
 

 

  

Silencing the violence: a project that tames angry teens in a week 

By David Cohen, 27 Jul 2011 

Fifteen-year-old Ashraf Ahmed never thought about why he suddenly became a violent teenager. Last year he returned to 

his parents' Newham home - having been expelled from an Islamic madrassa boarding school in Kent for bunking off - to 

find them deeply upset that he'd "disgraced" the family, and that there were no local school places for a year. 

Until then, Ashraf had never been in trouble with the law, but in that year he was arrested for robbery, theft and assault. 

"I was really, really violent," he said. "If somebody upset me, I'd be at them, kicking, biting, punching - fists, crowbars, 

you name it. We were a big crew, 16 of us, and when it came to a fight we could get 30 people there. I liked fighting 

because it made me feel calm. One day some bloke called my mother 'batman' cos she wears a burka, and me and my 

mate whacked him with a crowbar until he was nearly dead. 

"Police arrested me three times for robbery and stuff and I was tagged for stealing motorbikes. They said if I carried on 

I'd be locked up. I was caught up in a sort of madness, but when I got angry I was just gone, man. I never knew why." 

That was until several weeks ago when Ashraf, now studying for GCSEs in Newham, was referred by his college along 

with nine others to a course run by an innovative group called Khulisa Crime Prevention Initiative that opened his eyes 

for the first time. 

Khulisa's intensive one-week programme, called Silence the Violence, is a powerful anger-management and violence-

reduction programme that targets young people at risk of offending, as well as ex-offenders, and has been operating pilot 

courses in Britain for two years. 

The Evening Standard Dispossessed Fund has approved a £9,896 grant to fund two Silence the Violence courses to run in 

Newham this year. 
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It is one of the 90 grants totalling £637,200 that we announced yesterday to support community organisations tackling 

poverty in the capital. More than 90 per cent of these disbursements, amounting to £592,600, comes out of the £1 million 

we received from the Big Lottery Fund, whose People Powered Change initiative shares our aim of supporting grassroots 

initiatives in needy communities.  The Dispossessed Fund was started last July in response to readers' outrage at poverty 

and has raised £7.2 million, of which £1.7 million has so far been given to charitable and community-led projects across 

London. 

Khulisa's chief executive in the UK is Simon Fulford, 41. He said the group had its origins in South Africa where it was 

founded 13 years ago by social entrepreneur Lesley Ann van Selm in response to the post-apartheid crime wave. "Our 

pilot work began here in 2009 when we tested our Silence the Violence programme in young offenders' institutes, schools 

and communities," he said.  

"The course uses cutting-edge therapeutic methods - including story telling, role play and art therapy - to help at-risk 

young people open up about their lives, address what's happened, and move on. We help them understand their triggers, 

that no crime is victimless and to develop empathy. For many it's as if a light switches on in their brain for the first time." 

Ashraf, who describes the course as "life-changing", says that on the third day he broke down in tears. 

"It came to me that what I done is for no reason, and that the people I hurt are not even people I was angry with. I realised 

I was upset with my dad for giving up on me and that I thought, if you don't care about me, I won't care about nothing." 

One of the things Khulisa focuses on, said Mr Fulford, is self-forgiveness, making amends and restorative justice. "It is 

about 'getting past your past' and letting go so you can move forward." 

So what has Ashraf, who was born in London and hopes to become a mechanic in his uncle's garage, done to repair the 

past? "I went to see somebody whose nose I broke when I knocked him out and who was always in fear and would cross 

the road to avoid me. I put my arm round him and said: 'I'm sorry, man. I'm really sorry. Please forgive me.' I bought him 

a drink. It's taken a while, but I can see he's forgiven me. There are others I wish I could apologise to but I don't even 

know who they are." Of the 10 Newham teenagers who started the course, seven finished it. One of them, Junior Djau, 

16, said it got him to talk about things he was ashamed of. "My dad was a drug dealer and I witnessed fights between him 

and my mother before my mum left him," he said. "It left me feeling very aggressive - I got involved in gang stuff in 

Stratford and fights with other boys. The course made me realise that I am not my father, that I make my own path. I feel 

huge relief and less angry inside." 

For Trudy-Ann White, 16, raised by her grandmother in Jamaica until her mother, a care-worker living in London, sent 

for her six months ago, the course has allowed her to articulate feelings of abandonment and to heal relations with her 

mother. 

"I looked forward to coming to live with my mum for so long, but when I got here I couldn't stop fighting with her," she 

said. "The course helped me name my anger and deal with it. I've spoken to my mum and we've opened a dialogue. The 

course teaches you that the past is past and that new chapters can be written." 

But can Khulisa really deliver change in a week? "Yes," said Mr Fulford, "but with a caveat. You can shift a person's 

consciousness and you can motivate them to change, but it's hard sustaining that. That's why we have follow-up 

sessions every fortnight for six months." 

Former offender Glen Kelly, 37, who was jailed for supplying class-A drugs 10 years ago and now works for the Prince's 

Trust, said that taking the Khulisa course six months ago helped him address his anger, but that the real test of 

character came later. "As a teenager, I done ram-raids, stolen cars, drink-driving, you name it, and I always blamed my 

alcoholic parents for messing me up. The course made me be honest about what I did and take responsibility for my 

actions." 

Mr Fulford says that Khulisa courses are underpinned by the idea that "violence is a learned behaviour that can be 

unlearned". "Khulisa is a Zulu word meaning 'to nurture the child' and if we do our job properly, the money from the 

Dispossessed Fund will help transform 30 potentially violent teenagers in Newham into self-aware role models, a shift 

that will benefit us all." 


