
The Six Insider Secrets You Must 
Know Before Choosing A Martial 

Arts School

Martial Arts training can be a positive life changing experience. It can unfortunately also 
be a mediocre one. This guide is a very blunt look at what you need to be aware of so 
that you can set yourself up on an exciting journey by choosing the right school 
from day one. Donʼt be robbed of your most precious commodity - time.

1. Promises, Promises...

Here are the 3 most common benefits individuals seek in martial arts training and 
how to assess the ability of a school to deliver on them. Virtually every school promises 
these 3 results, but can they produce them?

Self - Defense

Real self-defense addresses more then just a styleʼs specialty. No, you cannot just kick 
and punch, or just grapple your way to safety. A schoolʼs curriculum should include a 
well balanced set of techniques and strategies to be able to claim to teach realistic 
self-defense. This means the instructors need to have true expertise in all ranges of 
combat - stand up striking, close quarter self-defense and ground fighting. 

Unfortunately students are often mislead into a false sense of confidence because the 
instructor lacks skill and knowledge in some of these areas and they are simply 
overlooked. 

Fitness

The classes must include specific training exercises to develop various fitness goals 
which means the instructors need to have additional expertise beyond their martial arts 
knowledge. An instructor that has not made fitness and conditioning a genuine study 
cannot possibly offer those benefits on a consistent level. Just doing “traditional” 
martial arts training will be hit and miss when it comes to well rounded fitness 
training. 



In addition, most respectable schools claiming to offer a strong exercise component will 
also have specialized classes for that purpose.

Fitness expertise does not simply accrue by virtue of martial arts training. Find out what 
has been specifically added to the curriculum of the school to ensure the maximum 
possible results with every class.

Confidence, focus, self-discipline, and overall personal development

Many personal development benefits can be achieved through martial arts training. For 
the vast majority of schools the reality is some of these benefits occur... some of the 
time. They have no system or pedagogy in place to ensure constant personal 
development. Many instructors sadly would be hard pressed to provide a valid 
explanation as  to how one even gains such benefits, or they will give you a vague 
answer.

Does the school have a specific system in place to foster these attributes in their 
students? A tough question to ask most martial arts instructors is what books have 
they read and would recommend for ones pursuit of personal excellence? 

A great instructor is much more than simply a high level practitioner. 

2. How To Find The Real Experts

Experts are by definition specialists, fully committed to their craft.

Only a professional, full-time, dedicated school has the ability to deliver consistent 
results to their clients. Obviously, a strong track record, clear standards, and certified 
instructors are some of the things you should be on the lookout for. There are however 
some other key areas to consider very carefully.

Full-time professionals:

Would you hire a lawyer to defend you in court who only practices on weekends but is a 
actually a dentist with the rest of his time? The sad truth is that many martial arts 
school owners are only part-time amateurs who cannot possibly dedicate the 
time required to create a superior training experience for you. 



A professional well equipped facility:

- Look for a  fully matted training area.  Hard floors are especially hard on the joints 
while carpet is a serious hygiene concern as every bacteria and germ will remain in 
the fibers. Safety is also of course a major concern in all physical activities and a 
school that did not invest in proper matted flooring throughout should be 
absolutely avoided.

- Avoid “basement dungeons” when possible. A bright, pleasant, atmosphere with lots of 
windows will make a big difference over the long run in your training enjoyment and 
the quality of the experience. Both basement and 2nd floor locations may also indicate 
the owners did not have the financial solvency to be granted a ground floor prime 
location. Something to be considered before investing your money with such a 
establishment.

A professional school with dedicated leadership is always evolving: 

That means if a school has been established for any length of time they will have more 
than one or two types of programs. The “My style or method is the best and only one 
anyone needs” approach should sound alarm bells as to the complete ignorance of 
what is available in martial arts training to help you achieve your goals. 

No single art or training style is all things to all people. An instructor or school that 
refuses to evolve or that adheres to principles strictly because that is how they were 
taught is really a contradiction to a universal martial arts principle: One must always 
seek to improve. 

Look for the schools that have progressive, constantly evolving programs and features 
and are staying on the cutting edge of the industry. 

3. Making Cents Of Dollars... 

First, and most important - No two schools will offer the same experience and therefore 
the question is not what one charges in comparison to the other, but what are you 
getting for the price? 

Achieving your goals and passionately enjoying your training is certainly more valuable 
than wasting your time in a cheap activity with mediocre results. You absolutely 



want to get good value, but looking exclusively at price gives you zero indication of the 
value you will actually be getting. 

If you saw an advertisement that stated only: “Car. $5000” and another “Car. $25,000” it 
does not give you enough information to make the right purchase decision. You could 
be buying a lemon that will break down in a few months, in which case you actually lost 
$5000. On the other hand $25,000 amortized over many years of reliable service may 
very well be a much better deal and genuinely serve your needs. Until you get more 
information, you cannot make an intelligent decision.

Any school that tries to use their “low” price as a means of attracting customer is in fact 
saying that they have so little that is unique or valuable to offer that they can only 
offer low cost as a reason to join. Remember, you get what you pay for.

4. The First Test

The private lesson trial option is the first and one of the most important test of a 
schoolʼs commitment to provide you with superior service.

A school that does not offer a trial should definitely be suspect, but more importantly 
that trial must include private lessons.

Your needs and goals are unique. The only way for the instructors to really get to know 
you is in a private setting. If a school just wants to throw you into a class from day 
one without taking the proper time and effort to discover more about you then 
you really should avoid them. Do they care so little about your individuality? Or do 
they only have a “one size fits all program”?.

A “sink or swim” mentality when it comes to your first few classes demonstrates a clear 
disregard not just for your progress but potentially for your safety as well.

5. The “Must Have” Instructor Checklist 

Instructors and school owners are definitely not all equal. Since your instructor will be 
one of the major determining factors in your martial arts experience, special care needs 
to be placed on evaluating them.



Do they look the part? 

Martial arts are meant to develop disciplined athletes. An great instructor leads by 
example in his/her training and lifestyle. Seeing an instructor that is overtly obese or a 
smoker for example should certainly raise questions as to their personal standards, and 
therefore their ability to lead you to excel.

Are they any good? 

You may not be an expert at making that distinction at this time, but aside from factors 
such as old age, a good instructor needs to be at the very least a good practitioner of 
their craft. Be aware however that someoneʼs rank may not be an indication of their 
actual skills or knowledge. Most martial arts organization hand out the higher black belt 
ranks and titles as patronage promotions for “good service”. Thatʼs why unfortunately 
the industry is choke full of “paper tigers” - 7th 8th and 9th degree black belts that 
havenʼt really thrown a punch in decades.

Also, with the many fragmented organizations, groups and governing bodies making up 
the martial arts community, “world champions” are often simply their specific 
organizationʼs champion. Or even worse, they may have won a division in one of 
hundreds of yearly tournaments dubbed “World Championships” and are now laying 
claim to that title.

When evaluating the instructors, look for physical proficiency, good communication 
skills, and strong knowledge of the intricacies of the techniques. More importantly look 
for charismatic individuals that will motivate you to achieve your personal best. 

Are they professional, courteous, friendly, with a genuine interest in you? 

The following are some key “personalities” you should definitely be on the lookout for:

1. The “Grand Master Syndrome”

If the chief instructor is too “important” to be friendly and approachable, or to treat you 
as a valued client - you should be wary.  Courtesy, respect, and humility are not only 
tenants of all martial arts but also an indicator of the interest that instructor will take in 
you. The “I am great therefore you are fortunate to be my student” mindset will not serve 
a committed educator. Any hints of arrogance should be a repellant to your 
involvement with that school.



2. The “Ultimate Fighter”

The truth is that most of the time, great competitors do not make great instructors. 
Competing is a self-focused activity. Great educators are outwardly focused and the 
skills it takes to become effective at bringing out the best in others is a whole 
separate course of study from simply being “good”. It does not mean they are 
mutually exclusive, but be sure the instructor is much more than just a successful 
competitor. An instructor that is currently and actively training for competition will 
definitely be lacking the focus required to be a great coach for you and should be 
avoided.
 
3. The “Egomaniac”

Some schools become a literal shrine to the head instructor. Sadly these ego driven 
organizations are typically run by an individual trying to douse their insecurities with self- 
glorification. Not the self-confident “leader” you are looking for...

4. The “Fanatical Advocate”

Some instructors are completely and overtly fanatical about their style, affiliation, brand 
etc. They are so immersed in their own propaganda that everything takes second place 
to the “Organization” or “Team” - including you. This near cult like setting is very 
effective at “sucking in” new recruits because to fit in everyone there has to adopt the 
same mentality. Not only does it provide zero benefit to your training, it is also quite 
counterproductive as the instructors will dedicate an enormous amount of time 
trying to make you a “believer” rather than focusing on your goals and progress.

Your instructor needs to be a caring guide. A good instructor has your progress and 
success as a priority, not the worship of their style or brand.

6. Culture Is Everything

The atmosphere of the school should be friendly, relaxed, and supportive. When first 
entering the school does it feel more like a sterile gym or a lifeless spa? Or is it a 
vibrant educational environment?

The culture of the school will be one of the most impact-full facet of your martial 
arts experience long term. 



On one side of the spectrum is the self-designated “tough guy” school where  survival of 
the fittest is the rule of thumb. Only the top performers are given any significant 
attention and the atmosphere is a constant clash of egos. 

The truth is that even if your goals are high level competition, a caring supportive team 
will be the strongest determining factor in your success. Look for the schools that give 
the same attention to the less talented as they do the superstars.

Some schools are trophy hungry above all else. This means your value to the school 
and the subsequent quality of training you receive will be in direct proportion to 
your competitive prowess. When a school is incessantly  talking about their 
competitive achievements and brandishing trophies, medals, and belts as their main 
talking points you know your personal needs are going to take a back seat to their 
propaganda.  This kind of culture has absolutely no regard for your individual needs.

On the other side of the spectrum, are dull, lifeless schools, that just regurgitate the 
same old thing they have been doing for years. The instructors are passionless and 
sometimes even cynical. Students come in and out of this environment devoid of 
excitement and vision. Donʼt let that be you.

A great martial arts school is much more than just a gym. Exciting classes, 
sophisticated technical progression and personal empowerment are just the starting 
point. An opportunity for individuals of all walks of life and abilities to achieve great 
personal victories. Passionate role models that are dedicated to the pursuit of 
excellence in all areas of life and inspire others to the same standards. Community 
leaders that make a positive impact on everyone within their reach. Donʼt settle for 
less.

Beginning your journey in martial arts can be one of the most positive things you 
will ever do for yourself when joining the right school. So if you are going to try 
martial arts once in your life, make it an unforgettable experience. 
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