Marshall’s ATA Taekwondo Etiquette

So many of the potential western students that wish to take a martial art see a sign
or talk to a buddy, think they can walk right in and say “Hey, I am here to sign up

for classes. How much is it going to cost? When do I start? And when do I make my

Black Belt?” This may be very true for many commercial schools. The truth of the 

matter is with that approach; you’ll pay a lot and get nothing much in return. In a 

traditional Dojang, you’d have to be accepted as a student by the Instructor first

and foremost. Your first contact with the Instructor might come as a great shock to

you.  You must understand the fundamental difference between a commercial school

and a Dojang. The truth is that you have come to him for instruction; he has not come

to you. The source of the conflict is that it is the Instructor’s Dojang and as the Instructor,

he or she runs the Dojang by his or her rules. These rules may seem very strange to a Westerner,

even ridiculous to some. Student’s who can’t get along with these rules usually are not students
of the martial arts for long. That’s the point; those who feel that way have no business in a

Taekwondo Dojang.

Martial arts training is a lot of fun, but it can also be dangerous. That is why we must

demand that students respect their teachers, their fellow students, and themselves by

following these rules. Very often the mere fact that martial arts students must abide by

this strict code of behavior is enough for Americans to say, “Thanks, but no thanks” to 

the martial arts. Americans are very protective of their individual rights, so the Asian
Way of doing things sometimes seems just too bossy when compared to training in western

sports like boxing or wrestling, however, martial arts are taught this way for a reason.

Hundreds of years ago when the ancestors of modern karate, kung-fu and Taekwondo
and even “western” martial arts like fencing—were being developed, there just weren’t

very many teachers around that were good enough or had enough knowledge about fighting

to teach everyone who needed to learn self-defense skills. So, in order to teach fighting 
skills to as many people as possible, these teachers adopted “martial” or military methods
of instruction. Students weren’t allowed to talk, move or look away from the teacher without

his permission. Those who did were beaten or thrown out of class. This strict adherence to 

discipline made it possible to teach groups of as many as one hundred students or more at a

time in the most efficient manner possible.

This seems pretty severe to modern people-especially people from western countries like

America—but you should understand that the teachers didn’t do it this way because they

were crazy or had bad attitudes. They did it this way because they were training armies

(sometimes secretly), which were needed to protect the people from invaders from 

neighboring countries. They simply didn’t have the time or resources to do it any other way.

In time, even though the scarcity of qualified teachers lessened, these military ways of
teaching remained, were refined, and eventually became known as “traditional.”

So, generally speaking, “traditional” martial arts are ones that still use the traditional

methods of teaching. We, too, stick to these old ways—practicing in ranks, bowing,

paying strict attention to the teacher—because they not only are very efficient, but they

also remind us where the martial arts come from.

“Ye” (etiquette) is an essential spirit in Taekwondo training. Taekwondo practice must
begin and end with etiquette. Ye is an abbreviation of kyongnye. Ye denotes they way

that all human beings must follow. It is the fundamental base on which human spirit

stands. That is respect for humanity.

The Taekwondo rules of etiquette originated from a combination of Confucian values

of reverence to parents and respect to seniors with strict martial ranking and discipline

systems. Today, the same traditional rules of etiquette are used in a milder tone to

develop a higher level of courtesy and respect among students. Taekwondo also develops

humility in behavior, pride in oneself, togetherness, and respect for the community.

It is interesting to note that much of the classroom structure and martial etiquette we follow

in class doesn’t actually even come from Korea, the birthplace of Taekwondo.

Instead, it was borrowed from the teaching methods of two famous Japanese martial arts
pioneers: Jigaro Kano, who is known as the “father of Judo;” and Gichin Funakoshi, who is

known as the “father of Karate-do.”

The Traditional Dojang:

The word Dojang: Any facility used to train in or practice Taekwondo, has many meanings,

such as exercise hall, practice hall or place of learning the way. It formally was used by

Buddhist monks in reference to worship; it also could be a meditation hall or club. It can mean

a great many things to the martial arts that we are studying. In our art; Songahm Taekwondo,

we refer to it as a Dojang.

A beginner will probably think that Dojang is just a Korean word for martial arts school.

Nothing could be further from the truth. One factor that a new student of Taekwondo should

keep in mind is the Dojang is not just a school, and its purpose is manifold. The prime objective

of a Taekwondo Dojang is the continuance of the Way of Taekwondo. The Sabumnim or Instructor

is obliged to instruct his students, as their instructor taught him or her. The students he teaches are

left up to the Sabumnim or Instructor. The Sabumnim or Instructor does not have to accept new

students if she wishes not to do so. If you are accepted as a new student of a Dojang and the 
Sabumnim or Instructor feels that you will be a great credit to Taekwondo and his/her Dojang

you should feel very honored to be accepted as one of their students.

As a student you are expected to attend at least two to three classes per week and make

the most of each and every training session. You should always be loyal to your Dojang

and your Instructor. If you wish to travel or visit another Dojang in your area always ask

the permission of your Instructor before doing so. If he or she says no, then take it for what

it is worth and do not ask why, as their reasons are their own and best left alone. Some of the

reasons may be that the Dojang you wish to visit does not provide good Taekwondo instruction,

or they teach techniques that are beyond your current abilities, etc.

Proper Korean etiquette (respect) must always be upheld at the highest level. There are too

many rules for us to learn all at once. In time we will learn them. Martial arts etiquette is not

as hard to get used to as many people think. Often it helps to think of it in terms of simply

displaying good manners.

Your instructor can be of any Black Belt rank; the higher ranked your instructor the more respect

should be shown to them.

A great myth is that there is a religion that goes along with Taekwondo; not true. 

There is no religion taught with Taekwondo. Please keep in mind that Taekwondo 

came from Korea and it is a Korean sport and art, and it has many Korean customs

along with it. The Instructor of such a Dojang is not satisfied with having you like

the place and want to study there, he wants love and loyalty. For you do not truly

join a Dojang, you emotionally invest in it; own a part of it. Don’t look for a window

full of trophies necessarily, as we don’t sell trophies. We promote and teach the old

traditional method of Taekwondo that Grand Master Lee taught his earliest students

and what my instructors taught me. Taekwondo is not like other sports or activities.
You put into it, and get back two or three times what you gave. 
The Taekwondo Dojang should always have ample room so that the students have
at least eight feet between them for safety. The ceiling should be high enough that a

tall practitioner can do a kick such as a flying jump sidekick safely. The mat surface

of the Dojang should be kept clean and in good repair at all times. You as students

should help the Instructor by vacuuming and mopping occasionally to keep the 

workout surface clean. The Instructor has many things to do to keep the Dojang

going. Any help is greatly appreciated by him or her to keep the Dojang clean.

Many mat types may be used. It depends on what the Dojang can afford. The more

traditional Taekwondo schools and clubs will have large Taekwondo mats that are

very expensive, and should be left in place at all times.

A good-sized Dojang should have at least enough area to have room for people to work

out without getting hurt. A Taekwondo Dojang with little or no space to workout will
hamper development of higher skill levels.

The Dojang should always be a place for serious study of Taekwondo. When you enter

any Dojang you should enter with a clear mind, and pay attention to all instruction

given. All students must be on their best behavior at all times in the Dojang: each student

should set a high standard of discipline. The higher ranked students are expected to set an

example while in the Dojang for the lower grade students to follow.

Also there should always be a picture of Grand Master Lee in an area of honor.

There should also be an area or room for all Taekwondo students to change and

put their shoes away prior to going on the mat surface.

If you are a spectator at a Taekwondo Dojang remember you are a guest and 

expected to act like one at all times. Instructors take a dim view of spectators who sit

and talk to others in the Dojang spectator area and disrupt classes.

A Taekwondo Dojang is a place for practice and many Taekwondo Dojang do not 

have a large space for spectators. If you are asked to lower your noise level, do not

be offended, as you are a guest and the purpose of the Dojang is to train Taekwondo
students and not entertain you. If you are a parent at a tournament and you are

sitting on the sidelines, you are not to give any instructions from the sidelines

and at no time are you allowed to go on the mat to help instruct your child.

Many instructors could ask you to leave the Dojang. When you or your child is at

the Dojang, it is up to the Instructor, not you, to give instruction.

From the very first time you enter any Dojang, you are expected to show and learn

the proper attitude and (etiquette or mat manners). In the western culture of Taekwondo,

respect in some Dojang has long gotten away from the proper way of respect. 

There are many reasons for this: some being laziness of the Instructor;

many feel that it has nothing to do with the techniques of Taekwondo, so they omit

it; lack of interest of the student’s part; lack of proper instruction on the Instructor’s part.

It should be stressed to all students of Taekwondo from the youngest up into Black Belt

Instructor ranks as well. True Taekwondo students will want to learn all that they can, 

not just (sparring techniques) but all forms including the Korean terms and influences as

well as humility.

Bowing
Kyong-nye is a bow that signifies truthful respect to the other person. Kyongnye, in

Taekwondo practice, is a bow bending the upper body approximately 45 degrees 

forward. Bowing symbolizes respect without and humility within. Adequate and
neat appearance and controlled mental attitude are the most critical in Taekwondo

etiquette. Bow is ye and ye can be cultivated through inner effort. Through very

specific customs an orderly, functional and efficient method of conduct has been laid

down for use in all Dojang. One of the very first items of etiquette which the (student)

must learn is when they enter or leave the Dojang. This bow is not just a physical thing

to do, but is also mentally done. By this I mean that when entering the Dojang each 

(student) clears his or her mind of evil and negative thoughts, and feels good about

themselves with the good thoughts in mind to be a better person for what they are

about to learn, or what they have learned at the Dojang before leaving.

The second time that they are required to bow is when they are about to enter or

leave the mat area. Also at this time their minds should be clear and fresh with

desire to learn and to become at ease with themselves.

The third time they bow is before and after working out with a partner. This is done

with much respect are you are asking your partner for the pleasure of working

working out with you, also you are saying I come with a clear mind, and have no

intention of hurting you; in the event I or you should suffer injury, no ill feelings

shall exist between us.

Entering the Dojang

When you are ready to enter the Dojang, you are expected to make a (standing bow)

at the entrance of the Dojang and enthusiastically recite the character development

Word of the cycle. Upon entering you should also pay respect to the Chief Instructor

by doing a standing bow. When you have donned your dobok: note: Women must 
wear a white T-shirt under their uniform. (If you change at the Dojang) and you are

invited to enter the mat area, you will again perform a bow before entering on the

mat area. After you have entered the mat area, you should take up the proper

(stand at attention) position in the proper place according to your belt rank. You

should never just sit in a (cross legged) position until told to do so by the Instructor.

You should never start any (warm-up or callisthenic exercises) or do any

(stretching) unless the Instructor has formally opened the class (bowed in) or under

the direction of the senior student.

Opening and Closing of Classes

Before opening or closing of any class session, all students and instructors shall take

their proper positions on the mat area according to proper rank. When lining up in

the instructor line, senior ranking instructor is in the middle. The second senior in
rank lines up to the right of the senior instructor. The next in rank lines up to the 

left of the senior instructor, and so on.

The next command should come after another slight pause. The senior student or

instructor will give the preparatory command of “Class Face Flags”, at which time

those in the class will look toward the National flags and everyone in the area

including parents will stand to face the flags and Instructor. If a student is in the 

room when the “Songahm Spirit of Taekwondo” pledge is recited, he/she must

stand at attention and recite the pledge with the group, whether or not he/she is in

Uniform or a participant in the group session (if you’re late, do not run to the lineup

area until the reciting of the Songahm Spirit of Taekwondo is finished).  Then the 

senior ranked student or Instructor will say, “Charyut Kyung-neh”, at which time

the Instructor and students shall all clap the sides of their pants while coming to 

attention and bow at the same time. They will then be commanded to repeat the 
Songahm Spirit of Taekwondo. At the end of the class they will repeat the process,

but with the senior student or Instructor saying “Charyut-Kyung-neh” first and

then the Instructor, parents and students all clap the sides of their pants while

coming to attention, bow at the same time and closing the class with the repeating of

the closing Spirit of Taekwondo. (In our style reciting “ATA”).

Note: it is improper for the students to dismiss before the Instructor releases them

with the repeating of the current word of the cycle.

Correct Sitting While on the Mat

When on the mat you are to remain seated in the (cross legged position) unless the 

instructor tells you to sit some other way. When you are seated in a Dojang it is

improper to sit with your feet and legs stretched out in front of you, or to lie back on

the mat in any manner, unless you are engaged in some kind of special training, or

doing a special type of exercise. It is also improper to lean back with one or both

hands on the mat behind you.

So many of the Instructors of western Dojang are embarrassed because of the lack

of respect. It is totally relaxed or even totally absent from the Dojang. Not only do

the (students) walk onto and off the mat area when they please and without the proper

respect, but they also fail to show respect for the instructors or fellow students.

some just sit on the mats, freely talking or playing around and even chewing gum.

at Taekwondo tournaments you can look at how many Taekwondo (students)

walk around, or lay around, the competition area. It all goes back to the instructors

at the Dojang level. I have seen people lying around the mat area drinking soft

drinks, chewing gum, with their (Jacket) open and half hanging off their bodies, or

not wearing one at all or they will be walking around dragging their (belt) behind

them on the ground. This just shows the lack of respect some people have for 

Taekwondo and their instructors. It is everyone’s responsibility that sees someone

committing violations like these to tell these people to get straight and start acting

like a true Taekwondo student should.

The Sabumnim or Instructor

In proper Korean, the word Sa-bum-nim means Instructor or Honored Teacher. 

I do not like to call myself a teacher, as I believe that I cannot teach students anything

that they do not like to learn or don’t want to learn. I prefer the term Instructor

better, as I feel that if the Student wants to learn something all you have to do is

provide them with the basic knowledge and guide them through the basics. I cannot

place their hands or feet for them every step of the way. They must take that

knowledge and teach themselves what works and what doesn’t work for them.

In proper Japanese humility or etiquette one is not called a Sensei until achieving

the rank of godan (5th degree black belt). But very few Western Dojang have Black

Belts that have attained the rank of godan so it would be proper to call a shodan

rank (first degree black belt) a Sensei if he was the Instructor of a Dojo.

As I said, in the Japanese language Sensei means “Instructor or Honored Teacher”.
Therefore we use this term in Taekwondo also. Your instructor shall always be

called Sabumnim or Instructor, or Mr., Mrs., or Ms., (last name), for example Jones

Sabumnim or Instructor, but never by a first name. when there is more than one

Black belt in the Dojang only the Senior Instructor should be called Sabumnim or

Instructor. All others addressed formally with Mr., Ms. Also, your Sabumnim or

Instructor may be distinguished from other instructors with his or her surname and

Sabumnim or Instructor, as in: Smith Sabumnim or Instructor”.

In proper respect, if your Sabumnim or Instructor is speaking with another, and

you wish to speak to him, you walk to within 3 to 4 feet, stop, and wait for the

Sabumnim to recognize you. Then bow and state your business. After you are

through, take a step back, bow and leave. Never offer your hand to shake unless the

Instructor initiates it. One may shake hands only when an elder or a senior shows

first his willingness to do so. Between a male and a female, a handshake depends

entirely on the willingness of the female side.

Remember, it is not proper to call a black belt by their first name. Always address
them formally as Mr. /Mrs. /Ms. Jones. /Sir or Ma’am. It is not proper to call a person

below the rank of first degree “Sabumnim or Instructor”. It is permissible to call 

your senior instructor Sabumnim or Instructor if he is at least a (1st Degree).

Proper Presentation and Reception of Awards

This is the most often seen breach of etiquette in the western world’s martial arts, by
A great many students, including some Black Belts; again this is due to lack of 

training in basic Taekwondo etiquette at the Dojang. This is hopefully going to

help you in this area. I hope that it will help you with some of the things that you

may not have been taught at the local level or maybe you have forgotten. In most

Dojang there are short ceremonies that are used to present promotions or awards. 

It improves the ceremony if it is conducted in proper etiquette. This will honor both

the person presenting the award and the person receiving the award. There are

many ways to present awards, and the following are a few of the more commonly

accepted. Remember that the person presenting the award should never go to the 

person receiving it, that person should approach the presenter.

The person, official, or guest of honor who is going to present the awards should

always be properly introduced by name and position; for example, “Ladies and

Gentlemen, presenting the awards for this event will be The Honorable Jim Brown,

Governor of Washington.” Or if he is a noted Taekwondo practitioner, “i.e. Chief

Master Robert Allemier.”

Following the announcement of the presenter, an aid should be presenter to assist the

person by handing him the award to be given. An announcer calls the person to be

awarded, and what award and division of contest if appropriate. The person

receiving the award then positions themselves approximately six feet in front of the 

officials presenting the award. If more than one person will receive an award they

should be lined up in position of awards such as 1, 2, 3, or 3, 2, 1. Once your name is

called you step briskly to the official and stop about 3 feet in front of him, pause and

execute a bow, take one more step forward and stop. At this time the presenter will

take one step forward towards the person receiving the award, return the bow, and

then present the award by either handing it or in the case of a medal placing it

Around the neck. The presenter may or may not also shake hands; either is proper

etiquette but it should be the choice of the presenter. After the presentation both

people should take one step backwards to the original position and execute the bow

to each other. 

If the award is a trophy, the same procedures will happen except the presentation.

In this case, the official will take the trophy in both hands with his arms shoulder

high with the top of the trophy on his left side. He will perform the bow holding the

trophy up and then present it to the person receiving the award. After they both

step back the contestant will bow in the same manner holding the trophy shoulder

high and return to his original position.

If an award stand is used, such as a tri level stand, the same procedures for announcing
the official will be made. As the people receiving are called they should move

behind the appropriate position of the stand. As their names are called to be awarded

they should take the appropriate place on the stand, step to the front when the official

moves forward, bend at the waist and hold the bow while the official hangs the medal

around their neck, then stand, bow and step back on the stand. Contestants will stay

on the stand until all awards have been made for that division. Then they may step
down from the awards stand.

During any ceremony at a tournament, student shall be in complete Uniform, and

not have a sweatshirt or jacket over the gi. Just report in the complete Uniform

only. Also you should have some type of footwear for when you are not in the mat

area. Some type of white athletic footwear is best since they can be quickly taken off

and put on. Never wear any type of footwear on the contest area.

In proper etiquette at a tournament all contestants line up in a single line facing the

Seniors (or head table area) by rank across the competition area. All officials will

line up facing the contestants. A designated official will command “Charyut-Kyungneh”

and at one time all contestants and officials will perform a bow. Next all officials

will turn and face the Seniors and again execute the Bow (In our style reciting “ATA”.)

Every effort should be made to preserve the traditional standards of Taekwondo.

Well-disciplined Taekwondo students will be aware of these standards.

Well trained classes of Taekwondo students will display the proper respect of 

Taekwondo. If we do not keep the true basic values of Taekwondo alive, then we as

Taekwondo students will lose it for future Taekwondo students. It is very important

for each practitioner to take responsibility to preserve these traditional forms of 
respect. Each of us should do our part.

Robert Marshall, Sr. 

4th Degree Black Belt

Chief Instructor

