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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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​WHAT IS CRITIQUE?
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It has been said that criticism is okay as long as it is constructive. I think this statement is a contradiction. To the student who is serious about her performance, criticism hurts no matter how “constructive.” However, critique is not the same as criticism. When your instructor criticizes, he finds faults. Criticism is therefore always negative, although many people use the two words interchangeably. When your instructor critiques, on the other hand, he assesses your skill; he faces the facts without personal biases and includes both the good and the bad. A critique includes not only what went wrong and what you need to work on, but also what went right and how to use that “right” to strengthen your techniques. When you understand the difference, you will accept the critique more readily.

A thorough evaluation of your performance helps your instructor identify your strengths and weaknesses, and locate areas where you need additional training. Your instructor should check on your progress regularly to build a relationship of trust. When I was ten years old, I was assigned to write about a person who I thought differed from others in some significant way. I sat at the kitchen table all day, unable to come up with a good story. When my mother came home from work at ten o’clock p.m., I was desperate. I had never failed to turn in a homework assignment on time. My mother sat down with me and helped create a great story about my Grandpa. The next day I impatiently waited for the teacher to collect the assignments, but she never did. The other students had failed to complete their stories and the teacher simply said, “Okay, we will skip this assignment, then.” She never even asked to see my work. Almost forty years have passed and, despite the many other good traits of this teacher, I could not forget this faux pa.
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Instructor Tip

For an assignment to be productive, you must check on your student’s progress and give him feedback.
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Student Tip

If you have an adverse reaction to critique, make sure that you understand exactly what your instructor is critiquing. Try to use the critique to build your natural strengths.
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​WHAT THE CRITIQUE SHOULD COVER
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For a critique to be valid, it must include some information that is useful to you. I often hear instructors say, “Good job!” without also telling us exactly what was good and how to use that knowledge to further our skill. When your instructor compliments you, your confidence increases and you feel good. But the praise has little value without an accompanying explanation. What does your instructor mean when she compliments you? Does she compliment everybody simply because it has become habit to do so?

Let’s say that you are doing a martial arts form in front of the class. When you finish, your instructor says, “Okay, who is next?” What’s wrong with this statement? If she doesn’t offer a specific comment, the statement has little value.
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Bad:

“That was very good!”
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Better:

“You maintained good focus on your imaginary opponent through the whole set.”

––––––––
[image: ]


If the performance was less than acceptable, your instructor should tell you so without making you feel inferior. The critique should focus on what you can do to improve, rather than on what you did wrong.
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Bad:

“You need to fix your stance. It’s way off!”
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Better:

“Bend your knees to achieve a more stable stance and create a threatening impression.”
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In the sense discussed above, verbal comments might mean more than a trophy or a belt. After all, trophies and belts are awarded to many students of different skill levels within their particular rank. Two students may achieve the same color belt, but this does not necessarily (very seldom, actually) mean that they are equally skilled. When you receive concrete comments about your performance, the critique applies to you in particular. When you learn how your performance differs, the critique takes on a specific meaning and makes you feel unique.

Depending on individual student characteristics, your instructor may vary his method of critiquing. If he knows that you are sensitive to receiving critique, he might soften the evaluation while still getting the message across; for example, by talking about how to achieve your goals rather than discussing the traits that you need to eliminate. Some students go out of their way to perform to the instructor’s satisfaction and are quite self-conscious about discipline and critique.
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The First Way to Benefit from Critique and Testing

You are an aggressive student who rushes forward in sparring and takes some good blows in the process. How should your instructor critique your performance? (Choose the most appropriate answer.)

1. When you rush in like that, you get hit all the time. Your defense really sucks!

2. You need to work on your control and poise.

3. Slow down a little and look at what’s going on around you.

4. Fighting is about strategy, not just about who can throw the most punches.

5. You need to work on your defense and forget about offense.
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It might be a good idea to start by discussing your strengths. Strong offense is a desirable quality in the martial arts. But
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