My journey as an instructor
By Master Matt Survis

Of course as black belts in martial arts, we are expected to help the other students, demonstrate techniques, and occasionally run a class for the instructor, but it’s a whole different ball of wax when one takes the reins and assumes responsibility for ALL of the instruction. This happened for me in 1995 when my Instructor, who was in the Air Force, came down on orders to leave Ft. Lewis. This left me in charge of the 26 member Ft. Lewis Taekwondo club. The challenges were many for new instructor with no martial arts “roots” in Washington state. As only a 2nd dan black belt, most of the local Korean Masters at other schools would not give me the time of day, let alone any help or guidance. Fortunately there was an American Instructor who had been in my shoes and gave me the guidance I needed at that time. At the same time I was struggling with running a club, word was getting around that this was great family program. Soon our average class size was more than 20 and classes had to be divided in to adult and children’s. Just one short year after taking over as head Instructor, we had over 60 students, including 3 state champions in competitive Olympic style sparring. In 1996 my wife came down on orders sending us to Belgium for a three year tour. Now I had to prepare the class for a new Instructor, but who? My Instructor, for whom I had been running the school was not due to be back from his assignment till after I was to leave and he did not know if he would be stationed here. As it turned out, he was sent to Colorado. I worked with him as much as I could but the fact was he did not have anyone who was capable of taking over, and there were no black belts in the club who had time or experience enough to take over. Time was running out and the best my Instructor could come up with was a young man who had just been promoted to 2nd Dan, heading to Ft. Lewis with a busy military career. It was just a couple of weeks before I had to leave for Belgium that I made a very difficult decision. I could not see leaving more than 60 students with no class, or in the hands of someone not ready for the responsibility of running a club, so I did the unthinkable, I handed the school off to a Korean Master who had always been kind and who I knew had some great senior black belts. Needless to say that did not go over well with my Instructor, but to this day, I do not know what else I could have done. With the sting of that lesson still burning, I moved to Belgium with my wife, four kids, and of course a dog and cat. Shortly after getting settled, I found a Taekwondo program on the base there and went to meet the Instructor. He was a Belgian man who also had his own club off base and truly had little time for the club on SHAPE. He had only four students, only two of which were dedicated at all. He gladly turned the club over to me, and Survis Tae Kwon Do Academy was born, October of 1996. We started out in the small aerobics room above the pool in gym on post. I brought my 2 older children to class and started putting up fliers on every bulletin board I could find. Soon word got around about the program and we quickly out grew the small room we had. From there we went to the high school gym for a while, but scheduling conflicts made it difficult to keep a regular class schedule. Finally we secured a space in the elementary school gym and sold tickets to the class through the Youth Services facility. The club continued to grow and before I knew it, people whom I had never met were seeking me out to align my club with their organization. This whole time I was operating without a Master and actually wondered what I would do when it came time to promote people to Black belt. The president of the Belgian National Taekwondo Association invited me up to Brussels for lunch one day to discuss what his organization had to offer. It seemed pretty typical to me, based on what I had learned in the US, but I could not see how the Belgian organization would really serve my students who were from all over the world. Next a Korean Grandmaster asked to meet with me, Beom Jhoo Lee. He had his own, International Taekwondo organization with clubs throughout Europe and the UK. This to me seemed to much better fit for my needs as well as those of my students. We had a wonderful relationship and he taught me many things about teaching martial arts, running a school, and life. In 1999 when the time came to leave the club I had built in Belgium, I had over 100 students from all over the world. One of Master Lee’s black belts (and a personal friend of mine) was selected to take over, and I am happy to say that the club on SHAPE is still running today after more than 10 years. Since returning to Washington State, I have been an instructor at a Tang Soo Do club in Yelm for two years, was an assistant instructor at Flying Eagle martial arts and in addition to studying Kidokwon at the Temple of Certain Victory, I am now preparing to start my own club again. The journey never ends……………..
