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In recent years, the game of snooker has experienced unprecedented growth in popularity, particularly in Asia and notably in China. This surge in interest has led to a significant increase in the number of people playing snooker worldwide. Alongside this increase in participation, there has been a marked improvement in the standard of play at both the elite amateur and professional levels. Many well-coached and talented snooker players are emerging from global academy systems, such as the Asian Academy in Bangkok, Thailand, and the World Snooker Academy in Beijing, China, and many others worldwide. The sheer number of elite snooker players from Asia and many other parts of the world means that competition at the top level has never been stronger, and it continues to intensify each year.

Furthermore, technological developments such as AI (artificial intelligence) may potentially revolutionise snooker training through innovations such as real-time performance tracking, pattern recognition, predictive analysis and data-driven insights, as well as many more innovations that may further improve playing and coaching standards. Therefore, players may no longer be able to rely on natural ability and hard work alone to succeed in a rapidly changing and highly competitive environment. If you are not finding new ways to improve, you can be sure someone else will. Competing at any level in the future may require a ‘paradigm shift’ – a fundamental change in players’ approach to training and practice, where they still train hard but also train smart, utilising the latest innovations and knowledge to their full advantage.

The information in this book is unique and, in my opinion, represents a ‘paradigm shift’ that may help snooker players in their development. Each exercise in this book has been designed according to psychological principles to help prepare students to cope with the pressures of performing at events that are important to them. In addition to building a player’s skills through deliberate and systematic practice, this book aims to enhance a player’s understanding of the role that sports psychology may play in their development and enjoyment of the game. As a professional snooker coach, I have employed the approach shared in this book with numerous students and observed its positive impact on students’ development as players and as people. I am confident that the information in this book will be beneficial and informative, and may also help you become a better snooker player, regardless of your present standard whether it is novice, intermediate, advanced or professional. This book should also be a valuable resource for snooker coaches and parents who want a training system to help their children improve in an organised and systematic way.

Unlike many other publications, this book does not provide an in-depth history of the game or an explanation of the rules of snooker. For those interested in this information, it is now readily available online. Furthermore, I have purposely avoided writing about technique, even though I believe knowledge in this area is one of my strengths as a snooker coach. Thanks to the efforts of the World Professional Billiards and Snooker Association (WPBSA), there are now over 500 officially accredited coaches worldwide, as of the time of writing. Learning techniques from a book has largely been superseded by readily available face-to-face coaching, making it far more straightforward to explain techniques and correct errors in real-time than it was in the past, which is indeed good news.

However, this book contains a wealth of information that I sincerely believe will help players of all standards improve. I hope you enjoy this book and that it becomes a valued possession on your journey to becoming a better snooker player, whether it’s winning against a friend at your local snooker club or pursuing success at the elite level.
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David Horrix, Snooker Coach and Author with BSc First-Class Honours in Psychology and MSc Master of Science in Sports Psychology



How to Use this Book

The practice routines in this book have been designed based on Thorndike and Woodworth’s (1901) theory of identical elements, which suggests that the most effective practice closely mirrors the conditions of competition. Cummings and Williams (2014) indicate that replicating competition-like training environments (simulation training) may help individuals manage performance pressures (an essential goal of this book) and may ‘instil a sense of performance accomplishment in athletes’. I have incorporated the principles of simulation training in many of my coaching sessions, and it is a well-recognised technique utilised in various fields such as the arts, military, medicine and sports. This form of practice and training is highly challenging and may reveal to snooker players that they have much to learn and have many areas to improve upon. However, I am sure those students who desire to improve their skills and standard of play will find the experience rewarding alongside the challenges.

Chapters 1 to 4 of this book cover some fundamental principles that may benefit novices and serve as valuable reminders for intermediate and advanced players. Chapter 5 introduces a unique training system to help students assess their current standard of play. It provides a platform for daily training that may rapidly enhance players’ skills when used in conjunction with the other routines in this book. After establishing your current level of play, you can utilise one of the training blocks specifically designed for your standard (novice, intermediate, advanced or professional), which simulates matchplay pressures and may systematically improve your performance. Alongside the training in this book are coaching tips, advice, and sports psychology information that may be very helpful and informative. Chapter 8 (It’s All in the Mind) discusses sports psychology in some detail and offers information on approaches that may be helpful for snooker players of all levels. This section will also include input from other qualified individuals and may be of interest to intermediate to advanced/professional players and coaches.

As previously mentioned, this book intentionally includes minimal information on technique, as the World Professional Billiards and Snooker Association (WPBSA) has trained over 500 accredited coaches worldwide. These coaches, amongst many other things, provide technical expertise, tactical awareness, psychological skills and rules knowledge, and safeguard training, raising playing standards in a safe and inclusive environment. Face-to-face learning allows coaches to analyse and improve students’ techniques more effectively than students learning entirely from a book. I recommend having a knowledgeable and reliable qualified coach, a crucial step in improving your snooker or billiards play. A qualified coach can also assist with key shots described later in this book and may help students develop their skills much more quickly than in the past, where poor technique and a lack of knowledge may have hindered a player’s development potential.


PART I

GETTING THE BASICS RIGHT

Snooker is just a game of angles and balls. That’s all it is.

Ronnie O’Sullivan
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The snooker world has evolved significantly since Joe Davis’s unbeaten reign as World Champion from 1927 to 1947 and his seminal work, How I Play Snooker (1949). However, two fundamental principles remain vital for playing consistent snooker: staying still on the shot, and delivering the cue in a straight line. In addition, mastering two basic techniques early in a snooker player’s development is crucial: making a bridge to support the cue and holding the cue correctly. I am sure Joe Davis would have wholeheartedly supported this perspective, as would most elite players and coaches.

A WPBSA-accredited coach will teach their students the latest technique prescribed by the governing body. This form of support, in my opinion, is invaluable for ensuring they have the proper technique, including the bridge and holding the cue, which is why face-to-face coaching is highly beneficial. It saves time and ensures you start with a solid foundation. A coach can provide instant feedback on your movement while performing a shot, which is often substantial for novices. I emphasise the importance of seeking a coach, as it is a shortcut to improvement and may reduce much of the frustration involved in learning to play snooker well. However, learning to deliver the cue in a straight line while playing a shot is relatively straightforward and can be understood from a book; ideally, this fundamental principle should be practised with the help of a coach or a friend. I use the following method:

Cue Tip Alignment Exercise (Straight Pot)

Objective: Ensure the cue tip aligns with the centre of the middle pocket after potting the blue ball.

Exercise


• Set up a straight pot in the middle pocket.

• After potting the blue, stay down and observe the direction of the cue tip.

• Ask yourself (or a friend/coach asks you), ‘Where is the tip pointing?’ to assess alignment (the cue tip should align with the centre of the middle pocket).



Coaching Advice

I suggest staying down for three seconds after each shot in the early stages of learning snooker. Though it may seem excessive, this builds discipline and forms a solid habit. Over time, this naturally reduces to about one second, which is key for maintaining consistency under pressure. Furthermore, staying down on the shot will allow you to have the time to identify the cue tip’s finishing position and direction, which is necessary for this exercise.

While it’s pretty easy to understand where the cue tip should point after a straight pot, it’s a little trickier with angled pots. With practice, the following exercise may help improve consistency in those situations. You may at first be surprised that after playing the shot, your cue tip may point in a different direction from where it should! However, that being the case may indicate where you can improve your game, so keep trying to improve.


[image: image]



Cue Tip Alignment Exercise (Angled Pot)

Objective: Ensure consistent straight cue delivery for angled pots.

Exercise


• Set an angled pot on blue in the middle pocket.

• After potting the blue, stay down and observe the cue tip.

• Ask yourself (or a friend/coach asks you), ‘Where is the tip pointing?’ to assess alignment.

• In this instance, the cue tip should be pointing between the red balls on the side cushion upon completion of the shot.



Coaching Advice

Delivering the cue in a straight line is crucial, but early learners should approach it gradually. Occasional reminders are sufficient, as overemphasising the need to deliver the cue in a straight line may disrupt the natural process and enjoyment of playing. Develop this skill progressively over several months.

An Excellent Start

With a coach’s help, if a student holds the cue correctly, maintains a good bridge, stays still during the shot, and delivers the cue in a straight line, they have made an excellent start on their snooker journey. Building upon these basic requirements will take several years to accomplish. Unfortunately there are few shortcuts (at the time of writing) to a sound technique that allows a player to play a better game (apart from seeking the guidance of a qualified coach). Furthermore, having a textbook technique alone will not make you a much better player. I have had very talented students with textbook techniques who never developed into outstanding players because they didn’t play and practise enough to reach their full potential.
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So, in addition to possessing a good technique, an accomplished player has likely practised and played snooker for many years, often from a very young age, and can play and, importantly, control the specific shots required to play snooker to a high standard. In my opinion, this situation also applies at the club level, where the better players have some control over and understanding of what they are trying to achieve, and likely play more snooker than the casual club player. How much you play and practise is in your hands; however, understanding and controlling the key shots that you need to play snooker are explained in the following chapter.


[image: ] 2 Four Key Shots

Understanding and gaining control over four key shots – topspin, stun, screw and stun run-through – is, in my experience, crucial part of improving your snooker game and therefore getting greater enjoyment from playing the sport. As it is with gaining a sound technique, working with a coach is highly recommended for novices or those unfamiliar with these shots, as it saves time. However, completing the following exercises will help you to understand the key shots and gain greater control of the cue ball. Give them a try – they’re more challenging than they appear!

Let’s first describe the characteristics of each shot without being too precise, as these will become obvious once you embark upon the exercises that follow.

Topspin involves striking the cue ball above its vertical centre, which gives it a forward spin, and therefore it will roll forwards after hitting the object ball. A screw shot is the reverse of a topspin shot, where you strike the cue ball below its centre, causing it to ‘skid backwards towards the object ball’; on impact with the object ball, the reverse spin makes the cue ball recoil (that is, come backwards, and not roll forwards).

Stun can mean two things. With a straight shot, it means stopping the cue ball dead on impact. With a shot at an angle, it means widening the angle at which the cue ball leaves the object ball. A stun run-through shot involves striking the cue ball just below the centre with enough speed to stun on impact, then picking up forward roll and running a short, controlled distance (Everton, 2014).

Topspin Exercise

Objective: Pot the blue ball into the middle pocket, with the cue ball following into the same pocket.

Exercise


• Strike above the centre of the cue ball, relying on the cue’s weight instead of physical force.

• Repeat the shot until you can complete the objective three times in a row.



Coaching Advice

It’s difficult to describe precisely where to strike the cue ball for specific reactions such as screw or topspin, as variables such as distance and playing conditions affect the outcome. While a coach can guide you, mastering the exact point to strike comes with practice and experimentation (and a lot of it!). For the following exercise, keep adjusting until you achieve the desired result – once you do, the challenge becomes straightforward.


[image: image]



Topspin Control Exercise

Objective: Pot the red ball from the centre spot into the middle pocket while controlling the cue ball to finish opposite each colour in order (that is, first yellow, then green, brown, blue, pink and black).

Exercise


• Pot the red ball using topspin, ensuring the cue ball finishes opposite the yellow ball (a small part of the cue ball opposite counts).

• Remove the yellow from the table, then re-spot the red ball on the centre spot and repeat, finishing opposite the green ball.

• Complete the exercise by finishing opposite each colour in order; do this in under 30 attempts to achieve a reasonable standard of control and play.



Coaching Advice

This exercise is really enjoyable to try and, in my experience, is highly effective for improving topspin control and break-building skills. With consistent practice, aim to reduce your best score until you can regularly complete it in under eighteen attempts or fewer. And yes, achieving it in just six attempts is absolutely within reach! Keep pushing your limits.
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Stun-Shot Exercises

Objective: Stop the cue ball on impact for straight shots.

Exercise


• Pot the blue ball (that starts a ball width above the centre spot) into the middle pocket with a firm strike just below the centre of the cue ball.

• Ensure the cue ball stops dead on impact opposite the pink to the side of the centre spot (note only a small part of the cue ball needs to be opposite the pink to count).

• Continue with this exercise until you have stopped the cue ball opposite the pink ball three times in succession to demonstrate a reasonable standard of control.



Coaching Advice

This exercise may seem simple, but mastering stun-shot control takes significant practice. Precise control of the stun shot is crucial for achieving consistent high breaks. Regularly practising these basics increases the chances of gradually improving your highest break. Stay persistent!
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Stun-Shot Exercise (Angled Pot)

Objective: Improve stun-shot control by contacting other colours (pink, yellow or black) after potting the blue ball to the middle pocket.

Exercise


• Pot the blue ball into the middle pocket with a firm strike (the same as the previous exercise) just below the centre of the cue ball.

• Aim to contact any of the coloured balls (ideally the pink, which is on its spot to start).

• Practise until you can complete the exercise three times in a row.

• Continue practising until you can make contact with the pink ball three times consecutively.



Note: This shot is similar to the previous exercise: play it in the same way, and the cue ball will naturally travel towards the coloured balls.

Coaching Advice

The above is a satisfying shot that doesn’t need to be played too hard in any way to make contact with the colours. With some practice you will naturally find the correct height to strike the cue ball, sending it towards the colours without forcing it. You will use this shot frequently in matchplay to open the pack and create break-building opportunities as you improve. Stun-shot exercises are challenging, but mastering control is essential in modern snooker. Practise consistently until these shots become natural, eliminating the need to overthink where to strike the cue ball. Keep at it!
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Screw-Shot Exercises

Objective: Improve control over screw shots.

Exercise


• Place the cue ball as illustrated with a slight angle on the pot to the middle pocket.

• Play a screw shot, aiming for the cue ball to finish anywhere inside the baulk area and between the yellow spot and the side cushion nearest to it.

• Practise until you can complete the exercise three times in succession.



Note: When playing a screw shot, the basic construction of your bridge remains the same as if you were playing, for example, a stun shot; however, your knuckles are lowered, which allows you to strike low on the cue ball whilst avoiding raising the butt of the cue.

Coaching Advice

In the 1970s, screw shots were rarely seen in clubs and often misnamed as ‘stab shots’. Today, many players can perform them, but, in my experience, few master consistent control. Controlled screw shots are a key factor in improving break building and require a smooth stroke, follow-through to maintain backspin, and steady body positioning (head and body still on the shot). Keep the cue flat to the cloth, avoid raising the cue butt, and for this exercise, prioritise gentle, precise cueing over power. Get your coach to help you with this technique – it will save time and frustration!
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Screw-Shot Control Exercise

Objective: To improve control over screw shots.

Exercise


• Use a screw shot to pot the red ball into the middle pocket, controlling the cue ball to finish opposite the yellow ball first (a small part of the cue ball opposite counts).

• Remove the yellow ball from the table and repeat the process, finishing opposite the green, then repeat the process with the brown, blue, pink and black balls.

• Complete the exercise in under 24 attempts to demonstrate a reasonable standard of play and control.



Coaching Advice

This exercise, in my experience, is an excellent way to improve control over the screw
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