Columns – 21 Years of Pool Instruction.

	 

	Pleasures of Small Motions, by Bob Fancher, Ph. D.

	[image: C:\Users\w4911\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\pleasures.jpg]

	This book easily tops the list for “Best Book on Mastering the Mental Game”.  Pleasures of Small Motions will flip the lights on in the darkest recesses of your mind, making it possible to truly understand everything that goes on in your head when you’re at the table.  If you struggle with distractions, pressure, anxiety, concentration, focus, etc… this is the book that needs to be in your hands.  It very well could be a turning point for your game, opening the door to a higher level of play.

	 

	The Pro Book, by Bob Henning
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	Bob Henning’s book is the ultimate training manual for pool players.  All throughout Playing to Win I’ve talked about the importance of assessing your current limitations, realizing your boundaries, and then playing within those boundaries.  The Pro Book is an excellent tool that can help you do just that, and it’s also jammed with solid advice on the mental and physical strategies needed for peak performance during competition.  It wins my award for “Best Training Manual”.  

	 

	The Little Book of Talent, by Daniel Coyle
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	Here is a book that is loaded with tips designed to improve skills, master practicing techniques, and help you develop real confidence.  It gets my “Best Book to Improve Your Game” award.  If you don’t think you have the talent needed to become a great pool player, you should get a copy of Daniel Coyle’s little red book as soon as possible.  It will open your mind to the truth about talent, practice, and personal skill development.  If you want to get better, get this book!

	 

	Emotional Intelligence 2.0, by Travis Bradberry and Jean Greaves
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	This is obviously not a pool and billiards book, but as pool players we are greatly affected by the state of our emotions and how we choose to deal with them.  Understanding and working on our EQ skills (Emotional Intelligence) can have profound effects on our performance at the table.  Pool players do not have to have high IQ’s in order to play great pool, but having a high EQ is a must.  Learning how to handle your emotions guarantees success and personal excellence, and that’s what this book can do for you. 

	 

	The Power of Habit, by Charles Duhigg

	[image: Image]

	We are controlled by habits, some good and some bad.  If you have the desire to become a winning pool player, then “playing to win” must become a habit.  And in my opinion, when it comes to understanding habits, there is no better book than The Power of Habit.  Understanding the habits of a winner, and learning how to create or tailor those habits to suit your own game, is priceless knowledge for any pool player.  So even though this book isn’t exactly intended for pool players, I truly believe it can elevate your game.  

	 

	The Inner Game of Tennis, by Timothy Gallwey

	[image: Image]

	This is a classic sports psychology book that many pool players, including myself, have found very helpful.  The lessons apply to every sport.  The Inner Game of Tennis was first published back in the early 1970’s, before “sports psychology” was considered a serious topic for discussion. Since then, scientific research has validated the benefits of sports psychology.  Personal results, however, should be validation enough, and this book has helped thousands develop a strong mental game.  It could help you as well.

	 

	Zen in the Art of Archery, by Eugen Herrigel

	[image: Image]

	Hardly any other sport requires the precision and level of concentration as that of competitive archery.  Published in 1948, Zen in the Art of Archery is Eugen Herrigel’s personal account of studying Zen while learning archery under the teaching of one of Japan’s greatest archery masters of the time.  The book is considered a timeless classic, combining eastern philosophy (Zen) with the art of mastering complex motor skills.  It teaches how the subconscious can help us reach peak performance more easily by just allowing it to happen and not so much trying to make it happen.

	 

	Bounce, by Matthew Syed
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	This is one of my favorite books, because in addition to being a pool player, I’m a musician, golfer, tennis player, and chess player, and Bounce is a book about success, about creating the right mindset needed to reach higher levels of performance, which applies to all of this stuff.  In fact, it applies to everything in our lives, our families, careers, games, sports, entertainment, etc…  In order to allow ourselves the best opportunity for greatness in any of these things, we simply have to follow the same mental path that other greats have followed throughout history.  And that path is paved with optimism, with a positive, growth mindset. 

	 

	     Selecting these top 10 books out of the seemingly endless stacks of books to choose from was not easy for me.  So many others could have made the list, but I had to be meticulous in choosing which ones to include.  With that said, for those of you that enjoy reading, here are a few more that I’d like to mention:

	 

	Byrne’s Standard Book of Pool and Billiards, by Robert Byrne 

	The Sports Gene, by David Epstein

	Peak Performance, by Steve Magness and Brad Stulberg

	Me and the Table, by Stephen Hendry

	The Final Freedom, by Ralph Eckert

	Brain Rules, by John Medina

	Think like a Freak, by Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner

	The Subtle Art of Not Giving F*ck, by Mark Manson

	The Awesome Science of Luck, by Peter Ragnar

	With Winning in Mind, by Lanny Bassham

	How Champions Think, by Bob Rotella

	Wired to Create, by Carolyn Gregoire and Scott Barry Kaufman

	The Talent Code, by Daniel Coyle

	The Illustrated Principles of Pool and Billiards, by David Alciatore (“Dr. Dave”)

	 

	SUBSCRIBE to Poolology on YouTube to discover more ways to improve your game.  And most of all, remember… 

	 

	To truly have fun playing pool, you should always be…

	Playing to Win!
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