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Developing a Martial Arts School Curriculum 

A structured curriculum is something that is often missing in martial arts schools. The most common approach for a 

number of Martial Arts Instructors is the “technique of the day” strategy. This is where an instructor would show a few 

random techniques during class, often without any unifying theme or continuation of previously taught material. If 

they’re more diligent, instructors might prepare a week or two worth of material in advance, hopefully covering the 

same theme or related positions. 

The problem with these kinds of approaches is that it makes it more difficult to bring new members up to speed in your 

school’s curriculum. This is especially true for grappling or jujutsu schools, due primarily to the amount of different 

positions one might encounter while training. Consequently, when designing a Martial Arts School curriculum, you must 

ensure that it maintains both retention and program quality so that the students are continually excited about coming to 

class. 

Structuring your curriculum around your style’s basic techniques. 

The most fundamental part of a good curriculum is the instruction of the “basics”. Beginners need the most guidance 

and structure to help them understand the techniques being taught. The basics provide the foundation upon which you 

can expand with more advanced instruction later. 

It must be understood that the criteria for your Ranks does not necessarily make for the best foundation for your 

curriculum. When you build a basics curriculum, your goal should be to get new members and beginners up to speed as 

quickly as possible, so they can better appreciate and enjoy the art you are teaching, and not quit because they felt lost. 

Consider the following when developing your new curriculum:  

• List all the techniques you consider basic or fundamental, especially for beginners. 

• For each technique, think about the principles that are important to know at the most basic level. 

• For each technique, list 2-3 attacks you consider appropriate for the technique. 

• Do the same for escapes / defenses for each technique. 

• Estimate the number of classes needed to cover each technique on the list. Sometimes multiple techniques can 

be covered in a single session if they compliment each other, and sometimes a single technique would require 

multiple sessions to cover in full. 
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• Using the information, you gathered, build a timeline using the class schedule you currently maintain or if 

starting a new school, build your class schedule to accommodate your curriculum. 

You now have preliminary outline of your basics curriculum. It should cover the full extent of your school’s 

foundation for a Beginner/New Student to (at the very least) your Advanced Level (e.g.: Black Belt). If your school 

grows to where you have an extended Instructor base and ranking system (e.g.: Dan/Degrees), then your Curriculum 

must also include possible career paths for some of these dedicated students. 

The time from the start of the curriculum to the end of it is how long it should take for a new member at your school 

to know all the basics of the art/style of your school. 

The Introductory Session. 

Even with a structured curriculum, it takes time for new students to understand the terminology and basic movements, 

and what is expected of them as members of the school. 

That’s where the Introduction Class comes into play. An assistant instructor takes prospects who have come in for their 

first session aside and shows them the very basics without going into too much detail.  

These details could entail:  

• How to enter the training area (e.g.: proper bowing into the class) 

o Provides insight to school’s tradition or simply logistics whereby students enter the facility through a 

separate entrance from Observers, Instructors, etc. 

• How to properly put on the training uniform/belt or equipment 

o Some schools have a traditional way of putting on uniforms, for others it’s simply due to the complexity 

of the equipment involved. 

• Introduce them to basic martial arts etiquette as it is practiced in your school. 

o Allows the new member to be comfortable when entering the classes and can provide some history of 

the school and/or style being practiced. 

• Explain what the new Student can expect in their first few classes 

o This includes providing insight to the format of the classes (how to line up, how to address the instructors 

as well as other students), the pace of the class and possibly content if your classes are tightly structured.  

• Basic Physical elements of your martial art, including a Stance, a Block, a Strike and/or a Hold. 

o Allows the student to complete some homework before entering their first formal class and in turn allows 

them to come up to speed with the rest of the class quicker. 

Going over those details should help to reduce confusion and better prepare new people for attending regular classes. 

Advanced instruction 

Advanced instruction would be everything that requires a solid grasp of the basics.  

Some considerations to remember to: 

1. Student-Focused Instruction: Focusing on the student instead of the instructor; 

 

2. Results-Based Learning: Focusing on getting results instead of adhering to outdated style doctrine; 

 

3. Highly Structured Curriculum Delivery:  Focusing on a proven development path that is understandable and 

transparent to all students. 
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Children’s Classes 

Teaching Children is sizably different from Adult instruction for in most cases children find it more difficult to 

concentrate for long periods or understand abstract concepts. 

An effective approach is to incorporate regular instruction with games that incorporate the movements you want to 

teach. The goal is to have the kids perform the moves naturally while having fun, and then tie it together as an actual 

technique they can repeat in regular formal basics training. 

So, while the Children’s Curriculum you design can be based on the basics curriculum you have, the timeline might need 

to be adjusted to account for the difference in instruction. You may have to allocate more time to specific parts which 

are more important, and then less time (or even none at all) to parts of the instruction you feel might be too advanced 

or dangerous for children who have just started your program. 

Student Centric Instruction 

Traditionally the student/teacher relationship in the martial arts has been focused on the instructor. Certainly, while you 

as the instructor are worthy of a degree of respect, your focus should be on the student, which in business terms is your 

client. 

If you centralized the attention, you will find that ego can often get in the way of turning out good students, and the 

traditional image of the instructor as the all-knowing master only serves to perpetuate this. With the advent of the 

Internet age, this all-knowing persona is a recipe for failure in today’s martial arts industry. 

A quality and considerate instructor will actually want to turn out students who are better than they are. It is a high sign 

of success for respected instructors to produce students who exceed them, both technically as well as in character. 

By implementing student-focused instruction, it doesn’t mean giving up all tradition and courtesy. On the contrary, 

working in the best interests of your students empowers them and makes each one feel like they can accomplish what 

you’ve achieved and more.  

Special Needs Instruction 

If you are contemplating accepting “Special Needs” students, then you will need to be prepared to take on the added 

responsibilities and high maintenance nature of these type of students. 

In addition, based on the type of “Special Needs” being considered, this could require some Government bureaucracy to 

be involved, thus again adding a layer of complexity and possible litigation issues (Risk Management).  

A customized curriculum would have to be designed, based on the circumstances of your interests.  

Results-Based Learning 

We have to understand and accept that we’re dealing with an entirely new generation of students who learn quite a bit 

differently the previous generation of Martial Arts students. 

 This new generation has been raised on technology and media, and thus they present unique challenges that must be 

addressed in order to retain more students and turn out Black Belts (for example) who are worthy of carrying on your 

school’s name. 
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Review your Curriculum Regularly. 

Don’t expect to create the perfect curriculum in one attempt. No matter how much you plan ahead, you can only tell if 

something works when you try it out in practice, and then observe the results.  

Keep an open mind and be willing to change and update your instruction based on how well it’s received. 

If you wish more information or need assistance in developing your custom curriculum, please contact us at the MAPS 

Advisors Group, where we have the expertise to ensure the success of your Martial Art Business. 

 

Disclaimer 

Although every care has been taken by the MAPS Advisors Group Ltd., in the preparation of this publication, no 

warranty is given by the MAPS Advisors Group Ltd. as to the accuracy or completeness of the information contained 

within it and the MAPS Advisors Group Ltd. shall not be responsible or liable for any loss or damage whatsoever arising 

by virtue of such information or any instructions or advice contained within this publication or by any of the 

aforementioned. 

 


