By Dr. Robyn J.A. Silverman
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hile most successful martial arts academies now incorporate some
kind of character-education program into their weekly classes,
other after-school activities such as gymnastics, hockey and dance
are starting to catch on. That means two things: If you’re not teaching a
systemized character-education program at your school, you better start now;
and if your character-education program lacks the critical components that
make it great for every age group that you teach, it’s time for an upgrade.
Follow my lead and you’ll be able to distinguish if your program makes the
grade, whether your members are 4, 14 or 40 years old.

In this article, I’m going to
take you through what your
character-education program should
look and sound like for each age
group, and how you can use your
program to make a huge impact on
people’s lives no matter how old
the student. After all, you deserve
it and so do your members.

The right character-education
program is age-appropriate for
each class and easy to implement,
whether you or any one of your
staff members is teaching it.
Everything from the chosen words
of the month and definitions to
the scripted mat chats and projects
should be logical, straightforward,
and professional. While your martial
arts program may follow these
guidelines, it’s time to step up when
it comes to your character-education
program. Where does yours rate?

I remember when an owner from
one of our member schools called
me to ask, “Why don’t you have us
teach respect and self-control every
few months?” There are two reasons.

calm and self-controlled even
when it’s difficult to wait for what
I want.” The idea of something
being “difficult to wait for” is
too abstract for a preschooler or
kindergartener, but it’s fitting for
school-age children and adults.

Choosing the Right Words
and the Right Definitions
Nobody wants to be bored. Choosing
the same words over and over is a
recipe for bleary eyes and wiggly feet.

First, respect and discipline are not
the only character words one should
practice. We’re inspiring leaders and
great citizens in our schools. Respect
and discipline will only get us so far.
Second, as in any school, it’s crucial
to disguise redundancy. It doesn’t
matter what age you are, talking
about the same things every few
months is boring. Your students will
groan, “Oh, no, not respect again!”

“The right character-education program
is age-appropriate for each class and
easy to implement, whether you or any
one of your staff members is teaching
it. Everything from the chosen words of
the month and definitions to the scripted
mat chats and projects should be logical,
straightforward and professional.”

like “empathy” and “sportsmanship.”
After all, isn’t sportsmanship simply
showing respect for opponents,
officials and oneself while in
competition? Students can gain a more
well-rounded knowledge of character
by talking about it in different ways
— and they’ll stay awake for it!
Along with the right words
comes the right definition. One of
the biggest mistakes people make
when defining something for young
children, is using words that the
child does not yet understand.
Definitions need to be made up of
words that children already have

in their vocabulary. Otherwise, they
are useless! Therefore, there should
be a simplified, age-appropriate
definition for young children
and a more complex definition
for older children and adults.
For example, for December’s
word of the month, “patience” (a
discipline-based word if I’ve ever
heard one), we have two very different
definitions for our young children and
our older children, teens and adults.
For young children, I might define
patience as, “I can wait my turn
without complaining.” For older
students, I would use, “Remaining

Making sure that the
definitions consider the age and
developmental level of the child
is crucial to the success of your
character-education program.

Mat Chats
A mat chat is the five-minuteincrement designated for character
education. They should be taught in
every class so that each lesson builds
on the last, but doesn’t repeat.
Some instructors are able to
simply walk onto their training
floor, regardless of age, and
deliver a compelling character
lesson “off the cuff.” I used to
do it myself. Then I got sick.
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Given that many “one-size-fits-all”
character programs are written for
seven- or eight-year-olds, three
unfortunate groupings evolve during
mat chat time: 1) the youngest group,
who can’t understand what you’re
talking about; 2) the middle group,
who, depending on age, may or may
not be engaged; and (3) the teens
and adult group, who are rolling
their eyes and waiting for the Sesame
Street lesson to be over. This problem
is the reason why many charactereducation programs fail to deliver
what you and your members deserve.

Don’t get me wrong; some
character education is better than
none at all. Even those of you who
scribble a few words and a famous
quote onto a piece of scrap paper
might be sparking a little something
in your students. But you have an
amazing opportunity to do much
more. Your students, regardless of
age, look up to you and your staff.
Imagine the kind of creativity,
leadership, confidence and respect
you can foster by simply switching
to the right character program that
provides age-appropriate lessons.
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We all know that what our
students learn in kindergarten and
what they learn when they reach
adulthood are two very different
things. Just as grade schools would
never teach calculus to first-graders,
they wouldn’t dare teach “I’m a Little
Teapot” to 12th-graders. That would
be ridiculous. And yet, many martial
arts schools, in an effort to provide an
easy-fix character-education program
to every member, are teaching the
same lessons to every age group.

You can't.

It’s very simple to talk about respect
and discipline when discussing words
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“Young school-age children are very concrete
thinkers. Stick to questions that evoke concrete
language like ‘who’ and ‘what.’ These questions are
easy to understand and easy to answer. The question
‘why’ is abstract and can lead to blank stares.”

can you teach kindergarteners and adults the same character-education
lessons? The answer is simple.
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How

Character Education: One Size Does NOT Fit All
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You can imagine that it didn’t do
my students or the other instructors
any good service that I could teach
character since I wasn’t there to teach
it. This was a turning point. Now
everything is written out weeks in
advance for every age group so that
any instructor can teach the lesson
almost as if I were doing it myself.
So let’s get to the specifics:

Young children:
1. Mat chats should be written
in easy-to-understand language.
Well-thought-out, age-appropriate
questions are the crux of a great
character program. Young school-age
children are very concrete thinkers.
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4. Shift between it being
about “me” and “others.” As
you know, young children think
a whole lot about themselves.
They should. It’s age-appropriate
behavior to be self-absorbed. Perhaps
you know some people who still
haven’t grown out of that stage?
While a good mat chat for young
children should be about them,
you have to know when to shift to
talking about “others.” For sensitive
topics like trust, asking for the
children to respond to a story or
a question about a “friend” who
steals or lies can take the pressure
off and allow for a response.

2. When the word of the month
is complex, use illustrations, stories
and pictures. Children don’t just
love pictures, they learn from them.
I started to use pictures in our fourto six-year-old program, when our
member schools taught a three-

3. Make it interactive. I don’t want
you to get the wrong idea. Don’t only
use stories and pictures; use them as a
complement to your lessons. Too many
times, people read a story to children
and think this is teaching character.
It’s tempting to put children in the
role of “passive learner.” However,
children must be involved with the
lesson in order to absorb it. You can’t
learn martial arts by only watching

1. Bring the language up to
the school-age level. It can be
difficult to switch your language from
speaking to four- to six-year-olds to
speaking to seven- to 11-year-olds.
Everything should be written out
with this shift in mind so that you
know you will be on target. You
can move from completely concrete
to asking some “why” questions as
long as they are not “out there.”
For example, with a question
like, “Why shouldn’t we lie to our
parents?” you can expect to get a
mix of answers depending on age.
Your seven-year-olds might talk
about getting into trouble. Your 11year-olds, who think more abstractly,
might answer, “Lying is wrong and
liars can’t be trusted.” Ask this same
question of a four-year-old and

Closed-ended questions like,
“Should we lie to our mothers?” force
a yes or no answer. They excite and
energize, if placed correctly. Our
member schools use them to increase
energy and camaraderie with
students. Like the martial arts
we teach, balance is crucial for
mat chats to work effectively.
3. Use age-appropriate
examples. Using the same
examples for young children,
school-age children, and
teens and adults is about as
effective as asking your cat to
start your car. It’s vital that
the children understand and
can clearly visualize these
examples so that they can fully
participate in the mat chat.
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School-age children:

Stick to questions that evoke concrete
language like “who” and “what.” These
questions are easy to understand and
easy to answer. The question “why” is
abstract and can lead to blank stares.
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and listening. You have to do it. It’s
the same for character education.

2. Use a good balance of openended and closed-ended questions.
Open-ended questions like, “What
would you do if your friend lied to
you?” evoke original thinking. They
stimulate participation and allow the
students to have a conversation with
their peers. They are great for learning.
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month series
on empathy,
impulse control
and anger
management.
For young
children,
it’s easier to
understand
emotions when
they can see it.

you will likely get the blanket (and
often meaningless) answer, “it’s not
nice.” That’s why we don’t ask it.
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“Definitions need to be made up of words that children already have in
their vocabulary. Therefore, there should be a simplified, age-appropriate
definition for young children and a more complex definition for older
children and adults.”

Character Education: One Size Does NOT Fit All
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Well-thought-out illustrations
show that the creator of your
program (whether you or a
professional character-curriculum
writer) has thought about who is
receiving the lessons. If you look in
any textbook for school-age children,
examples are age-appropriate. As
instructors, we must follow that
trend if we want to be viewed as
qualified educators, stay ahead of
our competitors, and win the respect
of academic school systems.

Teens and Adults:
1. Make it a discussion. When
working with teens and adults, listen
more than you speak. Good character
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age-group — four- to six-year-olds,
seven- to 11-year-olds and teens and
adults — all get an age-appropriate
project that will challenge them
without overwhelming them.

       S E P T E M B E R

Who’s ever heard of giving the
same homework to a five-year old as
you give to a 15-year-old? No wonder
so many “one-size-fits-all” projects do
not get returned to the school. Since
moving to our three-project structure,
our schools enjoy nearly a 100%
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2. There are no right answers.
When working with children, we’re
teaching them how to think. When
working with adults, we’re listening
to reasoning and deep thought.
That means that, while we’re likely
aiming to get specific answers
from our younger students,
answers are limitless when it
comes to teens and adults.
3. Make it comfortable. Teens
and adults, in order to be free and
open, often need to know that
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1. Make the definition all about them. Young children are self-centered by nature. When
you make the definition about them, they’ll remember it easily.
2. Give examples to which they can relate. Put yourself in their shoes. If you’re talking
about “cheating” and honesty to kindergarteners, it makes more sense to use examples about
cheating on a game than cheating on a test.
3. Make it exciting. As the best teachers know, teaching is part explaining, part listening
and part performance. A great curriculum will take care of the first two parts. But to make a
mat chat really exciting, teachers must be animated and alive.
I’m always amazed when I listen to experienced teachers role-play mat chats on our
teleconferences and at the annual Martial Arts SuperShow. Who wouldn’t want to listen
to that?
4. Use pictures. Educators use pictures to teach young children in all educational programs.
We should, too. As a Personal Development Center, pictures can help you get your point across
to children as well as make things fun and interesting. As most of us know, anything that can
help to hold young children’s attention is a major asset.
5. Make language concrete. When people talk about character, they have a tendency to
speak philosophically. This makes no sense to young children. Ensure your mat chats and
projects use words and images that create pictures in a child’s mind of things that they know.
This way, when they’re at home or out in the community, they can apply those character
principals easily.

programs that have a specific lesson
plan for adults allow you to become
a facilitator rather than a preacher.
With inspirational thoughts and
quotes as well as thought-provoking
questions, your teen and adult
program can come alive and bring the
entire experience to the next level.
Adults want to be heard.
Many would love to debate such
questions like the one found
posed in an upcoming “Patience”
curriculum: “How can we balance
goal-setting, goal-getting and
patience on a quest to achieve
our personal best?” As someone
who loves personal development,
I get a thrill talking about it with
my colleagues and students.

Tips for Teaching Young Children about Character

When you Really Know Your Projects are Age-Appropriate
Are age-appropriate mat chats and character-education projects really that important?
On the top of our school-age “Teamwork” project, the directions read, “There are a lot of
things we can do on our own. However, many projects are made quicker and easier when you
have a team. Think of a project that you would like to do. It could be to arrange a charity drive,
bake sale, book drive or anything else you might like to do. Tell us who you would have on
your ‘Dream Team’ and what their jobs would be.” There are applicable questions that ask the
children to really think and dream.
the answers they provide will not
be used against them or repeated in
mixed company. Be sure to explain
to the class that this forum is for
members only. As a member, what is
said in the group stays in the group.

Projects
Many top-level schools started
out at one point using a single
take-home character project for the
whole school. However, we have
moved to a three-project format. Each

return on our projects. This means
that projects are being completed at
home (which is great for retention)
and brought into class, which shows
that parents and students believe that
the mental part of your program is
just as important as the physical.
While many people might think
that creating curriculum and
corresponding projects isn’t “rocket
science,” educational products take a

“Too many times, people read a story to children and
think this is teaching character. It’s tempting to put
children in the role of ‘passive learner.’ However,
children must be involved with the lesson in order to
absorb it.”

Phillip and Casey, both eight years old, participated in the mat chats and completed the
Teamwork project in Londonderry,
New Hampshire. They both put each
other on their “Dream Teams” and
constructed a hypothetical charity
drive for the local Humane Society
called the Powerful “Furry Friends”
project. But they decided to go a
step further. They decided to actually
do the project.
They approached their
schoolteacher, who was on their
Dream Team, showed her their
project and told her about wanting
to collect goods for sheltered dogs
and cats. The teacher went to the
principal. The principal went to the superintendent. And before they knew it, the whole town
was rallying behind them!
The school gym was filled with pet food, leashes, blankets, crates and toys. It was one of the
largest collections the Derry Humane Society had ever seen. Thousands of pets benefited. The
press came and covered the complete story. Every student learned that children can make a
difference, if they are willing to put their character into action.
And it was all because two eight-year-olds did their Teamwork project at their martial arts
school in Londonderry.
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great deal of time to construct. Let’s
rephrase that: they should take a long
time to construct. Throwing some
words and some pictures on a piece
of paper and calling it “educational”
is unfair to your students.
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Young children: Your youngest
students need creative projects that
appeal to their love of pictures, stories,
drawing, circling and crossing out.
Words used on these projects must be
at their level and should encourage
interaction between parent and child.

Adults: When it comes to adults,
you need to drop all preconceived
notions. Some instructors feel more
comfortable speaking to children while
others are more comfortable speaking
with adults. But the thing is —
everyone needs personal development.
Some don’t realize it — but adults like
to talk about it just as much if not
more than children. Think about it.
There are countless books and speakers
that cater to adults and their desire to
become “better” and more successful.

School-age children: Your
school-age children require projects
that challenge without overwhelming
them. There’s a delicate balance!
If the questions are too simple, the
children will think they are “stupid.”
If the questions are too tough,
they won’t want to do them.

When it comes to projects for teens
and adults, give them something
that really makes them think. Again,
take a look at your adult mat chats
and be sure that the project helps
them to gain a better understanding
of themselves and the world as
it relates to your discussions.

The best thing to do is to look at
your four-week mat chat schedule,
as well as each individual mat
chat. Then devise a project that
helps them to delve deeper into a
particular principle discussed that
month. Obviously, for those of
you who are using a professional
character-development program,
this should all be done for you.

Adult projects are exciting. They
should be something you would
want to do yourself! And just a
word of advice: Don’t get cute.
Leave the clipart at home. Adult
projects should open the mind
and get those synapses firing.

For example, for integrity month,
our member schools are providing
the school-age students with a
“pro/con” project — a principle
discussed in the integrity mat chat
on “choosing right from wrong.”

Summary
You have the power to inspire your
students to think and behave like
leaders. Age-appropriate discussions
and projects challenge students to
perform in ways that many might
not have thought possible. It might
be easy to
take the

route of a “one-size fits-all” character
program, just as it might be easy to
buy a black belt on the Internet. You
might be able to say you have one,
but does it really mean anything?
Martial arts is leading the way to
providing our students with what
they deserve. The more we can do to
provide mental stimulation as well
as physical curriculum, the more we
will be seen as educational facilities
that provide a whole lot more than
just kicking and punching. To stay in
the lead, we have to step it up. You
don’t have to do it alone. We can pool
our resources and do it together.
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, easyto-use, age-appropriate charactereducation program for all martial arts
schools. The Toolkit is currently being
used in over 300 large and small
martial arts academies worldwide.
She has also received consistent
accolades for her Staff Training
Audio Series. For more information
or for booking Dr. Robyn for a
parenting or staff-training seminar,
call 1-781-718-1640, e-mail
jsilverman@powerfulwordsonline.com
or check out the website at
www.powerfulwordsonline.com.

DOES YOUR WEBSITE MAKE YOU MONEY?
Century Direct can! Use this full service website to easily
TM
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“You have an amazing
opportunity to do much more.
Your students, regardless of age,
look up to you and your staff.
Imagine the kind of creativity,
leadership, confidence and
respect you can foster by simply
switching to the right character
program that provides ageappropriate lessons.”

create an online pro-shop where students can purchase
Century products directly from you. Simply choose a
template, upload your logo, and give students and parents
your website address. You will receive a check each month
from Century for the proﬁts of products sold on your website.
But that’s not all! You can also use Century Direct as an
informational source that keeps staff, students, and parents
connected to your school.
®

®

• Only $40 a month – with no contracts!
• No out of pocket shipping expenses or sales tax for you
• Trained technical support to assist you
• No inventory to manage; product ships directly to your students
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