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THE

ART

OF

KICKING
       KICK - to strike with the foot or feet;

       to thrust of the  foot with violence (Oxford dictionary).
               Requirement for 6th Dan Assessment
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INTRODUCTION

“Tae Kwon Do to me is the ‘pursuit of excellence’, through constant practice and conditioning of the human body we are able to do what the average person would think of being unachievable.”

Tae Kwon Do (TKD) is predominately a kicking art; the art of striking with the hand & foot. Originally TKD was used by the peasants, to kick the soldiers of their horses during battle.  The legs were used more so than the arms as the legs can reach further than the hands & thus can be used at a greater distance and followed up with hand or other leg technique. The legs also have a larger muscle mass, which can generate more power & force.

Kicking is by far the most dynamic action one can perform in defense or offense; the techniques of kicking are varied to suit a myriad of uses on the Dojang (school) floor or in the street. Each technique incorporates all the major leg muscles from the upper leg being the biceps femoris, gluteus maximus, adductor, vastus, iliotibial tract, tensor fascia lata and the smaller more explosive muscles of the lower legs being the gastrcnemis, soleus, tibialis anterior and pereneus/extensor longus muscles (Masters Kick by Hee Ill Cho, 1988).

The most important thing about kicking, in my mind, would have to be the preparation; the set up to execute a variety of kicks, through correct foot position & leg technique. This will be the focus of this essay including training tips to enhance your technique. Including uses for the kick and common mistakes, highlighting bad habits that the Tae Kwon Do practitioner may fall into whilst learning the techniques.

Over the next pages you will find my interpretation of the kicking skills made famous by the TKD exponents from around the world.

I will focus on 8 kicks in particular, from the most basic front kick through to the more advance aerial kicks, which require good flexibility, accuracy & ability. However regardless of your level there are a few important aspect of kicking that need to be discussed & considered each time you execute a kick.

· Warm up

It is important to warm the muscles before commencing any type of exercise. When executing kicks in TKD you tend to twist the body to create torque, hence it is important to warm up all parts of the body as including major and minor muscle groups both major & minor. The older TKD practitioner would require a longer time to warm up so that the body is sufficiently warm to avoid injuries like sprains and strains.

· Stretching

Stretching is also an important part of conditioning in TKD. Obviously the more flexible a person is, the more height they will be able to achieve with their kicking skills.

· Breathing

Breathing is paramount to executing all kicks. Breathing will; help you to become explosive. Kyuping is to focus power using a yell & helps in exhaling air as you kyup. It is important to inhale as you prepare then exhale sharply as you execute the kick.

· Chambering

Chambering the leg to execute a kick is important because it allows you to load the leg correctly before extending it, to get full range of motion and maximum power into the kick.

· Retracting

Retraction after executing a kick is done so that you are able to continue with your attack & not leave yourself open to be countered. By pulling back your leg allows you to quickly execute another kick with the same leg as well as maintain balance.

The target areas for executing these kicks are predominantly the midsection (torso area, kidney etc) & high section (head etc). But can also be directed to the groin or knee.

Kicks that I will discuss in detail 8 kicking techniques being rear leg front & turning kick, front leg side kick, rear leg axe & outside crescent kick, rear leg twisting kick, front leg hook kick, 180 & 360 jump back kick.

Front Kick (Ap-chagi)
Front kick is an easy technique to throw it is a straight-line kick, which makes it both fast and versatile. Front kick is considered an attacking technique, which can be thrown in a number of ways, depending on the circumstance. For instance thrown straight out or in front it’s an attack to the solar plexus or groin, thrown high it’s an attack to the face.

The non-kicking leg is used for support & balance while executing this kick & can easily be followed up with hand technique. It can be used as a push type technique for defense or a double technique for offense.

Conditioning

Front knee lifts – to develop height in your kick. Balancing on the supporting leg practice chambering the knee above mid section height to allow for high section leg extension.

Straight leg raises out in front- balancing on one leg and swinging your leg back & forth through the range of motion to prepare the muscles for extension.

To strengthen your leg to execute this kick simple squats with or without weight will give more power to your legs.

Method: for a rear leg front kick

1. Take a left leg forwards fighting stance.

2. Shifting the balance on to the left leg, lift your right leg knee first with the ball of the foot pointing to the floor.

3. Using your upper leg muscles push your foot outwards in front toward the midsection. While doing so lean you upper torso back slightly to give your kick reach. Lock your ankle and push out through the ball of the foot. Again retract your leg back to the knee lift chambered position & back down to the floor/ground & keeping your guard up at all time to protected your body & face.

4. After executing the kick you can drop your leg in front of you giving you forward momentum to back up your initial technique with another kick or hand combination.

Front kick can be used as a front leg kick or rear leg kick-using the rear leg you will generate more power & it allows the kicker to maintain momentum & continue with other kicking techniques.

Application

The front kick is a useful set up technique, it can easily be backed up with hand techniques or even used as a pushing technique to keep a charging attacker at bay.  It can be used as a fake to trick the opponent into reacting or can be used as a stinger kick to the midsection (i.e. abdomen or solar plexus) that would force the opponent to double over, providing an open target to follow up with a high section kick or hand technique.

Tip

It is very important to lock your ankle on both your support leg & your kicking leg; pull your toes back focusing your power through the ball of the foot. Breathing is also paramount & needs to be considered when executing any kick, inhale as you prepare then exhale sharply as you execute the kick.

Bad habits

Most common mistake is to kick with the soul of the foot or not pulling the toes back reducing power and increasing chance of injury to the toes or ankle. Not locking the support leg will reduce power & cause instability. Also leaning to far forward decreases the range of the kick

Turning Kick (Dollyo-chagi)
Turning kick is a little more difficult than front kick as it requires the practitioner to pivot on the supporting foot while executing the kick. This kick is probably the most utilized kick of all the martial art styles. It is an attacking technique used to the knee, leg, groin, solar plexus, face or anywhere only limited to your flexibility. Turning kick is not a straight-line kick. It is intended to come around the guard-for midsection it is used for kicking to the kidney or flank area & in high section to the face. The striking surface can be either the instep of the foot, which is often used in competition or by using the ball of the foot with the toes pulled back to inflict more pain as it ‘digs in’ to the area which is kicked. Utilizing the upper leg and torso muscles gives the kick most of its power.

Conditioning

Oblique crunches - Start by lying on your side or from sit-up position turning your body almost 90 degrees to one side then to the other side. Concentrating on the oblique muscles keep your body turned as you do at least 10 sets of 10 both sides.

Box splits - Standing up separating your legs on the floor as wide as you can keep your feet flat on the floor.

Pushing yourself forward and backwards as far as you can for 20 seconds each direction. Focusing on keeping your knees straight and locked, don’t raise your hips.

Method: rear leg turning kick
1. Take a left leg forward fighting stance.

2. Shift your balance onto the left leg and lift your right leg up & forward as if you are stepping over a small fence. Turn your body counter clockwise at the waist & pivoting on your support leg. Pointing your right knee slightly to the outside of the target in a chambered position with your foot pulled back towards your buttocks.

3. Continue to turn your waist towards the target, using your knee as a hinge point, shoot your lower leg towards the target area. You should be leaning back watching your target over your shoulder. Your supporting foot heel should rotate towards the direction of the attack whilst executing the kick. Striking with the instep of the foot (pointing your toes and hitting with the flat of the foot) or the ball of the foot (by cocking your ankle and pulling your toes back).

4. After kicking retract the kicking leg back at the knee (hinge) & step down or to load for multiple attacks with same leg.

A rear leg kick will often generate more power as you are incorporating more hip movement. For the front leg load you kick in the same manner as above but using your rear leg as support instead of the front. Using the front leg kick is useful when the opponent is at closer range.

Application

Throwing the turning kick several times without putting your leg back down is a good for multiple attacks & or by varying the height so that your opponent doesn’t predict the attacking area of next kick and/or counter. The turning kick can also be backed up quickly with the more advanced spinning kicks allowing the TKD practitioner to carrying the momentum through. Initiate your attack with a turning kick then back it up with whatever you have in your kicking arsenal.

Tip

Try and make the motion of the kick continuous and by leaning back a little you can increase the reach and the height of the kick. It is also vital that you lock & pivot on the supporting leg, usually the supporting foot will turn greater than 90 degrees, to allow your hip to come around.

Bad Habits

A mistake is to bring the knee up like a front kick instead of bringing the knee round as if you were stepping over a fence. If you throw this kick to close to the body you will loose reach and speed. Don’t snap with the knee or hip as this can cause injuries; use the knee like a hinge joint.

Side Kick (Yop-chagi)
This is the most powerful kick in TKD, this kick is as versatile as it is common, being used as a offensive and defensive technique. Strength is generated in a straight line from the mid-section. It is used to the torso mainly but can also be used to the knee or to the face. The side-kick uses more muscles than any other kick to chamber the leg, push the leg out using the knee & hip joint and retracting the leg in the same manner. It can be thrown from a stationary position or whilst moving in towards the target for extra power as well as covering greater distance. The power is expelled through the heel of the foot.

Conditioning

Learn to stand in a low riding stance for extended periods to develop good strong legs and increase flexibility, which not only helps with doing side kicks but enhances them immensely. You must ensure that you have a good abdominal routine, as your core strength will greatly assist your balance and technique. Start off with simple leg strengthening exercises and increase repetitions, as you get stronger then add ankle weights to increase resistance.

Side leg lifts-have your supporting foot facing in opposite direction of swinging leg, try and increase the range as you loosen up.

Slow side-kicks - again have you supporting foot facing in opposite direction of the kick. Chamber your knee, preferable at hip height & with your knee & hip at a 90degree angle & your foot inline. This position is the chambered position for preparation to kick. Keep the supporting leg strong, then slowly extend the kicking leg to end point. Concentrating on pushing through the heel of the foot then retract slowly.

Method: for front leg side-kick

1. From a right leg forward fighting stance.

2. Shift your balance onto your left leg and chamber your right knee 90 degrees from your hip & as high as you can, preferably hip height with the kicking foot parallel to the floor.

3. The heel of your supporting foot pivots into the direction of the target (i.e 180 degrees from the starting position). As you extend the kicking leg out to strike with the heel of the foot, engaging the upper leg, buttock & hip muscles. Both feet should be kept strong. On extension you should be looking over your shoulder and your heel, hip and shoulders should all be in perfect line, engaging the oblique muscles to maintain an upright stance.

4. After full extension of technique retract your kicking leg back and drop the leg back in front. Another kick can be thrown to stun your opponent or if the distance between you & the opponent is less, then follow up with hand techniques.

Application

The sidekick can be an extremely useful tool in sparring practice or in real life defense.  By standing side on, in a confronting situation, gives you the ability to execute the kick off either the rear or front leg. This may be determined by whether the opponent is in an ‘open stance’ (i.e. front of the body is open to the front of your body) or in ‘closed stance’ (where the opponents back is open to your front side).  The extension of the leg in a straight line increases the penetration of the foot & heel to the target area.

Tip

At all times pay attention to body position as well as supporting leg position. Work on increasing speed of delivery as well as retraction of the leg when kick has made contact with the target. Note that balance must be maintained with a strong supporting leg with the foot properly rotated in the opposite direction of the kick direction.  Oblique and lateral muscles must be contracted on execution of technique. Remember your breathing inhale as you prepare and exhale sharply as you execute the kick.

Bad habits

If the supporting foot is not rotated enough it will create poor balance. If the supporting leg is bent at the knee the power will be reduced. By not kicking through the heel of the foot & pushing through the blade or ball of foot the power will decrease & the chances of injury on impact, by bending the whole foot or toes back, will increase. At full extension, your body should be perfectly in line – your head, both shoulders, hips, knees, and kicking heel – if you’re not in line, you will lose a significant amount of power out of your kick.

Front Rising Kick or Axe Kick (Naeryo-chagi)
The front rising kick is a very powerful technique, with varied applications. Rising up with the ball of the foot it is a powerful attack to below the midsection (i.e. groin) or high section (i.e. under the chin), then on the way down using the back of the heel or sole of the foot this can create a devastating blow to the face or collarbone. This kick is used more as a defense kick rather than an attacking kick as the kick can be easily countered or blocked.
Conditioning
This technique can also be used as a stretching technique for warm up. As it develops and strengthens the leg muscles and lower abdominal areas, with continuous practice it will also help develop balance and speed. This technique is carried out, by swinging the leg back & forth, from a standing position. Start initially with one hand supported on the wall or stretch rail then move on to unassisted exercise.

Method: for a rear leg axe kick
1. From left leg forward fighting stance

2. Shift balance onto the left leg. Then generating speed with your hip as well as your leg, bring the right knee upward sharply. Then extend the kicking leg straight out, with the ankle pulled forward, hips leaning forward in the direction of the kick. The upper body should be slightly leaning back to increase your reach.

3. The supporting foot can remain flat on the surface, or, you can rise upon to the ball of the foot for extra height during the extension of the kick. The knee of the balancing leg should be slightly bent –to assist with downward power. Maintain your guard, protecting the jaw with one arm & covering the ribs with the other.

4. After rising up, flex the leg muscles bringing the kicking leg straight down, exerting force and focusing energy to the back of heel or sole of foot. This will develop your upper leg muscles, giving you strength for a technique that is as effective coming down with the kick as it is in initiating the preparation of the kick.

Application
The axe kick can be used as an attack technique or as a counter technique in defense & can be used in close range or from a distance. It is an intimidating and effective technique used at the right time. From in front it appears to be a front kick or if delivered from the blind side it wont be seen.

Tip

To make this kick effective work on developing a fast knee lift, then reach out with your extending leg and soul of foot.

Here proper breathing will definitely increase your power in delivery, inhale before the kick as you are lifting the leg and exhale sharply as you bring the kick down.

Bad habits

Just swinging the leg to get height (i.e. lifting the leg straight up without leaning the hip, you will reduce power and speed of the kick). Other adverse techniques are bending the neck & leaning forward, preventing the leg from rising as high as it can as well as over bending the supporting leg, this hinders the leg muscles and hips of the full movement & thus the full potential of the kick.

Crescent Kick (inside outside) (An-chagi)

The crescent kick is a very powerful attacking technique, which utilizes the hips as well as the upper leg muscles. This technique can also be used as a stretch during warm up and improving balance. The crescent kick is a very effective and useful kick when applied in close to your opponent, delivering a strong blow to the side of the face. Flexibility is a key ingredient in throwing this technique without it the kick is difficult to throw.
Conditioning
The action of the kick develops and strengthens the leg muscles and lower abdominal areas, with continuous practice it will also help develop balance and speed.

This technique is carried out, by swinging the leg up and outward from a standing position, start initially with one hand supported on the wall or stretch rail then move on to unassisted exercise to improve balance.

Method: rear leg crescent kick

1. From left leg forward fighting stance.

2. Shifting balance onto your left leg, move your hips counter clockwise as you raise your right leg, with your knee slightly bent, prepare to bring your kicking leg across the body from the outside in front of you in a clockwise direction. Your supporting leg should also be slightly bent to facilitate hip movement.

3. Shooting your leg straight out, whip your leg from left to right (inside to outside) using your hips to generate speed and the leg muscles to create power. At point of contact you should straighten your knee and tense your leg muscles. The balancing foot can be flat on the ground or on the ball of the foot. For extra reach the body should be slightly leaning back. Maintain your guard whilst executing the technique to protect the upper body from a counter technique.

4. After contact flex your leg muscles to retract the leg back & down sharply, rather than only using momentum, this gives you better control and allows you to follow the crescent kick with a back up technique if necessary.
Application
This is very much a defensive technique used in close from the blind side or used to block an incoming attack like a punch. In sparing it is very effective for attacking your opponents blind side.

Tip
When you lift your kicking leg bent you can increase height delivery as well as disguising the technique. Breathing is very important, inhale before the kick as you are lifting the leg and exhale sharply as you arc the kick across the target and down. This will help on focusing positive energy into your technique.

Bad Habits

Is when you only use the leg muscles and not the hips to generate speed or when the torso leans to far back commonly done to compensate for lack of flexibility. Either of these of these will make the technique less effective and decrease the kicks speed and power.

Twisting Kick (Bitureo-chagi)
Twisting kick is a difficult technique to throw due to the angler of execution, however it’s a extremely good technique to use as an unexpected attack. Due to the attacking angle, it isn’t as powerful as other techniques. It can be thrown in a number of different ways attacking to the groin, mid section and high section. The balance is similar to that of a front kick and can be followed by hand techniques.

Conditioning
Standing with your feet shoulder width apart, running on the spot kicking your feet to the inside thigh, bring your left foot up to the right inside thigh then repeat with the right leg to the left inside thigh. Gradually increase your repetitions, as you get more confident.

Also by executing the technique slowly to incorporate abdominal muscles using the method of delivery below.

Method: for a rear leg twisting kick

1. From a left fighting stance.

2. Shift your balance to the left leg, turn your hips slightly to the left then turn your hips 90 degrees to the right. Load your leg at a 90 degree angle, with your lower leg as parallel to the floor as possible extending over your balance leg.

3. Keeping the right leg bent as you turn your hips to the right and snap your leg out at the last moment. Striking with the ball of the foot and your hips bent into the kick.

4. After executing the kick, you can either retract the leg back and place it back behind or bring it down in front in preparation for a follow up technique.
Application
This is an illusive attack technique very hard for the defender to determine where the target area is. This kick is best used to initiate the attack and follow up fast.

Tip

To develop this technique you have to load the kicking leg correctly, try and get the lower leg as parallel to the floor as possible. As with other kicks you must, inhale before the kick as you are lifting the leg and exhale sharply as you snap out the kick and draw it back. This will help on focusing positive energy into your technique.

Bad habits
If you don’t have you kicking leg as parallel to the floor it will be, more like a crescent kick. Another mistake may be to not use the knee and lower leg muscles to generate power by only using your hip and thigh muscles are not enough to execute the kick.

Hook Kick (front leg)(Nakka-chagi)
The front leg hook kick is a powerful kicking technique as well as a effective counter attack technique during sparing. It can be used as a fake as well as a block making it a very versatile move. The main target area is the face, which requires flexibility to throw. It also makes a very good foot sweep which can be thrown by anyone regardless of the attackers flexibility. Utilizing the upper muscles in chambering the leg, pushing the kick out and around so that you hook the leg, taking care not to over-tax the knee tendons. The striking surface is the heel or bottom of the foot.

Conditioning

Stretching and conditioning as for side kick but incorporate the following

Knee lift circles supporting foot facing the opposite direction and lift your other leg, keeping it bent draw a circle with you bent leg knee and repeat start with sets of 5 and increase repetitions as you get stronger.

Slow hook Kicks similar to side-kick but this time slowly hook the whole leg not just the knee down so your hips are incorporated as well. Concentrate energy through the heel and soul of the foot on execution.
Method: front leg hook kick
1. From right leg forward fighting stance.

2. Shift balance onto the left leg and raise your right leg up as if to do a side kick, bringing the knee as close to the chest with your lower leg parallel to the floor.

3. Utilizing your upper body to hold yourself upright as you push  your leg out with your upper leg muscles, simultaneously allowing the balancing foot heel to turn towards the target. Shoot your leg out 15 degrees to the left of the target then at the last moment hook your leg towards and through the target, striking with the heel or bottom of the foot.

4. After retracting this kick, you draw back your leg to follow up with a turning kick or drop the leg and follow up with a hand combination.

Application

Work on increasing speed and delivery when executing this kick and the retraction of leg after foot has made contact with the target. A Speed Ball, Slap Pad, Suspended Ball is a perfect tool to practice accuracy and delivery of your technique.  Again balance is paramount as is the contraction of the oblique and lateral muscles. Work on developing your oblique muscles has this will increase power using twisting or sideways crunches. This kick is regarded as a knock out technique - not unlike a hook punch, and if delivered correctly usually from the blind side either off the front leg or the rear leg.

Tip

For the best results lift your knee high and keep it elevated for the duration of the kick and make sure you drag your knee across the centre line of your body to enable your weight to be put behind your technique. As with the execution of the side kick, at the point of impact, your body should be perfectly in line – your head, both shoulders, hips, knees, and kicking heel – if you’re not in line, you will lose at least 25% power. . As with your other kicks inhale on preparation and exhale sharply as you execute the kick.
Bad habits

It is important that you draw your knee through the centre line, if not then you are only utilizing your lower leg and not your body weight, which will also increase the risk of knee injury. Don’t drop your body as you execute the technique as this also lessons your power in delivery.

180 and 360 Jump Back Kick

(Twio mondollyo yop chagi & twio on mondollyo yop chagi)

The 180 and 360 jump back kicks have long been favorite advanced kicks with TKD practitioners, they are not as difficult to master as one would think. With some effort put into training it, you too will be using them as part of your kicking arsenal. The striking surface is the heel of the foot the power comes from the spring into the air followed by the rotation of the hips and torso.

Conditioning

To prepare yourself for these advanced kicking techniques, you need to add a few of these exercises to your training regime, at least 2-3 times per week.

Jump rope – work up to skipping for 5 minutes continuously staying on the balls of your feet. This is also a great cardio warm-up for your normal training routine. This will pump your calves and give you extra spring in your jumps in preparation for the technique about to be undertaken.

Tuck-jumps – standing with your feet shoulder width apart, jump straight up tucking your knees into your chest and throw your arms up to increase height. Work on 3 sets of 5 tuck jumps this develops height in your jumps.

180and 360 Tuck jumps – as in previous exercise but this time adding a 180 spin, then a 360 spin into your tuck jump. To increase the speed of your spin rotate your head with you upper body as you jump. Again work on 3 sets of 5 of each.

Advanced Jumping Practice – do the above exercise with ankle weights increasing resistance, making legs stronger. Note you must work up to this and develop jumping technique prior to using weights.
Method: 180 Jump Back Kick
1. Standing left leg forward fighting stance

2. Starting the rotation with the upper body preparing to jump and gain focus on the target. Gain spring by bending your knees and lifting onto the balls of your feet.

3. Tuck both legs up high as you rotate 180 in the direction of target. Then extend the right leg pushing out through the heel of the foot.

4. Retract your right leg and land back on the ground

Method: 360 Jump Back Kick
1. Standing right leg forward fighting stance.

2. Stepping through with your non-kicking leg, but do not put it on the ground. Starting to rotate the upper body in the direction of the spin. Hence pulling the right leg of the ground.

3. Using the momentum from throwing the rear leg up the kicking leg foot leaves the ground and spins 360 in the direction of the target. Then extend your right leg pushing out through the heel of the foot.

4. Retract your kicking leg to land back on the ground.
Application

These kicks have their uses in tournaments, world Kickboxing Champion Benny “the Jet” Urquidez used this kick many times to score a knock out or technical knockout victory. These kicks may be seen as a bit excessive in a street situation but are great demonstration techniques applied to breaks. When applying these techniques in sparring or competition, you need to work on setting them up with an initiating technique or combination there of. With the 180 Jump-back a front leg push kick or rear leg turning kick sets this kick up nicely by creating the forward momentum to bridge the gap between you and your opponent. It can also be used from the clinch, where you just jump straight up and spin extending your leg into the targets midsection as they go to move away.

The 360 jump-back is used to cover a lot more ground, when your opponent is moving backwards to avoid your attack you can jump in of the rear leg to create the rotation needed to execute the kick, or it can be delivered by throwing a fake turning kick of the rear leg to initiate the spin and getting airborne.

These are very powerful kicks and can be used to break multiple boards you just need some willing board holders with added wrist support to facilitate the break.
Tip

When you are jumping, imagine that you are jumping up onto a table so tuck your legs up high as you can. Breathing is crucial to developing these kicks always inhale on the jump and spin then exhale sharply on execution, making sure your are focused on the target to increase your accuracy.

Bad Habits

Not looking at where you are kicking is detrimental to the development of these kicks. So always start your spin by looking at the target and the rest of the body will follow. Over spinning is also a downside to kicking correctly spin only 180 or 360 degrees.

Conclusion

I have been practicing TKD for more than 26 years; during this time I have had the opportunity to train with a variety of Masters from a variety of styles. I have accumulated this knowledge and understanding into my style of TKD. Our students have a very sound kicking ability from access to this knowledge. This is the first time I have put this knowledge so comprehensively on paper. I hope you have enjoyed reading it.
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