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mes Fuller, 89, of Skokie, goes through his karate routine. He weors shoes
calsa his spina hifida requins leg braces,

Not just for
kicks

Kids with disabilities find
karate helps mind and body

ay MICHAEL GLADSTEIN
STAFF INTEf

& modern medicioe evolves
in the 21st contury, local spe-
clal meeds children ame dis-
covaring the atelent ar of
aurele as g prescription for sucress
Chi o tppaced evening, Jeff Kohn's
North Shore Dojo studio in Glanwies
resonates with grunts, groans, and
pattering bane feot g3 children run
throtigh learate exercises, drlls, and
routines,
What s atypical is that many of
these students suffer from debilitat-
ing dizsorders ranging from sping bufi-

du L ultention deficit dirorder. Tn facl,

60 pervent of Kohn's siudents have
specil needs,

Binee the age of 5. when Eohn
observie] 8 blind child walk acmoss a
Lalance beam, he knew helping spe-
clal needs students was his ealling
Fuorly-five years later, he continues
teaching karate to the maost unlikeshy
of children.

“Tis all about resching out to get
ledds o learn, engoy and believe what
they are doing,” said Eohn, “Ib see a
child that could barely walk coming
in here and now he's & brown belt —
il's really powerful werl,™

Rarate, a martial arts discipline,
canplovs kicking, striking and hieck-
ing wilh srms and legs, resulting in
improved speed and expiosiveness.
Stuidenls work on improving their

concentration skills by focusing on
the myriad techninques studied

Rohn, a U5, national ot
coach, says the kata, a mutine of 18
sequeneed movements requiring sty
dents to use both sides of their body
ateotints for the plivsicsl and emo-
tional strides his students male,

"It afl muscle me tesony whiore
they have to foeus. They run through
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Karate Instructor Jeff Kohn works with
James Fuller during warm-up stretch-
ing exerclses.



Karate instructor Jeff Kohn at his dojo where he works with many special needs kids.

a sequence of moves, they
have to react, they starl, get-
ting it and thoy use both
sitdes of their brain,” said
Kohn. .
During cach class, Kohm [
leads the children through a

barks out the routine:

“Step forward!

"Lett side low block!

“Step back right!

Lo Block left!

“Step forward right)

“Punch!™

“For a professional clini-
cian 1o see a kid with ADHD
{attention deficit hyperactivi-
ty disorder) do these
sequences, they think its
remarkable.” Kohn said.

He zays the students'
achievements extend beyvond
the studio and info the class-
room, After three to six
manihs of karale, parents
describe their children's
improved study habits and
renewed ability to concen-
trate in school.

_ Fur B-year-old James
Fuller of Skolie, born with
spina bifida, karate has
enabled him to compete with
all ehildren, In Fael, Fuller
placed third in the 2000
Junior Olympics karate com-
petition in Orlando, Florida.

James's mother, Joanne

Fuller, saye karale, along with s

her son's hard work, has
changed s life;

“James's balanee is 50
much better. He's running
around, slapping and jump-
ing hurdles.” said Fuller,

Eohn admits karate exer-
acises and occupational thera-
py, often presenbed for these
children, offer similar bene-
fits. But its Bohn's approach,
according to parents, that
makes the difference.

During workouts, he chal-
lenges students by demand-
ing they react. I nol, he hits
their leg to prompt a
response, To maintain foous,
he places students in front of
a-mirror and demands they
concentrate on their eyes,

Ken Moses, an Evanston
psychologist, say= Kohn is
intuitively the best teacher he

| has ever seen. He recalls

watching in amazement as
his son Kiel, born wilh cere-

bral palsy, regularly shed his

[ limp upon beginning kamte

lessons under Kohn's fute-
lage.

“This iz a persan {hil has
a natural talent,” smd Moses.
“He has gotten Kiel toa do
things with his body that
physical theraplsts and oceu-
pational therapists have not
been able to do.”

Other kids do things that
they never thought they
could. Fur Michael Early, 14,
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horn with neurological dam-
age, improved balance is his
achicvement. At his first
elasz, Kohn gave Early two
canes for support while walk-
ing on a balance beam.
“Wichael could neverwalle
on & balanes beam,” said
Dieborah Early, Michael's
mother. “1 was impressed

with how he could see where .

Michael was and assess what
steps he needed.”

“Jeff is incredibly intuitive
about what each child needs,”
addz Jounne Fuller “They all
come with strengths and
weaknesses and he knows
how far to pugh them.”

Recently, Eohn integrated
gchool yard anti-bullying =
exervises inlo the workouls.
Students stand with their
hacks to six-foot-tall duwmmies
and Kohn leaches the slu-
dents to turn around, face the
dummy, and yell "1 said stop
o 1

Now, James Fuller defends
himself

“If somebody is being
mean, | tell him te-4top it. |
wsed 1o b geared 40 do some-
thing,” said James, A

Likewise, Michael Early
bearns with pride as he
recounts telling a bully at
sl Lo leave him alone, To

date, Michael says, "He didn't =

say anything to me anymore.”,



