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Gym rocks to the rhythm of
young lives being changed

THE 288, TIMES 1 hese teenagers are not at ease n
i with authority, but thanks to their | _ W
ChIIStmaS coach they know about respect "' {'

Appeal

and discipline, Greg Hurst reports
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oom. Boom. Boom. Pound-

ing noise echoes around the

high walls of the gymnasi-

um, drowning out speech.

Its incessant rhythm serves
to focus the minds of the teenagers
within it.

Around they circle, concentrating
utterly on the source of the crashing
sound: a basketball in each of their
hands. Dribbling with a basketball
each, they warm up before splitting
into groups to work on elements of
their game — shooting, defence,
passing.

They joke and jostle with one
another as they break away for individ-
ual duels beneath the hoops, but when
one of their coaches calls out a com-
mand they comply instantly.

Usually, these young teenage boys
are not comfortable with adult author-
ity. Yet their coaches, employed by the
charity Greenhouse and posted full-
time in schools, have managed to over-
come their urban belligerence and
inspire total respect.

Training sessions such as these,
taking place after school in a deprived
part of southeast London, often last
until the evening. They start again the
next morning before school, from
7.30am until classes begin.

Basketball gives these boys much

Ibrahim, aged 14, has found a mentor
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in Predrag Krneta, right, and says that he is learning about life as well as sport

broader goals. “My coach Predrag is
not only teaching me basketball but
also lessons of life,” he says, with
admiration.

Gregory, 16, has come a long way
since he started playing basketball with
Greenhouse five years ago when the
charity arrived at the school. Articulate
and quietly confident, he is now taking
A levels in economics, maths, biology
and geography and wants to study poli-
tics and economics at the London
School of Economics. He talks of work-
ing as a banker.

Greenhouse, one of the charities cho-
sen to benefit from The Times Christ-
mas Appeal, helped him to apply the
discipline of the game to his studies
and break down the defence to his aca-
demic work. “It helps you structure
things, gives you a good method with
which you can work, helps you prob-
lem-solve,” Gregory explains. “It is like
maths — to tackle a question you have
various methods. In basketball the aim
is to score and you have various
methods which you use.”

he school’s director of sport,

Sue Ponulak, testifies to the

transformative effect of Mr

Krneta’s coaching. “He has

been able to engage some of
the most challenging children at the
school, get them more onside and
where they are supposed to be, and
help with focusing them on their stud-
ies,” she says.

Suspension from basketball training
has proved a powerful deterrent to
pupils whose attendance or behaviour
worsens. Mr Krneta acknowledges that
his approach is tough, but says that
children respond to his refusal to offer
false praise. Sometimes parents seek
his advice on bringing up their child-
ren. One father even asked him if he

would tell his son to clean his bedroom.
“I have seen some kids change from
being nearly excluded from school to
going on to basketball camps [at
nationallevel],” he says. “I am personal-
ly trying to be very honest with kids. If
need to be strict I am very strict. 1
would say kids know where the line is.”
In the background, 90 minutes after
the school day ended, the pounding
noise continues. Boom, boom, thump,
swish. It is the sound of purpose, of com-
mitment, of lives being changed.

A group of supporters led by the Alan
Cristea Gallery is matching donations
made to Greenhouse through The
Times appeal

more than fitness, companionship and
fun. For some it is an escape route from
delinquency; for others it offers a struc-
ture on which to develop academic
achievement at the highest level.

With his slight build and engaging
smile, Ibrahim, 14, is an example of the
former. Two years of basketball train-
ing with Greenhouse staff have
changed him totally, he says.

“Before 1 used to be, after school,
going home, getting changed and
going out doing things I shouldn’t be
doing in the roads,” he says, his voice

trailing off. “I was rude, later and later
for school ... Now I couldn’t go a day
without playing basketball. It’s like a
drug, it is just addictive.”

The attraction, he says, is that no
player or move is perfect. There is al-
ways room to practise, improve, learn
from mistakes. Basketball has taught
him discipline, he adds. It has also
given him a mentor, his softly spoken
Greenhouse basketball coach, Predrag
Krneta, a former international player
from Bosnia who has taught Ibrahim
how to work towards achieving his
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