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Writing Course Descriptions
By Roger Day

An argument could be made that the course descriptions are behind only safety considerations in importance in our matches. Our realistic courses of fire, along with our insistence on the use of cover whenever possible and our strict equipment rules distinguish IDPA from the various other "action" pistol shooting disciplines. In the course of shooting IDPA matches around the country and running a few myself, I’ve seen and written course descriptions which range from one sentence to half a page of technical sounding jargon. Some left so much discretion to the shooter as to make theSO’s job impossible, and some were more instruction-reading contests than shooting matches. S0omewher between the two is a reasonable compromise.

Let’s start by considering a fairly straightforward course of fire.

The course designer’s intention is for the shooter to being at P1, engage T1 from that position, advance to cover at P2 and engage T2 through T4 from that position, using tactical sequence. But, hoping to save a little ink, the course description reads like this:

Beginning at P1 engage all targets with two shots in tactical order, using cover whenever possible.
The first 25 shooters of the match do exactly that. Starting from P1 they engage T1 with two shots, then advance to cover at P2 and engage the remaining targets in tactical sequence. Our last shooter is in a virtual tie for CDP Expert class as he approaches the line. He starts at P1 and at the signal engages T1 with two shots. Without moving his feet, the shooter leans slightly to the right and engages T2 and T3 with double taps. He then leans to his left and engages T4 with a double tap. The now Runner-Up in CDP Expert goes ballistic. Safety Officer starts calling procedurals. First for failing to use cover; second for failing to use tactical sequence. Shooter protests making the following argument:

Cover was used. From my shooting position, the barricade provided significant cover from T2, T#, and T4 with only a slight lean. Second, tactical order was used. I shot T1 first because it was the closest threat, then I shot the other targets in the order I could see them. Since there is no rear fault line, I violated no rule by not moving forward. In fact, it doesn’t make any sense to move TOWARD the bad guys anyway. 

Now the SO’s got a real problem. The shooter’s arguments have some validity. The method used may not have been what everybody had in mind, but the shooter did "engage all targets in tactical order" and "used cover whenever possible" albeit in a different manner than the course designer intended. Our Runner-Up will be crying foul, and justifiably so. He got ‘gamed’. Now let’s see how a better course description could have avoided this problem.

Beginning at P1, engage T1 with two shots before advancing to cover at P2 and engaging T2 through T4 in tactical sequence.
Now, re-examining the method used by our CDP Expert winner. By failing to move to cover, he incurred the first procedural. By double-tapping T2 through T4 he incurred the second. More importantly, there’s no arguing about it.

There is a delicate balance that must be maintained in writing course descriptions. Brevity is important, but it is equally as important to write a description that can be logically interpreted only one way. Many Match Directors and SO’s take the position that their decision is final and no argument will be allowed. I agree, but in taking that position, they have assumed an almost moral obligation to make the description unambiguous. Think of it like this, would you blame our Runner-Up if he never attended another IDPA match.?

It has been pointed out that IDPA’s rule book is tiny compared to IPSC. True enough. But that misses the real point. Consider this admittedly bizarre proposal: Let’s do away with the entire U.S. Criminal Code and replace it with a ‘failure to do right’ rule. Everyone can either ‘do right’ or go to jail. That’s all well and good, but the problem is that somebody’s got to decide what ‘right’ is. It’s much the same in IDPA. While a simplified set of rules has obvious merit, it’s not really simpler. It just places the interpretative burden on the SO or Match Director. They are the legislative, judicial, and executive branches all wrapped up in one. They are, in practice if not in fact, dictators with a very slim set of rules and guidelines to go by.

Course descriptions are much the same way. You can write an abbreviated description and let the SO deal with the inevitable protests or you can save them some trouble by writing descriptions which minimize the potential for controversy.
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Toward that goal, I’d offer the following suggestions: 

1.
Think ahead. Write the course description down ahead of time. Almost every time I write a description, I find something wrong with it on a second reading the next day.

2.
Have other shooters read it ahead of time. It’s amazing how often we don’t read our own writing critically.

3.
Pretend you’re an IPSC shooter. Now, before you all go postal on me, hear me out. IPSC shooters will discover ways to speed up a stage that you might never think of. I thought I could write unimpeachable descriptions until a couple of IPSC Masters started shooting at my matches. They proved me wrong in one big hurry. (The course used for this article is an example.)

4.
Define your terms. If you’re going to required Tactical Sequence, make sure you cover in your briefing what you mean by that term. Same for Tactical Priority. The term ‘tactical order’ no longer has a precise definition in IDPA since the introduction of tactical sequence and tactical priority and should not be used in a description.

5.
Avoid phrases like "making use of cover". When you call a procedural for "failing to use cover" how do you substantiate your position. I know the IDPA guidelines discourage the use of fault lines, but using them eliminates a multitude of problems and doesn’t create many. Much better to draw fault lines and require the shooter to be within those lines.

6.
Rear fault lines are a particular problem, since the IDPA book specifically states that our courses don’t have rear fault lines. Best advice is to make sure you cover in your briefing where the shooting is to take place. Then if someone wants to argue, they have no logical basis.

7.
If your intent is that a target be engaged from a specific position such as kneeling, etc. be sure to specify that.

8.
Avoid arguments over what is ‘tactically correct’. You can’t win that one. Correct is the way you write the description. Period.

9.
Be consistent. The respect demanded by Match Directors and SO’s is not a given, it must be earned with every shooter.

