
By Dr. roByn Silverman

A community of character 
isn’t built by osmosis. It’s 

not about quick-fix lessons or 
fancy demonstrations. It’s in 
the role models we help create! 
But how do we create them? 
Dr. Robyn Silverman shows us 
that the answer comes from 
the inside, the outside, and the 
amazing thing that happens 
when we all work together.



Talent. Passion. Knowledge. Besides location, 

people often say that the school owner and 

the chief instructor are the ones who make a 

martial arts academy successful.

But let’s talk about a different perspective 

here. Schools aren’t only made up of the 

people in charge! The students are really the 

ones who create the bulk of the community. 

Their behavior, character, and commitment 

are what make the culture.

Our students are the face of our academies. 

But we don’t really work with them much to 

make them into effective role models. This 

doesn’t make sense!

The truth is, many see role models as people 

who just “appear,” rather than those who are 

cultivated. So, it’s not surprising that these  

students come and go. They fade in and 

out. They are often used, substituted, and 

exchanged like widgets as new students step 

up and others step down.

I think we’re missing out. It’s not all about 

us — it’s about the students who come to 

our schools. What gifts do they bring when 

they walk through the door? Do they have a 

positive or negative outlook? And what can 

we bring to the table? But the piece that is 

so often overlooked has to be factored in as 

well: What can we all do together to create a 

community where people can be successful?

In this article, I do just that. Using three E’s 

— Endowment, Education, and Expectations 

— to create a community of character, you’ll 

see that we can produce amazing role mod-

els who truly make our school a better place  

for everyone.

It’s What’s InsIde 
that Matters

Nobody comes to our martial arts school 

as a blank slate. Every student brings along 

a big load of luggage that makes them who 

they are. From past experiences to strengths, 

every child is different. These differences 

have to be factored into each child’s path to  

becoming a role model.

What skills or talents do these students 

bring with them? How do they feel about 

themselves, their abilities, and what they’re 

able to achieve? What the students bring to 

your school determines how the children will 

behave, learn, perform, and achieve.

1. EndowmEnt
The endowment of each student is every 

strength, challenge, learning style, experience, 

and piece of wisdom that s/he brings through 

the door. The job of the martial arts instructor 

is to both figure out where this person thrives 

and where this person can use some support. 

Sounds like hard work? Actually, you’ll be 

doing yourself a big favor if you take this step.

By taking endowment into consideration, 

you can attack any group problem, goal, or 

job in a more knowledgeable way. Your stu-

dents can step up in their areas of strengths 

and seek out the appropriate person to assist 

them in areas of challenge. 

What Are Their Gifts? We often think of a 

child’s strengths with regard to how they serve 

the child. When creating role models, we need 

to highlight the student’s strengths in the 

context of (1) Being a great example, and (2) 

Helping others.

 Take the student who is great at public 

speaking and standing in front of the class. He 

shows others how to stand tall, speak clearly 

and loudly, and to demonstrate with confi-

dence. He can also become the go-to person 

for the students who feel shy or awkward, 

but still want to learn how to be a leader in  

your school. 

The role model gains an extra feeling of 

value in your school. The shy or awkward 

students gain another resource to turn to for 

advice and help. Everybody wins.

What Are Their Challenges? When it 

comes to challenge, it’s often not how big or 

small it is, but rather, how the person looks 

at it. For example, how does s/he perceive  

the following?

Life experiences hurt them or make them 

stronger? Many get thrown off track when 

things don’t go their way. When creating 

strong role models, we need to teach them 

to find ways to remain hopeful and move 

forward. We need to show them how life 

experiences can inform them rather than 

deter them.

Challenges hold them back or urge them 

forward. Many cave in at the first sign of 

challenge. They see these trials as looming 

brick walls that prevent success. Imagine the  

student who has trouble learning a skill and 

then shuts down — or worse yet, refuses to  

try it at all for fear of failure.

When creating strong role models, we need 

to reframe challenges as hurdles we have to 

get around, work through or win over in order 

to achieve a goal.

Negative labels stick or are labels just one 

person’s opinion? Negative labels, wheth-

er true or not, can make an impact on a 

young person’s psyche. “He’s not athletic.” 

“She’s uncoordinated.” “He’s not as good  

as his brother.”

When creating strong role models, we need 

to convey that we are in charge of our own 

reality. Labels are one person’s opinion — not 

true fact.

saMple thIngs to 
say to BuIld on 

theIr endoWMent
Strengths. “You always see the best in 

others. Because of that, I know you’d be 

great at ‘spotlighting.’ That’s when you point 

someone out in class who is doing something 

really well or something that shows powerful  

character. Would you like to demonstrate that 

today in class?”

Life experiences. “I know this problem 

seems really big. But we have all made mis-

takes in the past — every one of us. Let’s think 

back to a time when you made a mistake 

before. What did you learn from that time 

— bad or good — that will help you solve  

this problem?”

Challenges. “You told me that you were 

bullied two years ago. One of our other stu-

dents is being bullied now and he told me I 

could tell you. Do you think there are a few 

things you can say to him that could help him 

with his current problem? I think hearing from 

someone else who has recently dealt with the 

problem would really be helpful, don’t you?”

What Can We BrIng 
to the taBle?

Behind every great student is a great teach-

er. No doubt you can remember at least one 

teacher who just seemed to “get you” — who 

provided just what you needed when you 

needed it.

We all know that teachers serve as the wise 

men and women who impart the knowledge 

we need to achieve our goals. The best martial 

arts teachers know when a student must sit, 

listen, and learn. But they also know when a 

student must be immersed in active practice 

— doing, talking, or even teaching — in order 

to truly understand the nuances of the lessons.

We provide everything for our students 

to hit our potential role models right at the 

door when they walk in. It’s the curriculum 

we provide, the experience they take, and the 

example they see in all of us. Below I delve 

into one of these vital areas: education. But 

not just any education — the lessons we pro-

vide that goes above and beyond the physical 

instruction. After all, role models are built on 

character and leadership training — not sim-

ply on the martial arts we teach.

2. Education
Attorney/businessman Wendell L. Willkie 

once said, “Education is the mother of leader-

ship.” I certainly think he’s right. And if we 

are to create role models as an important part 

of our community of character, we must pro-

vide education in two main areas: character  

and leadership.

Now, character and leadership are not 

learned by osmosis. And while some might 

come up with some skill and know-how in 

these areas, we still need to help refine those 

skills. Others will come up with very few skills 

and understanding in these areas. Those chil-

dren might have lax rules at home, “helicopter 

parents” that typically take over for them, or 

challenges that have made consistent lessons 

in character and leadership difficult. That’s 

where we come in.

CharaCter eduCatIon
Providing a professional character program 

in your school is not only recommended but 

a necessity today. Yes, it gives you something 

unique to set you apart from all the other 

activities the families in your area can choose 

from, but it also teaches your students to be 

the kind of people you want in your school!

When we teach our students powerful 

words like discipline, commitment, courage, 

character, and confidence, they are more likely 

to display these words in powerful ways! 

You’re providing them with a blueprint of 

how you expect your students to act as well as 

how they can think through problems, inter-

act with others, set goals, and be accountable 

for their own behavior. This is exactly what 

we want the role models in our academies to 

do, isn’t it?

Formal character education also brings the 

entire school together. With everyone work-

ing on the same powerful word, students 

can share how they are displaying it in class 

and learn the different and admirable ways 

their classmates are stepping up. Each stu-

dent discovers that everyone offers so much 

more than just the physical during the weekly 

Power-Chats. 

Students can more easily connect with their 

teachers as well. Each day, when the monthly 

character word is discussed, it’s a time when 

all students, regardless of how physically  

gifted they are, can receive recognition and 

“When we teach our students powerful words like 
discipline, commitment, courage, character, and 

confidence, they are more likely to display these words in 
powerful ways! You’re providing them with a blueprint 
of how you expect your students to act.”
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attention. The children describe how they’re 

showing character away from the school and 

receive public praise from the instructor. The 

instructors can explain how they have used 

the powerful word as well — elevating them 

to hero and mentor status in the eyes of  

the students.

Finally, character education gives our stu-

dents the language to describe their own 

challenges, desires and solutions. This lan-

guage is needed as a role model so that, 

instead of these students saying things like 

“Good job” to others or “You can do it,” they 

can say something more meaningful. 

Think of the response to a student who 

helps a fellow classmate by talking him 

through a visioning or goal-setting exercise. 

Or, imagine the student who spotlights a 

student by publicly praising his or her com-

mitment or courage. Character education can 

make the difference in the quality of our  

role models.

leadershIp traInIng
If character education provides the founda-

tion upon which to build and encourage your 

role models, leadership training provides the 

skills the students need to work with others. 

We must aim to create role models who lead, 

not followers in need. 

When I’m providing leadership training in a 

train-the-trainer setting, I separate skills into 

three areas: 

1. Designing the future in advance. 

What are their goals? What is their plan to  

achieve them?

2. Taking positive action. What skills 

help them to assist others? How can they 

help someone get unstuck? How they be a  

good example?

3. Being accountable. What do you do when 

mistakes are made? Who is your accountability 

partner? How will your accountability partner 

know when you completed what you said 

you’d do?

Neither character education nor leadership 

training should be overlooked, played down 

or rushed. All top-level martial arts academies 

know that these additional programs are as 

necessary as the physical curriculum that we 

teach. As a professional who creates these pro-

grams and uses them to inspire young people, 

I hear about the amazing successes of our 

member schools worldwide. Put simply, going 

above and beyond in this way creates students 

who go above and beyond.

saMple thIngs to say/ask 
to teaCh CharaCter 

eduCatIon and leadershIp

Top qualities. “What do you think are 

the top leadership and character qualities  

of a role model? How are you showing  

those qualities?”

Your role models. “Think of someone who 

has been a role model to you. What was 

it about this person that made him/her so  

effective or inspirational? What can you learn 

from him/her?”

Leading with character. “Can a person 

lead without character? Let’s brainstorm 

some consequences of leading others when  

character is compromised.”

What We Can do together

We’ve acknowledged that our students 

come to our schools with their own strengths 

and challenges. We also realize that the school 

and staff play an important role in the type 

of role models our students can become. But 

what about the interaction between the two? 

Many school owners and martial arts 

instructors don’t ask their school leaders to 

get involved in creating the type of school 

climate where people want to stay, learn and 

assist others. But why not? They set the tone 

for the climate! 

We must give our role models a role in con-

structing the school they are a part of. As I tell 

my audiences, if you build it, they may come. 

If they help to build it, they’ll stay.

3. ExpEctations
The best role models set goals for them-

selves. And not just in the beginning of the 

year. They benchmark. They check in. They 

adjust. They try again. 

But they’re also part of creating a group 

vision. What’s each person’s role in creating 

a school in which everyone feels like a valued 

member? What do people want to see, hear or 

feel when they walk into your academy? What 

would make people feel more welcomed  

and included? 

Cultivating role models isn’t about estab-

lishing an elite, untouchable group. It’s about 

creating a community of connectedness — 

where everyone who is a part of it feels like 

s/he can kick off their shoes, hang their hats, 

and make themselves at home. 

Most people have heard of the termi-

nology “S.M.A.R.T. goals.” The acronym is 

a reminder that goals need to be Specific, 

Measureable, Attainable, Realistic, and Time-

based. However, when working as a group, I 

tend to change the “A” to “Agreed Upon,” 

since everyone involved in constructing expec-

tations needs to see eye to eye on the goal and 

each person’s role. 

Take, for instance, community service. If a 

school owner is interested in making his or her 

school a place that “gives back,” a group goal 

and vision is invaluable. Ask those “role mod-

els” who would like a chance to make a big 

difference and be a part of shaping where the 

school is heading, to attend a meeting with 

you. Have food. People like food.

Then brainstorm. What ideas does the 

group have about community service? Who 

should benefit and how do they see it play-

ing out? What roles do different people want 

to take in making it happen? When you 

ask for input, you get buy in. You also help 

to shape confident role models who take  

ownership of the project and the completion 

of that project.

I know. It’s hard to let go of all the control. 

As a success coach, I spend a lot of time try-

ing to unglue a few of the 30 hats people 

wear on a daily basis at their schools. But 

if we’re truly trying to create role models, 

they need to be able to get involved. They 

need jobs. They need to help create the  

expectations of the school so they can relay 

your message and create more role models.

saMple thIngs to say/
ask aBout expeCtatIons 

and goals
“Thank you for going out of your way to 

greet our new student today. When you put 

yourself out like that, you help us fulfill the 

goal we set — to make everyone who walks 

through the door feel welcomed.” 

“Let’s brainstorm some ideas for how we 

can create a community where everyone 

feels valued in our school.”

“What role would you like to play in 

our next community-service project that you 

helped to design?”

ConClusIon
We can’t just allow our students to walk 

in and walk out without much to keep them 

committed. They aren’t interchangeable 

widgets! Even if your physical program is top 

notch, it’s the people who make the school, 

not simply the martial art you teach. 

When we regard our students as role 

models — each with strengths to share, ideas 

Dr. Robyn’s Barriers to Success (The 8 P’s™)

Whenever I teach my Leadership Bootcamp to organizations, schools 
or corporations, I go over my 8 P’s that encompass “barriers to  

success.” It’s usually one of the most eye-opening parts of the training. 
When role models can identify blocks to success, they can take steps 
to conquer them.

proCrastInatIon: 
Putting off for tomorrow 
what you can do for today.

pushBaCk: 
What I refer to as the  
“I don’t wanna” syndrome.

projeCtIon: 
Blaming others.

pessIMIsM: 
A negative attitude.

pandeMonIuM: 
A messy approach or process.

perfeCtIonIsM: 
Never seeing the result as 
good enough.

panIC: 
Fear of failure, success, or  
the unknown.

parallelIsM: 
Comparisons to others.

to explore and goals to co-create — they 

learn that they’re a valued part of our school 

community. They give more, help more, and 

show commitment to the collective vision. 

A high caliber of character is respected, 

inspected and expected.

It may take extra time to create role mod-

els who are real assets to our schools. But 

isn’t that always the case with all things that 

really matter? The great part here is that 

you get out what you put in. The school is 

enhanced by their presence. And remember: 

With more helpful role models, you create a 

community of character that inspires more 

role models! 

Dr. Robyn Silverman is a go-to youth-devel-

opment specialist who appears regularly as 

an expert on national TV such as The Today 

Show and Good Morning America. An award-

winning writer and professional speaker, she 

writes the leading professional character-

education curriculum, Powerful Words, for 

martial arts academies worldwide. To learn 

more, visit PowerfulWords.com or contact 

Powerful Words at (877) 769-3799. You 

can also follow Dr. Robyn on Facebook at 

Facebook.com/DrRobynSilverman, or twitter 

at @DrRobyn.

To read many more insider tips about 

becoming a better instructor and successful 

school owner, visit the Martial Arts Industry 

Association’s website at www.masuccess.

com. Through this constantly-enhanced web-

site, members can access a massive amount 

of useful information on just about any topic 

from A to Z.
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