
Breaking   BOA

by Lisa Markland

BARRIERSand

Master Bill Auvenshine 
shows what someone in 
a wheelchair is capable 

of doing during a martial 
arts demonstration at the 

2004 National Veterans 
Wheelchair Games.
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W hen you think about what you’ve seen in the 

media or contemplate what you’ve heard 

about the training or competitions that often accom-

pany martial arts, you might not see yourself being a 

martial artist. But, why not? Whether learning the forms 

required for belt rank progression, getting “in the ring” 

and sparring with an opponent, becoming profi cient at 

various weaponry tactics, using skills for self-defense or 

just having fun with a new passion, martial arts can be 

for everyone. In fact, the skills of the various martial arts 

can be therapeutic in many ways, as the training can 

benefi t your mind, body and spirit. 

People have naturally been fi ghters and hunters and 

engaged in war since the beginning of time. And from 

nearly every corner of the earth, combat techniques 

developed into various styles of martial arts. The term 

“martial arts” comes from the Latin, as it was considered 

the “Arts of Mars,” derived from the Roman god of war. 

Today’s martial arts have history in nearly every 

continent and continue to grow in number as ad-
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“martial arts” comes from the Latin, as it was considered 
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Today’s martial arts have history in nearly every 

continent and continue to grow in number as ad-

You’ve seen it on the big 
screen: martial-arts greats 
kicking and punching 
themselves out of harm’s 
way. But is it possible from 
a wheelchair?

photos 
by Bill 
Fitz-Patrick

Lisa Markland performs 
a board-breaking 
demonstration, 
breaking 15 in less 
than a minute. 
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ditional off -shoots of the traditional arts are devel-

oped. Although many of the most recognized mar-

tial arts come from Asian countries, especially China, 

Japan and Korea, the list is nearly endless. 

Something for Everyone
The martial arts encompass a wide array of tech-

niques including full-contact combat sport, mili-

tary-based styles, arts focused on fi tness, self-de-

fense tactics, meditative arts, weapons-based styles 

and martial arts that emphasize punches, kicks, 

grappling or throws. And even if an art involves 

kicks and you do not have use of your legs, there’s 

no reason you can’t train in it. Martial arts are for 

everyone. In fact, they are one of the greatest re-

sources for increasing core and body strength, self-

confi dence and overall health.

If someone like the now infamous Aaron Foth-

eringham, born with spina bifi da, can do a back 

fl ip from his wheelchair at a 

skate park, there are no lim-

its for those with disabili-

ties in any sport, including 

the martial arts. Finding a 

school that has a com-

mitted instructor and 

fl exible program is 

key. If you focus on 

hard work, ded-

ication and ad-

vancement, you 

will quickly fi nd 

yourself health-

ier, mentally 

and physically, 

regardless of 

where you were 

when you en-

tered your fi rst 

class. Your spe-

cifi c disability 

may fi t better 

with some arts 

than others, but 

you shouldn’t 

feel limited to what traditional defi nitions or popu-

lar portrayals prescribe. 

Regardless of your physical needs or challenges, 

nearly every move can be adapted, such as doing a 

wheelie or punch in place of a kick or a spin in place of a 

roundhouse maneuver. You can punch with one hand 

instead of another or position your body diff erently to 

accomplish other movements. If you are a chair user or 

end up on the ground, you’re in a great position for self-

defense techniques, as the groin is often a key target 

and you’ll likely be in direct striking range. 

Martial arts training can be an incredible asset to re-

habilitation and regaining skills such as balance, co-

ordination and mental focus. Students with single or 

multiple limb amputations can use prostheses to repli-

cate nearly every move. Those with visual impairments 

often practice the martial arts with very minor adap-

tations, as people who are not disabled often practice 

their forms or spar blindfolded to gain increased skill 

and use their “sixth sense,” something those with vari-

ations of blindness often already possess.

But replicating the actual movements is not the es-

sence of martial arts: It’s the heart and eff ort you put 

into learning your selected art that’s truly important. 

Pushing Limits
What you can gain from studying and training in 

martial arts goes beyond learning to kick and punch or 

to do forms. You can fi nd courage and strength, inner 

and outward, to overcome the most diffi  cult life chal-

lenges. You may overcome actual or perceived limita-

tions, improve concentration, and learn to meditate 

and put your mind anywhere it needs to be. When you 

need to dig deeper to get through something, you can 

draw on your training and imagine your amazing ac-

complishments and refusal to give up. 

A good school will off er a traditional approach to any 

of these arts — which is as much mental as physical — 
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Bill and Patty 
Auvenshine run 
Auvenshine’s School 
of Tae Kwon Do, 
based in Illinois. 
Students, young and 
old, with or without 
disability, can learn 
the martial arts.
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and should 

teach and em-

phasize the tenets the mar-

tial arts are all about. Many modernized 

schools will focus on selling belts rather than teaching 

principles. Although the black belt is the highest honor 

you can receive, it takes years of hard work and should 

be fi lled with meaning and achievement, not just be 

part of a purchased plan.

While Taekwondo (which translates to “foot-hand-

way”) by defi nition involves the use of hands and 

feet, it is a great example of how all martial arts can 

be adapted to a person’s individual needs. One of 

the best and fastest growing Taekwondo studios is 

Auvenshine’s School of Tae Kwon Do (auvtkd.com), 

based in Illinois. Students, young and old, can learn 

the martial arts. This school makes no special allow-

ances for disability but instead teaches how to re-

place the moves you cannot physically accomplish 

with an equal substitute. Students with disabilities 

are required to perform alongside their nondisabled 

students in both forms and sparring with the same 

level of precision and mastery.

Reality Is Here
Master Bill Auvenshine, a sixth-degree black belt in-

structor and owner of the Auvenshine School, became 

paralyzed after an accident two years before opening 

his school’s doors. He runs the studio and teaches along 

with his wife Patty, a fourth-degree black belt and re-

tired physical education teacher. While their students are 

mostly nondisabled, they accept those with disabilities 

without a fee. Their students are all of the highest caliber. 

Although some martial arts schools are willing to 

work with students with disabilities and others cater to 

people with various disabling conditions, only a few are 

like Auvenshine’s, which is committed to inclusion. Ev-

eryone is equal there, as are the requirements for pro-

motion, tournament competition, or demonstrations.  

 Auvenshine lives by his credo: “Change plus eff ort 

equals reality,” and as a T12 paraplegic, he’s living 

proof of how far a martial artist can take a dream. His 

school, which in 2006 was inducted into the presti-

gious Martial Arts Hall of Fame, is a model school 

and one that could help propel taekwondo into 

the Paralympics by turning out champions. 

To his credit, Auvenshine, an established and ded-

icated taekwondo artist, received an unprece-

dented honor in 2007 when well-known martial 

artist Bill Wallace presented him with the Living 

Legend Award. This immense honor was Wallace’s 

way of acknowledging all Auvenshine has done to inspire 

him and so many others by bringing all people, regard-

less of their challenges, into the martial arts. 

“Superfoot” Wallace made his undefeated 15-year ca-

reer mark in the sport of kickboxing. He got his nick-

name by using his left leg in a way others would use 

a punch. Having served in the U.S. Air Force where he 

learned judo, he had previously trained in wrestling. 

Wallace had an impressive run in competition judo, but 

ripped the ligaments in his right knee, potentially end-

ing his career. Like many facing a physical challenge, he 

accommodated the limitations of his right leg by using 

his left, entering a new career in karate and competing 

with greats such as Chuck Norris, Bruce Lee, Joe Lewis 

and others. Wallace was twice inducted into the Martial 

Arts Hall of Fame and was later given the Living Legend 

Award, which he graciously passed on to Auvenshine. 

Beyond Expectations
What traditional martial arts schools require of 

their students with disabilities is impressive and as-
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During a
national 
event, Danny 
Hicks (left) 
demonstrates 
self-defense 
techniques.
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tonishing. To land on your mark at the beginning and 

end of a form on foot, for example, is diffi  cult; to do 

that same form while spinning in a wheelchair and 

executing a punch simultaneously and still landing 

on a dime is phenomenal. But it can be achieved.  

Even in the most grueling of the fi ghting arts, 

mixed martial arts (MMA), often done in a “cage,” 

is a style that combines wrestling, grappling and 

kicking and punching. Although a titanium pros-

thesis can not be used in a fi ghting art where a kick 

or punch would be executed with that prosthesis, 

there are a few great examples of MMA fi ghters with 

varying disabilities.

Nick Newell, a new phenom on the MMA scene, 

is a partial amputee (lower arm) who, as of this writ-

ing, is an undefeated fi ghter who’s hoping to make 

the Ultimate Fighting Championship circuit. Kyle 

Maynard, a congenital quadruple amputee (both 

forearms and both legs above the knee), is another 

superb MMA fi ghter with an outstanding reputa-

tion. He also owns an ESPY award and a world re-

cord in bench press. Anthony Robles, a wrestler 

who’s been persuaded to attempt an MMA fi ght, 

showed the world early on that being born with one 

leg would not stop him from winning a NCAA Divi-

sion I wrestling championship. 

Born without the lower part of her left arm, Amy 

Truesdale has been an exemplary example on the 

taekwondo scene, fi rst competing against able-

bodied competitors but in recent years focusing on 

the para taekwondo scene, medaling at each world 

championship she’s attended.

The World Taekwondo Federation, created in 1970, 

has held World Para Taekwondo Championships, at-

tempting to move this discipline and other martial 

arts further toward becoming an offi  cial Paralympic 

sport. Since 2009, the International Paralympic Com-

mittee (IPC) has recognized martial arts competition 

for people with the following disabilities: amputa-

tions, blindness/visual impairment, cerebral palsy, in-

tellectual impairment and use of wheelchair. 

The World Karate Federation’s disabled section, 

“Karate for People with Handicap,” has held champi-

onships in 28 countries and partners with the IPC as 

well. The World Deaf Martial Arts Championships have 

events that include judo, karate and taekwondo.

Paralympic judo, a grappling sport, has been part 

of the summer Paralympics program since 1988 

(for men) and accepted women as of 2004. It is cur-

rently the only martial art on the London 2012 Para-

lympic program and is governed by the Interna-

tional Blind Sports Federation. There is very little 

variation between Paralympic judo and its 

Olympic counterpart. 

The IPC governing board 

met last year to decide 

which additional sports 

would be included in 

the Rio de Janeiro 2016 

Paralympic program, 

one of which was 

taekwondo, a sport 

that’s already in the 

Olympic curriculum. 

Although judo will re-

main on the growing 

list of events, taekwondo 

was not yet accepted. 

Many people who practice martial 

arts fi nd it allows them to embrace who thay are as 

they embrace it as a way of life. It can take you far be-

yond learning patterned forms of movement and even 

sparring with others for exercise or competition. 

Whether fi ghting an enemy within, on the street, 

or an opponent in the ring, you can learn life skills 

that will enhance your abilities, outlook and life. You 

will reach a level of peace through meditation, obtain 

a healthier lifestyle, accomplish a goal maybe never 

thought possible, and be rewarded with inner and 

physical strength.
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 If you focus on hard work, dedication and 
advancement, you will quickly fi nd yourself 
healthier, mentally and physically. 

Danny Hicks 
(right) spars and 

blocks a punch 
against Master 

Bill Auvenshine. 
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