Shotokan 

Is a school of karate, developed from various martial arts by Master Gichin Funakoshi (1868-1957) and his son Yoshitaka. Funakoshi was the man who 'officially' brought karate from Okinawa to mainland Japan, Shotokan is one of the world's major karate styles (the seven biggest styles being Shotokan, Shorin-Ryu, Wado-ryu, Shito-ryu, Goju-ryu, Kyokushin, and Kenpo).  Training is usually divided into three sections: kihon (basics), kumite (sparring), and kata (forms or patterns of moves).  Shotokan techniques are characterised by deep, long stances which provide stability, powerful movements and also helps strengthen the legs.  The kumite techniques mirror these stances and movements at a basic level, but progress to being more "free" and flexible at a higher level.

Master Funakoshi Gichin laid out the Twenty Precepts of Karate, which form the foundations of the art, these twenty principles, based heavily on Bushido and Zen, lay out the philosophy of Shotokan.

Kata

Kata is often described as a set sequence of karate moves organised into a prearranged fight against imaginary opponents.  The kata consists of kicks, punches, sweeps, strikes, blocks and throws.  Body movement in the various kata includes, stepping, twisting, turning, dropping to the ground and jumping.

Although there are approximately 50 Kata in existence most Shotokan Dojo only practice 26 Kata.

Kata should be executed with the correct attitude first and foremost, if the karate practitioner has an understanding of the kata, each fast move will be executed with speed, power and intent.  The karateka will execute the technique as if their life depends on it!

Kumite

Beginners are usually introduced to kumite with 'gohon kumite' (five-step sparring).  The next stage of kumite training is the 'sanbon kumite' (three-step sparring).  As its name suggest it involves three steps.  It is similar to gohon kumite but instead of five steps, has three.

At intermediate level karateka are expected to learn 'ippon kumite' (one step sparring).  Though it is only one step, it is more advanced because it involves a greater variety of attacks and blocks.  It also requires the defender to execute a minor counter in a timely fashion.  

The next level of kumite is the 'jiyu ippon kumite' (freestyle one step sparring).  This is almost the same as ippon kumite but requires the karateka to be in motion.  Practice in this is beneficial in improving jiyu kumite (freestyle sparring) skills, and also provides an opportunity for practicing major counters (as opposed to minor counters).

Usually the last element of sparring to be introduced is jiyu kumite (free sparring) where two participants are free to use any choice of karate technique or combination attacks and the opponent is free to avoid, block and attack at will.

Rank System

Around the 1920's, Funakoshi adopted the Kyu/Dan system.  This system used colored belts as an indication of rank. Originally, Karate had only 3 obi (belt) colours, white, brown and black, with several ranks within each.  The belts originally awarded were;

Ungraded - white

8th kyu - 4th kyu - white

3rd kyu - 1st kyu - brown

dan grades - black

Most schools use the kyu/dan system but have added other colors.  The most common, is given below but other variations exist.

10th kyu - White

9th kyu - Yellow

8th kyu - Orange

7th kyu - Blue

6th kyu - Green

5th kyu - Purple

4th kyu - Purple & White Stripe

3rd kyu - Brown

2nd kyu - Brown & 1 White Stripe

1st kyu - Brown & 2 White Stripes
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