
Coaching warriors for the ring or even on the battlefield has been my passion 
for the last 20 years and I have been fortunate to learn from some of the best 
coaches around the world. I have spent many years teaching defensive tactics 
to police instructors, coaching competitive fighters for championship bouts, 
and instructing military personnel on close-quarter combatives.

BUILDING WARRIORS

D
uring my journey as a 
coach I have identified 
six key concepts, which 
I believe create the best 
learning environment. 

1. Clear Goals
2. Psychology of Combat
3. Training
4. Conditioning
5. Play
6. Stages of Skill Acquisition

1 Clear Goals
Why is someone training? Is it for 

fitness, street defence or competitive 
aspirations? If we don’t have a goal in 
mind then why are we training and 
how can we reach the destination if 
we don’t know where we are going?

As coaches we need to know why each 
student is at our gym. We can then guide 
and advise them which training approach 
best suits them.

Train for goals in mind! 
Positive reinforcement from the coach 
when a student performs a technique 
correctly or improves will help them to 
make better connections in the mind 
when recalling it.

2 Psychology of Combat  
Whether competing in the ring or 

defending yourself against an attacker 
on the street, students need to be 
educated on the psychology involved 
in combat. 

We should teach how they may 
feel and how their body will react in a 

confrontation. Knowledge is power, and 
this is definitely the case when faced with 
an attacker or opponent who is trying to 
hurt you. 

If you have never been in a violent 
confrontation it is hard to imagine how 
you will feel or react.  

Give your students the knowledge to 
prepare them for a violent altercation. 

I remember teaching a control-
and-restraint course with a security 
company. A number of doormen 
were taking part and during a Q&A 
session I explained the natural 
bodily reactions everyone feels when 
faced with a confrontation. I told 
them that I often felt scared before 
an altercation or ring fight. One 
of the guys, clearly a little shocked 
at this confession, looked up and 
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down the line of doormen and then 
sheepishly put his hand up and said, 
“Yeah, I get scared sometimes.”

Almost immediately, as if they were 
taking turns, everyone started admitting 
their fears when working on the door 
and dealing with violent people. All the 
participants felt a massive relief from 
knowing everyone had the same fears. 
Everyone feels it so you need to teach it.

3 Training 
This is where we learn our basic 

skill set by practicing movements 
through shadow boxing, using 
equipment or working with training 
partners to learn techniques. 

Teaching through physical 
demonstrations, plus explanations of 
how a technique is performed will help 
students make connections about why 

and how a certain movement would be 
used at a certain time.  

Drills performed at slow and 
faster speeds will help the student 
establish the body mechanics needed 
to incorporate a particular technique 
into their arsenal and help it become a 
more natural movement. 

I will often tell my students not to 
strive for a ‘perfect’ technique, which 
is impossible to achieve. Strive for 
progression not perfection and try to 
improve 1 per cent every day until you 
are efficient at that movement

4 Conditioning 
Conditioning of these skills until 

they are performed instinctively under 
increased pressure is essential. 

Movements need to be used 
instinctively as a response to stimuli 
but this conditioning requires placing 
the technique in unfamiliar situations. 
Rewiring the brain to react to often 
stressful stimuli can be difficult, but is 
vital in the combat arts. 

If we condition ourselves to pull a 
punch before we make contact in our 
martial arts training then why would we 
expect a different result when we try to 
defend ourselves in a real-life situation. 

5 Play 
Play is one of the most 

important principles of coaching. By 
incorporating games with intensity, 
students can practice the skills they 
have learned. This often results in a 
very relaxed and natural way for the 
students to move. 

Every individual is different in their 
shape, size, way of thinking and way of 
moving so we need to let our students 
express themselves once they have 
learned the skill at a conscious level. 

What works well for you may not 
necessarily work well for someone 
else, so each martial artist needs to 
find their own flare and individual 
style to perform the movements they 
have mastered. This can be achieved 
through play.

6 Stages of Skill Acquisition
The acquisition of new 

techniques and motor skills 
typically occurs in three stages. 

The first stage is characterised 
by a high degree of cognition and 
consciousness activating several regions 
of the cerebral cortex. 

In this early stage the development 
of this new motor skill (martial arts 
technique) is highly correlated with 
the quality of instructions given both 
verbally and procedurally by the coach. 
Before the movement is attempted, the 
cerebral cortex analyses the movement, 
determines the movement goal and 
decides upon the best movement strategy 
to achieve that goal by formulating a series 
of muscle commands. 

This early phase relies on feedback 
from our sensory systems and the 
cerebellum, which monitors the 
movement both during and at its end 
point, sending corrective commands to 
the cerebrum. 

With practice of this new skill or 
technique a transition occurs from 
consciousness to automatic control and 
increased proficiency, accuracy and 
speed develop. 

The movement is refined, co-
ordination between limbs improves and 
adaptation to the environment ensues. 

Adjustments are still occurring via 
feedback from the cerebellum to the 
motor regions of the cerebrum, however 
to a lesser degree. 

The autonomous stage is the final stage 
of motor skill acquisition. The movement 
sequence has been coded in to long-
term motor memory and demands less 
cognition and sensory feedback. 

The movement now shows stability 
allowing the performance of the skill 
to be less influenced by internal and 
external disruption, as it is a learned 
movement pattern. 

Skill at this level is executed 
fluidly and instinctively through 
sparring, for example.

By utilising these six concepts 
of coaching we can structure our 
students training and help them 
reach their potential. IK

“Perfection is 
not attainable, 
but if we chase 
perfection 
we can catch 
excellence.” 
– Vince Lombardi.
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