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Disclaimer

Always use caution when practicing the martial arts. The reader assumes full responsibility for injuries incurred by doing the exercises in this manual.
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​INTRODUCTION TO THE POWER TRIP SERIES
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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.

––––––––
[image: ]


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
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