
1

Lessons Learned from
The Greig City Academy Sailing 
Programme’s First Ten Years
July 2024



2

Introduction

The trail blazing Greig City Academy (GCA) Sailing 
Programme has been running for 10 years, since 
2014. Over that time, the programme has broken 
new ground in diversity and inclusion in the sport 
of sailing. Year after year, it has enabled ethnically 
diverse students from an inner city state school in a 
deprived area of North London to reach the heights 
of the sailing world.

The sailing programme’s remarkable journey is told in 
the accompanying report “Waves of Change: The Greig 
City Academy Sailing Programme’s First Ten Years”. It 
is an inspiring story of dedicated students led by an 
exceptionally committed teacher, drawing in support 
from people across the sailing world. Students lives 
have changed as a result, moving on to whole new 
pathways of aspiration, responsibility and success.

This document summarises the lessons that the GCA 
programme has learned about achieving diversity 
and inclusion in sailing. It has been prepared as 
a contribution to wider debates in the sport and 
society. Two points are immediately clear from 
our experience.

First, the GCA Sailing Programme remains an isolated 
example of ethnic diversity in sailing. It remains 
unusual to meet people of colour on the water. 
People from diverse ethnic backgrounds remain 
hugely under-represented at all levels of sailing from 
local clubs to Team GB’s impressive but all white 
Olympic squad. This means that significant groups of 
society from structurally disadvantaged backgrounds 
are unable to access the benefits that sailing 
provides. In addition, the sailing world is missing out 
on huge pools of talent and potential.

This graphically mirrors the challenges of racial and 
social inequality across sport and British society 
as a whole. For instance, last month Chris Grant 
commented on the lack of diversity in British Olympic 
squads: “It’s outrageous and it’s about our social and 
educational structures. Imagine how good GB would be 
(not just in sport) if we dismantled institutional racism to 
draw on the talents of our whole population.”1

Second, the GCA Sailing Programme provides an 
inspiration, not a blueprint. As described below, 
the programme’s success has depended on 
extraordinary leadership to create new opportunities 
in unique circumstances, as a single school project. 
The programme does not provide a replicable model 
that can be rolled out in other schools. However, the 
lessons identified point towards some encouraging 
ways forward that have the potential to overcome 
structural disadvantages on a large scale. And we also 
strive to keep improving our own approach.

The GCA students and Jon Holt have been warmly 
welcomed by individuals across the sailing world. 
In general terms, once the students reached the 
starting line, people went out of their way to help 
them. Some wonderful new initiatives have been 
developed, like the internship with Team Emirates 
GBR SailGP. But hardly any young people of colour 
ever reach the starting line in the first place – or even 
know that it exists or anything about sailing at all.

The next challenge is for the sport as a whole to 
recognise the structural barriers to participation in 
sailing and develop practical approaches that address 
them at scale. This would enable many thousands 
more young people to get involved in the sport, 
including those who need new opportunities the most. 

Progress probably depends on different organizations 
coming together around some shared priorities and 
seeing them through over time. The Scaramouche 
Sailing Trust does not claim to have all the answers. 
But we stand ready to work with others to contribute 
to this shared endeavour, so that people from all 
walks of British society can benefit from everything 
sailing has to offer. 

Wouldn’t it be something if sailing could respond to 
one of the greatest social challenges of our times, and 
systematically create life-enhancing opportunities for 
young people from all ethnic backgrounds?

1 See https://x.com/chrisgrant14a/status/1798607217643626749

https://x.com/chrisgrant14a/status/1798607217643626749
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Lessons Learned

1. Students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
can benefit from everything sailing has to offer 
with appropriate support. These benefits include: 
personal development, excelling at the national 
level, gaining professional qualifications and new 
employment opportunities. The qualifications, skills 
and experience that students have gained have 
directly enhanced their future opportunities. Many 
have gone on to higher levels of tertiary education 
than they would have otherwise. For a number of 
students, the experience has been life changing. 

Looking ahead, GCA students are well positioned to 
act as inspiring role-models to others. There is an 
opportunity to showcase their experiences to others, on 
the basis that “if you can see it, you can be it”.

2. Students’ benefits and achievements have 
come from providing them with consistent sailing 
experiences over weeks, months and years within a 
supportive environment, from introductory sessions 
through to taking responsibility for mini-tonners and 
advanced coaching and racing. Different types of 
sailing experiences have worked for different groups of 
individuals. Students have also benefitted from being 
given personal responsibility for maintaining boats and 
raising funds. This has all enabled students to build up 
skills, confidence and aspiration.

3. The school provided an effective supportive 
environment for organising consistent, safe and 
high-quality sailing activities for young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. The lead teacher was 
able to demonstrate how these activities directly 
helped the school achieve its educational objectives. 

Looking ahead, other schools could potentially be supported 
to promote sailing to their students on a consistent on-going 
basis, beyond occasional trips to the local reservoir. This 
could potentially be turbo-charged if sailing qualifications 
were connected to the school curriculum.

4. Setting the highly ambitious initial goal of 
completing the Fastnet Race was inspiring and 
generated huge interest and engagement from all 
stakeholders, including students and supporters 
alike. It helped establish a ‘performance culture’ in 
the programme of aspiration, high standards and 
continual improvement, which continues today.

5. Girls need and want their own opportunities, 
and not to be shoe-horned into the boys sailing 
programme. Girls have different expectations of what 
they want to get out of sailing and different constraints 
around getting involved and spending time away from 
home.  It has taken time to set up the girls’ programme, 
due to the need to identify the right programme 
leader, approach and activities. But now GCA’s girls 
programme is meeting girls’ specific needs and helping 
address gender discrimination at a local level. 

Looking ahead, specific approaches and pathways 
will be needed to engage girls, that respond to their 
circumstances and aspirations.

6. Buying Scaramouche and acquiring other small 
yachts provided many GCA students with access 
to a wide range of sailing opportunities. The yacht 
Scaramouche is an embodiment of ambition and has 
become recognised in the sport as a symbol of the 
GCA programme and diversity in sailing. However, 
Scaramouche is expensive to maintain.

Looking ahead, we would recommend any other school 
to be very cautious about buying their own second-hand 
yachts. Existing sail training resources can provide the 
same opportunities at much lower cost, if schools know 
about them. There appears to be an opportunity to 
promote these resources more consistently.

7. GCA’s sailing programme depends on the 
exceptional drive of one lead teacher, with the 
active support of the head teacher, a few other staff 
and a wide range of people outside the school. Jon 
Holt’s leadership and the students’ achievements 
have inspired many supporters to get involved. They 
have brought crucial contributions to the programme, 
in areas such as: buying Scaramouche, racing on 
Etchells, creating new internships and running the 
charity. Over the last 10 years, this model has not 
been replicated by any other school. We do not 
believe it is directly replicable, or that it should be 
seen as a blueprint for others.

Looking ahead, Jon Holt is well positioned to act as 
an inspiring role-model to other teachers and to 
provide advice.
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8. Many people from across the sailing world and 
elsewhere have provided GCA sailing with a warm 
welcome and huge amounts of encouragement 
and practical assistance. They have been inspired 
to get involved on a personal and organisational 
basis by the visible ambition and performance of the 
school sailing programme. Many have spontaneously 
contacted GCA and the Scaramouche Sailing Trust, 
offering crucial help. None of the young participants 
have reported feeling discriminated against while 
participating in the sport. However, some clubs have 
been more welcoming to the programme than others.

Looking ahead, sailing clubs could be encouraged to 
provide a consistent warm welcome and practical support 
to students from disadvantaged backgrounds, in ways 
that recognise the constraints of their circumstances.

9. By and large, the programme has not worked 
through the established national school sailing 
programme and development pathways. That 
appears to be because those pathways depend on 
families providing consistent support to students, 
week-in and week-out, such as: buying kit, attending 
races (including away from home), building skills 
and supporting aspiration. Students from less 
privileged backgrounds generally lack this level of 
home support. So the established programme is 
not accessible to them. GCA’s achievements have 
depended on developing its own pathways, which we 
do not believe is a reliable model to drive up diversity 
in the sport. 

10. The programme has depended on its own 
fundraising and the generosity of many donors. For 
many years, the programme ran hand-to-mouth, highly 

uncertain about funding for each year. Setting up the 
Scaramouche Sailing Trust charity enabled a more 
professional approach to securing the funds needed. 
Individual donors, grant-making bodies and companies 
have provided funds. We are enormously grateful to 
all of them. The charity also provides planning support 
to the GCA lead teacher and has potential to work 
with national bodies and other schools, to promote 
diversity and inclusion more widely. 

Looking ahead, it is a constant challenge for the charity 
to raise the funds needed each year. The charity and the 
sailing programme’s financial sustainability and future 
operation cannot be taken for granted.

11. It is not clear that the structural barriers to 
participation for youth from diverse backgrounds 
are fully recognised across the sport. They reflect 
barriers in other sports and society at large. They 
include: awareness of sailing opportunities among 
disadvantaged youth, access to sailing opportunities, 
long term personal support for sailing, confidence 
that the sailing world will welcome them and 
financial barriers. 

12. New approaches are needed that actively 
recognise and respond to the structural barriers 
within the sport and society. They should build on the 
opportunities available to disadvantaged students in 
ways that are grounded in their realities and create 
inspiring new pathways for success. 

Looking ahead, we look forward to continuing the 
conversation and working with others on practical 
solutions. Please do not hesitate to get in touch.
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