
W hile it should be every martial 
arts instructor’s concern to 
ensure that the people he 

teaches are not the kind likely to misuse 
their knowledge, it’s arguably even more 
important when it comes to children.

It’s often argued by defence lawyers 
defending children who committed crimes 
of violence that they don’t understand the 
repercussions of their actions as older, 
more mature people do. For example, a 
nine-year-old suffered injuries when he was 
hit in the eye by a stone thrown by another 
boy at school (Copping vs The State of 
South Australia & Lightbody). Although the 
perpetrator gave evidence that he didn’t 
think about whether there was a risk that 
he might cause an injury by throwing the 
stone, the injured boy still won his claim 
for damages against both the perpetrator 
and the school.

If children are indifferent to, or don’t 
appreciate, the consequences of their 
actions, some would argue that they’re 
not ready to learn martial arts techniques, 
and that instructors have a responsibility to 
exclude potentially deadly or incapacitating 
moves when teaching young students. But 
how do we define such moves? Should the 
‘dangerous’ category only include chokes, 
joint-locks and the like, or basic kicking 
and punching as well? Arguably, a punch 
or kick with the right amount of force to a 
vulnerable area of the body can cause as 
much damage as a choke or other so-called 
‘dangerous’ technique. Throws too could 
have devastating consequences if misused.

That said, there’s no empirical evidence 
to show that children would indiscriminately 
use any such learned techniques against 
others, nor that children with martial arts 
training have a greater propensity for 
violence. It is, however, often the case that 
children who advance to higher levels have 
developed their cognitive skills and can 
appreciate concepts of self-control and 
discipline. So, there’s some comfort that 
inappropriate use of techniques is unlikely. 

However, a more appropriate reason 
not to arm children with dangerous martial 
arts moves is that a martial arts instructor 
may be seen to have a greater responsibility 
to ensure his students understand the 
repercussions of their actions both before 
and after they are taught certain moves/

techniques. Education regarding appropriate 
use of force is arguably even more important 
than teaching youngsters how to physically 
defend themselves. Children should also be 
taught how to avoid danger altogether.

In the end, the most important question 
for martial arts instructors is, do you trust 
your students to be responsible with the 
techniques learned, regardless of their age?

While there appears to be no regulation 
or legal impediment to what you can teach 
children, instructors’ foremost consideration 
ought to be whether they could potentially 
be sued. The issue, then, is the likely 
capacity of a young child to appreciate 
the relevant risks, and the extent to which 
that child’s judgment and behaviour has 
indicated that he/she has this capacity.  

The potential liability of the martial arts 
instructor for the acts of a student who uses 
a technique inappropriately while under his 
supervision, is not clear cut. However, in the 
eyes of the law, a martial arts school would 
generally owe its pupils a duty to ensure that 
reasonable care is taken of them while they 
are in the dojo.

The question, then, is whether or not 
there has been a breach of that duty. In 
all likelihood, the duty of care requires 
only that the instructor take appropriate 
measures to prevent other students 
sustaining the type of physical injuries 

that could reasonably be foreseen. This 
could include whether the instructor has 
formed a proper judgment as to whether 
his students were ready to learn the 
techniques he has taught them.

While the law doesn’t require the 
instructor or the martial arts school to keep 
students under constant supervision, it 
should be remembered that if instructors 
teach dangerous techniques to younger 
children (who might be considered to be 
not ready or immature), a duty of care 
might be required that such students be 
supervised while in their dojo.

The interesting question is whether 
or not there would be any possibility of 
culpability on the instructor’s part if such 
younger children specifically used their 
dojo-learned skills inappropriately outside 
the dojo environment.

Ultimately, all martial arts instructors 
ought to remember that it’s better to educate 
their students with appropriate ethics and 
respect for others, including respect for 
weapons they might be studying, rather than 
merely focus on whether it would be right or 
wrong to teach a technique. 
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Children are impressionable and more likely than adults to ‘try out’ 
martial arts techniques. So, how much should they be taught?
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