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Preface





Some people love to fight – they revel in the excitement of meeting new opponents, testing themselves against more skilled fighters, taking risks to score with a winning technique … and some people don’t. For some, free sparring is an anxious experience, perhaps they just aren’t that competitive or perhaps they fear injury, but whatever the reason, they are uncomfortable in a sparring situation and their anxiety constrains their performance. This book addresses both groups. If you are an enthusiastic fighter but perhaps aren’t winning as often or as well as you would like, then maybe you need to fight smarter. If you lack confidence and find yourself ‘freezing’ then you probably need to be more in control of yourself and your opponent.


The starting point for this book is the recognition that sparring is not merely an extension of what you learn standing in line in class at your martial arts club. Yes, it is built on the blocking, punching and kicking techniques in the formal syllabus but these fundamentals need to be adapted for the sparring arena. This book seeks to help club-level fighters in Taekwon-Do and other similar martial arts to think about their sparring in more detail, to make those adaptations and thereby make their sparring more effective.





Master Jim Hogan, VII Degree


James Home, IV Degree



















1 Introduction





The Need for this Book


Taekwon-Do, like most Asian martial arts, has many aspects that attract students for many different reasons. Some are drawn to the physical training, some to the perfection of martial techniques, some to the wider moral and ethical principles of self-discipline, self-improvement and mutual respect … and some to fighting. But for whatever reasons people come to it, Taekwon-Do exists and prospers as a self-defence art and every aspect of Taekwon-Do training relates back to this core purpose: effective self-defence. The role of sparring in pursuit of this goal is therefore crucial since it provides the best test of how effective techniques are for individual students in realistic (yet controlled) combat. Or at least that is what it should be – in practice, sparring often falls far short of this goal because many people find it difficult to transfer the techniques that they have learnt ‘formally’ in class into the sparring arena.


Why should this be? Two reasons: first, there is a difference between how to perform, for example, a powerful side kick that can break through boards of wood as part of a grade promotion test and how to deliver a fast, deceptive side kick that can sneak in under an opponent’s guard. The former requires an understanding of how to generate maximum penetrative power against a static target, while the latter is more concerned with how to seize a fleeting opportunity against a moving target. Both are valid and, indeed, the ‘formal’ understanding is a prerequisite for the practical application, but they are nonetheless different and require different approaches in their teaching. While there is an ‘ideal’, technical side kick that everyone can aspire to when performing the technique in isolation, multiple variables come into play when sparring – each individual needs both to develop a personal style that best suits him and then to adapt that to rapidly changing circumstances. This is not something that an instructor can teach a class of students all at the same time; he can show examples, for instance, of sparring combinations and criticize students’ sparring performances, but, ultimately, individuals must take responsibility for applying what they learn in their sparring. And that is one of the goals of the book: to get you, the reader, thinking about how you fight more deeply than you may have done in the past and to use this analysis to constantly refine and improve your sparring.


Secondly, while the above describes a need for a process there is also a need for content. The fundamentals on which effective sparring is based differ significantly from the formal syllabus of Taekwon-Do and other similar martial arts. Basics such as stance, guard and movement need to be revisited and adapted; this book tries to set down in some detail what fundamentals you need to change and why.


In addressing these two needs the book does not seek to provide a comprehensive manual on the myriad aspects of sparring, rather it seeks to offer a framework that you can use to improve your sparring by making it more effective.


Who Should Read It?


The book is aimed squarely at the beginner to intermediate-level martial artist who trains at his local club and possibly enters local and national competitions. While it may be of value to more experienced fighters, with its strong emphasis on fundamentals the book’s primary focus is on the club-level martial artist who is conscious of that gap between his performance in class and when he is sparring.


It is written from the perspective of Taekwon-Do as taught by the ITF (International Taekwon-Do Federation). Taekwon-Do is a Korean self-defence art created some fifty years ago and is now one of the world’s most popular martial arts, that practises continuous, semi-free sparring where both hand and foot techniques can be applied to legitimate targets ‘above the belt’. Under this regime, fighters are free to kick and punch (with a degree of control and while wearing protective gloves and footwear) to the head and the body until they are stopped by the referee due to some infringement of the rules or the end of a round. Since this format, with slight variations, is shared by other martial arts, this book is therefore equally applicable to students of, for instance, karate, kung fu and kickboxing, as it is to those of ITF Taekwon-Do.


The Structure of the Book


The book is divided into three sections that reflect the authors’ view of the progressive nature of the teaching of sparring.


Part I Fundamentals


The bedrock of effective sparring is correct body positioning and footwork, and these are broken down into the core components of stance, guard and movement. The importance of these elements cannot be emphasized enough and they are covered in considerable detail before they are brought together in one of the most neglected aspects of sparring: defence. Again, defence is covered in some detail to reinforce its importance and to try to get you to put it at the heart of your sparring.


Part II Core Techniques


What makes a particular technique effective in sparring? How is it best adapted from the class to the ring? How can you train to improve your technique? This section answers these and related questions by examining some core techniques in all of the major categories (that is, hand techniques, lead-leg kicks, rear-leg kicks and jumping kicks) and providing training drills to help you to develop them. The use of sparring drills is key to your future progress because it is the most effective way to refine sparring techniques: by using those provided as a template you can go on to develop your own drills for your specific needs.


Part III Strategy


This final section looks at some of the more strategic aspects of sparring, such as how to assess your opponent, how to create openings, effective attacking combinations and counter-attacks.





Each section is divided into chapters that each cover a single topic, such as stance, jumping kicks and creating openings, and, within each chapter, photographs of the authors are used extensively to illustrate techniques in some detail. These photographs are your principal study aid because they (generally) show the performance of a technique from start to finish, allowing you to study the body position and footwork leading up to the technique. This is of particular importance given the strong emphasis placed on these fundamentals throughout and, where necessary, a red marker has been used as a fixed point in a series of photographs the better to illustrate the distance travelled and the direction being followed.


How to Use this Book


Each section is dependent on a good understanding of its predecessor (and, in the case of the first section, of each chapter) and you will therefore get the most out of it by tackling it strictly in the order in which it is presented.


As you approach each new topic, try not to be in too much of a hurry and try to ‘realize’ the points made rather than just to read them. This ‘realization’ is necessary because, from your current standpoint, you may not agree with many of the arguments made, for example, in the case of stance. If you have been training and sparring for a couple of years you will be used to working off your own stance and may not initially see that there is any need to change it. But we hope that you will find the arguments for a change of stance persuasive after you have considered them, but even this is not enough. If you are going to make fundamental changes to your sparring style then you need truly to believe the reasons behind them and you must therefore experience some actual improvement by changing your stance. The effort of reading is only the start – you must not only practise the technique until you can perform it adequately, but you must also use it in your sparring sufficiently to be able to recognize it as an improvement or otherwise.


Ultimately, sparring style is personal and you should use the book to make your own style more effective by a process of development rather than revolution. Take your time with the book, think about the points it makes, try them out, play around with them and then incorporate what works for you.
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Part I


Fundamentals
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The foundation of effective Taekwon-Do sparring is the same as that of the martial art of which it is a part – strong basics – and there are two core elements upon which everything else rests: a good defence and correct movement. We cannot emphasize the importance of these fundamentals strongly enough, and we have presented them here in particular detail, not merely to help you to learn about stance, guard, movement and defence but so that you may properly grasp their importance and put them at the heart of your sparring.



















2 Sparring Basics





Before you even consider ‘how’ to spar more effectively it is essential that you have a clear view of what you are trying to achieve. Why? Because many students set themselves unrealistic goals; it is not about turning yourself into a martial arts superhero but making the best use of your abilities in a clearly defined and controlled set of circumstances. Your starting point must therefore be the rules and boundaries of free sparring that dictate your core objectives and the strategies that you must adopt to achieve them.


Style


Taekwon-Do, like an increasing number of more ‘traditional’ martial arts, practises semi-contact, continuous, free sparring. Semi-contact is a term used essentially to distinguish normal club and competition sparring from ‘full-contact’ sparring where techniques are executed at full power with the ultimate goal of incapacitating your opponent. While there is much to be said for the full-contact regime as a sterner and perhaps more realistic test of martial arts skills, with its intense physical demands and increased risk of injury, it is not appropriate for the majority of martial artists. Equally, while ‘no-contact’ or ‘touch’ sparring, where techniques stop just short of the target making no or only very light contact, can be very skilful and dynamic when performed at a high level, for most martial artists it lacks realism. Semi-contact is therefore a compromise between these two extremes, where the maximum amount of realism is achieved with the minimum risk of injury, and in Taekwon-Do sparring an effective technique (and one that will ‘score’) is therefore defined as one that is:




	executed correctly at the appropriate distance


	dynamic with speed, power and accuracy


	controlled and executed at a valid target





These definitions are, of course, open to some interpretation. Yet they are worth thinking over so that they become your goal and so that you try to deliver proper Taekwon-Do techniques with as much speed and power as you can while still being able to control their final impact and avoid injuring your opponent. In practice, it is difficult to get those ‘clean shots’, but this should be your aim since these would be the most effective techniques were they delivered at full power in a real self-defence situation and, in any case, competition judges will score them much more readily than flurries of unfocused kicks and punches.


Continuous sparring means that the fight continues without interruption unless the referee intervenes because of some infraction of the rules or it is the end of the round. This differs significantly from the ‘single-point’ sparring practised by some martial arts, such as more traditional styles of Karate where the fight is stopped if a point is scored. Again, much can be said for single-point sparring and, in particular, the way that it encourages great accuracy and fast counter-attacking skills – both aspects that can usefully be incorporated into Taekwon-Do sparring. However, a ‘sudden-death’ regime requires a very different approach from continuous sparring where your strategy needs to encompass the full duration of each round (usually one or two 2min rounds in Taekwon-Do), and where pace and defence become important considerations.


Finally, free sparring is a relative term in that, although there are rules regarding, for instance, the levels of contact and allowable target areas (see below), fighters should be able to draw upon the full range of techniques in their armoury. This is particularly the case in Taekwon-Do with its strong emphasis on aerial techniques that can be challenging enough to execute correctly in class, let alone when sparring. So in order to encourage fighters to demonstrate their proficiency in Taekwon-Do and not just rely on ‘basic’ scoring techniques, more points are awarded for jumping attacks resulting in fighters using a wider range of techniques, which, in turn, makes Taekwon-Do sparring so exciting to participate in and to watch.


Rules


Within this semi-contact, continuous, free-sparring style there are relatively few rules that the competitor must follow.


Clothing and Equipment


Clothing will be as dictated by your association – in ITF Taekwon-Do it is always the regulation white training uniform (dobok) and belt, signifying your grade, whether training at a club or entering a competition. Minimum safety equipment regulations will also vary but, at club level, students must always wear padded hand and foot protectors that are substantial enough to offer significant protection to your opponent, but not so much so that they greatly increase the size of your attacking tool as with ‘heavy’ boxing gloves. There are many good makes of martial arts sparring equipment – Hyashi Top Ten and Macho are two of the most popular in Taekwon-Do. These basic components can be supplemented by a range of optional equipment, some of which will be compulsory in competitions, including:




	groin guard (males)


	breast protector (females)


	mouth guard


	head guard (recommended at all times for juniors when sparring)


	shin protectors


	forearm protectors





Target Area


See Target Areas Sequence


Target Areas
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For safety reasons, the target area is restricted to the head, neck and trunk above the navel at the front and the sides of the head and body – striking to the back of the body, head or neck or at any point below the navel is not allowed. This target area is divided into two sections:
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High section comprising targets above the shoulder line and in front of a line drawn vertically behind the ear.
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Middle section comprising the body below the shoulder line, above the navel and in front of a vertical line drawn from the armpit to the waist.








Faults


The referee will pause the fight and deduct a point from a competitor for:




	loss of temper


	misconduct from a competitor towards an opponent


	biting or scratching


	knee, elbow or head attacks


	attacks to a fallen opponent


	excessive contact





Warnings


The referee will pause the fight and issue a warning to a competitor for:




	attack to an illegal target


	stepping out of the ring area with both feet


	falling (touching the ground with any part of the body other than the feet)


	holding, grabbing or pushing


	sweeping an opponent’s feet


	intentionally avoiding sparring


	celebrating a technique


	feigning injury after receiving an attack





At the end of the fight a point is deducted for each complete set of three warnings issued to a competitor.


Disqualification


The referee will immediately stop the fight and disqualify a competitor for:







	misconduct towards the referee and/or ignoring his instructions


	full-contact attack


	accumulating three minus points directly during the fight


	being under the influence of drink or drugs





Scoring


Points are awarded for valid attack techniques to the target area as follows:




	one point for: 


— hand attack to mid or high section


—foot attack to mid section


	two points for:


— foot attack to high section


— jumping or flying foot attack to mid section


— jumping or flying hand attack to high section


— jumping or flying foot attack to high section.





(A ‘jumping or flying’ attack is deemed successful when both of the attacker’s feet are still off the ground at the moment of impact.)


Objectives


Your objective in free sparring is to win by scoring more points than your opponent. Simple! But the rules and the scoring system play a large part in determining how best to achieve that objective in the most efficient and therefore the most effective manner.


Clearly all fights are different in that you have to react to an unpredictable opponent (although recognizing predictable actions and ‘training’ your opponent to behave in a predictable way are key weapons in your armoury that are covered in later chapters), but the sparring format gives rise to three fundamental principles that form the basis of effective sparring. 


Fight within the Rules


It really serves no purpose for you to deliberately break any of the rules and receive any unnecessary warnings or faults, not only would you be working against yourself by incurring minus penalty points, but, more importantly, you would not be fully in control. Consider this scenario: you are on the receiving end of a strong punch and you feel that your opponent was using excessive contact but the referee has not intervened, so in your anger you determine to get even and deliberately punch your opponent with full force. Even if the referee does not see the technique properly and does not therefore give a warning, while you may hope that your opponent will now think twice about using excessive contact again, he may well be thinking that he has the advantage since he has clearly made you react. He could be thinking that you are to be treated with respect, but he could also be thinking that you are easy to rile, to make lose control and therefore make mistakes. However, if your response is to tighten up your defence, show that you are not intimidated by standing your ground and reply with some good, clean scoring shots (and, yes, perhaps use a little more contact than you might ordinarily), then, whatever else your opponent may be thinking, it will not be that he has gained the advantage. You must have self-control to spar well, and fighting within the rules shows your opponent that you have it.


Aim to Score Points


A statement of the obvious? Not if you have any experience in judging sparring competitions where you will frequently see a great deal of activity from fighters resulting in relatively few points. Of course, you cannot attack effectively all the time – you need to react to your opponent, you need to feint, you need to defend – but try not to waste effort in attacks that are never going to succeed. You must score points to win, and attacks that have no chance of success – because they are well out of range, not on target or are not being used to set up a more effective attack – are wasted effort. Try to focus on delivering scoring techniques rather than just being ‘busy’. Equally, it is not enough to rely on counter-attacking (which can be an effective strategy in ‘single-point’ sparring): you are unlikely to score more points than your opponent by merely answering his attacks – you must put your opponent under pressure by going forward.


Avoid Getting Hit


An even more obvious point? Maybe, but if this book has a single, overriding message then it is this: a good defence is essential for effective sparring.


Again, if you have watched or judged sparring competitions you will have noticed that (particularly among less experienced fighters) a poor defence is more often the reason for a scoring attack than the quality of the technique. No matter how fast, strong and varied your attacking skills may be, a good defence gives you three key advantages before you even score a point:




	
Winning is easier – regardless of how good your opponent may be, the fewer scoring techniques he can land on you, the fewer you have to land on him to win.


	
Your opponent must work harder – if your defence is the stronger then your opponent must work harder and perhaps try things outside his comfort zone to prevail; this creates more openings for you.


	
Your confidence increases – once you begin to develop a good defence you will feel under less pressure and more able to think strategically, and that will, in turn, increase your confidence and your effectiveness.





In summary, effective Taekwon-Do sparring proceeds from a good defence that allows you to pursue an attacking strategy with the least risk to yourself, and this is what this book offers.



















3 Stance





The absolute bedrock of effective sparring is a good stance. Everything else – how you move, how you attack and defend, your attitude and your self-confidence – is underpinned by your stance: your foot position, your weight distribution and your orientation.


Perhaps you are thinking that this is a statement of the obvious, that your stance suits you well enough and that what you need to learn are better techniques and strategy. Perhaps you are also somewhat irritated to hear such emphasis placed on stance when it is something that is stressed so much in Taekwon-Do and other martial arts with their wide variety of stances – what more is there to learn about stances? However, we regard a good sparring stance as fundamental to effective sparring and therefore to the rest of this book and we encourage you to study this chapter carefully and try to relate its messages to any shortcomings or areas for improvement in your current sparring. Do you have difficulty moving out of the way of attack? Do you get hit frequently? Are you too susceptible to counter-attacks? Are your attacks often out of range? Do your opponents seem to see you coming? Are you too tense? All of these and other issues are addressed at their core by stance, and free sparring requires a different approach to stance than that used in the formal stances you have been taught.


Why Change?


When you learn formal stances in Taekwon-Do or other martial arts emphasizing the correct execution of techniques and pre-arranged patterns (such as tul in Taekwon-Do or kata in Karate), the stances that you learn are introduced to cover the full ranges of weight distribution and body position. Each stance serves specific purposes, thus l-stance is a good defensive stance but it can limit your options for attack (see Limitations of L-Stance sequence).


Limitations of L-Stance
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The classic, side-facing l-stance offers good protection for the body and with most of the weight on the rear leg …
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… it is easy to launch front-leg kicks such as the front-snap kick but …
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… a rear-leg kick, such as a turning kick, requires all the weight to be shifted on to the front leg.








Similarly, a strong walking stance is an excellent position through which to maximize the power of a punch, but not the best from which to move away quickly (see Limitations of Walking Stance sequence).


Limitations of Walking Stance
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A deep walking stance can generate power in a stepping punch, but …
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… to move away from a counter-attack the whole body must be raised before you can step away …
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… creating a delay that your opponent can exploit.








Clearly different stances will be appropriate in different situations, not only in your structured classes but also in your sparring – there is no one ‘correct’ stance, each has its advantages and disadvantages. The ‘good’ sparring stance is not a ‘better’ stance than the l-stance or walking stance, rather it draws on the body of knowledge about stances and footwork to provide a ‘compromise’ stance that becomes your ‘default’ from which you can defend and attack and, if necessary, move into and out of other stances. What is the most effective compromise for effective Taekwon-Do sparring? There are two principal requirements.


Defence


As discussed previously, a good defence is essential for effective sparring, so the sparring stance must offer protection of the key target areas, allowing you to stand your ground behind your defence or back off, as the situation demands.


Mobility


Equally importantly, you need to be dynamic in your stance (that is, able to make small rapid movements to avoid presenting a static target) as well as able to move easily in any direction to defend, to counter-attack or to launch an attack. 




Basic Sparring Stance


The basic sparring stance shown here meets all of these requirements and has been developed from three principal sources:




	Master Hogan’s early experience in boxing


	Master Hogan’s extensive experience of Taekwon-Do sparring and coaching at international level


	current trends in Taekwon-Do and other styles of continuous, semi-contact, free sparring





How to Form the Basic Sparring Stance


This stance (see sequence How to form the Basic Sparring Stance sequence) needs to become second nature to you – your default position when sparring – and you need to be able to form it instantly when under pressure. However, at the outset, this stance is far from natural for most people and it will require a lot of practice and awareness of the ‘bad’ habits that are so easy to revert to. It is therefore most important that you fully understand the advantages of the stance so that your self-correction (and there will be lots of it) has an argument behind it that you believe in. The principal components of the stance are examined in detail.


How to Form the Basic Sparring Stance
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Start by standing in a normal parallel stance with the feet shoulder-width apart and facing forward.
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Take one natural step forward with your lead leg …
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… then turn both your feet slightly (10 or 15 degrees at most) towards your rear-leg side.
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Turn your upper body so that it is at the same angle as your feet …
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… and bend both knees, dropping your body straight down until your rear heel lifts slightly off the ground and you can feel your weight predominantly on the balls of your feet.
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You have now formed the basic sparring stance.








Foot Position


The position of the feet is of paramount importance and is, in fact, a slight modification of the classic boxing stance. As with boxers, the starting point is to keep the feet at least shoulder-width apart to provide the optimum combination of balance and mobility. Similarly, one foot is placed forward of the other (typically the left if you are right-handed and vice versa) to give greater all-round stability. Where Taekwon-Do sparring differs from boxing is, of course, in the use of kicks that require fighters to attack from a greater range and to use longer strides in their footwork to avoid the longer-range techniques. This difference is highlighted when we look at WTF (World Taekwon-Do Federation, an alternative Taekwon-Do organization) sparring. WTF practise a different style of sparring from the ITF, where high-section punches are not allowed and there is consequently a much greater (scoring) emphasis on kicking that in turn has resulted in a particularly long stance. ITF Taekwon-Do and other sparring styles which allow both punching and kicking to all target areas need to occupy the middle ground the better to cope with both short- and long-range fighting with a slightly longer and wider stance than the standard boxing stance (see Sparring Stance Length Comparison sequence).
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