
More articles to improve your game can be found at: www.carlsongracieteam.com. 

Kooga
And The BJJ Instinct
By Wally Holem

I’ve got this 10 month old 
German Shepherd Dog that weighs 
70lbs and wants to play constantly. 
He is full of  great energy and wants 
to get his nose into everything I’m 
doing. A couple of  months ago, I 
started K9 training with him to 
ensure a properly disciplined house 
pet. I knew that if  something that 
big and ferocious wasn’t trained 
correctly, it could spell disaster. 
Teaching him to sit, stay, and down 
have come along pretty well and I 
can walk him off  leash without 
worry. The challenge comes when he 
sees, or smells, a prey. His God-
given, instinctual drive kicks in and 
off  he goes. He gets so wrapped up 
into what he is after that he even 
disregards my call or correction. 

As I consider the BJJ instinct, it is  
clear to me that new students are 
similar to my dog. They come in and 
are eager to learn. They have energy. 
They are inquisitive. They can’t get 
enough of  their new surroundings. 
Then the training begins. They are a 
bit disgruntled at first by the reality of 
the necessary effort and time it takes 
to get good. But I am diligent about 
them keeping their noses clean from 
sloppy technique. Sooner or later 
they start to get it and all is well. That 
is, until we start to spar. It seems as 
though something clicks inside of  
them that overcomes their mind and 
emotions. It is not unlike Kooga’s prey 
instinct. The drive resemblance is 
striking. Seemingly smart, quick-
learning, confident students turn into 
10 month old beasts at the sound of  

go. They get so wrapped up into the 
moment that they forget all previous 
instruction, drilling, and practice. 
Reprimands don’t work either 
because they are in a zone. I can 
stand right next to them shouting 
helpful advice and it doesn’t even 
register. 

We’ve got to learn to transcend 
this gotta-win instinct in order to start 
truly learning the art of  BJJ. Because 
it is the fear of  losing that actually 
keeps us from improving our game. If 
you want to get to the next level as a 
Brazilian Jiu Jitsu practitioner, resist 
the drive to attack and simply 
experience the sport.

A few practical things you can do 
to help overcome the gotta-win instinct 
are: 

1. Breathe and Relax (even in 
bad positions)

2. Tap to Learn (rather than tap 
to quit or give up)

3. Learn the Principles of  
Balance, Leverage, and 
Momentum. 

4. Spar for Movement (instead of 
for submissions)

5. Listen to Your Surroundings 
(especially your coach)

6. Start in Bad Positions (yes on 
purpose!)

7. Practice Creative Sparring 
(sparring that promotes movement 
and creativity without forced 
resistance)

These practical steps can help 
make the difference between learning 
and getting caught up in the gotta-win 
instinct. Learning to control our 
emotions and thinking patterns 
during sparring is a valuable lesson 
that only comes to those who 
cognitively transcend their Kooga 
instinct.  
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“As I consider the BJJ 
instinct, it is clear to me 
that new students are 
similar to my dog. They 
come in and are eager to 
learn. They have energy. 
They are inquisitive. They 
can’t get enough...”

Wally teaches BJJ at Carlson Gracie Jiu Jitsu Club 
in Mishawaka, Indiana. He is also a Strength and 
Conditioning Coach at Bethel College and holds a 
Masters Degree in Exercise Science. He can be 
contacted at: wallybjj@aol.com
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