A Lockdown Story – Tring Martial Arts Academy
Written by Christopher Allen 7th September 2021.

On the 11th March 2020 the World Health Organisation declared the COVID 19 to be a pandemic and on Monday 23rd
March, my team and I were sat together in the office watching the government press conference and Boris Johnson
telling us we must legally close by 26th March. I honestly never thought that any UK government would mandate
such an incredibly profound and ground-breaking dictate, but there we were – stunned!
After a sleepless night worrying whether my 16th year in as a professional martial arts instructor would also be my
last, I called an early meeting the following morning with my senior team to brainstorm ideas about what we can do
to continue. I genuinely believed, like many in our industry that this would be maybe a few weeks then we would be
back to normal. Nobody could have guessed or foreseen how many people would die from this dreadful disease or
the extent to which it would impact our lives. Like a lot of my friends, it took me a long time to realise that this was
more than just a flu like disease, this was a real killer and it scared me. At the time of writing this article (Sept 2021),
133,000 people in the UK have died from Coronavirus.
In our team meeting we realised we had 4 main priorities that needed solutions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

How to facilitate training at home via online training.
How to support our members and their families.
How to keep our members motivated to keep training.
How to keep our members safe when we returned to in-person training.

If we could find a way to achieve these 4 priorities, then we were confident that TMA could continue to trade and
protect our incomes. What a lot of people may not realise is that for Chris Peck, Paula and myself this is our only
income, we do this for a living and therefore it was vital that we continued to remain open.
Achieving our priorities:
1. Facilitating Online Training
This was a particularly difficult challenge, could we replicate our classes online? Almost straight away it was clear to
us that online training needed to be live and engaging, not pre-recorded. Many of my colleagues from other martial
art schools around the UK were falling back on pre-recorded content but I just wasn’t convinced that members
would see the value in it. Likewise, I felt it was vital that we help our students stick to the same routine and
therefore we kept our class timetable the same as it would have been in-person.
A regular (in-person) class at Tring Martial Arts Academy would consist of a warm-up, stretch, technique practice,
pad work, some form of age-appropriate game or fitness drill and a cool down. Intermediates and Advanced
students would also switch between self-defence practice, sparring and weapons training.
There were of course many elements of training that we simply could not teach online. Break falls, throws, sparring,
partner-based self-defence, or sparring. But what we could offer was almost all our kicks, strikes, weapons and
fitness drills. Sensei Chris developed a curriculum that we could teach that would give all students regardless of age
the opportunity to both learn something new, have a good workout and practice their skills. He also developed a
way to teach a self-defence “set”. A set of moves that a parent or other family member could apply to the student
so they could practice safely.
Whilst the content of each class differed, they all loosely followed the timing structure below:





Warm Up – 10 minutes
Technique Practice – 15 minutes
Flow / Combination Drill – 15 minutes
Fitness Drill – 5 minutes

The Digital Dojo – we launched the Digital Dojo soon after the first
lockdown and supported our members with a What’s App and Facebook
Group. Facebook Live and Zoom (an internet video conferencing system)
seemed to be the best and most economical solutions available to us, so we
invested in a new video camera, a couple of Japanese style blinds, some
plastic pot plants and some roller banners to create our film set. Being a
“stickler” for brand continuity, it bothered me that the Facebook Live
version of each class our signage would come out reversed, so I made a sign
that was reversed so it would appear correct to those viewing from home.
My printer was very confused and phoned me twice to check that this is
what I wanted to be printed on the banner.
During particularly busy classes we had two staff
members running the online classes, Sensei Chris
teaching and either myself or Sensei Paula acting
as invigilators and helping our members join the
classes.
We quickly realised that online training was a
massive change to everyone, and we needed to
be there to help everyone get on board.
We referred to this curriculum as “All-Grades”,
and we taught this both online and on the few
occasions we were permitted to re-open under
the different “tiers”. Since 13th April 2021 when we were allowed to reopen to children, we have had to continue
these “All-Grades” classes because social distancing rules prevented any partner work.
Even today, parents of members have commented about how quickly we transitioned to online classes, and I am
really pleased that this was how it appeared.

2. How To Support Our Members and their Families
It was clear to me that the only way we could genuinely continue to support our members was to try to operate as
many of our services “as usual” albeit via online tuition. The most obvious “business as usual” service would have to
be belt progression.
You see we are a Black Belt Academy. This means that our only goal for our members is to help them progress
towards their black belt. Therefore, we had to seriously consider if we could operate online testing and whether it
would help us to maintain our rigorous standards.
After some initial tests and discussions on setting up the testing environment we realised that it would be possible.
Some of our members however did not wish to appear on camera with a group of other people and it seemed that
this was “triggering” anxiety. We overcame this by allowing them to record their own testing video which was sent
in each test week.

3. How To Keep Our Members Motivated
After testing the next challenge was belt presentation and we decided that instead of making
students wait until we re-opened, we would hand deliver each belt and make doorstep
presentations. This proved extremely popular, but it was quite an undertaking for us as each
Doorstep Presentation would see us deliver up to 60 belts taking us between 2 to 3 days to
complete. The messages of support and positive feedback from our members made our efforts
extremely worthwhile.

Maintaining our Little Community
In addition to the Doorstep presentations, we also sought to run various competitions, online social events, quizzes
and I taught a couple of 4-hour seminars. We set up fun fitness challenges and offered unique prizes such as a free
1-1 sessions, clothing or equipment.
We encouraged our members to continue to support us and consistently thanked them for their loyalty at every
opportunity.
4. How To Keep Our Members Safe When We Could Re-open
On or around the end of July 2020 we received instruction from the government that we could re-open our classes
for children only, but they had to be in “bubbles” based on age groups. This wasn’t what we were hoping for, but it
was at least a start. Unfortunately, Adults would not be able to return to in-person group classes indoors for
another 6-8 weeks, so we opened up some rather unsuccessful outdoor classes using a basketball court at Tring
School.
It seems we did such a good job with online training that our adult members were content to remain training online
and wait for in-person classes to resume.
Socially Distanced Classes
Social Distance - Here are two words I have never heard used
before, and when all this comes to an end, they are two words I
never want to hear again. Social Distancing means that despite
being open we still could not practice the majority of our partnerbased training such as self-defence drills, pad work and sparring.
Using red tape and a system of dots we calculated the amount of
students we could accommodate within the rules ensuring they
each had a 2 metre square training zone to train within.
We could accommodate up to 15 children, and only 9 adults.
Heightened Cleaning Regime
Hygiene has always been especially important to Tring Martial Arts Academy; in fact it is one of our “core beliefs” a
belief system I developed years ago that I train instructors in. “We are the cleanest place in town”. During the
pandemic and to date we have had a heightened cleaning regime and have invested in extra equipment and staff
training.
Between every class we are disinfecting the mats and freestanding training bags. Using disinfectant wipes on door
handles and anywhere where a member might touch. At the end of every evening, we use this very expensive
industrial “fogging” machine to completely disinfect the premises.

The Outcome - 60% of our members continued to support us throughout the pandemic.
60% of our members were happy to continue to support us, students were keen and eager to continue their journey
towards Black Belt and most parents were happy to motivate their children to attend the online classes.
Overall, though the biggest and most gratifying experience is the enormous amount of good-will and gratitude we
have received from our members and parents as just some of our reviews demonstrate below:
Lockdown Reviews
Lockdown Online Classes Review - 5 Stars - Scott Rattue
Amazing commitment to both kickboxing and personal development. First rate instructors. Exceptional sensitivity to
individual needs. Thank you for providing encouragement and structure in these difficult times.
Lockdown Online Classes Review - 5 Stars - Fergus Parkinson
Presenting the students with their belts in a socially distanced way on the doorstep was fantastic - you really went
above and beyond and made a big difference during lockdown. Thank you.
Lockdown Online Class Review - 5 Stars - Mrs Singh
Commitment to classes during lockdown, with grading to keep kids engaged and achieving, good communication
with parents.
Lockdown Online Class Review – 5 Stars – Ian Lewis
I am extremely impressed with the way TMA did their online training during lock down. My daughter is a member of
the dojo and I have been helping her with pad holding and target practice. Chris was excellent with his explanation
and demonstrations even I could follow them with no misunderstanding. I would recommend TMA to anyone who is
interested in martial arts or to any parents whose children are interested.
Lockdown Online Class Review – 5 Stars – Adam Kennedy
Club really goes above and beyond, especially in the current crisis.
Lockdown Online Class Review – 5 Stars – Kat Lewis
The instructors are fantastic, even over the virtual classes now. Would recommend TMA to anyone looking
to learn martial arts.
Lockdown Online Class Review – 5 Stars – Jack T
You are awesome and dedicated to your students.
Lockdown Online Class Review – 5 Stars – Mrs. Bassett
Chris Peck is a fantastic patient teacher. TMA is a professional organisation which is well organised and put a lot of
effort in to ensure participants get the best experience. The effort you have gone through during the Covid crisis has
been excellent! Well done!
The Future
As I write this article here in the office at TMA, I feel very humble and grateful for the support of our
members, their parents and my incredible team. We have all worked extremely hard, but I know that it
won’t be plain sailing in the future. Covid may be with us for some time yet, as will other hardships which
we are not aware of yet, but one thing is for certain. The legacy of TMA will continue!
Thank you.
Shihan Christopher Allen, Founder – Tring Martial Arts Black Belt Academy.

