
Both a Sensei and a Dad
Bringing Martial Arts Wisdom into Parenting

By Lynn Pribus

Photos by Robin Johnson Bethke

A Way of Life and of Parenting
The Shins have five children. The two oldest sons, 

Kai, 21, and Noah, 18, are both in college. His 3rd son, 

Asa is a tenth-grader, and the two youngest daughters, 

Liora and Elanor, are respectively in sixth- and second-

grade. “I’m continuing the tradition of my parents — 

helping my own children learn the discipline,” Shin 

says. “All my children have trained in judo, and the 

older ones have helped teach in the dojo.”

He explains that judo means “the gentle way,” 

implying both the path and the way one moves on the 

path. A “dojo” is both a place where martial arts are 

practiced and, collectively, the people involved in that 

place. The name of his dojo comes from an incident 

from his youth when he was, as he admits, arrogant 

and boasting. “Ssal Shin Jo translates from Korean as 

‘rice principle,’” he says. “My father related a parable 

about rice: When rice is young and green, it grows 

straight up, but when it is ripe, it becomes heavy and 

bows down.” He chose the Ssal Shin Jo name to honor 

this parable’s lesson of humility.

Judo, he says, is important beyond the dojo in how 

he relates to his children. He says each child gets 

different things from judo, whether or not they are 

interested in competition. “I try to be very conscious 

that I’m balancing their concerns. That’s important for 

me as a parent.” He says he is always thinking about 

how he interacts with his children (as well as students 

at his dojo) according to their individual natures. 

“When you’re trying to pass on judo, there is a 

desire to be consistent with the content, but I also 

remember it is a living discipline.” He adds that judo 

principles are reflected in his way of parenting. “I 

compare everything to judo,” he confesses. “If one of 

my children is complaining about doing a whole page 

of math when they already understand the concept, I 

tell them it’s just like judo. I say, ‘You have to practice 

a throw 1,000 times, so this practice in math will help 

you really, really know that concept.’”

Another important concept in judo is represented 

by the Japanese words “tori” (pronounced TORE-ee) and 

“uke” (pronounced OO-kay). Tori is the partner who is 

doing the throw and uke is the partner taking the fall.  

“You need both,” Shin explains, “and you go back and 

forth. These are not just roles in judo, but habits of 

mind. It teaches us to be active and also be mindful 

of what is going on with the people you are with.” And, 

with each class he often pauses to impart that mindful 

thinking to the students. 

{inspiration parenting}

“I’ve been studying judo my whole life,” declares Gene Shin, Ph.D. known as Sensei to his students. “My parents met through judo,” he says. 

“My mother, Sandy, was practicing actively until the eighth month of being pregnant with me. In fact, while still pregnant, she slipped, but did 

a rolling fall with no injury. I was literally taking falls before I was born!” he laughs. Both Sandy and his father, Sensei Kyung Sun Shin, an 

internationally renowned teacher and authority of judo, were his teachers. Even before Shin was walking, his parents played with him in a way 

to enhance later judo skills. Because of his stature in the Judo community, his father resisted promoting his son to a black belt because he was 

wary that others would assume favoritism played a part in his decision. It was only after 11 years, and with other instructors advocating for the 

promotion because he began to defeat black belts in competition, that his father offered to promote him. It came with the caveat that he must take 

first place at the Junior Olympics. He did, and he received his first promotion to brown belt, as promised, but it took another three years before he 

would earn his black belt.

Winning several national competitions in judo, Shin trained at the Olympic Training Center in Colorado Springs and with the Korean Olympic 

team in Seoul before retiring from competition in 1987. An accomplished wrestler as well throughout high school and at the University of Chicago, 

Shin was also a two time NCAA All-American in wrestling and was inducted into the University of Chicago Hall of Fame in 2009. While at 

college, he met fellow student Katy Mullin and they married. In 1996, the family moved to Charlottesville where he earned a M.Ed. and a Ph.D. 

in education from UVA. Having taught judo continuously since 1989 and practiced his entire life, Shin is now a 5th degree black belt and proud 

father of five. “Sensei,” as the students refer to him, is the Japanese word for a teacher or accomplished person, and is the traditional address of 

respect in judo. He opened the Ssal Shin Jo dojo in 2006 where you’ll find him, wife Katy, and the kids every week.
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{inspiration parenting}

Life Skills for Today’s Children
“There are unbelievable pressures on kids these days,” Shin laments, “especially 

those who are college bound. It produces little opportunity to develop a sense of 

self or to reflect on ‘who do I want to be.’” He observes students facing pressure 

to take AP classes, to participate in team sports and high school clubs and to do 

volunteer work that will shine on college applications. “It’s not unusual for children 

to be participating in multiple activities simultaneously.”  Shin points out that while 

team sports like soccer, baseball and football can have an important place in a young 

person’s life — helping them develop coordination, cooperation and teamwork — 

judo is something you do because you want to. He stops with a rueful chuckle. “Well, 

my children were expected to do it, but they could choose how — for example, how 

competitive they want to be.” 

Being a father of five who enjoys children, Shin is a natural teacher. In many 

classes, he teaches all ages together, encouraging the younger ones to learn from 

the older ones and vise versa. Keeping classes upbeat and fun for the youngest 

students, he allows the “kids to be kids” without being overly strict, and when respect 

or reverence is called for, the kids respond willingly.

“The main difference between a team sport like soccer and an individual sport like 

judo,” says Shin, “is that with judo, in the end, you are alone. Many, many people may 

have helped you, but you are the one making the journey, and you alone shoulder 

the results.” 

While some people might suspect studying martial arts would foster a tendency 

to be violent or aggressive, studies show it actually lessens violence because of a 

student’s self-discipline. Studies also reveal that martial arts practice is beneficial 

for young people by increasing their respect for themselves and others, their sense of 

responsibility and their ability to learn from mistakes. Schoolwork also benefits from 

more ability to focus and pay attention.

The focus of SSJ judo, Shin explains, is to emphasize the study of basic principles 

and skills that nourish long-term development of judo knowledge. “It’s great fun to 

go out and win tournaments,” he says, “but what I really want is for the 8-year-old 

child who begins lessons today to learn judo in a way that he or she can practice with 

grandchildren 50 years from now.” 

He admits this is what he wants for his own children, but says he is careful not 

to “push” it. “I try not to put that on them,” he says. “My father wanted me to go to 

the Olympics — that was his dream for me and I came close — but what I eventually 

learned was, it was his dream, not something I wanted for myself.” 

Because of this, he wants judo to be a gift, not a burden, 

for his own children. “I’m not imposing my expectations. It 

would be wonderful if they teach their children, but that will be 

their choice.” Shin eagerly supports his children’s other sports 

interests. For instance, the boys and Liora have been avid soccer 

players, Elanor does gymnastics, Kai placed 3rd in the state for 

wrestling as a senior in high school, and his youngest son, Asa, 

has also taken an interest in wrestling and has drawn in Shin to 

help with coaching for the school team.

Shin emphasizes that competition is only one aspect of 

judo. “There is the much more lasting endeavor of perfecting 

one’s self,” he states. “The most well-known aspect of that is the 

attainment of one’s black belt.” Judo originated the colored belt 

system as a mechanism for standardizing instruction, and over 

the years “black belt” has become synonymous with mastery.

“But, people who have earned a black belt will tell you they are 

far from masters,” Shin says. “In reality, being a black belt means 

that you have learned enough to choose how to continue. It is 

the next stage in the discipline as art, where you are expected to 

take the basic skills you have learned and discover new, creative 

ways to apply them in a lifelong discipline.”

Something for the Whole Family
The Shins are not the only ones to become involved as a family 

with judo. “Some kids do it on their own,” he says, “but many 

parents, especially dads, come in to learn with their children. It’s 

“It’s a great thing for kids to 

discover for themselves that you 

don’t need external validation.”

        — David Auble, a father who practices judo with his son
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Here are some pointers on finding 
a martial arts studio where parents 
and children will feel challenged and 
comfortable.

What am I seeking for my child 
in martial arts? 
 
Do the studio hours fit our 
family’s schedule? 
 
Is the studio orderly and clean? 
 
Do the instructors engage the 
class in a way that is respectful? 
 
Do the students seem 
enthusiastic? 

Decide which martial arts discipline 
appeals to you.

Ask people you know about their 
experiences.

Check references.

Visit several studios when classes 
are in session.

Interview the instructor who would 
be guiding you or your child.

Ask questions like these:

Choosing a Martial Arts Studio
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natural teaching aura,” says Auble. “He’s kind but firm, and he has 

this incredible ability to connect with people in terms of athletic 

ability and experience. He commands respect, not through 

intimidation, but because of who he is as a person. Without a 

doubt, that’s why Ezra and I are in judo together.”

“The point of judo is training yourself to be a better person,” 

concludes Shin. “A clear indication of this is how well you get 

along with other people.”

Get your home ready for the holidays with a visit to Grand Home Furnishings. From sofas 
and recliners for a comfy holiday atmosphere to restful mattresses for overnight guests, 

Grand has what you need to create a welcoming environment for the holidays and everyday.

Make Your Holidays Grand

CHARLOTTESVILLE
1801 Seminole Trail (Rt 29)
434.974.6480
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www.grandhomefurnishings.com

{inspiration parenting}

Lynn is a student of t’ai chi, a very slow discipline of 

movement and balance.
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wonderful to see them enjoying their 

activity and each other.”

He says that some of his proudest 

moments come from working with 

children and cites the example of 

working with a young person on the 

autistic spectrum and his father. “It’s 

been very interesting and rewarding to 

see this boy develop a sense of comfort 

with himself and other people in terms 

of contact and interaction.” 

David Auble and his children are 

another family at the dojo. Dr Auble, 

a professor of biochemistry at UVA’s 

School of Medicine, has been at the dojo 

for five years together with his 15-year-

old son Ezra, and daughter Ruby, who is 

now away at college. Auble was seeking 

something to do with his children in a 

structured setting, and he says judo fit 

the bill for three reasons beyond being 

what he terms a tremendously fun and 

challenging activity to do with your kids. 

“First is the physical component,” 

he says. “Then there’s the component of 

learning the techniques. It’s a long path 

and skill accumulates slowly over time.” 

The third part, he says, is the philosophy 

of judo. “Judo impacts our relationships 

and how we navigate the world,” 

he explains. “There’s a tremendous 

tendency these days to confront force 

with force, but that is very different from 

the philosophy of judo. It can ripple out 

into different parts of our lives and how 

we interact with other people.”

Ezra says, “I think judo improves 

my focus in a lot of important things.” 

He has also participated in regional 

competitions where a dozen or more 

dojos meet. 

“The external rewards might be few 

and far between,” reflects Auble. “The 

important thing is what you find by 

looking inward. It’s a great thing for kids 

to discover for themselves that you don’t 

need external validation. You can get 

promoted to a different belt, but that’s 

not why you’re there.”

Much of Auble’s enthusiasm can be 

traced to the personality and discipline 

of Shin. “He’s a really great teacher with a 
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