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Helen Campbell

I have never been an athletic per-
son. No one has ever described
me as coordinated, agile, or
strong. Despite my lack of athleti-
cism, I have remained committed
to tackwondo for several years.
My parents signed me up in fifth
grade after trying almost every
sport available, hoping to find
some hidden talent. Unfortunately,
we did not find I was any better at
tackwondo than the other sports
I had tried, but I liked it enough
to work to improve. Tackwondo
was the only sport I tried that
challenged my mind as much as
my body. I was forced to maintain
focus, self-control, and discipline.
Practice became a safe space
where a singular focus on the tar-
get in front of me prevented stress
and worry from consuming my
mind.

Looking back, I am still surprised
I survived the first few classes.
As a child who spent the first ten
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years of my life hiding behind my
mother and refusing to raise my
hand in class, it seemed ridiculous
that 1 willingly attended a class
where [ was required to yell loud
enough to scare an enemy. How-
ever, the feeling of freedom from
the chaos of the world kept me
participating. The more I attended
class, the more I noticed benefits
in other areas of my life. I gained
self-control that minimized fight-
ing with my sister. | gained disci-
pline that prevented immature ac-
tions. I gained focus that improved
my classroom behavior and test-
taking abilities.

When I find myself overwhelmed
by homework, stressed by social
responsibilities, or anxious about
upcoming events, | can find peace
through tackwondo. Twice each
week, | have the opportunity to
join a supportive community and
work to focus, lead, and practice.
As we all strive towards the same
goal of improvement, our tae-
kwondo community has grown
closer, and we all support each
other during and outside of class.
The friends I have made encour-
age and motivate me, but most
importantly, create a space where
I can find respite from any chaos
occurring in other areas of my
life. Tackwondo brings this bless-
ing outside of class as well. If 1

find myself stressed or anxious
at home, I can practice forms or
work on techniques I am
struggling with in order to cen-
ter myself. During our ten hour
meditation, Grandmaster Kim en-
couraged us to empty our minds.
He stated that, in order to achieve
an empty mind, we must begin
by simply focusing on a single
thought, such as our breath-
ing. Taekwondo brings me close
to that empty mind. As I focus
solely on the form or move I am
performing, all other thoughts are
eliminated from my mind. I re-
turn with a reoriented perspective,
more in control of my thoughts
and focused on what matters
most.

As 1 realized the advantages tae-
kwondo provides for both the
body and mind, I became more
invested and quickly climbed in
rankings. With senior rankings
came new responsibilities such
as team sparring and helping
students with their forms. One
seemingly normal Friday class,
immediately after my grandmaster
began class, he stated that I would
be leading breathing.

Questions raced through my
mind: Why did no one tell me
about this at the previous class?
Why did no one warn me to prac-
tice extra at home? Shouldnt one

of the higher ranks do this?. As
mystified and unprepared as I felt
at the time, I did not really have a
choice in the matter. So, I stepped
to the front of the room, took a
deep breath, and led the class
through the nine

techniques. Although I was morti-
fied in that moment, I am grateful
now. After the second time [ was
asked to lead, my grandmaster
told the class that the proper re-
sponse to being asked to lead is
to thank him. He had discussed
leadership in class often, but it was
not until after [ had led class that
it made sense. The leader of any
group, whether it be in a class-
room or a work setting, is not al-
ways going to know exactly what
to do. Every time I stepped up to
the front of the room, I knew that
there were mistakes and weak-
nesses in my techniques. But as I
was asked to lead over and over
again, I became comfortable lead-
ing as an imperfect individual.
Then, after having led regularly
for a few weeks, my grandmaster
complimented me after I began
class. He said my voice had pres-
ence and authority. [ remembered
the previous weeks that he had
asked me to yell louder and real-
ized that finally, I was not a shy,
little girl anymore. I had the con-
fidence to lead, and I could suc-

cessfully help others learn.

Now, I teach beginning level
classes. These classes usually con-
sist of about five children, many
of whom struggle with some
type of attention disorder. Every
class brings a new challenge from
Grant running in circles around
the room to Lucas staring out
the window instead of at the tar-
get to Evan refusing to leave his
mothers arms when class starts
to Charlotte shouting the ABCs
instead of yelling. Even though it
takes endless patience to maintain
the attention of five high-energy
kids, one of my greatest privileges
has been watching these students
succeed. An unparalleled sense
of accomplishment comes from
helping Grant complete three
hand techniques without asking
for a break or convincing Lucas to
watch the center of the target for
two minutes of free sparring. The
best moments are hearing students
like Evan make a loud yell. I see
my young self in these students,
then look in the mirror and see
how much I have changed. Even
though it is unlikely that all of
these students will continue long
enough to become black belts, [
know that I am honored to have
had the opportunity to play a part
in helping them to learn selfcon-
trol, discipline, and confidence.




