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W hen Jonathan Senessie started at the Boxing Academy as a

troubled teenager permanently excluded from school, he was

angry and refused to co-operate. Eventually they wore him down

and he left with GCSEs and a passion for boxing.

Now a secondary school teacher, he recently returned with one of his own

pupils, a teenager he had referred to join the school, where pupils have boxing

lessons every day and do press-ups for punishment.

The oversubscribed alternative provision state school in Hackney, east London,

has 48 pupils, with eight children and one boxing mentor per class.

Rather than being suspended or sent home after outbursts, pupils are taken out

of class to do press-ups or clean the gym, discuss what happened, calm down

and apologise to the teacher. Sanctions are called “consequences” and

introduced immediately, so pupils recognise what will get them into trouble next

time and make better choices.

They can box before school and at lunchtime and during at least one lesson a

day.
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Anna Cain, its no-nonsense principal, recalls how one baRed new pupil,

removed from his old school for violence, told her: “I’ve just got chucked out of

school for fighting and they’re sending me somewhere I’m going to learn to fight

better, it doesn’t make sense.”

Two months later he was stronger and fitter, but more disciplined and calmer

and did not want to pick fights on the street since he no longer felt the need to

prove himself.

The school caters for pupils aged 12 to 16 from the most troubled and

disadvantaged backgrounds. Half have education health and care plans, which

outline special educational needs, and they have all been referred by

mainstream schools.

Some are in care, others are from homeless families or have experienced

domestic violence or extreme poverty.

Cain described Senessie as “one of our really tough cases, with us for three years

and the first two were bedlam”.
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Senessie, 22, said: “As a teenager, I was a raging ball of emotion and anger. I

often felt misunderstood and out of place. After being permanently excluded

from school, I was passed around from one institution to another. The Boxing

Academy became my final chance at receiving any form of structured education.

“I had been written oY so many times that I stopped believing anyone could

genuinely support me, but the Boxing Academy didn’t give up.”

• Labour plans to fix special needs system with more inclusive schoolsLabour plans to fix special needs system with more inclusive schoolsLabour plans to fix special needs system with more inclusive schoolsLabour plans to fix special needs system with more inclusive schools

After leaving he stayed committed to boxing training, studied performing arts in

college, volunteered at a primary school and ended up working at the academy

before moving to another school where he gained experience and qualifications.

He is now deputy head of Year 8 at that school and said: “I serve as an example

that your background doesn’t define your future.”
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Other alumni include a trainee accountant, a medical student training to be a

trauma surgeon and athletes on England Boxing’s sporting excellence

programme.

Jermaine Williams, the school’s vice-principal, is a professional boxer. Boxing is

used not only for fitness, but to defuse tension and reset behaviour.

Cain is not a qualified teacher and has never thrown a punch, but she joined the

school — which began in 2007 in the corner of a boxing gym in Tottenham — a

year after her own adopted child started there.

She had lost her job while taking time out to deal with his exclusion from

mainstream school and the Boxing Academy oYered her a few hours a week

teaching information technology. Within a year she was in charge. She said the

school’s system of immediate consequences stemmed from her son waiting days

for detentions by which time he could not remember why he was being

punished.

She spoke this week at the Festival of Education at Wellington College, the

public school in Berkshire, about her school creating a sense of belonging

through boxing.

ADVERTISEMENT

“It looks and feels like a boxing club,” she said. “But we are a very ambitious

school with high expectations for our children. Our classrooms are calm and

purposeful. It is relationships and belonging, not boxing, that make the

diYerence as the boxers are with the children all day, every day.”

• Councils hit with soaring cost of travel for special needs pupilsCouncils hit with soaring cost of travel for special needs pupilsCouncils hit with soaring cost of travel for special needs pupilsCouncils hit with soaring cost of travel for special needs pupils

Every staY member who works as a boxer mentor — known as pod leaders —

must have competed in the ring at least once, whether they won or lost, to prove

their control and resilience.

They also need emotional intelligence and to know when to push a child and

when to hug them.

Boxer mentors are admired and respected by the pupils, who follow them “like

ducklings” and are never left unsupervised. They are responsible for behaviour,

sanctions and rewards and accompany their class to all lessons, providing

learning support for teachers.
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Pupils learn to persevere, be punctual and work hard.

Several alternative provision (AP) free schools with a sporting focus were

established around the same time as the Boxing Academy, but not many lasted,

Cain said.

“All except one have sunk without trace because everybody thinks that AP is

easy, you just engage the kids because they like doing a bit of sport … but if you

can’t do the school [part], do you deserve to exist?” She also questions why so

many AP schools mirror mainstream ones, but on a smaller scale.

“This is supposed to look and feel completely diYerent, like you’re in a boxing

gym. A boxing club is like having a second family. Very warm, supportive and

extremely robust.

“Praise and support and everybody’s on your side but if you’re not doing what

you’re supposed to be doing, you’re getting told about it. We’ve made it possible

for children who are fragile and have low self-esteem to accept feedback and

build positive relationships.”

Children do not have to participate in contact boxing or compete with each

other.

Cain worries about children who cannot initially bring themselves to punch

anything, saying: “If a child can’t make a fist and punch something hard, that’s as

much an indicator of emotional distress as if somebody was punching

something all the time.”

She said there had been an “explosion” of children being diagnosed with special

educational needs in recent years, many of whom are severely disadvantaged or

vulnerable.

Children with ADHD often run into trouble in mainstream schools for forgetting

stationery or for uniform infringements. The Boxing Academy avoids this by

providing all equipment and a branded tracksuit.

• ADHD diagnosis boom driven by women, Covid and GoogleADHD diagnosis boom driven by women, Covid and GoogleADHD diagnosis boom driven by women, Covid and GoogleADHD diagnosis boom driven by women, Covid and Google

Fitness levels are good, but from a “low starting point”, and all lessons start with

a task.

Cain said: “It’s exactly like training puppies. If you train children to be successful

one little chunk at a time they get there. The reason this works is that everyone

who works here is authentic. Children can smell a fake a mile oY.”

The Boxing Academy takes in students who have been excluded from mainstream schools
TIMES PHOTOGRAPHER RICHARD POHLE

Jonathan Senessie was a “really tough” case

Anna Cain is principal of the state-funded alternative provision school
TIMES PHOTOGRAPHER RICHARD POHLE

Boxing is used not only for Ntness, but to help with behaviour
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Rowing is good for this group also.
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M Mo Ali
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Sport is the easiest and cheapest way to get kids passionate and disciplined. Each 
primary school should spend 2 hours a day on Sports in the afternoon. There 
should be an hour of literacy, an hour of numeracy, an hour of Science and IT. 
Then 2 hours of Sport. 

Reply ···· Recommended (0) ···· Share

F F Luczyc Wyhowska
5 JULY,  2025

The work done by boxing clubs and charities is invaluable. Boxing can make an 
enormous diEerence to young people and veterans.  I have seen them in action at 
first hand and the results are very impressive.
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Baroness Summerskill must be spinning in her grave.
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Most schools had a boxing club until the 70's. They should be in every school. 
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What a very silly potentially brain damaging activity. Promoting aggression and 
violence.

(Edited)
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I can see why you would see it that way. 
I used to practice Karate. It was tremendous help in dealing with rage in a 
controlled environment. 
It helped with my self-esteem being surrounded by positive minded people 
who always reminded you that violence is your last resort. Always be aware. 
Avoid con...
See moreSee moreSee moreSee more
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How refreshing to read, a school that can help kids with issues from maybe 
diQcult families find a reset button. And the costs would be far lower than 
supporting that kid through a troubled  adulthood.
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My only concern with this and similar institutions around the country is if or 
when they do finally lose their rag, they can do more damage to the person on the 
recieving end. 
Please do not tell me this never happens as I have seen the aftermath of it 
happening
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I'm sure it does. 
But for many of us it's great to be able to dump the anger in a punch bag or a 
willing opponent in a controlled manner is a blessed relief. 
If you don't let out your anger it corrodes your soul. 
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Clear rules, someone to lead by example, consequences for poor behaviour, 
positive role models. That's what normal parents should be doing from the start.
This initiative sounds amazing.
Parents need to wake up.
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The state school that transforms 
troubled children through boxing

Children at the Boxing Academy in east London learn discipline through 

daily training and do press-ups as punishment

A student at the Boxing Academy in Hackney, east London
TIMES PHOTOGRAPHER RICHARD POHLE

Nicola Woolcock, Education Editor Saturday July 05 2025, 10.45am, The Times
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We used to have , observed by the PT teacher . a ring - Rope in a square held up by 
the boys - If there was a potential punch up.  First one to go down or give up lost. 
Then they had to shake hands.  Honourable result for both boys. UnoQcial punch 
ups were dealt with harshly.
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