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KARATE SENSEI
Should They  
Be Respected  
or Feared by  
Students?

by Mitch Joel
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DISCLAIMER
BLACK BELT COMMUNICATIONS, an Active Interest Media Publication, as publisher, does not endorse and makes no representation, warranty or guarantee concerning the safety or effectiveness of 
either the products and services advertised in this magazine or the martial arts or other techniques discussed or illustrated in this document. The publisher expressly disclaims any and all liability 
relating to the manufacture, sale or use of such products and services and the application of the techniques discussed or illustrated in this document. The purchase or use of some of the products, 
services or techniques advertised or discussed in this document may be illegal in some areas of the United States or other countries. Therefore, you should check federal, state, and local laws prior 
to your purchase or use of these products, services or techniques. The publisher makes no representation or warranty concerning the legality of the purchase or use of these products, services 
and techniques in the United States or elsewhere. Because of the nature of some of the products, services and techniques advertised or discussed in this document, you should consult a physician 
before using these products or services or applying these techniques. Specific self-defense responses illustrated in this document may not be justified in any particular situation in view of all of the 
circumstances or under applicable federal, state or local law. Neither Black Belt Communications nor the author makes any representation or warranty regarding the legality or appropriateness of 
any technique mentioned or depicted in this document. You may be injured if you apply or train in the techniques illustrated in this document and neither Black Belt Communications nor the author 
is responsible for any such injury that may result. It is essential that you consult a physician regarding whether or not to attempt any technique described in this document.

One of the main reasons par-
ents enroll their children in the 

martial arts is for the respect that is 
taught and learned. Parents may of-
ten feel that respect is diminishing in 
their children’s lives. When it comes 
to respect and children, the scope of 
the relationship between teacher and 
student has broadened immensely.

Helping a child understand and 
learn respect is a challenge facing all 
who have stewardship over children. 
Those teaching in any capacity should 
seek to refine and develop programs 
aimed directly at maintaining a child’s 
interest so that respect replaces fear.

Respect in the Martial Arts
Since the dawn of man, respect has 

been a very thin yet all-encompass-
ing power that makes a warrior bow 
before and after defeating his oppo-
nent. While children strive for higher 
kicks and lower stances, all the while 
warding off the dangers of the streets, 
the practice of teaching and learning 
respect is still present in traditional 

“Trust men, and they will be true to you; treat them 
greatly, and they will show themselves great.”

— Ralph Waldo Emerson

http://www.blackbeltmag.com


3 BLACK BELT  blackbeltmag.com

martial arts as well as contemporary self-de-
fense systems.

Each day, instructors strive for new and 
better ways to help children learn the deep 
value of respect and the powerful value sys-
tem it creates.

“It’s a tricky question,” says Rorion Gracie, a 
Brazilian jiu-jitsu instructor from Torrance, Cal-
ifornia. “I wish I had the formula to make every 
kid who walks through these doors leave here 
a respectful and understanding person.”

But instructors don’t always have the luxu-
ry of teaching a few students at a time. Larg-
er classes makes holding everyone’s atten-
tion difficult. “When you start working out, 
some of them are going to be more comfort-
able than others with the initial confusion of 
what we’re teaching,” Gracie says. “I think the 
respect the kids learn comes from enjoying a 
class and feeling that the teacher has a genu-
ine concern for them.”

It’s also up to the teacher to have respect 

for the kids, to know how to handle them, 
and to not become impatient and intolerant. 
Gracie adds that there is nothing wrong with 
children playing games, which may help im-
prove their sense of balance and teamwork, 
or doing something that involves the tech-
niques that are being taught.

The Symbolic Importance of a Black Belt
Dr. Jacques Bradwejn, a psychiatrist and 

researcher at the Clarke Institute of Psychia-
try in Toronto, says, “l think that there is an 
immediate respect from a youngster, be-
cause when they see a black belt, there’s a 
feeling of admiration.”

Bradwejn believes most instructors have 
to be psychologically involved inside and 
outside the dojo (martial arts school). “In 
terms of relationships, respect, lifestyles and 
health, the instructor can become a sort of 
surrogate parent,” he says.

“It’s a healthy relationship that the child has 
built from a strong foundation, which is some-

Parents send their kids to martial arts schools to learn disci-
pline — but are they learning fear, too?

Most instructors and parents agree that marital arts prac-
tice has a positive effect on most children.

http://www.blackbeltmag.com
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/daily/martial-arts-videos/brazilian-jiu-jitsu-videos/rorion-gracie-2006-instructor-of-the-year/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/category/brazilian-jiu-jitsu/


4 BLACK BELT  blackbeltmag.com

Participating in martial arts competitions teaches kids to respect one another whether they win or lose.

http://www.blackbeltmag.com
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thing they may not have at home,” says Brad-
wejn, a black belt in shorin-ryu. “I don’t think 
there is a lot of fear in that respect; it’s mostly 
admiration or being impressed with the in-
structor’s ability. I’ve seen 5- and 6-year-olds 
who have a strong sense of discipline and un-
derstand the hierarchy of a class. It depends on 
the temperament of the individual.

“Karate serves much better as giving a 
child self-discipline, self-worth and some 
sense of direction. It gets them used to con-
centrating on a specific task and putting ef-
fort into it as opposed to a pure self-defense 
system.”

Respect vs. Fear
Instructor Tony Blauer says, “There is a 

huge difference between respect and fear. 
But for someone who doesn’t know the dif-
ference in a palpable way, respect and fear 
look the same in a military environment. If 
the teacher is walking down the line making 
sure their belts are tied right, if everyone is in 

a proper front stance, is it respect or fear that 
is making the children statuesque?

“You can have a lot of respect in a school 
like Bruce Lee had,” says Blauer, who instructs 
military and law-enforcement agencies and 
also specializes in pre-contact psychology and 
behavioral control tactics. “I remember seeing 
him in class photos with torn sweatpants and 
a T-shirt, holding a book, while some of the 
other guys would be standing or sitting. He 
was never raised above anybody. So he kept 
certain rituals that made people respect him, 
yet they probably feared him, too.”

“The difference is that I don’t mind if some-
one fears me because that’s how he decides 
to use fear, but I don’t impose a situation on 
him that creates fear,” Blauer says. “Many in-
structors think people respect them if they‘re 
afraid of them. You can respect someone and 
not have any fear of him. I think that fear, in 
a combative school, should not exist. Most 
people do not understand how to teach the 
psychology of fear.”

In addition to respecting their opponents and classmates, children must respect their instructor. Likewise, an instructor should 
respect his or her students, no matter how young they are.

http://www.blackbeltmag.com
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Using Fear
Max Laredo, a Montreal-based kung fu in-

structor, says, “[There’s] going to be fear; it’s 
natural. Fear is not bad; it all depends on how 
you look at it. I’m not saying that fear is great 
and you have to make a student fear you. I 
think being strict is better.”

Laredo says children might mistake that 
in the beginning, but as time goes on, they 
learn that their instructors are not mean in-
dividuals bent on destroying them.

“I’m here to help them,” he says. “Some-
times it is very military-like, but it gives a 
sense of order. If you’re here, you’ve come to 
learn. Line up your shoes properly, bow be-
fore you enter, bow before you leave. There 
are two reasons for that. The first one is so 
they just don’t run around, and the second 
is to keep a certain level of respect for the 
school.”

Respect in Japanese Terms
“The word for respect in Japanese (giri) 

also means duty, obligation, loyalty, respect 
and honor,” Laredo says. “Giri is a very im-
portant word; you are born with it, which 
very few people have in their genetics. But 
it is something that one can learn. While 
we love to do combat, there is a feeling of 
brotherhood/sisterhood, and it’s a feeling 
of developing mutual respect. I’ll get upset 
with a student and yell, ‘Lower your shoul-
ders, lower your stance!’ I’m not doing that 
to be mean; I have respect for that child, and 
I want him to get better. Is the child correct-
ing himself because of my shouting or out of 
fear? No, he does it because it has become a 
part of him. The child enjoys it.”

“Giri takes time to learn and acquire, but ev-
erybody has the potential to gain it,” Laredo 
says. “I think it’s very important for every school. 
It takes time for someone to prove himself.”

Responding to Authority
While Blauer’s direct, nontraditional ap-

proach and Gracie’s firm middle ground can 
be of equal value, kids today need the cross-
training of modern self-defense coupled 
with the traditional, more esoteric views of 
Bradwejn and Laredo in learning and, more 
important, understanding what respect is 
and what it means to them.

“The kids that were afraid of me were 
afraid of all adults,” Blauer admits. “This is 
critical. They weren’t afraid of me because 
of how I carried myself; they were afraid be-
cause I was introduced as a teacher. They 
were afraid of any authoritarian. Whereas 
you can walk into a school and someone 
will yell at you to take your shoes off out of 
respect for the school, and it now has the 
connotation of ‘You’ll get into trouble!’ That 
has nothing to do with what respect is. Kids 
don’t know anything about respect. Respect 
is beaten into kids, and then when they’re 
older, maybe, by some profound evolution-
ary process, they understand that it’s a tran-
scendent thing. They can finally say, ‘I really 
respect that person.’ I’m always amazed be-
cause very few people say that. It’s a word 
that is thrown around, but very few people 
know what it means. So if you say, ‘Yeah, 
there’s a lot of respect in our school because 
the kids have to take their shoes off and they 
have to start on time and they really respect 
. . . ‘ That’s not respect.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Blauer continues. “If 
the school does provide any positive push 
for a deprived child or a dysfunctional child, 
then of course it’s beneficial. A child psychol-
ogist once said there is no such thing as il-
legitimate children, only illegitimate parents. 
If a child can derive a role model from a male 
or female teacher, if they can understand the 
importance of self-denial, respect, training 

http://www.blackbeltmag.com
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In many martial arts schools, respect is taught through fear — but is this really the best way to 
do things?

http://www.blackbeltmag.com
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and dieting, l really think it’s good if it isn’t 
being abused.”

Respect From Within
Gracie sees respect for children as some-

thing that grows within each child.
“I think kids have a better chance of under-

standing respect by simply helping a child 
understand his own potential, from within 
himself. That’s what will give him the ele-
ments toward self-respect. I can’t teach that. 
I can influence a child only so much. When 
he is around me, it’s one thing. But when he 
leaves the class, it becomes his responsibil-
ity. I’m not claiming to say that once a child 
enters my program, he’s going to come out 
wonderful. As a father of seven kids, I don’t 
teach for a pat on the shoulder from parents 
who have children with discipline problems 
or a lack of respect. I teach because that’s 
my obligation, to do everything l can to 
help people and my own kids go through 
the transformation. That’s where the highest 
point of respect comes into practice.”

Bradwejn says, “There are some kids who 
have behavioral problems, especially when it 
comes to discipline, which leads to respect. 
I think karate helps because it instills disci-
pline, duty and respect. There are also chil-
dren, by temperament, who are shy. Karate, 
if they stick with it, can instill a sense of con-
fidence and self-worth, which helps them 
get a good start in life, instead of becoming 
nervous, reclusive or socially phobic. There 
are many examples of this throughout the 
history of martial arts. Respect is a mixture of 
charisma and a healthy personality.”

Respect Rituals of the Past and the 
Future

Blauer says he read about an old Japa-
nese swordsman who had people bow in 
reverence to the warriors who had died 
before them. They bowed in their training 
and in their fights, to develop the systems 
that they were studying. “Had they not shed 
blood, life and limb to research, the teacher 
and his students would have to do that,” 
Blauer says. “I thought that was really cool 
because that was a very reverent, respect-
ful bow, as opposed to bowing because it is 
part of a ritual. But again, you have to have 
an age of conscious, an awareness to under-
stand what that means. It would be hard to 
explain that analogy to an 11-year-old. He 
wouldn’t truly understand what you’re talk-
ing about.”

Gracie cautions of the persuasions facing 
children. “The world is changing very fast 
with the influence of television, music and 
commercials,” he says. “The kids are being 
bombarded with information from many ar-
eas. I think that we should not only expect 
respect from the children, but as parents 
we cannot forget to respect our children. 
Because if you don’t respect your children, 
you can’t expect your kids to respect you 
or any other adult. The way you talk, act 
and behave with your children is very im-
portant. It’s up to the adults and the par-
ents to be the ones who lead the way by 
setting the right example. That’s ultimately 
what children will respect. They will respect 
themselves and the others whom they can 
appreciate and admire.” 

http://www.blackbeltmag.com
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Suggested Reading — FREE Downloads!

Books, DVDs and Downloads From the Black Belt Store!

http://www.blackbeltmag.com
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/freeguides/bruce-lee-quotes-10-jeet-kune-do-masters-examine-bruce-lees-philosophy/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/freeguides/history-of-karate-inside-mas-oyamas-hard-core-kyokushin-karate-conditioning-program/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/freeguides/the-spear-system-tony-blauer-shows-you-6-self-defense-moves-based-on-real-street-fights/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/freeguides/stop-physical-bullying-the-rener-gracie-guide-to-the-facts-on-bullying-and-ways-to-prevent-bullying-using-the-gracie-bullyproof-program/
http://store.blackbeltmag.com/p/Kung-Fu/kung-fu-for-young-people-book/4579.html
http://store.blackbeltmag.com/p/Philosophy-of-Fighting:-Morals-and-Motivations-of-the-Modern-Warrior-book/philosophy-of-fighting-morals-and-motivations-of-the-modern-warrior-book/4745.html
http://store.blackbeltmag.com/p/B.O.O.S.T.-Karate-for-Children-DVD/b-o-o-s-t-karate-for-children-dvd/4774.html
http://store.blackbeltmag.com/p/The-Ultimate-Guide-to-Brazilian-Jiu-Jitsu-book/the-ultimate-guide-to-brazilian-jiu-jitsu-book/4743.html
http://store.blackbeltmag.com/p/The-Complete-Ninja-Collection/the-complete-ninja-collection-by-stephen-k-hayes-book/62664.html
http://store.blackbeltmag.com/p/Winning-on-the-Ground:-Training-and-Techniques-for/winning-on-the-ground-training-and-techniques-for-judo-and-mma-fighters-book/62654.html
http://store.blackbeltmag.com/p/Training-for-Competition:-Brazilian-Jiu-Jitsu-and-Submission-Grappling-book/training-for-competition-brazilian-jiu-jitsu-and-submission-grappling-book/4640.html
http://store.blackbeltmag.com/p/Judo/training-for-competition-judo-book/4762.html

