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Many students have little knowledge of what to expect or how to increase motivation, retention, and rate of learning when first signing up to study the martial arts. You are left in the hands of an instructor who is often a student himself, not a teacher by profession, and who has little or no knowledge of the learning process or the psychology of teaching. As a result, the instructor simply states the facts—this is the name of the technique, and this is how it is done—without considering why the technique is done, the concepts behind it, and how to tailor it to fit your individual traits.

Learning the facts, or learning the mechanics of a technique, is the first stage of learning. But if you fail to go beyond rote memorization, you are unlikely to gain proficiency even in the simplest techniques. To understand this idea better, I like to use the analogy of the martial artist and the historian. The historian does not merely memorize battle dates and names of great generals. He or she studies with the intent of uncovering the underlying currents which shaped those events and learn from them. The same is true when learning the martial arts. Whether learning from a book or through hands-on experience, the underlying currents help you understand why a technique or concept is important. For example, a recent article about self-defense for the street stated, “No matter how scared you are, don’t let your emotions show.” The fact is, “Don’t let your emotions show.” While it is easy to agree with this statement, theoretical knowledge of the fact does not make you proficient at performing or understanding the technique. When confronted with life and death, just how do you learn not to let your emotions show?

As students of the martial arts, we often go to the training hall without considering exactly what we can do to further our learning. The glory is in performing our art and not in pondering the learning process. The purpose of The Power Trip series is to educate you about the science of learning, instill confidence through familiarization with and recognition of a multitude of scenarios, and give you the power to act when you encounter specific problems. It is about making your education more profitable by showing you why rather than what to learn, and showing you how to teamwork with your instructor and peers even when your instructor and peers are uneducated about the learning process and cause you “problems.” The Power Trip series will give you the power to survive and thrive in the Dojo, by showing you how to recognize and counter situations when your instructor or peers are sitting on their “high horses” ready to go on a power trip that can prove to be more than a nuisance to you.

Furthermore, by looking at different situations from both the student’s and instructor’s viewpoint, you will learn about the many difficulties the instructor faces. The insights you gain will help you appreciate the instruction more and give you options for a mutually productive learning experience. You will learn how to turn a mediocre training session into an advantage, where everything your instructor and peers say and do is used for your gain.

As you continue deeper into your training remember that, although it is your instructor’s responsibility to help you progress in the martial arts, it is equally much your responsibility to help your instructor pave the way for good learning to take place. I once overheard a conversation between two ladies discussing how much fun it was going back to college years after graduating from high school. One lady said that she didn’t understand why the youngsters don’t want to go to school, when you “just sit there and get spoon fed.” But learning is a two-way street and often not as simple as taking in what is fed to you. Your instructor, no matter how talented, is only half of the learning process. Although you can’t do much about your instructor’s teaching methods, you do have considerable control over how you approach the lessons. The Power Trip series will show you how to extract the information that your instructor and peers possess but don’t necessarily know how to express, so that next time you go to class you can meet your instructor halfway and contribute with the missing half that makes the learning process whole.

It has been said that forewarned is forearmed. If you are a new student in the martial arts, ready to sign up for your first lesson, this study will give you a lot of information about the difficulties you can expect to encounter sometime throughout your training, and give you options for resolving potential conflicts. If you are a seasoned martial artist with years under your belt, you will no doubt recognize many of the scenarios presented, and be able to look back at your journey and consider what you could have done differently. This study will also arm you for the day you will begin teaching the martial arts (or help you improve your technique if you are already teaching) and show you how to build your integrity and repute as an instructor. Since the advice is not style specific but explores a multitude of scenarios that frequently play themselves out in the martial arts training hall, it applies to students of most martial styles.
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​WHY YOU NEED AN INSTRUCTOR
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Practice makes perfect, right? Or even more cliché-ish, perfect practice makes perfect. Given sufficient time, most students will learn whether they receive instruction or not. But it is difficult to learn the intricate details of a martial art or correct your own mistakes this way. Martial arts training as your only means of perfection, no matter how perfect, can only take you to the limit of your knowledge and not beyond. Perfect practice, including the elimination of poor habits, is only a small part of the learning process.

Trying to learn without an instructor is like writing a book by copying the words of others. Humans are unique because of our ability to catalogue centuries of knowledge. Each new generation can quickly refer to the experiences of previous generations and avoid starting over at the beginning. There should never be a need to reinvent the wheel. You gain insight by taking what you already know and treading on new ground. Yet many martial arts students lack vision. We repeat, often verbatim, what others have taught us without considering where our journey might ultimately lead. We fail to question, experiment, and research beyond the basics. We go through our paces until learning becomes the same mundane grind every day.

Although it is possible to become a martial artist by trial and error, it normally takes years to discover how to fine-tune our skill without a good student/instructor/peer group relationship. A skilled instructor, alongside an eager and cooperative student, can break the pattern of poor practice almost instantly. Still many of us could write volumes about when and how the “martial spirit” has gone awry. We must not only deal with inflated egos and problem peers talking out of both sides of their mouth while emphasizing humbleness, we must also learn from an instructor who has six red stripes on his black belt but possesses less than admirable communication skills. This text assumes that your instructor is not fully educated about the learning process, and that you, the student, must use your knowledge and ingenuity to benefit from the experience.

The learning scenarios scattered throughout the text, along with several examples of common situations you might encounter in the training hall, will help you gain an edge by recognizing where learning can be improved. Analyze and think about these scenarios; use them to role-play with other students to trigger your critical thinking skills and arm yourself for the challenges of an upcoming lesson. Let’s jump right in and test your behavioral knowledge by assuming that you are a lower ranking student studying with an assistant under-belt (not yet a black belt) instructor. Read the question and choose your answer. You will see more of these scenarios throughout the text.
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The First Thing You Must Understand

You are practicing the roundhouse kick when an assistant instructor tells you that your kick is so slow she “saw it coming three days ago.” How should you respond? (Choose the most appropriate answer.)

1. Go home and practice more.

2. Throw ten powerful roundhouse kicks on the heavy bag to show the assistant instructor that she is wrong.

3. Ignore it, because the instructor is just trying to intimidate you.
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The fact that you spend time practicing the kick is commendable, but you must also receive some constructive feedback from your instructor. Try this:

1. Study the mechanics of the kick, breaking it down into segments. For example, start by bringing your knee up high and pivoting your hips. Extend your leg from the knee.

2. Tie segment one and two together, and segment three and four together. The idea is to make the kick flow without a stop in momentum while maintaining balance and proper mechanics.

3. Tie all the segments together. Continue practicing for about ten minutes.

4. Ask your instructor to watch a few times and offer suggestions for improvement. Request that she talks to you about why a kick is faster and more powerful when proper mechanics are used.

5. Explore the strategic advantages of chambering your leg prior to kicking. Ask what can be gained by chambering the leg. Ask, “What happens if I don’t chamber the leg?”

6. Make a point to use the kick the way you have learned it at least three times in your next sparring session.

As a new student in the martial arts, you probably need constant reminders of the details that compose your techniques. There is no guarantee that you will remember a technique or concept tomorrow that you have learned today. The need to be reminded may be especially prevalent when you are introduced to new techniques, and before they have become habit through muscle memory. But even advanced students need to be reminded of correct performance. For example, you may have a tendency to drop your guard dangerously low when getting tired in sparring, without being aware of doing so. When your instructor tells you, “Raise your guard!” try to comply without stopping the sparring session or making frustrating or critical remarks or gestures about your performance. Your need to hear the correction is a natural phenomenon and not a result of your laziness or inattentiveness, even if your instructor has to remind you to raise your guard every ten seconds.

When I were flying sailplanes in my teens, one of my more effective instructors sat in the back seat and chanted, “Increase the bank, don’t increase the bank, increase the bank,” correcting minute mistakes before they grew. (FYI: The bank is how many degrees the wings are tilted in a turn. Increasing the bank shortens the turn radius and speeds up the turn.) Another instructor would yell, “What the hell are you diving for?!” if I dipped the nose just a fraction of an inch. Or, “You’re galloping like a horse!” when a student would bounce on landing. From a learning standpoint, I found the yelling and insults less effective and believe this method leaves students ill at ease.
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The Second Thing You Must Understand

Your instructor observes you in a sparring session and notices that you are dropping your hands low. Which would be the most effective corrective action on the part of your instructor? (Choose the most appropriate answer.)

1. Tell you, “Raise your guard!”

2. Spar with you and hit you to demonstrate that it is dangerous to drop your guard.

3. Tell you, “Don’t drop your guard!”

4. Ignore it, because it is just light contact.
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Whether we learn better from positive or negative commands can be debated. Most psychologists and motivational speakers seem to argue in favor of the positive command, “Raise your guard!” rather than, “Don’t drop your guard!” but I am not sure I agree. We often jump to conclusions before we have analyzed the situation on our own. In fact, I have found that I learn just as well from either positive or negative commands. However, an argument in favor of the positive command is that it allows you to make the direct connection between the command and the action it is intended to bring about. For example, if your instructor says, “Don’t drop your guard!” you must first visualize what you are not supposed to do (drop your guard), before you can visualize what you are supposed to do (raise your guard). If he says, “Raise your guard!” you can immediately visualize what raising your guard means, thus the learning time is shortened. An argument in favor of a mixture of positive and negative commands is that it might prevent the command from “going in one ear and out the other,” as so often happens when we hear the same thing too many times. After your next sparring session, think about the commands your instructor gave you and make a point to eliminate those commands in your next sparring session. If your instructor didn’t give you any commands at all, does it mean that your performance was perfect or does it mean that your instructor had an off-day and was inattentive? If your instructor failed to give you feedback on your performance, where did you feel you needed improvement? Remember to make realistic self-evaluations. Include at least one thing that you did well and one thing that could stand improvement.

[image: image]

If you get hit to the head a lot but your instructor fails to give you feedback, how would you assess the situation?

So, you see, good instruction speeds up the learning process and promotes insight by helping you relate one area of learning to another. The reason why we need an instructor is because somebody must show us the right path. But how to do a technique correctly should not be the limit of your knowledge. A more important goal may be to help your instructor help you advance past your own and your instructor’s perceived limits and onto new heights.
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Instructor Tip

Distinguish between the student who truly wants to learn but experiences difficulties, and the student who is simply inattentive. Some students get frustrated when they don’t “get it” quickly enough. To help your student through periods of frustration, break the technique into smaller segments. Or leave that particular technique for now and focus on something different. Then take five minutes to review the technique with your student after class when he or she has had time to take a breath and relax.
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Student Tip

When your instructor corrects you and you fail to make the correction, it may be because you are nervous or inattentive. If you are inattentive, being “punished” with pushups may actually help. Make a point to review any technique that resulted in pushups before the start of the next class. If you don’t understand why you were “punished,” ask your instructor to clarify.
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​CHOOSING YOUR INSTRUCTOR
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You see a sign that reads, “Martial Arts Classes Taught by World Champion Joe Schmoe.” What signal does it send you regarding his instructional abilities?

Some say, “If you know how to teach but cannot perform, you are not a teacher.” Others say, “The world champion is not necessarily qualified to teach.” And I’m sure you have heard, “Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach.” I don’t know where the exact truth lies, yet some of my best instructors have been proficient at the art but not anywhere near world champion caliber. A great instructor does not need to be the world champion, but she does need to know the intricacies of the art or she will not have enough insight to teach the finer points. By contrast, an exceptionally skilled instructor may be more concerned with her own performance than with the progress of the students.

The instructor role may be the most important rank in the martial arts. A great instructor, world champion or not, is miles ahead of her non-teaching peers because, not only does she take an interest in the art, she takes an interest in the students of the art. To illustrate a point, I like to use the analogy of the doctor and the nurse, or the analogy of the airline pilot and the flight attendant. We are generally under the misconception that doctors are somehow “better” than nurses, and that pilots are “better” than flight attendants. Likewise, many martial artists (and non-martial artists, for that matter) are under the misconception that the world champion is better than the non-champion. But just as the doctor’s skill in the operating room does not automatically translate into skill in caring for the patient, the world champion’s skill in the ring does not automatically translate into teaching skill, or skill in caring for and relating to the students. A good instructor must know how to perform the art, and she must know how to dissect and analyze and convey her findings to others. But to really succeed, she must have people skills. I am not saying that the world champion can’t be a great instructor; I am saying that she must first know what every other great instructor knows, namely how to teach. And, most importantly, she must have a true desire to teach. Choosing the wrong instructor could possibly place you years behind your potential for achievement. When choosing your instructor, make sure that you understand the importance of her position. Knowledge of how people learn and how to capitalize on your instructor’s ideas will help you help your instructor teach a better lesson.
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Instructor Tip

Many schools require that students teach in order to advance to higher ranks. However, everybody is not suited to be an instructor. You may be a superb martial artist, yet make a lousy instructor because you lack people skills or lack the patience to teach, or because you are disorganized or more concerned with your own progress than with the progress of your students. After a careful evaluation of your personality traits, your background, and your goals, you may find that teaching is not for you. This is totally okay; you can be a good person and a good martial artist even if you choose not to teach. You will do yourself and the students a service by suggesting that the senior instructor chooses somebody with a true interest in teaching.
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Student Tip

Be wary of those instructors who teach because of ulterior motives. When you interact with your instructor, pay attention to how focused he is on your progress. For example, when he suggests methods for improvement, does he remember that he has done so the next time you come to class and does he check on your progress? If not, he may lack a true interest in your advancement as a martial artist.
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​WHAT YOUR INSTRUCTOR MEANS TO YOU
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What is in a word? Is an instructor a coach, a mentor, a teacher, a trainer, or a facilitator? Each word has certain connotations, but I like to think of the person that I am learning from as an instructor. What I am looking for is somebody who can take me from here to there. The instructor’s mission is to make you physically and mentally strong, but it doesn’t end there. His mission extends to helping you achieve certain objectives within a certain time frame and bring forth understanding. The instructor’s job includes answering questions and telling you about your errors, but it doesn’t end there. He must also take an active role in helping you analyze your mistakes. True teaching differs from just sharing information. Or as somebody said, “A good instructor makes himself progressively less needed.”

Instructors are sometimes too quick to view their own style as the only right one. They tend to forget that the martial arts are many and diversified. I had studied kickboxing extensively when I went to a traditional karate school to get some help with stretching. After working with me in private for five minutes, the instructor wanted to see my front kick. I had been taught to keep my guard high for protection in kickboxing, which is a full-contact sport with head strikes. The karate instructor told me to “pull” with my arm to increase the flexibility in my kick. But pulling with my arm also caused me to drop my guard. As a student in another school, I didn’t want to argue with the instructor. However, it was unlikely that I would change years of habit building at the spur of the moment. In my view, the instructor should have prodded a little into my background, or I should have offered him the information prior to the start of the lesson.

When you seek an instructor, pay attention to whether she quizzes you on your background and acknowledges the validity of your prior experiences. If you want to bond and build a productive relationship with your instructor, you must understand that martial arts instructors are individuals. For example, two instructors from the same school may favor different types of techniques depending on their personal build, flexibility, and background. To benefit from the teachings of different instructors, you must keep an open mind. However, you must also understand that it is seldom necessary to take your instructor’s teachings as law. Here is a simple advice: Never say “no thanks” to information. Gratefully accept whatever is offered you. What you do with this information later is up to you.

Unfortunately, some instructors are opinionated to the point of being annoying. It is then your responsibility to decide whether or not you want to continue studying under this instructor. Being opinionated is not necessarily bad; it is bad only if the instructor relies on outdated information or pure stubbornness. Take some time to evaluate your instructor’s background and determine whether her ideas have merit.

The best instructors are teaching for the benefit of the journey and not for some ulterior motive. In other words, they teach because they want to and not because they have to. I have taught people to fly airplanes for many years, and an educated guess is that 90 percent of all flight instructors teach only because it allows them to build time toward a higher rating. As soon as they have logged enough flight time, they stop teaching and start flying for the airlines. This lack of interest in teaching clearly shows. Few flight instructors take adequate time to prepare the student for the flight or do a post flight debriefing, because time spent on the ground does not add up in the instructor’s logbook. The same problem happens in the martial arts. Many instructors teach only because it is a requirement for a higher rank. Yes, teaching is a great learning experience, and the person who does teach will often be better for it. But, ultimately, the instructor should look at how the student benefits. All teaching should be done with the student in mind, and should be geared primarily toward improving the student rather than improving the instructor. In principle, this idea can be related to competition: Those who compete would love to reach world champion caliber and are excited about the belts and trophies but, ultimately, it is the competition itself that they enjoy. If you hunger for the right to call yourself a world champion but you don’t enjoy the journey of getting there, believe me, it will be a very long haul.
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Certificates, belts, and trophies have little meaning unless accompanied by appropriate skill.
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Instructor Tip

A great instructor inspires the students to go beyond the instructor’s limitations. Don’t despair when your students leave your classroom and open their own schools. See it instead as a compliment to your abilities and the fulfillment of a mission.
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Student Tip

Never say “no thanks” to information. Gratefully accept whatever instruction others offer you, even if it doesn’t feel agreeable at the moment.
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​TEN STUDENT QUALITIES
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Many people know theoretically the characteristics of a good student, yet are unable to become good students. This may be especially true if you have been away from a formal learning environment for some time. You are experienced enough to know what it takes, but not experienced enough to apply your knowledge. Learning how to learn takes practice. You cannot become a great martial artist simply by reading a book, nor can you become a great student through theoretical knowledge alone.
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Book learning should complement your martial arts training; physical practice is still essential.

Your skill increases when you practice your art consistently and with intent, when you make realistic self-evaluations, and when you consciously try to adopt the characteristics of a good student. A good student:

1. Has an inquisitive mind and has thought about his goals and the requirements to attain them

2. Knows how to extract knowledge from the instructor’s teachings

3. Understands how the learning process functions and how to motivate himself and others

4. Knows how to organize an effective home-review of the lesson

5. Shows a true interest in the learning process and is not in it just to satisfy a degree or other ulterior motive

6. Has a good attitude and can use the knowledge of others without letting his ego get in the way

7. Is honest, takes his position seriously, and employs a healthy mix of disciplined yet compassionate behavior 

8. Understands that no one size fits all and that learning must be tailored to his particular needs

9. Is consistent in his behavior and excludes mood swings from the learning environment

10. Continuously seeks to improve himself by keeping an open mind, yet strives to stay with the times and modifies outdated techniques and thinking patterns

Let’s talk about these attributes in greater detail.
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​THE INQUISITIVE MIND
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Many great martial artists don’t know why a technique or principle works; only that it works. This knowledge comes from experience and a personal feel, or talent. But if you want true ownership of your skills, you must have a clear understanding of the why along with the how. An inquisitive mind is a prerequisite for good learning to take place, but could sometimes cause friction between you and your instructor.
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The Third Thing You Must Understand

You are learning a defense technique against a wrist grab, which calls for breaking the grip before proceeding with a follow-up strike. You think that you see a more practical way to do this technique and tell the instructor, “If you hit your opponent before you try to break the grip, you can break the grip much easier.” The instructor feels that you are challenging her authority and asks if you want to teach the class. What should you do? (Choose the most appropriate answer.)

1. Pretend that you didn’t hear.

2. Challenge the instructor to grab your wrist before you can hit her.

3. Apologize and volunteer to do ten pushups in the back of the room.

4. Say, “No, but . . .” and give the instructor ten reasons why her idea sucks.

5. Smile and say, “I’d love to!”
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It is possible that your comment actually taught the instructor something about the martial arts. But although teaching might be a byproduct of learning, you are not in it primarily to set the instructor right. Hopefully, the instructor knows why she teaches a technique a certain way. Hopefully, she has analyzed it and determined that this is, in fact, the best way to teach it. Exactly how to proceed may be debated, but I don’t recommend that you challenge the instructor with a smart comment (even though she might have done that to you). Ask instead what you can learn from the situation.

1. Consider the good parts in the way the technique is currently taught. This still leaves you with the option of exploring new avenues on your own.

2. Paraphrase both the good and the bad parts of the technique to yourself or others. Exploring both sides broadens your understanding and helps you remember the technique better. If you fail to elaborate, you have made no effort to go past your own or your instructor’s limitations.

3. If you feel that elaboration causes friction between you and your instructor, you can do it at home with a friend without your instructor’s knowledge.

4. If your instructor says “good idea” or “bad idea” without also discussing why, what can you do to gain further insight into the underlying reasons?

Remember that opinions vary greatly among instructors. If you ask your instructor a question, and then ask the same question of another instructor within the same training hall, you will likely get two different answers. When I was a new student in karate, one instructor told me to turn my hand with the knife edge toward the ceiling when doing the upward block; another instructor told me not to. Who was right? Some of this may be trivial but, if you are a new student concerned with learning “the right way,” studying from two different instructors simultaneously may not be a good idea early in your training.

Sometimes you may wonder why a particular technique or concept is important. If you are particularly interested in free sparring, for example, you might question why you have to learn forms. If your instructor simply tells you that it is a requirement for a higher rank, you may find the answer unsatisfying. The good student wants real answers that he can relate to. If your instructor can’t tell you the true value of a technique, you might want to reevaluate the curriculum, your goals, and the importance of studying under this particular instructor.

We tend to idolize our instructor. But just how much should a martial arts instructor know? He is not likely to know it all, even with twenty years of experience under his belt. How much the instructor knows often depends on his diversification in the martial arts, and whether or not he has studied with the intent of extracting information. As a guideline, he should be able to answer most questions about techniques that are related to the particular art he is teaching, but he does not need to be able to answer every possible question. If you have problems getting an answer from your instructor, try to draw from the experiences of other students, especially those whose background gives them authority.

1. If a student works in law enforcement and you have a question about the particulars of a wrist control hold, it may be a good idea to ask him to talk to you about it.

2. If a student works in the medical profession, she may be able to talk about how damaging or incapacitating a technique really is.

3. If a student has studied a grappling art before coming to your karate class, you may ask him to give some examples of what might be a good way to proceed after you have taken your adversary down.
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The value of exercises such as forms practice should be stated.

There is seldom only one correct answer to your question. I am not implying that it is okay for an instructor to be wishy-washy. Nothing is worse than when the person who is supposed to know the material beats around the bush, or never gets to the point, or answers your question by listing ten different variations until you think that just about anything will do. What I am saying is that just because somebody else would have explained it differently it doesn’t mean that he is incorrect. How we view a technique or concept is often the result of our background and experiences. Absolute streamlining of techniques, or zero tolerance, is not possible in a good learning environment.
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The Fourth Thing You Must Understand

Your prior martial arts experiences leave you confused about the mechanics of a technique. You tell your instructor that when you were studying under sixth degree black belt Sensei Schmoe across the street, he told you that the technique should be done differently. Your instructor says, “It doesn’t surprise me, since Sensei Schmoe got his rank through a mail order company.” What is your reply? (Choose the most appropriate answer.)

1. Really? I’d better stay away from him.

2. No, that’s not true. I have known Sensei Schmoe since childhood.

3. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.

4. Yeah, but . . .
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The possibility exists that both your current instructor and Sensei Schmoe are correct and are just expressing themselves differently or talking about different parts of the same technique. Remember the story about the blind men and the elephant? Whether it is “like a thick tree trunk” or “like a long snake” depends on which part you are talking about. This is why clear communication is so important, so that you and your instructor can operate on the same wavelength. The possibility also exists that you are misunderstanding either your current instructor or Sensei Schmoe. If you wholeheartedly believe that your instructor is the one who is wrong, first avoid talking her down. It looks bad and may cost you her or the other students’ respect for the rest of your career. It is better to consider the fact that many instructors come from different backgrounds and teach with different objectives in mind. While your instructor may be focusing on the traditional aspects and ethics of the martial arts, Sensei Schmoe may be focusing on the modern day applications. Consider this statement by Miyamoto Musashi, perhaps the greatest Japanese swordsman of all time: “The views of each school, and the logic of each path, are realized differently according to the individual person.” (From the Book of Five Rings, translated by Thomas Cleary). Here is a simple rule: When in doubt, define. Define down to the tiniest detail, if needed.
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Different students will block kicks in slightly different ways. Some may even choose to catch the kick instead of blocking it.
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​EXTRACTING KNOWLEDGE FROM THE INSTRUCTOR’S TEACHINGS
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When I was a new student in the martial arts, I was sparring with a more advanced student. My instructor kept telling me to “set him up.” But my limited experience left me unable to recognize situations where a set-up was appropriate. I wasn’t even sure exactly what he meant by setting up, as I had no previous examples to draw from. Ideally, the instructor should have recognized my lack of knowledge and supervised the sparring to include specific techniques or concepts.

Learning involves more than listening to somebody telling you what you are doing right or wrong. Knowing what your mistakes are without knowing how to correct them doesn’t help much. If your instructor points out that your punch lacks power and that you should relax, just how do you learn to relax when the combat arts require a high degree of alertness? Identifying mistakes is only the beginning of the learning process and might not be useful at all, unless you can also bring about the corrective action. Knowing how requires intricate insight into the workings of the human body and mind. You must also have an idea of what you are capable of doing at your specific level. The information that the kick in a particular technique should be thrown to the head is not valuable, unless you also have the flexibility and strength to perform it. Think about this: When your instructor says “kick higher” or “you need to work on your flexibility,” what is she really telling you? Can you think of some efficient ways to increase the height of your kick?
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If you lack the flexibility to kick high, try lowering your opponent’s head through a sweep or joint lock and kick low instead.

If you lack power because you are tense, try some reaction drills with a partner.

1. Ask your partner to hold a focus mitt behind his back. Attempt to strike or kick the mitt as soon as your partner shows it to you. Shake out your arms and legs between combinations of strikes. Caution: Do not have your partner remove the target suddenly. Doing so can cause you to hyperextend your elbow or shoulder when you miss.

2. Talk to your partner or have him ask you questions as a distraction while you attempt to strike the mitt. The purpose of this drill is to divert your attention away from being tense.

Let’s say that your instructor observes you do forms and brings to your attention that you are weak in the basics. You go home and practice the basics, but your instructor never provides additional feedback. What should you do? When I was studying karate, I wanted to learn a new and more advanced form. But my instructor told me to get back to basics and practice the old form until it flowed better. Although I understood the word flow, I didn’t understand how it related to the form or how to bring it out. A good instructor does not give you an exercise without also giving you specific guidance and checking on your progress. If your instructor gives you a vague assignment, ask her to also give you a specific set of techniques to work on. Or ask her to show you the difference between what you are doing and what she wants you to do. Then ask her to provide you with some ways of reaching your objective.

Many students confuse the word basic with the word beginning and are reluctant to backtrack. But if you practice a stand-up art, such as karate, the reverse punch may be your most relied upon technique and not something you only use in the beginning stages. How to throw a punch without risking injury to your hand and wrist is also part of the basics. You can remain excited about basic techniques by understanding that these techniques make up your foundation; they are the techniques that you will use the most throughout your martial arts career.

1. Brainstorm for specific benefits that the basic techniques provide. Solid stances, for example, are basic because without a good stance you don’t have balance either. And without balance, you can’t throw a powerful strike or kick or defend against an aggressive attacker effectively.

2. Explore how solid stances relate to effective techniques.

As you can see, learning is a lot about how to travel the road and not just about which road to take. As students of the martial arts, it helps to have an idea of how to be more efficient learners, how to solve problems and, in general, what makes us tick.
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​UNDERSTANDING THE LEARNING PROCESS
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There is a difference between “going through your paces” and actually learning something. How fast or well you learn is not necessarily related to the intensity of your workouts. There are many ways to improve, but to be effective there has to be intent and not just drill work.

First, you must be motivated. Motivation may be our greatest driving force. Start by recognizing the martial arts as an activity that is unique. Just as the Marines go by the motto, “The Few, The Proud,” so should you think of yourself as someone special who will go where others have not gone. The fact is that it takes guts to learn the combat arts. It takes guts to square off with another student, knowing that you will get hit. We will talk more about the learning process, motivation, and goal setting in future books of The Power Trip series.
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​GETTING ORGANIZED
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Many martial arts stress long and repeated drills that initially seem to lead nowhere. If you get bored and drop out of class, others may think that you lack discipline. The martial arts do require a considerable amount of discipline, but that is not to say that practicing only the horse stance for the first six months is good for learning. If your instructor doesn’t organize and articulate lessons in a manner that leads toward a tangible goal, you might need to reevaluate your objectives and what you can do to achieve them. A good student stays on the path that leads him toward his goal. But he will only reach his goal if he studies with maximum effort and intent, and without wasting a moment.

Both adults and children need a structured classroom setting. If the lessons are haphazard, adults will quit and children will get bored. To teach a structured class, the instructor must be well organized and know exactly what he is to cover. You will do better and enjoy yourself more if a high level of performance is demanded. The demand for performance creates a competitive setting. You are thus more likely to work on your techniques at home. If your instructor fails to assign homework:

1. Find out what to expect for the next lesson and set aside a homework practice session prior to that lesson.

2. Do mental drills that allow you to consider new material that is to be learned, or discuss it with
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