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Students eager to explore the world of mixed martial arts, earn the right to spar in a fighter’s
cage, or hone their skills in a boxing ring can do all of this and more under one roof.

At the newly expanded Academy of Mixed Martial Arts, located at 1201 E. Bell St. in
Bloomington, students have the opportunity to learn several different styles of mixed martial arts
including, No-Gi Brazilian ju jitsu, Muay Thai kickboxing, and basic boxing. Each style is taught
by an expert with extensive professional experience in their respective disciplines.

According to Brandi Tuley, owner of AMMA, the academy provides an environment where all
people are welcome regardless of their age or experience level with the various forms of MMA.

“This [academy] is for everybody. There are children as young as five and my oldest student is
currently at age 57,” Tuley said. “People come in for a multitude of reasons … most importantly,
in today’s society, self-defense is a very good reason to enroll in martial arts,” she added.

Since its humble beginnings seven years ago as a 4,000-square-foot facility, AMMA has
relocated and is now a giant of its former self with a new facility totaling 118,000-square-foot.

Thanks to its recent expansion, AMMA is now able to provide three times the amount of classes
along with a wide variety of exercise equipment for those looking to get in a full and
all-encompassing workout.

Tuley said that despite the academy’s large size, the faculty of AMMA strives to create a
comfortable family-type atmosphere.
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“We’re definitely more a family around here than we are a martial arts club,” Tuley said. “We’ve
got a good sense of unity, we’re a team and we serve a purpose inside and outside the gym.”

She added that by establishing a strong sense of belonging with each student, Tuley and her
staff are able to help every person reach their full potential.

“It feels good to be in a place where everyone gets along and we’re all happy to be here,” Tuley
said. “When someone isn’t in class we want to make sure they’re okay … it lets [our students]
know that we care, and we genuinely do.”

This high level of camaraderie and support amongst the students and faculty of AMMA is what
turned Shirley Wills, office support specialist for disability concerns, into one of the academy’s
biggest supporters.

“The instructors are so interested in each person; it’s not just something they do to make
money. They are interested in the development of each individual,” Wills said. “[AMMA] is the
complete package for a person that wants to work out, make friends, and find instructors that
are knowledgeable and supportive,” she added.

Wills, who visits AMMA twice a week with family, described the academy as a “melting pot,”
where people from all different walks of life and body types are able to come together for the
sake of improving themselves physically and mentally.

Members of AMMA are not bound by a contract and a $10 discount is provided for all ISU
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students interested in taking part in one or more of the MMA classes offered. For $75 a month,
students are able to take courses in any martial arts style they choose — with levels ranging
from beginner to advanced — from highly qualified instructors, three of whom are ISU alumnus.

For AMMA professional boxing coach and ISU alumnus James Thorpe, teaching students to
box provides them not only with the skills to compete, but also instills in them important life
lessons that they can take with them outside of the boxing ring.

As a lifelong boxer with a professional record of 77-32, several state championships to his
name, and a ranking as runner-up in the All Army Tournament in 1969, Thorpe knows a thing or
two about what it means to win, but more importantly, to lose.

“You can’t win all the time … the things you learn when you lose help prepare to win the next
time around, and that’s not only in the ring, but in life, too,” Thorpe said.

“Not everyone is going to be the next Muhammad Ali ... but they can do their best to become
the best human being they can be … it's part of my job to help [students] see that,” he added.
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