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Ultimately, I tell all my students that are on ranges with me 
around the world that they will most likely not achieve their 
potential for competency with any physical skill during 
the class that they take with me. Physical skills require 
repetition over time to develop and improve to a level 
of mastery. This happens during periods of practice that 
follow periods of learning in a class setting. I tell them to 
focus on understanding the intellectual information that 
underlies the physical skills and how they should perform 
them. If they do that, then they will be in great shape to 
guide their own practice as time goes on. When you factor 
that into the mix, the efficiency and value of Distance 
Education cannot be ignored. You can learn a lot, even 
about physical skill, without me standing on a range with 
you.  With all that in mind, I wanted to share this excerpt 
from my book Defensive Shooting Fundaments, Level 1 
(2018) on the concept of “competency”: 

Once the information is provided in a thorough and 
articulate way, Competency becomes the responsibility 
of the student. As the reader of this book, the onus is now 
on you to become a more efficient and practical defensive 
pistol shooter. Consistency in your weapons handling, 
frequent & realistic practice and becoming comfortable 
with the concepts of Combat Focus™ Shooting are 
important parts of that process. 

Keep in mind that Competency is a subjective term. 
If you think that some objective qualification test or 
performance in a competitive arena dictates that you are 

The primary mission of Personal Defense Network is 
Education. We are always trying to provide information 
that our members can learn from. Of course, there are 
many things in the world of personal defense that require 
physical activity to truly learn  and certainly to get good at. 
While I can explain why recoil management is important 
to using a defensive firearm in an article and you can see 
how to manage recoil while shooting a handgun in a video, 
eventually you must spend time on the range shooting 
your gun to really understand recoil management and be 
able to perform it. Therefore, becoming truly competent 
in many things simply can’t be done through traditional 
distance education alone. That said, technology has come 
a long way and I truly believe that we can have a significant 
impact on your competency (understanding, ability, 
confidence, etc.) without ever standing on a range with you.

Even when I teach classes on the range, the process is 
very similar to what you can experience through modern 
interactive distance education. On the range I explain 
concepts (which you can get from an article or lecture), 
I often demonstrate a position or technique (which you 
can see through a video), I observe students performing 
(or attempting to perform) the skills and then I coach 
individuals towards reaching their potential by correcting 
mistakes or slightly changing my baseline advice based on 
their body, equipment or other specific factors. The last 
part of the process, arguably the most important, generally 
has required that I am in the same space with the students, 
but we can now use technology (video submissions and 
interactive classrooms) to replicate some of what happens 
when we are on the range together.
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This idea of Competency means getting as good as you 
can be and always trying to get better. How dangerous 
will your next lethal threat be? You need to become more 
dangerous than him so that you (and those you might care 
to protect) are safer. You also need to be able to answer 
three important questions:

What are you currently capable of?
Under what specific circumstances can you pull your gun 
out of your holster, pull the trigger and make the world 
better? 

What should you be better at?
We can all get better at just about every aspect of shooting 
or personal defense, but what things are a priority? 

How do you get better at that things?
Once you have identified what you need to work on, how 
can you spend your limited resources in the best way to do 
so?

“good enough,” your approach to Competency is flawed. 
Let’s take a look at the traditional qualification course. In 
the context of defense shooting, this will usually consist 
of a target that represents a human torso or complete 
body and has subdivisions that are broken down into 
values, theoretically connected to the defensive value of 
a hit in those areas. Generally, scores are required to be 
over 70 or 80 percent in order to “qualify” at least in a law 
enforcement setting. Some qualification courses have 
changed the measurement or the scoring system in order to 
articulate a pass/fail score instead of a number or in order 
to report a “100%” score. The fact is that no agency with 
a significant number of shooting incidents has ever come 
close to a real-world hit percentage that reflects the agency 
average in qualifications. Of course, we already know that 
this is because the context of the qualification course has 
little or nothing to do with the counter-ambush reality of 
defensive shooting. 

I am willing to submit to the bureaucratic need for a 
standardized, controlled, objective qualification test 
that doesn’t reflect reality. What I don’t accept is the way 
that many instructors and students deal with this need. 
Rather than dismissing the qualification course as an 
administrative obligation many times I encounter agency 
training that is geared specifically to having students score 
well on the qualification course! In the personal defense 
world, an equivalent phenomenon can be seen in groups 
of shooters who focus on scoring well in competitions as 
a means of measuring the efficacy of their techniques and 
their personal defense skills. In the winter of 2010, I had the 
pleasure of working with world class competition shooter 
Mark Hanish on a training video that compared (and 
contrasted!) preparation for competition with preparation 
for defensive firearms use. We both agreed that being a 
better shooter can help during a dynamic critical incident 
and participation in competition usually makes someone a 
better shooter. We also pointed out some of the dramatic 
differences in gear and technique between real world 
defense and high end sport shooting. If you choose to be 
a competitive shooter, be sure to keep the techniques you 
use to score well in perspective, they may be very different 
from the techniques you may need to survive.


