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 know what some of you are 
thinking. Don’t worry. This 
article is not Romper Room. As 
the co-owner of a serious stick-
fighting and grappling academy 
near Boston, Massachusetts 

for the last six years, I know the 
value of a solid, physical martial 
arts program. Transforming into a 
personal-development center will in 
no way take away from your stellar 
martial arts curriculum. And as the 
hundreds of schools that we currently 
consult with have already found out, 
this new philosophy will add that extra 
special something that will keep new 
people coming in, prevent regulars from 
dropping out, and create a public 
buzz that brands your school as a 
community resource.

Many school owners will say that 
they are teaching personal development. 
They may even go as far as delivering 
a few choice words about character 
and calling it a job well done. But 
you can’t build a solid personal-
development center on the slippery 

foundation of a few scribbles about 
respect and perseverance. 

Frankly, the failure comes 
from under-delivering. 
Personal development 

shouldn’t be an afterthought. 
It shouldn’t be a fly-by-

the-seat-of-your-pants 
spouting of unplanned 
words and it shouldn’t 
be a bunch of lessons 

thrown together by 
just anyone. Creating a 
personal-development 
center takes planning and 
systemization, just as it does 
in the physical martial arts. 
It is more than words, more 
than skills and more than 

actions. It’s an atmosphere 
that can easily be created with 
the right tools, an open mind 
and a keen eye.

Parents of martial arts 
students desire two programs 

in one. They want all the value of 
a program that addresses the major 
concerns of self-confidence, respect, 
perseverance and self-discipline as 
well as one that provides a fun and 
exciting martial arts curriculum that 
will challenge and motivate. One-stop 
shopping is imperative and skimping is 
not an option. That is, unless you want 
to shorten the shelf life of every student 
that walks through the door.

Clearly, you want to be the best. The 
opportunity to transform your school 
into a personal-development center is 
available for the taking; you just need 
to know where to start. Fortunately, it’s 
as easy as ABCD.

A= Assess Your 
Environment

An effective, positive environment 
provides a pleasant atmosphere for all 
the senses. Anyone can have four 
walls and a training floor and call it 
a martial arts academy. It takes quite 
a bit more to make it a personal-
development center.

A positive environment evolves when 
you take great care with how your 
school appears to others, what you 
choose to display, and which pictures 
and information go up on the walls. Of 
course, creating a physical atmosphere 
that is welcoming, clean and efficient 
is imperative because, the moment the 
buyer walks through the door, even 
before anyone speaks to him or her, 
they are asking themselves, “Is this the 
place for us?”

Look through the eyes of the type of 
buyer you hope to attract. During some 
of my evaluations, I have gone as far 
as walking parents through a school to 
hear their unfiltered comments. Even 
the relatives of instructors can be of 
great use here. Something that you 
easily overlook each day can be an 
eyesore to someone else. This type of 
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information can be a great way to make 
massive yet simple improvements. 

On a smaller scale, you can look 
around your academy and ask your 
senses to go to work on their own. Take 
a walk in your buyers’ shoes. What 
do prospective and current students 
see? What do they hear? What do they 
smell? If you want your martial arts 
academy to be perceived as a personal-
development center, don’t dress it up in 
old, stinky, dusty, drab clothes! 

Not surprisingly, when you don’t keep 
up your academy’s interior, it sends 
the message that you don’t take care 
of other parts of your business as well. 
When you create a well-maintained 
physical environment, parents will 
be more likely to trust you with their 
child and more likely to want to make 
themselves at home at your academy.

An effective positive environment 
also provides informational centers 
where busy parents can see all the ways 
you are assisting their children and 
teens at a glance. Basically, these areas 
serve as your “Powerful Extra Value 
Indicators (PEVI).” 

PEVI help parents assess what their 
children are going to be learning this 
month over and above the martial arts, 
as well as what kinds of community 
events, school presentations and 
parenting seminars will be provided at 
or in conjunction with your personal-
development center. 

Place your PEVI in a highly trafficked 
area. It will then become a common 
destination where current students and 
families can remind themselves of all 
the wonderful things your school offers 
beyond a terrific martial arts program. 
It’s also a place where prospective 
families can stop on their tour of your 
school and see that you really do offer 
more than the other schools in the area.

More specifically, these informational 
centers should include your character 

word of the month as well as some 
support materials, such as your letters 
and tips for parents this month and 
the projects the different age groups 
will be completing. They should be 
customized to your strengths. I often 
will advise client schools to frame 
press releases, news stories, exceptional 
student projects, commitment letters 
and black belt essays and display them 
in these areas. Photo albums and press 
scrapbooks can also work on a small 
table or shelf.

Finally, make sure to check how 
the pictures up on your walls and the 
photos you select for your Web site 
look to others. During my doctoral 
career, I did an entire study on the 
pictures presented on Web sites by 
hundreds of U.S.-based martial arts 
academies, gymnastics schools and 
swimming clubs. Martial arts academies 
continually featured pictures of more 
males, as well as more males in active 
motion when compared to females. 

While these schools might have desired 
an equal attendance of boys and girls, 
their choice of pictures said differently. 

Put simply, make sure that your 
school represents whom you wish to 
attract. If you’re looking to attract more 
families, curb the pictures of large men 
crushing heads of other men. If you’re 
looking to attract more girls, be sure to 
include pictures of females up on your 
walls. If you’re looking to attract more 
children, feature some of their peer’s 
projects up on the wall. 

When the group you are trying to 
attract can “see” themselves at your 
academy, they will find themselves at 
home and will want to stay.

B= Build Staff Image
Staff image is a representation of 

what your school offers — a product of 
the product you advertise. As a personal 
development center, your image would 
likely embrace one of friendliness, 
responsiveness, education, respect, 
timeliness, open-mindedness, fairness 
and growth. 

Image can be seen in the way your 
staff greets and speaks to potential and 
current clients, in the dress code, and 
in the actions of everyone within your 
school. Image is in the way you talk the 
talk, but more importantly, it’s in the 
way you walk the walk. Follow-through 
and practicing what you 
preach is essential 
to creating 
a personal 
development 
center that is 
trustworthy 
and honest. 
After all, no 
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I If you’re not an 
expert in child 
development 
and character, 
either enlist the 
assistance of 
someone who is 
or use a program 
that’s designed 
by a professional 
whom you trust. 
You don’t need 
to do it all on 
your own!"

"
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Greet someone 
as you would 
your favorite 
family member 
or old friend. 
Otherwise, ask 
someone on your 
staff to do this 
for you. Have a 
system in place 
so that your staff 
knows exactly 
what to do 
and say."

"
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school wants to be accused of being 
a “do as I say, not as I do” kind 
of establishment.

We all likely remember the old 
expression, “You never get a second 
chance to make a first impression.” 
This adage certainly holds true in the 
martial arts industry. While we already 
discussed how this pertains to the 
physical environment, it also clearly 
relates to your staff image. In fact, 
staff image can be portrayed even 
when potential or current clients are 
not in sight. When heavy-breathing 
instructors race off the training floor 
to answer the phone, rush people off 
the phone to get back to their class, or 
worse yet, ask an untrained teenager 
to answer the phone with a less than 
appealing, “Uhhhh, yeah?” This is not 
a good first impression.

Ideally, a personal development 
center would employ a fabulous 
front-end staff member with a sunny 
demeanor and a positive, bubbly voice 
(the kind your clients would like to 
hear on the other end of the phone). 
If this is currently not an option for 
you, then training a peppy, reliable 
student and providing a detailed 
phone script is useful. 

Otherwise, have someone who speaks 
with a smile in her voice record a 
phone message for you. A great phone 
greeting can make the difference 
between someone leaving a message 
or hanging up the phone. 

As for the way people are greeted 
when they first step into the school, 
the same rules apply. Greet someone 
as you would your favorite family 
member or old friend. Otherwise, ask 
someone on your staff to do this for 
you. Have a system in place so that 
your staff knows exactly what to 
do and say. Note that in a personal 
development center, everyone should 
be greeted equally. Just because a child 

is four years old doesn’t mean that s/he 
should be ignored.

Perhaps it goes without saying, but 
staff image is also portrayed through 
dress code. If there is a uniform, it 
should be neat, tidy, clean and pressed. 

If it looks like something that was 
rolled up under your bed, this won’t do.

If uniforms are not required for all 
staff, be sure to provide guidelines so 
that a professional image is captured 

rather than the image of a swinging 
nightclub in the seedy part of town. 
Years ago, we had an intern arrive at 
our school one day with a see-through 
top and black bra. We gave her a 
uniform and a lecture on staff image 
and school representation. 

Most importantly, when it comes to 
staff image in a personal-development 
center, every employee and instructor 
should “walk the walk.” You are the 
super heroes of the school. If you 
want your school to have an aura of 
respect, be sure that staff members are 
respectful to each other as well as 
to clients. 

One of our newest staff members 
came in with several excuses about why 
she was late for a week. We gave this 
misguided young woman her walking 
papers. Staff image portrays what you 
want from your students and your 
clients as well as what you expect 
for yourself.

C= Connect with 
the Community
Although it sometimes feels that way, 

your academy is not an island. There’s 
a whole big community out there and 
they would love to know about 
your programs! 

As a personal development center, 
your school becomes a resource. 
Community outreach and events are 
ways to provide your programs, often 
free of cost, to your community. 
Community outreach allows schools, 
libraries, religious institutions, camps 
and other kid-friendly places to benefit 
from your creativity, charisma and 
knowledge. Aside from benefiting 
others, community outreach and events 
show others the value of your program 
and the wonderful things you have to 
offer. It lets people know that someone 
in their area really cares about children 
and they are willing to show it.

B e y o n d  K i c k i n g  a n d  P u n c h i n g :

Many of you might be wondering 
why you would go through the 
trouble of offering programs to your 
community free of charge. On the one 
hand, community outreach programs 
provide others with a sampling of 
what you offer in your own academy. 
It allows them to participate in some 
introductory lessons in public buildings 
that they know and trust, such as 
schools, churches and libraries. On the 
other hand, it’s a good service and great 
karma to give of your heart and 
time willingly. 

Realize that community outreach and 
charity work are personal development 
in action — it’s the experiential 
component of your comprehensive 
character-education program that 
speaks far louder than words. This is 
where superhero status is achieved. 
People appreciate your hard work, 
welcome it, and you always get back a 
great deal more than you put into it. 

Each summer, I provide our client 
schools with the procedure for teaching 
a “kick into summer reading” program 
with their local libraries. It offers 
an incredible service to the libraries 
that are looking for ways to attract 
more boys to reading and it’s also a 
wonderful service to the martial arts 
schools that offer it because they’re 
exposed to hundreds of potential 
clients. We always enjoy it and the 
children have a great time.

When you connect the personal-
development piece to the martial arts 

piece, parents and local 
professionals begin to 

understand that martial arts is much 
more than kicking and punching.

We also visit several local elementary 
schools per month doing programs 
on bullying, success, perseverance 
and stranger danger. Allowing 
schoolteachers and principals to see 
you as an educational resource will 
help to create a coveted community-
home-school partnership. This 
partnership benefits all of the parties 
involved, but most importantly, it 
benefits the children. 

But perhaps my favorite community-
outreach programs take place right 
at the personal development centers. 

Whether it’s a grand re-opening that 
reveals the special features of our 

character-development and martial 
arts programs or our most-
anticipated events of the year, 
such as Teacher Appreciation 

Week and the Annual 
Punch-a-Thon for charity, 

we can connect with the 
community and provide 
services of gratitude. 
When you show 
that you value your 

community, you become of value to 
the community.

Incidentally, when community events 
are planned, it’s vital that you let 
people know about it! Besides putting 
out balloons and signs about the event, 
alerting the press of your outreach 
program is a must (see Karen Eden’s 
maSUCCESS article on gaining media 
attention, November 2005). We have 
been in the newspaper for our martial 
arts program, our character program 
and our bullying program. We’ve been 
featured in stories on the local news 
and on the radio for our school’s role 
in character development and 
bully prevention. 

You are a resource to the 
community — let them know it! 
The more people who know about 
you, the more good you can do.

D= Develop and 
Teach Character

There’s a general consensus that 
martial arts “teaches” character. 
However, without a formalized 
system for teaching and developing 
the character of students, character 
is likely not taught or improved. A 
comprehensive, well-thought-out 
character program is the hallmark of 
a great personal development center. 

Martial arts is a wonderful vehicle 
for helping students to become better 
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A positive 
environment 
evolves when you 
take great care 
with how your 
school appears 
to others, what 
you choose to 
display, and which 
pictures and 
information go 
up on the walls."

"

Quick Fixes 
for the 

Look of Your 
School

Here are a few quick fixes to bring 
your school up a notch: 

 1.  Fix old or peeling paint. 

2. Trash dead plant carcasses.    

 3. Provide storage for coats, shoes   
       and student belongings.

4. Paint one wall a bright color to  
     make it look less stark.

5. Place informational bulletin 
       boards in the parents’ area.

 6. Put away your “stuff” that 
      clutters your desk and entryway.

7. Hang inspirational pictures and 
       school achievements in a 
       prominent area.

8. Place new and current student 
       pictures on a bulletin board or in 
       a photo album.

9. Clean, dust and vacuum — 
       every day.

10. Systemize. 
        There is no substitute.
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people and more productive citizens of 
this planet — but if you’re looking to be 
among the most effective, there’s more 
to teaching character than just a few 
words dumped onto a piece of paper to 
be read at the end of class.

If you’re not an expert in child 
development and character, either 
enlist the assistance of someone who 
is or use a program that’s designed by 
a professional whom you trust. You 
don’t need to do it all on your own! 
In fact, coming up with something off 
the top of your head each day doesn’t 
lay the groundwork for consistency or 
systemization — something we all strive 
to achieve. The best businessmen and 
women use qualified experts to make 
their programs the most successful.

A great character program considers 
several different groups: students, 
parents and instructors. With regard to 
the students, take-home projects and 
in-class discussions about character 
should be easy to understand as well 
as appropriately challenging for each 
age group (see sidebar, “Teaching with 
Age in Mind”). In addition, using the 
right combination between open-ended 
questions (ones that beg a detailed 
answer) and closed-ended questions 
(ones that have a forced answer like yes 
or no) is imperative for discussions. The 
type of questions you use can help to 
balance participation with energy. 

Further, building proper praise and 
reward systems into your character 
program can help to encourage students 
to make good choices. High fives, 
iron-on patches and even private 
“praise chats” urge children to stretch 
their character even when nobody 
is looking.

Some of you might have balked when 
I wrote that your character program 
should consider parents in its design. 
After all, we are teaching the 
students, aren’t we? Parents also 
need your wisdom. 

The reason that we teach our 
character-education program at the 
end of class is so parents can hear 
the powerful messages concerning the 
word of the month as well! Perhaps it 
goes without saying, but parents can 
use this information as much as (if not 
more than) the students in your class. 
Your powerful messages can be used as 
springboards for discussion in the car, 
at home, out in public and just about 
anywhere else. Wouldn’t it be great to 
know that your lessons 
were being discussed 
outside of class?

Finally, the character-development 
program should serve the instructors. 
Many of you have hopes of getting off 
the floor one day to take a breather 
between classes, don’t you? I know 
that my husband felt the same way. 
Wouldn’t it be great to know that you 
could rely on someone else to provide 
the character lessons?

We designed our program six years 
ago so that I could come onto the floor 
and give an “off-the-cuff” mat-chat at 
the end of class. This way, my husband 
could get a drink, go to the bathroom 
or eat something between classes. 

One day, I got sick. Woops! We hadn’t 
really planned for that occurrence! 
That’s why every one of our lessons is 
now written down in detail for each 
one of our age groups, so that anyone 
can use it today. 

Putting it All Together
No need to get overwhelmed. Once 

the structures are in place, you will 
have more time to spend on the 
martial arts. 

Families are so grateful for the extra 
care and special touches that make your 
academy more like a home than just 
a place to go. As a parent continually 
tells me, “You are part of our village!” 
As a personal development center, 
you’ll find that your 
students grow up 
there — not just 
grow older. 
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This new 
philosophy will 
add that extra 
special something 
that will keep new 
people coming in, 
prevent regulars 
from dropping 
out, and create 
a public buzz 
that brands 
your school as 
a community 
resource.

"

"

You’re laying the foundation for 
success. Now that is more powerful 
than any kick or punch.

Dr. Robyn J.A. Silverman is the 

co-owner and child development 

specialist at EEMA Fitness & Martial 

Arts in Weymouth, Massachusetts. 

She has developed the POWerful 

Words Character Toolkit, a systemized, 

easy-to-use, age-appropriate 

character-education program for all 

martial arts schools. The Toolkit is 

currently being used in over 100 large 

and small martial arts academies 

worldwide. For more information, contact 

Dr. Robyn at 1-781-718-1640, e-mail 

jsilverman@powerfulwordsonline.com 

or visit www.powerfulwordsonline.com.

worldwide. For more information, contact 

Most of the martial arts school 
owners with whom I work teach 
students ages three or four-years-old 
through adulthood. That is a wide 
age group to teach. It’s important 
for your character program, as 
well as all of your programs, to 
be developmental in nature. After 
all, we’re talking about personal 
development. That means that we 
don’t use a one-size-fits-all design 
to teach all of our students.

Picture this: A four-year-old is 
sitting in an eighth-grade geometry 
class as the teacher drones on and 
on about right angles and diameter. 
Ridiculous, right? Now shift your 
vision to an eighth-grader sitting 
in a pre-kindergarten class learning 
about Mr. Sniffles and how to count 
to ten. Again, silly. 

As educators, it’s important to 
consider the developmental level 
of your class so that you can make 
adjustments. These adjustments come 
to fruition in the mat-chats that 
you conduct, the various monthly 
projects you provide for your 
pre-school, school-age and teen 

or adult groups, and the way 
character is discussed in your 
various classes.

Young children don’t understand 
abstract concepts. They are 
concrete thinkers. That’s why teens 
and adults might talk about “the 
spirit of Christmas” and children 
talk about “Santa.” 

Here’s an example of 
developmental teaching: If you 
ask a teen or adult why it’s 
important to be responsible, they 
will likely tell you something like, 
“Responsibility allows people to 
trust you and keeps matters fair 
and just.” A young child would 
likely answer the same question 
with, “because Daddy told me 
to” or “you get in trouble if 
you’re not.” 

The moral? Ask concrete 
questions of concrete thinkers. 
Stick to who, what, where, when 
and how. Save the philosophical 
stuff for your older school-age 
students and your adults.

Teaching With Age In Mind


