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Just Kidding Around

—Peter Giffen Barrie Ryusei Karate

Teaching kids can be a karate instructor's most challenging and rewarding task.

At times, when the kids are not listening to instructions and start misbehaving, the job becomes like herding cats.
Other times, when they apply themselves, you feel proud of them, as if you are doing some good.

One of the challenges is to have realistic expectations. | have kids aged five to 11 in one of my dojo classes. A
five-year-old and an 11-year-old are miles apart when it comes to development. If a younger kid can pay attention
for 30 minutes of an hour class and roughly approximate the moves you're showing them, that is good enough.
The older kids need to concentrate more and do the moves at a higher standard.

! To judge a five-year-old by the older standard isn’t
fair or productive. It also isn’t fair to hold the older

kids back to go at the speed of the younger kids. This
is why | split my kids’ class into two separate ones:
five to 11, and 12 to 15.

When all the kids were in one class, | used to lose a
of older ones, perhaps because they felt held back
keeping the pace of the younger kids. In their own
class, the pre-teens and teenagers are held to a
nearly adult standard. | drive them harder and
expect more. I'm pleased to say that they usually rise
to the occasion. And the class continues to grow as

the older kids rise to the challenge and develop a strong camaraderie with one another.

| am sympathetic to parents, especially parents of young children, who worry about their kids’ performance in
class. They may feel that their child isn’t applying themself, and they are failing to realize their potential. But |
believe kids are kids, so fooling around comes naturally, as does falling prey to distraction.

Children need to be given the time to acclimate to the rigors of a karate class, and they need to be cut a break if
they have a bad day. The truth is, karate is not everybody’s cup of tea.

Kids will often try different activities until they find something that they really like. Just because a child no longer
enjoys karate, it doesn’t mean that they have failed or there is something wrong with them. They may need to find
something that more closely matches their interests and aptitudes. Just give them time and it will happen.

As a teacher, I've also had to change. For a long time, | acted like a joker, more a friend than a sensei to the kids.
This undermines the bond with the students and doesn’t address why parents bring their children in the first place
(confidence, discipline, etc.). So, | am learning to be tougher while empathizing with the children's challenges. It’s a
tricky balancing act that | continue to try to get right.
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