Perfection 
           We had a grading exam earlier this month for several students at our university club.  These were lower kudansha ranks, and I’m quite proud of them and of their efforts.  I asked one of our other yudansha, a recent transfer whose ranking is in another style, to help out.  He graciously accepted, and although he has no recognized rank in Goju-Ryu, he knows martial arts, and when evaluating a style different from his own, he certainly knows good from not so good.  

           After the grading, he said something quite profound, which I’ll paraphrase:  “I’ve always been such a perfectionist, I usually won’t accept anything short of that, to which my wife and children can attest.  But these students weren’t perfect, and somehow that seemed okay to me.  I could really tell how hard they have worked and that they were doing the best they were capable of.”  


That was obviously one of those cathartic realizations, and it made me think about the nature of perfection, and how striving for it can both help and hinder us.  It helps to have a standard to aspire to, even while knowing it is a non-attainable standard.  But it also hurts when we are forever dissatisfied by our efforts because we cannot attain it.  We can set ourselves up for disappointment by setting unattainable standards for ourselves and our students.  If a pole vault competitor set the bar at 7m when the current record is 6m, that would be an exercise in futility and would ultimately lead to disillusionment and de-motivation.  Quite simply put, the bar was set too high.  Now don’t get me wrong.  I’m not talking about permission to do less than what one is capable of.  Sometimes we simply need time to grow into becoming the best we can be. 



When watching a grading, it is obvious that some students of the same rank are much more proficient at the syllabus than others.  It may also be true that they are both doing the best they are capable of at that point in time..  Their effort factor is almost equal.  Should one be graded higher than the other?  


In a competition the answer would be a resounding Yes!  Someone has to win. But in a grading, I would be proud of, and no doubt promote them both.  I want them both to win in such a situation.  My desire is to motivate them to want to learn and assimilate more.  Typically, I see this “unequal skills” scenario more in the lower ranks.  The further up the grading ladder they advance and skills increase, the less diverse in abilities they appear.  So I don’t think I should penalize a practitioner early on and risk demoralizing them for future endeavors.  At this point, I’m looking as much at effort as excellence.  


Let me confess that I have firsthand experience.  I have never been the classic uncoordinated klutz, but for some reason, in my early years in both alpine skiing and karate, I always seemed to be one of the last to master a technique.  That was hard for me to swallow because I’m usually pretty adept, but I gained a valuable lesson from my personal experiences.  I learned that I can’t be constantly comparing my progress to others.  Sometimes I’m a faster learner, sometimes I’m not.  But another thing I learned was that although it may take me a little longer to assimilate a technique, when I do, I own it.  It is in me, not only on a superficial level.  So I also learned patience and persistence because I realized there was a payoff.  I might have been slower to learn, but I became good.  


Learning modalities differ.  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve tried to correct a student’s technique in kata or kumite, and they continue to repeat the same “mistake.”  Of course, my first inclination is there must be something wrong with them, not my teaching skills!  Then one day I say or demonstrate something a bit differently and it all suddenly clicks for that student.  It’s like opening a combination lock.  When the correct combination is dialed up, the tumblers align, and voila!  The lock opens.   


The problem was that up to that point, I simply hadn’t discovered the way to communicate to the modality that worked for them.  With some people their learning modality is visual -- they need to see it.  For some it is auditory -- they have to hear it said a certain way.  Still others have to do and do and do -- experiential learning -- until they reach a synchronicity of effort and understanding.  I often don’t know what modality to use in every occasion, but if I can keep a student engaged and coming back so they can work toward perfection, they invariably seem to get it.  


The important thing is to encourage students to give one-hundred percent of their efforts and over time, the idea of perfection will take care of itself.  
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