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Valuing   Our   Skin   
Black   is   Beau�ful:   Why   are   black   people   portrayed   nega�vely   in   the   media   
and   in   today’s   society?‘Ugly’,   ‘ghe�o’   ,   ‘violent’,   ‘dumb’   -   those   we   are   not   

Rosana   Teixeira   

O�en  the  media  portrays  black  women        
as  undesirable:  our  big  lips,  afro  hair,  our          
hips  and  our  curves  are  constantly  being         
implicated.  Huge  influencers  like  Kylie       
Jenner  with  lip  fillers  are  seen  as         
magnificent-  yet  my  natural  plumped  lips        
are  seen  as  animalis�c.  Why  is  that?         
Because  the  media  doesn't  value  our        
community.   

Firstly:  black  is  beau�ful.  But  if  you  ever          
ask  a  black  girl  if  they  want  to  have           
smaller  lips,  straight  hair  or  become  a         
lighter  shade  or  white  it’s  very  likely         
they’ll  say  yes.  Why?  Because  of  how  the          
media  projects  par�cular  beauty      
standards  that  the  majority  of  our  society         
does   not   fit   in   to.   

The  media  is     
made  up  of  huge      
corpora�ons-   
adver�sing   
agencies,  beauty    
companies,  film,  print  media-  that  embed        
racism  at  an  ins�tu�onal  level.  One        
recent  example  from  social  media  is  mul�         
millionaire,  mul�-award-winning  pop-star     
Adele  wearing  cornrows,  a  hairstyle       
heaped  in  racial  background.  For  her,  this         
is  seen  as  ideal.  However,  it  is  widely          
considered  ‘unprofessional’  for  a  person       
of  color  to  wear  them-  especially  in  a          
place  of  work.  Why  the  big  deal?         
Cornrows  is  a  hairstyle  that  was  used  for          
slaves  to  escape  from  the  brutality  they         

had  suffered  by  white  slave       
owners.  Braids  were  used  to       
hide  grains  of  rice  and  small        
por�ons  of  food  in  order  for        
the  slaves  to  survive  on.       
They  were  also  used  as  a        

map  inorder  for  the  vulnerable  slaves  to         
escape  from  the  labour  and  become  free         
elsewhere.  Despite  the  history  this       
hairstyle  holds,  it  is  repeatedly  used  by         
those  of  the  race  that  oppressed  and         
enslaved  my  ancestors  poorly  simply  for        
being  black.  My  hair  is  a  crown  I  take  pride            
in,  a  crown  that  has  history  and  culture          
embedded  in  every  strand.  Why  can’t  the         
media   reflect   this?     

Here,  we  can  clearly  see  how  the  media  -           
and,  as  a  result,  society  at  large-  makes  us           
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feel  ugly  or  inappropriate  while  other        
races  take  our  features  and  have  their  fun         
with   them.   

Similarly,  the    
black   
community  is    
constantly  being    
pressured  to    
either  bleach    
their  skin  or  wear  founda�on  twice  as         
light  as  their  average  shade.  Why  is  the          
natural  colour  of  our  skin  not  considered         
beau�ful?  The  media  increases  no�ons  of        
colourism  by  suggetsing  that  beauty  takes        
place  only  when  a  person  is  lighter         
shade.     

It  is  not  only  in  regards  to  looks.  If  you            
believe  the  media,  you  would  believe  that         
the  black  community  as  a  whole  is  ‘ghe�o’          
or  full  of  ‘thugs.’  Don’t  be  naive.  This  is           
delusional-  we  are  just  as  much  of  humans          
as   other   races.     

A  profound  example  of  this  can  be  seen  in           
the  murder  of  George  Floyd,  murdered  by         
the  police  due  to  the  color  of  his  skin.           

Many  media  outlets  rushed  to       
paint  him  in  a  nega�ve  light        
highligh�ng  the  vic�m’s  past  for       
him  to  be  shown  as  another  black         
thug  who  was  a  threat-  not        
George,  a  father  and  a  good        
ci�zen.     

We,  the  black  community,  are  smart  and         
intelligent  and  should  be  recognised  as  so.         
Africa  is  a  rich  con�nent  but  it  is  viewed           
by  hunger  and  poverty  due  to  how  the          
media   presents   it.   

 I’m  glad  to  be  from  an  African          
background  and  see  life  in  a  different         
perspec�ve.  My  enriched  con�nent  is  full        
of  life  and  diversity.  We  are  blessed.  But          
some�mes   this   is   hard   to   see.   

Colourism   in   South   Asia     
Yasmin   Maisha   
Across  different  social  and  cultural       
communi�es,  percep�ons  of  “beauty”      
are  o�en  influenced  and  even  reinforced        
by  the  majority  group-  those  we  see  on          
television;  in  adverts;  on  instagram  and        
youtube.     

  
Women  already  face  a  barrage  of  sexism         
simply  for  being  born  a  girl,  but  add  the           
color  of  their  skin  to  the  mix,  and  they           
face  rejec�on  and  discrimina�on  on  a        
much   larger   scale.     

  

Colourism  is  the  discrimina�on  of  an        
individual  based  on  the  colour  of  their         
skin,  giving  preference  to  lighter  skin        
tones  over  darker  skin,  and  is  a  customary          
prac�ce  in  South  Asian  countries.       
Colourism  is  a  process  that  privileges        
light-skinned  individuals  associa�ng  them      
with  posi�ve  traits  such  as  intelligence        
and  a�rac�veness,  whereas  dark-skinned      
individuals  are  perceived  as  una�rac�ve,       
dirty,   and   ignorant.     

  
The  ideal  of  ‘pale  beauty’  has  been         
perpetuated  through  the  fair  skinned       
images  shown  across  media  and  pop        
culture   and  therefore  influences  people's       
percep�ons  towards  it.  Images  of       
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coloured  celebri�es  or  models  are  o�en        
photoshopped  or  altered  to  look  lighter  in         
magazines  and  on  television.  Most       
actresses  and  female     
celebri�es  in    
Bollywood  are    
light-skinned.  In    
Indian  and  Pakistani,     
cinema  male  heroes     
admire  fair    
complexioned  females.  Whereas,  the      
villain  is  played  by  darker-skin  tone  actors         
and   actresses.   

  
Moreover,  across  India  many  billboards       
adver�sing  tradi�onal  clothing  or  jewelry       
have  foreign  (white-skinned)  models      
rather  than  Indian  models-  the  ideal        
standard  of  beauty  for  a  woman  according         
to  the  Indian  norm  is  to  look  like  a           
foreigner.  Astonishingly,  skin  lightening      
creams  and  cosme�cs  take  up  almost  90%         
of  overall  adver�sements.  Many      
commercials  for  one  of  the  most  famous         
and  widely-sold  brands  of  whitening       
creams  -   Fair  and  Lovely  -  promise  to          
transform  their  lives  finally  allowing  them        
to  bag  their  dream  job  or  get  married  or           
even  obtain  a  degree.  Indeed,  many        
parents  of  dark-skinned  li�le  girls  start        
worrying  when  their  daughters  are  seven        
or  eight  that  no  man  will  ever  fall  in  love            
with   them   because   of   their   dark   skin.     

  
Moreover,  popular  social  media  apps  such        
as  Instagram  and  Snapchat  have  a  series         
of  different  filters  that  can  be  used  to          
enhance  and  lighten  skin  tone,  a  func�on         
which  is  very  popular  amongst  women  of         
colour.  A  study  found  that  the  majority  of          

young  women  in  India  use  lightening        
filters  in  every  photo  of  themselves  before         
they  upload  them  to  social  media  as  they          

think  this  would  make      
them  ‘more  a�rac�ve  and      
likable.’     

  
Colourism  doesn't  just     
affect  women  in  India,      
women  in  the  UK  are  also        

being  affected.  The  hierarchies  that  our        
ancestors  were  introduced  to  and       
subsequently  reproduced  con�nue  to  be       
reproduced  by  us,  with  some  dark-skin        
Black  Bri�sh  men  asser�ng  that  they  only         
want  to  date  ‘ligh�es’  so  that  their         
children  will  have  lighter  skin  too.        
According  to  UK-based  women’s  magazine       
Glamour,  ‘colorism  affects  dark-skin      
women  the  most  in  [the  fashion  industry]         
as  [it]  con�nues  to  promote  the  ideal  that          
the  closer  to  whiteness  you  are  the  more          
a�rac�ve  you  are,  with  76%  of  fashion         
adver�sing  in  spring  2016  featuring  white        
women  despite  most  women  on  the        
planet   being   non-white.’   

  
In  order  to  stop  this,  we  need  both  the           
fashion  and  beauty  industry  and  the  South         
Asian  community  to  stop  this  incredibly        
unfair   standard.   

  
Stop  telling  our  daughters  they  need  to         
be  pale  to  be  beau�ful.  Stop  pos�ng         
filtered  images  on  instagram.  Show  that        
dark  skinned  women  are  just  as        
beau�ful.   

  
  
  

  

Issue   2   Page   3   



  

The   Value   of   Friendship     
Whether  good  or  bad,  life  is  full  of          
surprises  and  challenges  which  can  be        
hard  to  confront  all  alone.  Family  and         
friends  are  there  to  help,  to  love  and          
to  care  for  you  -  through  your  best          
and  worst  days.  It  takes  �me  to  build          
rela�onships  but  it's  worth  it  a�er        
all…   

  
Bethelehem   Demissie   
I  met  my  group  of  best  friends  through          
different  stages;  some  in  primary  and  others         
in  secondary  school,  however  we  had        
par�cularly  grown  closer  over  the  past  few         
years.  We  try  many  new  ac�vi�es  and  enjoy          
spending  �me  together.  From  hour  long  calls,         
to  fun  days  out  shopping,  youth  centers  and          
residen�als,  which  led  us  all  to  where  we  are           
today.  My  friends  benefit  me  because  they're         
always  there  for  me  whenever  I’m  in  need  of           
help  or  a  laugh.  We  always  care  for  each  other            
and  try  our  very  best  to  stay  in  contact  even  if             
it's   not   in   person.     

This  pandemic  has  affected  lives       
worldwide,  however  it     
truly  showed  us  who      
our  friends  and  family      
are  through  the     
hardest  of  �mes;  who      
we  can  trust  and  why.  I        
am  grateful  for  this      
realiza�on  because  I     
was  able  to  be�er  my  rela�onships  with  my          
friends.  Friends  are  people  who  s�ck  by  you          
and  help  you  for  the  greater  good,  although          
not  everyone  is  like  this.  You  have  to  grow  and            
decide   who   you   want   to   be   associated   with     
because  they  impact  you  just  as  much  and  you           
do  to  them.  Regardless,  family  and  friends  are          
essen�al  to  a  happy  life.  They  will  provide  you           
with  company  no  ma�er  what.  Friendships        
are  beneficial  for  both  a  stable  social  and          
mental  life.  They  can  change  your  a�tudes         

Artwork   by   Mariam   Ali   and   Malika   Abdulhamidan   
and  outlooks  on  society  and  will  provide  you          
with  happiness.  They  can  be�er  your  self         
esteem   and   support   you.     

Given  this  informa�on,  I'll  leave  you        
with  a  simple  ques�on  today.  Who  within         
your  lives  are  you  willing  to  give  a  friendship           
to   and   why?     

  
Menabe   Andargachew   
I  was  a  hyperac�ve  kid,  prac�cally  bouncing         
off  the  walls  with  a  mouth  that  could  run  for            

days  without  pause.  When  I  first       
went  into  nursery  I  was  dragging        
my  crying  brother  behind  me       
with  a  beaming  smile.  I  was  so         
excited  to  meet  new  people.       
Everyone  sat  in  a  circle  and        
introduced  themselves.  The  girl      
si�ng  across  from  me  was  quiet.        

She  answered  her  name  and  favourite  colour         
and  not  a  single  word  more.  I  was  intrigued.           
Later,  I  found  her  in  the  small  play  area  in            
front  of  the  classroom.  I  decided  to  strike  up  a            
conversa�on.  I  asked  what  her  favourite  game         
was,  which  toy  she  liked  the  most,  if  she  had            
any  siblings.  All  her  answers  were  short  and  to           
the  point  but  eventually  a  smile  worked  its          
way  onto  her  face.  I  le�  sa�sfied  that  I’d  found            
a  companion  someone  to  spend  �me  with  in          
the   foriegn   land   of   school.     
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The  next  day  I  came  in  with  two          
plas�c  necklaces    
one  purple  the     
other  green.  I  had      
remembered  that    
her  favourite    
colour  was  purple     
from  the  day  prior      
and  thrust  the  lilac  pendant  into  her         
palm.  Confused,  she  asked  what       
they  were  for.  I  looked  her  dead  in          
the  eye  and  told  her  with  the         
utmost  sincerity  the  informa�on  I       
had  gained  from  studying  shows  and        
girls  in  my  playgroup.  I  informed  her         
that  and  that  accep�ng  such  a        
pres�gious  piece  of  jewellery  would       
be  a  pact  she  couldn’t  break.  Once         
she  understood  the  gravity  of  the        
promise  she  was  making  she  calmly        
pulled  it  over  her  head  to  rest  on          
her  neck.  ‘  Would  you  like  to  come  over  to  my             
house?’   she   asked.   

Nine  years  later,  we’re  si�ng  in  her         
bedroom  giggling.  We’ve  become  very       
different  people.  She’s  now  incredibly       
outgoing  and  has  become  somewhat  of  a         
school  idol,  the  classic  image  of  a  ‘popular          
girl’.  My  boundless  amount  of  energy  has         
been  par�ally  reigned,  my  talka�ve  mouth        
now  has  more  intelligent  ramblings  than  the         
old  talk  of  fairies  and  princesses  and  she’s          
taught  me  to  be  less  blunt  with  my  words.  We            
even  look  almost  nothing  like  those  li�le         
children.  Our  limbs  are  longer,  my  hair  is  no           
longer  jet  black  and  hers  is  astonishingly         
longer,  the  dimple  on  her  le�  cheek  is  far           
more  prominent  with  the  lack  of  baby  fat  on           
her  face,  and  we  have  ditched  the  vibrant          
dresses  in  favour  of  t-shirts  in  shades  of  deep           
reds,  cool  tones  and  black  coupled  with  jeans          
of   some   sort.     

The  biggest  difference  to  our  lives  was         
the  devasta�ng  fact  that  three  years  ago  we          
ended  up  in  different  secondary  schools.  But         

as  we  laugh  our  fingers  curl  around  the  cold           
metal  that  sits  on  our  chests  and         
we  can’t  help  but  feel  a  sense         
that  perhaps  no  �me  has  passed        
Artwork  by  Mariam  Ali  and  Malika        
Abdulhamid an   

at  all.  It  may  not  be  the  same  plas�c  we  had             
exchanged  almost  a  decade  prior  but  the         
beau�ful  engraving  of  best  friends  s�ll  held         
the  same  meaning  to  us  as  those  three  year           
old  girls  leaving  the  playground  hand  in  hand          
a�er   seeing   each   other   for   the   second   �me.    
    
Elizabeth   Michail   
I  had  many  friends  before  I  met  her.  My  dear            
friend.  All  the  friends  I  had  before  had  a  habit            
of  being  more  of  a  talker  than  a  listener.  You            
may  ask  why  I  used  to  choose  these  kinds  of            
friends;  honestly  the  reason  was  that  they         
kind  of  just  stuck  with  me  and  then  I  got  used             
to   them.     

   The  difference  between  my  old        
friends  and  my  best  friend  was  that  I  took  the            
ini�a�ve  for  our  friendship  to  develop  -  I  was           
like   the   leader.     
When  we  first  encountered  each  other  (Year  5          
in  primary),  she  was  a  new  pupil  who  arrived           
from  abroad  and  was  shy  because  she  had  an           
accent  and  had  troubles  understanding       
English-speakers.  On  that  day,  I  sat  with  her          

Issue   2   Page   5   



  

during  lunch.  Turned  out  we  had  a  lot  in           
common.  I  learned  about  what  she  likes  and          
her   hobbies.     

 A�er  that  we  started  to  be  by  each           
other’s  sides  and  made  many  memories.  We’d         
read  books  together  and  she’d  ask  me         
meanings  of  words.  We  were  in  the  same          
sports  teams  every  PE  lesson.  And  yes,  we  did           
compete  on  who  was  faster  since  we  a�er  all           
were  the  fastest  in  our  class-  we  s�ll  race  on            
the  street  to  the  bus  stop  or  to  the  shop  or  to              
the  park  .  We  compared  our  test  scores  and           
asked  how  we  got  the  answers,  but  when  it           
came  to  maths  we  only  asked  for  help  if  there            
was  absolutely  no  way  to  understand  what         
was  the  mistake-  we  both  were  great  at  maths           
and  loved  it.  She  has  a  frequent  tendency  to           
make  silly  mistakes  and  every  �me  she’d  scold          
herself.  And  you  can  bet  that  you’d  see  us          
giving  each  other  ‘the  look’  when  the  teacher          
said   we   could   pick   our   partners.     
  I  am  thankful     

from  the  bo�om  of  my       
heart  to  have  her  as  a        
friend.  Her  jokes  pull  a       
smile  or  a  roar  of  laughter        
from  me;  she  manages  to       
comfort  me  when  I  am       
blue;  she  makes  me  feel       
detached  from  my     
worries;  she  always     
answers  my  texts;  she  listens  to  my  stories;          
she  is  honest;  and  she  never  declines  my          
offers  to  do  anything.  The  list  is  endless.  But           
to   summon   it   up.     

 She  is  my  best  friend  and  she  is  s�ll            
with   me.   

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Aarfa   Begum   
Seven  years.  That's  how  long  we've  been         
inseparable  for.  Seven  years,  two  thousand,        
five  hundred  and  fi�y-five  days  and  s�ll  there          
was   not   one   day   that   was   dull   with   her.     

Though  I  can't  remember  how  we        
met,  I  can  remember  the  thousands  of         
memories  we  made  together  and  will        
con�nue  to  make;  all  the  laughter;  arguments;        
tears;  and  happiness  we've  been  through.  She         
was  my  rock,  my  other  half  and  I  could  count            
on  her  and  she  knew  she  could  count  on  me.            
Even  through  the  toughest  of  �mes  we  had          
each   others’   backs…   
She  was  the  quiet  one  who  sat  by  herself,           
seemingly  not  interested  in  making  friends.        
And  then  there  was  me:  not  exactly  an          
extrovert  but  friendly  enough  to  start  up  a          
conversa�on.  Day  a�er  day,  month  a�er        
month,  year  a�er  year,  we  just  couldn’t  be          
apart   from   each   other.    

Our  rela�onship  could  be  a  rocky        
one:  one  minute  we  were  the  best         
of  friends,  the  next  we  hated  each         
other.  A  minute  later  we’d       
apologize  and  laugh  at  our       
silliness.  Never  once  did  we  let  it         
break  us  forever.  Our  bond  was        
stronger  than  some  stupid  dispute       
over   a   worthless   issue.     
We  grew  up  together,  seeing       

ourselves  become  teenagers  but  we  s�ll  had         
that  special  childish  spark  within  us.  I  think          
what  I  cherish  the  most  about  her  is  how  loyal            
and  faithful  she  is.  Never  once  has  she  le�  me,            
never  once  have  I  le�  her.  We  couldn't  leave           
each  other,  it  was  impossible.  She  was  always          
considerate,  talking  sense  into  me  whenever  I         
tried  to  do  something  rash.  It  was  like  we           
were  each  other's  guardian  angels.  We’ve        
been  together  since  the  start  and  no  way  are           
we  at  the  end  yet.  We’ve  got  many  more  years            
to   come.   

  
You’re   stuck   with   me   _______!   
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Valuing   Stories:   Interview   with   author    Sita   Brahmachari     
Jasmine   Reed   and   Annachiara   Senatore   
Jasmine  Reed  and  Annachiara  Senatore  interview  award-winning  YA  novelist  and  short-             
story   writer   Sita   Brahmachari.   
    

Jasmine:   I've  been  recently  reading  your  book  Kite          
Spirit,  I  really  love  how  you  dove  into  the           

characters  that  come  to  life.  I'd  like  as  if  I've  known             

him  for  a  long  �me.  I  feel  like  the  names  really             
reflect  the  character's  personality  and  narra�ve.        

Which  of  the  characters  do  you  relate  to  the  most            

and  why?   Sita:  It's  a  story  that's  very  close  to  my             

heart  because  I  grew  up  in  the  Lake  District  and  it’s             
where  my  mum's  family  comes  from.  I  love  the           

landscape.  One  of  the  things  I  think  about  when  a            

character  is  finding  life  difficult,  like  we  all  are  at            
the  moment,  where  do  they  feel  most  at  home,           

and  most  inspired.  Because  of  the  sad  death  of           

Dawn  at  the  beginning  of   Kite  Spirit ,  Kite  needs  to            

go  somewhere  that  is  so  peaceful  and  beau�ful         
that  she  can  restore  herself.  My  favourite  character          

is  actually  the  landscape  of  the  Lake  District.   I  think            

landscape  is  a     
character  in    

itself.   

When  I    
was  a  li�le  girl,  I       

did  all  my  work      

at  a  circus  place,  working  with  lots  of  trapeze           

ar�sts  and  amazing  acrobats.  I  would  sit  there          
wri�ng  my  scripts  imagining  that  I  was  up  there  on            

the  high  wire.  That's  where  I  got  my  idea  for  Kite             

flying  -  as  much  as  humanly  possible  -  as  a  circus             
ar�st.  Kite  is  her  name,  but  it's  also  her  spirit.  She             

is   what   brightens   the   story   a�er   such   a   sad   start.   

  
Jasmine:   The  jagged  landscape,  the  weather  and         

the  general  friendliness  of  the  Lake  District  are          

intricately  described  throughout  ‘Kite  Spirit’.  Did        

any  of  your  personal  or  family  experiences         
influence  your  descrip�ons?  Sita:  When  I  finish         

wri�ng  a  book  I’m  so  immersed  in  it  that  I  need  to              

share  the  experiences  with  someone  else.  So,  I          

started  talking  to  my  mum  about  Kit e         

Spirit .  While  I  was  describing  the        
features  of  the  Lake  District  from  my         

book  to  her,  she  said:  “hang  on  a          

minute  I  have  a  book  about  the  lake          
district  that  I  had  when  I  was  at          

school.”  She’d  never  looked  at  this  book  before.  I           

looked  through  the  pages  and  not  only  was  I           
fascinated  by  the  book,  I  found  a  picture  of  my            

mom  when  she  was  a  li�le  girl!  I  showed  her  and             

she  laughed,  saying  “I  remember  that  day!  I  was           

doing   a   sheep   shearing.”   
  

Jasmine: Leading  on  from  this,  the  weather  is  an            

integral  part  of  ‘Kite  Spirit’,  for  example  when  Kite           
waits  for  heavy  rain,  and  this  is  ‘the  first  �me  in             

ages’  where  Kite  feels  ‘alive’.  Is  your  mood  affected           

by  different  weather  condi�ons,  and  if  so  how  is           

this  reflected  in  your  wri�ng?   Sita:  I  need  to  be            
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outside  every  day  for  my  well-being.  I  don't  care           
what  weather  it  is;  it  could  be  pouring  with  rain,  it             

could  be  snowing  and  I  will  s�ll  go  out!  Actually            

walking  through  weather  is  a       

really  interes�ng  metaphor  for      
life  and  storytelling.  It  could  be  a         

terribly  stormy  day  and  you  walk        

into  it  rather  than  hiding  from  it.         
Weather  is  always  a  really  big        

character  in  my  books.      

Interes�ngly,  I  decided  to      
contrast  Kite’s  depression  and      

have   it   sunny   all   the   �me.   

  

Annachiara:   Judging  by  the  vibrant  front  covers  in          
all  your  books,  your  MA  in  Arts  Educa�on,  and  one            

of  your  many  spectacular  books  Corey’s  rock,  you          

really  value  the  illustra�ons  that  accompany  your         
books.  Do  your  front  covers  represent  the  story  or           

are  they  a  part  of  the  story?   Sita: I’m  a  very  visual             

person;  I’m  a     
doodler  and  a     

daydreamer.  I  start     

all  my  stories  with     

doodles.   Corey’s    
rock  is  such  a      

special  book  for  me.  The  illustrator  of  this  book,           

Jane  Ray,  and  I  ran  an  art  and  wri�ng  class  at  the              
Islington  Centre  for  Refugees  and  Migrants.  Jane         

and  I  spark  off  each  other,  we’re  a  really  good            

team.  The  refugees  telling  their  -  some�mes         
trauma�c  -  stories  in  words  and  in  pictures.  A�er           

that  Jane  and  I  wrote  our  first  book  together;           

Corey’s  rock .  My  favorite  illustra�on  is  a  drawing  of           

Isla  and  her  dad  standing  on  the  rock,  with  her            
hand  on  her  dad’s  back.  The  comfor�ng  hand  is  the            

reason   I   love   the   drawing   so   much.     

We  talk  a  lot  about  what  the  power  of           
stories  is;  I  think  it's  about  the  power  of  empathy.            

When  I  was  a  girl  I  used  to  go  to  the  highlands  of               

Scotland.  I  remember  going  to  the  countryside,         
and  have  people  look  disapprovingly  at  our  mixed          

heritage  family.  I  remember  standing  on  this  rock          

with  my  dad,  him  looking  out  to  sea  in  a  nostalgic,             
homesick  way,  and  I  remember  pu�ng  my  hand          

on   his   back.   A   moment   of   empathy.   

A�er  I  wrote   Corey’s  Rock ,  Jane  gave  me          

such  beau�ful  pictures.  When  she  gave  me  them,  I           
burst  into  tears  of  joy.  Un�l  then,  I  hadn’t  realized            

how  much  I  wanted,  how  much  I  needed  to  see  a             

picture  of  something  like  my  family  in  a  story.  It’s  a             
funny  thing  to  say  for  a  writer,  but  the  power  of             

pictures  for  me  is  just  as  important  as  the  power  of             

words.  I  think  the  outside  of  the  book  is,  in  fact,             
the   inside   of   the   book.     

  

Jasmine:   Many  different  themes  are  explored  in         

depth  in  your  novels,  especially  iden�ty,  for         
example  in  your  most  recent  book,  When  Secrets          

Set  Sail.  Do  you  relate  to  the  themes  that  you  write             

about?   Sita:  Iden�ty  is  a  big  theme  in  my  stories.            
In   When  Secrets  Set  Sail ,  I  wanted  to  pull  some            

threads  together  about  the  poli�cs  and  events  like          

BLM  in  our  world  today,  and        
history  like  the  wind  rush  scandal,        

ques�oning  whose  story  is  being       

told.  I  dedicated  my  book  to        

everyone  that  works  in  the  NHS.  I         
wanted  to  write  about  the       

contribu�ons  of  people  to  the  country,  rather  than          

them   being   seen   as   a   problem.     
That  really  relates  to  my  own  iden�ty         

because  growing  up  I  saw  how  much  my  dad  and            

my  family  gave  to  people.  I  feel  almost  personally           
hurt  that  people  who  are  making  contribu�ons  to          

society  aren't  respected  .  So  personal,  poli�cal  and          

storytelling   experiences   go   very   closely   together.   

  
Annachiara: The  behind  the  scenes  of  wri�ng  a        

book  isn’t  usually  something  most  people  think         

about  when  they  read  a  book,  and  obviously  only           
the  writers  truly  know  the  struggles  and  the  li�le           

achievements  they  came  across  when  wri�ng  their         

book.  Based  on  these  things,  what  is  the  book  you            
are  most  proud  of?   Sita:   It's  very  difficult  to  answer            

that  ques�on  as  each  family  has  different  dynamics          
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and  rela�onships  between  them,  and  books  are  a          
bit  like  that  too.   Ar�choke  Hearts  was  my  very  first            

“book  baby”!  The  background  story  of  my  first          

book  will  always  be  special  to  me,  and  to           

remember  it  I  wear  this  ar�choke  charm  from  the           
Ar�choke  Hearts   trilogy,  that  my       

husband  gi�ed  to  me  when  I        

won   the   award.   
I  was  so  shy  I’d  never        

shown  anyone  my  wri�ng  �ll  I        

was  40  and  plucked  up  the       
courage  to  write   Ar�choke      

Hearts .  That's  quite  a  long  �me        

of  hiding.  The  person  that  made  me  want  to  write            

Ar�choke  Hearts  was  my  lovely  mother  in  law.  In           
the  book  there  is  a  lovely  grandmother  who  is           

based  on  my  mother  in  law.  We  were  having  a            

chat  one  day  and  she  said  “When  I  was  young,            
people  were  interested  in  my  stories.  But  now  that           

I  am  old,  and  have  so  many  amazing  stories  to  tell,             

I  am  invisible  to  young  people”.  A�er  that  day,  I            
really  wanted  to  write  a  story  inspired  by  her.  So  I             

did,  and  that’s  where  my  wri�ng  started.         

Some�mes  we  don't  ask  ques�ons  of  older  people          

who  could  give  us  amazing  stories.  What  I  didn't           
realize  was  that  I  didn’t  have  to  wait  un�l  I  went  to              

university  to  become  a  writer;  I  was  already  a           

writer.  I  never  thought  that  things  like  my  dad’s           
stories   of   India   back   home,   belonged   in   a   book.    

When  I  was  wri�ng  my  second  book,   Jasmine          

Skies ,  my  dear  dad  had  died.  I  really  wanted  to            
write  a  story  in  homage  to  him,  so  I  went  back  to              

Calcu�a  and  that's  where  the  story,  and  the  really           

big  family  tree  at  the  beginning  came  from.  I           

wrote  some  of   Jasmine  Skies  in  my  travel  journals           
from   my   first   �me   in   India,   when   I   was   12.   

One  of  the  most  difficult  books  that  I've          

had  to  write,  but  I  love  it  for  that  reason,  is   When              
Secrets  Set  Sail  because  it's  wri�en  in  a  �me  where            

there's  been  lots  of  conflict.  We've  lived  through          

�mes  when  leaders  have  spoken  in  very  hur�ul          
ways  and  ac�ons  have  happened  like  children  have          

been  deprived  of  food.  As  an  ambassador  for          

Amnesty  Interna�onal,  I  very  much  care  for  the          
rights  of  children.  So  I  had  to  take  those  feelings,            

and  put  them  into  a  story.  There's  a  very  famous,            

but  horrible  speech,  called  Rivers  of  Blood,  by          

Enoch  Powell  from  the  60s.  My  dad  used  to  talk  to             
me  about  this  speech  when  I  was  young.          

And  he  used  to  say,  words  are  very,  very           

powerful  things.  So  when  I  wrote   When         
Secrets  Set  Sail,  I  set  out  to  write  a  story            

which  could  spread  rivers  of  love,  not         

rivers   of   blood.     
When  you  write  a  book  -  I  know  this  is  a             

bit  cringe  -  it's  a  bit  like  when  you  have            

a  child.  You  really  have  to  nurture  the  book.  As            

soon  as  you  finish  with  one  it's  �me  for  the  next             
one.  So  whatever  I'm  wri�ng  at  the  �me  is  not  my             

favorite,  but  it's  the  one  I  need  to  put  the  most             

work   into.     
  

Annachiara:   Writers  usually  have  very  specific        

wri�ng  habits  and  rou�nes.  For  example,  Ernest         
Hemmingway  wrote  every  morning  as  soon  as         

there  was  light,  and  Agathe  Chris�e  carried  a          

notebook  around  to  jot  down  plot  ideas.  Do  you           

have  a  specific  work  schedule  or  any  peculiar          
wri�ng  habits?   Sita:   I’m  an  early  bird,  I  like  to  get             

up  early  in  the  morning  and  walk  my  dog  Billy.  I            

always  start  my  wri�ng  sessions  by  doodling.  With          
the   The  River  Whale ,  I’d  doodled  a  whale  that  was            

jumping  out  of  the  water,  in  front  of  the  House  of             

Parliament.  Well,  in  my  story,  that  is  the  river           
whale.  It  doesn't  jump,  but  it’s  coming  up  the           

Thames.   

I  tend  to  shut  the  rest  of  the  world  out            

when  I’m  wri�ng.     
Five  or  six  hours      

can  go  by  and  I       

won’t  even  realize.     
That's  a  really     

incredible  feeling!    

Where  The  River     
Runs  Gold  is  set  in       

Kairos  �me,  which     
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is  a  �me  outside  of  chronological  �me.  It's  a  bit            
like  that  when  you  write,  you’re  in  an  imagina�ve           

space   where   �me   operates   in   a   different   way.   

  

Annachiara:   I’m  sure  you  remember  when        
throughout  the  first  lockdown,  we  all  clapped  for          

our  carers  and  key  workers.  However  at  the          

moment  with  everything  going  on  in  the  world;          
Biden  at  the  White  House,  Brexit  bill,  vaccines,  and           

so  much  more,  our  a�en�on  is  being  shi�ed  away           

from  our  heroes  like  the  NHS  workers.  Knowing          
that  your  parents  were  working  as  part  of  the  NHS,            

do  you  feel  like  the  NHS’  work  is  being  recognised            

enough  right  now?   Sita:   When  Secrets  Set  Sail  is           

dedicated  to  the  workers  of  the  NHS.  I  needed  to            
put  it  right  up  front  because  I  don't  feel  that  the             

range  of  people  that  contribute  to  the  NHS  are           

respected   and   cared   for   enough.     
During  lockdown  Katherine  Rundell      

contacted  me  and  asked  if  I'd  like  to  contribute  a            

story  to   The  Book  of  Hopes .  So  I  wrote  a  story  in              
memory  of  my  dad  as  a  doctor  who  gave  the  gi�  of              

�me  to  this  elderly  lady.  Jane  Ray  then  illustrated  a            

picture  of  my  dad  from  a  photograph  of  when  he            

came  to  England  in  1959.  I  really  wanted  to           
contribute  to  that  collec�on  because  the  funds  for          

that  book  go  to  the  NHS,  but  a          

part  of  me  also  feels  that  the         
NHS  is  not  a  charity.  The  NHS         

is  something  that  we  all  pay        

taxes   for.     
  

Jasmine:   Talking  about     

current  affairs,  we’ve     

evidently  reached  a  pivotal      
turning  point  in  the  climate       

crisis.  We  are  star�ng  to  see  more  than  ever  our            

influence  on  the  planet.  I’ve  no�ced  you  use  your           
pla�orms  to  raise  awareness  about  environmental        

injus�ces,  like  the  use  of  harmful  pes�cides  on          

bees.  The  huge  moral  dilemma  of  humans  building          
in  historic  owl  breeding  sites  is  raised  in  your           

amazing  book  ‘Kite  Spirit’.  How  much  do  you  think           
we  humans  have  impacted  the  natural  world?         

Sita:   I  grew  up  caring  very  deeply  about  the  nature            

that  was  around  me,  just  as  everyone  should.  I           

wrote   Where  the  river  runs  gold  in  the  near  future,            
however,  it  is  actually  mirroring  the  world  we’re          

living  in  now  because  all  the  bees  are          

disappearing.  I  was  so  shocked  and  troubled  to          
learn  about  what's  really  going  on  with  the  lack  of            

distribu�on  of  resources.The  changes  we  need        

aren’t  going  to  happen  if  the  large  corpora�ons          
aren’t   brought   into   account.     

I  don't  ever  want  to  be  alarming  as  a           

writer,  but  people  have  to  know  and  take  ac�on           

now.  You've  got  Greta  Thumberg  and  other  young          
ac�vists  standing  up  for  their  future!  Young  people          

are  really  suppor�ng  the  environment.  Our  world         

leaders  need  to  learn  from  them.  I  think  it's           
terrible  that  the  future  genera�ons  will  not  have          

access   to   the   beau�ful   nature   our   planet   has   now.   

Annachiara: In  honour  of  this  week’s  magazine        
theme  of  value,  and  based  on  your  writer’s          

experience:  What  feature,  or  technique,  do  you         

value  the  most  in  a  book?   Sita:   For  me,  a  good             

character  makes  a  good  book.  What  I  value  in           
wri�ng  is  when  it  subtly  draws  you  in,          

into  becoming  empha�c  with  the       

characters,  weaving  enough  detail  in,       
like  a  tapestry,  so  that  the  reader         

experiences  it  in  an  unconscious  way.        

I  drop  enough  li�le  bits  of  informa�on         
about  a  character’s  life  to  the  point         

that  you  really  connect  with  the        

character,  and  you  don't  know  how  it         

happened.  It's  that  moment  in  a  book         
that  makes  you  cry  on  a  bus,  or  you  laugh  out  loud              

on  a  tube.  Quite  o�en  in  my  stories,  I  try  to             

capture  the  rhythm  of  the  character’s  voice,  the          
character  some�mes  doesn't  speak  even  in  fluent         

English.  It’s  not  about  the  English,  it's  about          

capturing   the   voices   and   hearts   of   people.   
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On   the   frontline:   An   Interview   with   nurse   Madeline   Issi�     
Have   we   valued   the   NHS?   
Jannah   Muhammed   

Founded  on  the  5th  July  1948,  the  NHS  was  needed  a�er  two  devasta�ng  word  wars-  and  is  s�ll  needed  now.                      
However,  its  funding  and  support  are  dwindling  as  private  healthcare  grows  stronger.  Between  June  2000  and                  
June  2011  3,689  employees  of  the  NHS  cited  ‘concern  over  long  work  hours’  as  the  reason  they  no  longer  work                      
for  the  NHS.  10,257  did  the  same  between  June  2017  and  June  2018  -  an  increase  of  178%.  With  Brexit                      
threatening  to  stop  the  employment  of  foreign  healthcare  workers  and  many  NHS  staff  leaving  to  work  in  other                    
countries  where  they  receive  be�er  salaries,  the  NHS’s  future  looks  grim.  English  nurses  even  drink  red  bull  to                    
avoid  falling  asleep  on  the  job.  So-  with  all  this  going  on-  we  decided  to  inves�gate  further  by  interviewing                     
Madeline   Issit,   a   nurse   on   the   frontline   during   arguably   the   NHS’s   most   challenging   year.   

    
Jannah:   How  long  have  you  been  a  nurse?          
Madeline:  I'm  s�ll  a  prac�cing  nurse  so  i’m  not  yet            
completely  qualified  but  I'm  in  my  third  year.          
there's   a   lot   of   responsibility   in   your   third   year   
and  essen�ally  they  want  you  to  act  like  a  fully            
qualified  nurse.  I’ll  qualify  fully  in  August  of  this           
year  and  then  I'll  go  on  to  be  a  fully  qualified  nurse              
but  the  things  that  we  are  doing  and  the  way  that             
we  act  and  the  people  that  we  are  talking  to  ,  it’s              
very   much   like   we   are   qualified.   

  
Jannah:    Overall   what   has   been   your   favorite   part?   
Madeline:   What  defines  my  favorite  part  is  where          
I’m  placed  and  the  staff  that  were  on  those  wards.            
I  had  a  head  and  neck  placement  so  lots  of            
pa�ents  who  had  invasive  surgery  on  their  necks,          
on  their  heads  or  o�en  those        
pa�ents  have  got  cancer  so       
they  have  had  parts  of  their        
jaw  or  their  tongue  removed-,       
you  know  big  opera�ons-  then       
we  look  a�er  them  with       
tracheostomies  .  That  ward      
was  the  head  and  neck  ward  at         
Guy’s  and  St  Thomas’  Hospital  and  the  staff  there           
were  brilliant.  That  was  definitely  a  favorite  part  in           
my  training  for  me,  being  able  to  go  to  these  wards             
and    feel   really   part   of   a   team.   

 But  also  being  able  to  help  in  covid  has            
been  a  huge  highlight  in  the  beginning.  I  felt  really            
appreciated  for  what  we  were  doing  through         
covid.  The  whole  thing  has  been  great  experience          
for  me.  I  have  not  had  any  part  where  I  thought             
‘oh   I   don’t   what   to   do   this   anymore’   so   I’ve   
been    lucky.   

  
Jannah:   How  did  the      
clapping  for  the  NHS      
make  you  feel?     
Madeline:  At  first  in      
the  summer  it  was  a       
really  lovely  gesture     
and  like  as  a  family  I        
was  in  April  �me,  I       
was  in  London  by      
myself  working  and     
living  in  a  flat  and  so        

I  was  by  myself  and  I  used  to  work  these  nights             
and  long  days  and  feel  really  exhausted  and  then  I            
used  to  come  in  and  on  the  Thursday  night  and            
wow.  because  I  think  also  we’d  not  felt  like  that            

before  we’d  not  felt  that       
much  apprecia�on  for     
something  ,you  know     
and  so  it  was  a  lovely        
gesture  and  also  things      
like  alongside  the     
clapping  when  we  were      
going  to  work  people      

were  bringing  these  meals  and  takeaway  pizza  and          
hand  cream  and  facials  and  all  sorts  of  different           
things  so  you  did  feel  really  appreciated  but  now           
not  to  be  overly  cri�cal  but  now  it  feels  not  passive             
aggressive  but  it  feels  a  bit  insincere  and  I  follow            
quite  a  famous  nurse  on  instagram  and  she  really           
was  promo�ng  the  fact  that  on  thursday  night  at  8            
o'clock,  don’t  clap  write  your  local  mp  and  say  to            
your  local  mp  we  really  feel  that  nurses  should           
deserve  a  pay  rise  or  people  in  the  healthcare           
profession   
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Jannah:   Do  you  think  Brexit  will  affect  the  number           
of  incoming  NHS  workers?   Madeline:  Because  not         
many  people  from  this  country  want  to  be  nurses,           
we  heavily  rely  on  people  from  the  EU  coming  in            
and  helping  us  make  up  the  lack  of  staff.  I  think             
Brexit  will  heavily  affect  that.  And  that’s  alongside          
the  fact  that  nurses  are  going  to  be  leaving  anyway.            
One  of  my  mum’s  friends  oversees  the  whole  of           
Great  Ormond  Street  Hospital,  and  said  that  she          
fears  very  much  that  lots  of  people  are  going  to            
leave  the  health  care  system,  ‘I’m  really  sick  of  it            
and  I’m  not  ge�ng  paid  etc.’  I  think  that  on  top  of              
Brexit  we’ll  see  so  many  Bri�sh  nurses  leave  and           
poten�ally  there  will  be  a  li�le  bit  of  a  crisis  on  our              
hands.  But  we  have  to  try  and  be  posi�ve,  I  just             
don’t   know   how   easy   that   is   at   the   moment   .     

  
Jannah:   Since  the  li�  of  the  NHS  wage  cap  and            
declining  funding  and  support  from  the        
government,  what  do  you  predict  for  the  NHS’s          
financial  future?   Madeline:  I  did  a  li�le  reading  on           
this.  The  bursary  that’s  been  reintroduced-  and  I’ve          
only  been  lucky  enough  to  see  that  for  one  year-  is             
going  to  con�nue  so  I  think  that  is  a  posi�ve  thing             
in  regards  to  funding  for  nurses.  Especially  because          
of  things  like  Brexit  and  the  fact  that  lots  of  nurses             
are  going  to  be  leaving  the  bursaries  are  a  real            
incen�ve  for  people.  We’ve  got  a  declining         
economy  due  to  the  fact  that  no  businesses  can  be            
open  and  running;  the  government  are  also  having          
to  spend  an  absolute  fortune  on  covid;  the          
nigh�ngale  hospitals  to  keep  and  running  (which         
they  are  now  fortunately  using  as  a  step  down  site            
for  pa�ents  to  be  transferred  there  from  ITU  to           
recover)  and  then     
there’s  things  like     
oxygen  that  runs  out.      
We  need  money  to  fix  all        
these  small  problems.     
They’re  spending    
absolute  fortune  on  that      
so  I  think  that  there  is  going  to  be-  and  I  hate  to               
say  it-  but  I  do  think  there  is  going  to  be  some              
worry  and  panic  in  regards  to  the  financial          
situa�on.   

  
Jannah:   How  do  you  feel  the  government  should          
have  responded  at  the  beginning  of  the         

pandemic?   Madeline:   I  used  to  think:  ‘no  need  to           
be  wearing  a  mask,  that‘s  quite  serious’  and  I  think            
that’s  the  way  lots  of  people  saw  it.  But  then            
gradually  it  got  worse.  Boris  Johnson  did  not          
a�end  4  covid  mee�ngs  and  they  were  vital  to  gain            
knowledge  about  how  we  can  be  suppor�ve  in  this           
�me  and  what  we  can  do  when  it  hits  us.  But  I  just               
felt  that  nobody  was  overly  concerned.  He  was          
going  into  hospitals  and  shaking  hands  and         
laughing  that  the  whole  room  was  full  of  covid           
pa�ents,  and  then  got  it  himself!  Then  he  relied  on            
us  to  look  a�er  him.  There  were  a  lot  of  mixed             
messages.   

At  the  beginning  there  wasn't  such  panic         
and  the  way  that  they  handled  it  wasn't  great.           
They  weren’t  concerned  about  it  and  now  I  have  a            
lot   of   frustra�on   towards   that.     

Now,  it’s  things  like  influencers  and  these         
famous  people  on  Love  Island  and  on  Instagram          
travelling  to  Dubai  that’s  frustra�ng.  They’re  going         
out  there  and  they’re  all  adver�sing  socialising         
and  then  are  coming  back  here.  And  people  are           
s�ll  allowed  to  travel  for  holidays.  It's  very          
frustra�ng  that  we  are  s�ll  le�ng  people  travel.  As           
nurses,  we  feel  very  upset  that  people  are          
promo�ng  going  on  holiday  and  heading        
everywhere  and  ‘oh  I'm  having  such  a  great  �me’           
and  ‘it's  such  a  hard  �me  being  an  influencer.’           
Naturally  we  feel  as  healthcare  staff  that’s  really  a           
kick  in  the  teeth.  We  don’t  feel  very  appreciated,           
and  we  don't  feel  that  they’re  apprecia�ng  us  by           
doing   things   like   that.     

  
Jannah:   How  do  you  think  schools  should  have          
dealt  with  in-person  teaching  and  what  do  you          

think  they  should  do  in  the  future?         
Madeline:   I  have  complete      
admira�on  for  teachers  and  students       
for  adap�ng  in  such  a  quick  way.         
Teachers  aren’t  meant  to  be  teaching        
over  a  computer.  It's  difficult  because        
they  go  with  what-  like  all  businesses         

and  the  NHS-  we're  told.  It's  frustra�ng  and  I  think            
in  the  future-  and  even  now-  it's  about  being           
pa�ent  and  being  resilient  and  being  open  to          
change.  As  a  student  I  think  it’s  about  saying,  ‘this            
is  the  situa�on  we're  in  and  it's  really  unfortunate           
that  we  can't  be  in  in  person  but  I  will  keep  going.’              
I  really  would  have  struggled  if  I  was  a  student  not             
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being  in  person  but  students  and  staff  must          
remember  that  what  they're  doing  is  contribu�ng         
to   stopping   the   spread.     

It's  important  that  those  who  can  wear         
masks  and  are  able  to  wear  masks  should  be           
wearing  masks  and  it’s  only  those  who  are  exempt           
or  have  a  medical  reason  for  not  wearing  a  mask            
that  aren’t.  I  can  also  understand  the  difficulty  of           
wearing  a  mask  all  day.  It's  not  nice,  it’s  not            
comfortable,  it's  not  enjoyable,  you  can't  hear         
necessarily  all  the  �me.  But  I  think  those  students           
who  can  wear  a  mask  should  wear  a  mask  and            
hopefully  those  that  are  living  with  parents  or          
children  will  be  able  to  get  the  vaccine-  fingers           
crossed!     

  
Jannah:   Do  you  think  the  covid  vaccine  list  doesn’t           
value  the  lives  of  health  care  workers?   Madeline:          
I  think  we  have  to  start  somewhere.  I  am  very            
happy  for  my  elderly  rela�ves  to  be  vaccinated          
over  myself.  I’m  much  younger,  I'm  hopefully  able          
to  fight  the  virus  much  easier  than  say  my  84  year             
old  grandfather,  my  90  year  old  granny.  I’d  hope           
they  would  get  the  vaccine  over  me  because  yes  I           
may  be  in  for  a  week  but  my  body  is  more  able  to               
fight  it  ,  be�er  than  theirs  .  I  do  feel  valued  -  just               
today  I  had  an  email  saying  any  students  going           
back  on  to  placement  just  drop  in  to  one  of  our            
centers  and  book  an  appointment  and  you  can  get           
the  vaccine  as  soon  as  you  get  your  appointment           
booked.   

  
Jannah:   What  do  you  think  the  effect  of  covid  will            
be   on   healthcare    and   public   health   in   the   future?   

Madeline:   I  think  it  will  have  a  huge  impact  and            
not  necessarily  in  a  posi�ve  way.  I  think  the           
posi�ve  side  of  it  is  the  fact  that  we  as  a  healthcare              
system  in  the  NHS  we  know  that  we  can  adapt            
quite  quickly  to  things  like  covid:  look  how  quickly           
we  set  up  The  Nigh�ngale;  the  resources-  although          
we  were  short  of  PPE  for  a  while-  now  we’re  pre�y             
stocked  up  on  PPE.  We  can  get  through  it  and            
adapt  quite  quickly.  However,  I  think  that  the          
nega�ves  are  people’s  physical  health:  a  huge         
impact  on  people's  hearts,  their  lungs,  people         
feeling  �red,  weakened  muscles.  They  then  need         
to  be  going  to  things  like  sleep  clinics.  Even  now            
we’re  seeing  admissions  from  people  who        
contracted  covid  in  March  and  are  contrac�ng         
covid   pneumoni�s   now.   

  
Jannah:  Do  you  feel  that  you’ll  s�ll  want  to  be  a             
nurse  a�er  covid?   Madeline:   It's  difficult  working         
alongside  burnt  out  nurses.  I  can  sympathise  with          
those  wan�ng  to  leave  and  wan�ng  a  career          
change.  But  I  don't  ever  see  myself  coming  out  of            
healthcare,  I  don’t  see  myself  swapping  night  shi�s          
for   working   in   the   city.   
When  I  spoke  to  Madeline  she  was  unwell  with           
covid  and  a  posi�ve  outlook  on  a  gloomy          
situa�on.  There  are  mul�ple  strains  of        
coronavirus  currently  (none  of  which  are        
unaffected  by  the  vaccine)  ,  so  to  say  things  like            
‘only  �me  will  tell’  at  this  point  would  be  a  farce.             
We   can   change   the   future   ourselves.     

  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  

  

  

Issue   2   Page   13   



  

  

Valuing   Voice:   Reflec�ng   on   the   exploita�on   of   black   musicians.   

Sadie   Russell   

A  few  weeks  ago,  I  watched  'Ma  Rainey's  Black  Bo�om'  on  Ne�lix.  It  follows  'The  Mother  of  the                    
Blues'  (Viola  Davis)  one  a�ernoon  in  a  recording  studio  in  1927  with  her  band,  featuring  a                  
trouble-making  trumpet  player  (Chadwick  Boseman).  It  explores  the  fraught  power  dynamics  that              
governed  such  an  event,  and  exposes  the  blatant  racist  exploita�on  by  record  labels  in  the  early                  
20th  century.  It's  a  great  film,  and  it  made  me  think  about  the  strong  currents  of  racism  in  the                     
music  industry  both  throughout  the  20th  century         
and   today.     

Blues,  the  musical  genre  that  runs  through  the          
film,  has  its  roots  in  the  spirituals  sung  by           
enslaved  people  on  American  planta�ons.       
Combining  West  African  rhythms  with  the       
Chris�an  teachings  of  planta�on  churches,       
these  deeply  beau�ful  and  emo�onal  songs        
laid   a   founda�on   for   what   was   to   follow.     

Over  the  course  of  the  19th  century,         
Minstrel  shows  gained  huge  popularity  in  the         
American  South.  These  consisted  of  white        
performers  pu�ng  on  blackface  and  playing        
caricatures  of  black  stereotypes  being  sold  as         
comedy  and  music  to  white  audiences.        
Minstrel  groups    
toured  America,    
spreading  racist    
stereotyping   
wherever   they   went.     

A�er  slavery    
was  abolished  in     
1863,  black    
performers  began  to     
join  or  form  their  own  groups,  and  the  singing           
of  spiritual  songs  began  to  take  prominence.         
Ma  Rainey  started  her  career  as  a  singer  as  a            
teenager  in  one  of  these  groups.In  the  very          
early  20th  century,  Blues  evolved  as  a  reac�on          
to  the  hardship  s�ll  suffered  by  black         
Americans.  Although  slavery  had  been       
abolished,  entrenched  systemic  racism  meant       
that  life  in  the  Deep  South  was  difficult,  and           

many  black  people  began  to  emigrate  north,         
an  event  named  ‘The  Great       
Migra�on’.  It  was  in  Chicago  that  Ma         
Rainey  recorded  her  first  songs  in        
1923,  and  gained  fame  as  the        
‘Mother  of  the  Blues’.  Blues  became        
hugely  popular  far  across  the  US,        
and  record  labels  (run  by  white  men)         
made  big  profits.  The  blues  structure        
has  had  a  deep,  las�ng  impact  on         

Western   popular   music   ever   since.   
At  about  the  same  �me,  Jazz  was  taking  form           
in  New  Orleans.  Jazz  incorporated       
improvisa�on  and  more  complicated  rhythm       
and  structures  into  exis�ng  forms  of  music.  In          
its  earliest  forms,  the  percep�on  of  the  jazz          
world  was  of  deviancy  and  drug-use.  It  was          
o�en  referred  to  as  ‘the  devil’s  music’  -no          
doubt  heavily  based  on  racial  stereotyping.  It         
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was  hated  by  the  musical  establishment  and         
bourgeoisie,  but  in  the  decades  that  followed,         
this   was   all   to   change.   

Countless  other  genres  of  music  have        
evolved  out  of  Black  culture  -  take  Rock  ‘N’           
Roll,  Soul,  Funk,  Hip-Hop      
and  Jungle  to  name  just  a        
few.  But  at  every  stage,       
this  great  music  is      
plagued  by  white     
exploita�on  and    
plagiarism,  meaning  Black     
ar�sts  are  rarely  paid      
fairly   for   their   work.   

Take  Elvis    
Presley’s  ‘Hound  Dog’,  for  example:  released        
in  1956  it  is  instantly  recognizable  as  a  classic           
Rock  ‘N’  Roll  blues  tune.  However-  it  was  not           
an  original.  In  fact,  he  piece  was  first  recorded           
by  the  black  ar�st  ‘Big  Mama  Thornton’,  in          
1952.  The  song  become  synonymous  with        
Elvis  and  he  made      
considerably  more    
money  from  it  with       
sales  in  excess  of  three       
million  copies  in  the  US       
alone.  The  fame  and      
recogni�on  he  gained     
from  it  arguable  made      
his   career.   

Or  consider  jazz  -  although  created        
and  popularised  by  black  musicians,       
individuals  such  as  Frank  Sinatra  made  more         
money  by  singing  the  same  songs.  Big  band          
jazz  performed  by  white  orchestras  gained        
huge  popularity  whilst  black  jazz  culture  was         
s�ll  being  wri�en  off  as  deviancy.  The  list  goes           
on   and   on.   

This  issue  of  exploita�on  didn’t  end  at         
the  turn  of  the  century.  Today,  senior  levels  of           
the  UK  music  industry  remain       
dispropor�onately  white,  with  BAME      
employees  making  up  only  19.9%  of  execu�ve         

roles.  Alexandra  Burke,  our  own       
EGA  alumni,  recently  recalled  that       
early  on  in  her  career  she  was  told          
to  bleach  her  skin  and  avoid  black         
hairstyles  to  succeed  in  the       
industry,  all  whilst  white  ar�sts       
and  execu�ves  con�nue  to  profit       
from  black  culture  and  music       
without  giving  credit  where  it  is        
due.   

 I  am  a  white  girl  in  a  jazz  band  full  of              
white  people.  That’s  not  to  say  that  jazz  music           
shouldn’t  be  available  to  everyone  to  enjoy         
(and  dance  and  sing  to)  -  of  course  it  should,            
and  I  am  incredibly  grateful  for  the         
opportuni�es  I’ve  had.  However,  I  think  we         

should  be  ques�oning  this      
whiteness  and  its  implica�ons      
when  it  comes  to  the  black  music         
that  has  so  much  power  -  as  art          
but   also   as   a   money-maker.   

Things  are  changing,  and  have       
improved  since  the  1950s.     

Black  American  music  determined  the       
course  of  Western  pop  forever,  and  now         
it  is  �me  for  a  reckoning  with  the          
appropria�on  and  exploita�on  of  black       
music  by  a  white  industry,  as  well  as  the           
racism   s�ll   affec�ng   black   ar�sts.     
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Valuing   our   Environment:   Interview   with   Green   Party   member   Caroline   
Russell     
Saoirse   Exelby   

Saoirse:   What  advice  would  you  give  to  young          
people  and  par�cularly  young  women  who  want  to         
go  into  poli�cs?  Would  you  advise  them  to?          
Caroline  Russell:   It's  really  important  that  the         
voices  of  women  and  girls  are  heard  in  poli�cs.           
There  are  so  many  decisions  that  get  made  where           
people  don't  think  about  the  prac�cal  reali�es  of          
people's  everyday  lives.  So  it's  yes,  it's  absolutely          
crucial.  Just  the  other  day  they  have  Rishi  Sunak           
thanking  all  the  mums  for  helping  with         
homeschooling,  not  thinking  that  dads  might  be         
helping  or  that  some  households  might  have  two          
mums  or  two  dads.  It's  like  he  just  didn't  think            
about  the  prac�cal  reality  of       
people's  everyday  lives.  I      
think  you  need  it  in       
government  -  you  need      
people  who  really     
understand  what  everyone's     
everyday  lives  are  really  like.       
So  it's  really  crucial  that  young  women  go  into           
poli�cs  and  get  involved  in  ideas  and  campaigning          
for   things   to   happen   and   to   change.     

Saoirse:  OK,  so  my  next  ques�on  is,  do  you  think            
it's  more  difficult  to  be  a  female  poli�cian  than  to            
be  a  male  poli�cian?   Caroline  Russell:   Sadly,  I  think           
it  is.  I  think  that  women  poli�cians  have  to  be            
really  competent.  We  don't  get  away  with  making          
mistakes  in  the  same  way  that  male  poli�cians          
seem  to  be  able  to  get  away  with  making  mistakes.            
Also,  on  social  media  it  is  quite  extraordinary  how           
some  people  feel  able  to  say  stuff  that  is  basically            
just  a  bit  rude.  You  have  to  be  quite  strong  and             
resilient  to  be  able  to  deal  with  being  in  the  public             
domain.  I  think  partly  it's       
a  problem  just  with  the       
way  that  people  behave      
online.  But  I've  no�ced      
that  women  poli�cians     
possibly  get  more  of  a       
hard  �me  on  social  media  than  male  poli�cians.          
You  just  have  to  develop  strategies  for  dealing  with           

that-I  always  mute  people  because  you  don't  give          
them   the   sa�sfac�on   of   having   been   blocked.     

  
 Saoirse:   Now,  my  ques�on  is  more  about  climate           

change-  what  do  you  think  the  most  important          
step  is  that  needs  to  be  taken  rela�ng  to  the            
climate?   Caroline  Russell:  Well,  the  first  thing  is  to            
understand  exactly  what's  happening  and  accept        
that  and  build  it  into  every  single  piece  of  decision            

making.  So  if  you're  thinking  about        
poli�cians  in  a  local  council,  if  you         
accept  that  the  IPCC  report  said  that  we          

have  to  tackle  climate  change  by  2030  and  we  have            
to  kind  of  get  on  top  of  the  climate  emissions  by             
2030,  if  you're  working  to  that  date,  then  that  has           
implica�ons  for  every  single  bit  of  policy  that  a           
council  makes.  So  just  one  example:  my  local          

council  was  ge�ng  new  funds  for        
their  housing  repairs  teams.  Well,       
actually,  they  should  be  thinking       
about  climate  change  when  they're       
making  that  decision  about  which       
vans  to  buy.  And  do  they  even  need          
to  buy  as  many  vans  as  they  have          

before?  Because  could  they  not  have  some  people          
working  using  cargo  bikes,  which  are  perfectly         
good  for  ge�ng  around  locally?  It's  about  making          
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sure  that  you're  building  in  thinking  about  climate          
change  in  every  single  bit  of  a  council's  work.  And            
it  might  be  in  places  where  you  don't  necessarily           
stereotypically  think,  oh,  that's  a  green  thing.  The          
‘how  do  we  cut  carbon  emissions’  needs  to  be           
revealed  through  absolutely  everything:  there  are        
the  obvious  areas  like  transport  where  that's  a          
really  straigh�orward  place  to  be  able  to  cut          
carbon  emissions  very  quickly.  And  that  has  huge          
benefits,  not  only  in  terms  of  cu�ng  carbon          
emissions,  but  it  also  helps  with  air  pollu�on  and           
also  with  our  health.  The  NHS  is  dealing  with  a            
huge  problem  of  people  not  taking  enough         
exercise  in  their  daily  lives.  It's  even  worse  with          
lockdown  because  people  aren't  travelling  to  work.         
So  they're  not  walking  to  the  tube  sta�on  or           
climbing  the  escalator  or  kind  of  ge�ng  those  bits           
of  exercise  in  their  daily  lives.  But  the  way  we            
manage  transport    
in  our  city  can      
really  help  to  get      
people  more    
physically  ac�ve   
and  also  to  reduce      
the  air  pollu�on,     
which  is  worsening     
people's  lung  and     
heart  health.  If  we  have  fewer  vehicles  on  the           
road,  more  people  walking  and  cycling,  then  you          
have  cleaner  air,  you  have  people  taking  more          
exercise  and  you  end  up  in  a  win-win  situa�on  as            
well   as   cu�ng   the   carbon   emissions.   

  
Saoirse:   What  do  you  think  will  change  if  [green           
party  assembly  member]  Sian  Berry  is  elected         
mayor?   Caroline  Russell:   Lots  of  things  would         
change!  For  starters,  we'd  end  up        
with  tons  of  transport.  We'd       
really  be  focused  on  making  sure        
that  every  street  is  safe  and        
convenient  for  people  of  all  ages,        
children,  older  people,  disabled      
people.  We  want  streets  to  work        
to  be  really  inclusive  places  where  everyone,         
whether  they're  walking  with  a  white  cane  or          
whether  they're  ge�ng  around  in  a  wheelchair  or          
on  foot  or  on  a  bike  or  on  a  scooter  or  however-              
doing  cartwheels!-  that  it's  safe  and  easy  for          
people  to  get  across  the  road.  Really  basic  things           

like  having  even  pavements  without  any  lumps  and          
bumps   in   them.     

I  was  talking  to  someone  just  a  couple  of           
nights  ago  who  had  been  to  her  doctor's  surgery  to            
get  her  flu  jab.  She  uses  a  wheelchair  and  she  fell             
out  of  her  wheelchair  on  her  way  to  the  doctor's            
surgery  because  she  caught  the  edge  of  a          
curbstone  and  she  was  �pped  out  of  her          
wheelchair.  That  kind  of  thing  is  it's  degrading.  It's           
upse�ng.  It's  really  unfair  to  anyone  who's  already          
got  the  difficulty  of  needing  to  use  a  wheelchair  to            
get  around.  They  really  should  have  streets  that          
work   for   them.     

Something  else  that  Sian  has  done  a  lot  of           
work  on,  in  the  London  Assembly  is  housing  and           
housing  for  young  people-  making  sure  that  people          
who  rent  their  homes  are  being  looked  a�er          
properly  and  are  not  paying  too  much  money  in           

rent.  If  you  end  up  paying  too  big  a           
propor�on  of  the  money  that  you        
earn  each  month  on  your  rent,  then         
it  means  you  don't  have  quite        
enough  money  for  your  hea�ng  or        
your  food  or  buying  clothes  to  keep         
warm.     
Saoirse:   Do  you  think  the       
improvements  in  the  environment      

will  be  sustained  a�er  coronavirus?   Caroline        
Russell: I  think  you  have  to  be  a  bit  careful  about            
finding  silver  linings  in  what's  happened  because         
it's  just  so  worrying  and  so  shocking.  But  I  do  think             
that  there  are  things  that  we  can  learn  from  this            
pandemic.  One  of  the  things  is  the  fact  that  some            
people  are  in  jobs  where  they  don't  get  proper  sick            
pay.  If  self-isolate  because  they've  come  in  contact          
with  coronavirus,  they  won't  get  paid.  And  that  has           

meant  that  there  are      
some  people  who  have      
just  kept  working,  they      
haven't  got  tested.  So      
we've  ended  up  with      
the  virus  ge�ng  very,      
very  widespread  and     

with  a  really  worrying  number  of  people  in          
hospital.     

What  it's  shown  us  is  that  as  a  society,           
we're  only  as  safe  as  the  people  who  have  least            
and  it's  shown  us  that  inequality  is  really  affec�ng           
everybody's  health,  not  just  the  people  who  are          
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poorest.  So  I  hope  that  the  lessons  we  learn  from            
coronavirus  are  that  it's  really  important  that  we          
reduce  inequality:  that  we  make  sure  that  people          
have  secure  pay,  that  people  have  sick  pay,  that           
people  have  an  affordable  home  and  a  roof  over           
their  head  and  that  people  can  afford  to  get  food            
and   and   basic   things   like   period   products.     

  
Saoirse:  Besides  environmental  issues,  what  do         
you  think  are  some  of  the  major  issues  not  really            
effec�vely  being  addressed  by  the  current        
government?   Caroline  Russell:   We've  had  10  years         
or  11  years  of  a  Conserva�ve  government  who've          
been  trying  to  make  cuts  in  the  public  sector  and  in             
the  NHS.  I  think  what  the  pandemic  has  revealed  is            
that  the  public  sector  is  doing  an  amazing  job  and            
is  really  the  core  of  our  resilience  as  a  city  here  in              
London   to   the   pandemic.     

It's  really  highlighted  the  importance  of        
local  government  and  of  local  government  having         
the  resources  it  needs  to  be  able  to  organize           
things.  Because  if  you  think  about  something  like          
test,  track  and  trace.  If  somebody  rings  you  from  a            
call  center  in  Birmingham  and  you  live  in  Camden           
or  Stoke  Newington  or  Lewisham,  the  person         
ringing  you  from  the  call  center  isn't  going  to  know            
very  much  about  your  local  area.  They're  not  going           
to  know  which  ques�ons  to  ask  about  who  else           
might  have  been  in  contact,  you  might  have  been           
in  contact  with.  Whereas  if  you  have  tests  and           
trains  run  by  local  public  health  experts,  then          
you're  going  to  have  all  that  local  knowledge  about           
how  the  local  community  works,  which  is  actually          
going  to  make  it  a  bit  more  efficient.  I  think            
hopefully  the  government  will  have  learned  that         
they  really  need  to  look  a�er  local  government  and           
make  sure  the  local  government  has  got  the          
money  that  it  needs  to  be  able  to  do  a  good  job.              
We  also  need  to  have  more  nurses,  more  doctors.           
We  need  more  people  being  trained.  And  we  need           
to  look  a�er  all  those  people  so  that  they're  well            
paid  and  they  want  to  stay  in  their  jobs  because  we             
really,   really   need   them.     

The  other  big,  wider  poli�cal  issue  is  that          
decision  to  leave  the  EU.  And  I  think  that's  been  a             
bit  hidden  by  the  pandemic-  we're  not  really          

seeing  how  it's  all  working.  I've  been  talking          
recently  with  musicians  who  are  really  worried         
because  they  have  lost  their  freedom  of         
movement.  So  if  they  want  to  go  and  play  so  they             
know  they  play  violin  or  they  play  the  trumpet  and            
they  want  to  go  and  tour  and  they  want  to  go  all              
over  Europe  to  play  in  concerts,  they  have  to  get  a             
different  visa  for  every  country;  they're  going  to          
they  have  to  pay  on  Social  Security  payments  in           
every  country  they  work  in.  But  they  also  have  to            
keep  paying  their  Social  Security  na�onal  insurance         
payments  in  England  as  well.  So  that  they’re          
paying  out  a  lot  more  money  for  the  ability  to  work             
abroad.  It's  becoming  hugely  complicated  for        
them.  That's  just  one  example  of  one  type  of           
worker   who   has   been   impacted   by   the   pandemic.     

I  think  we're  going  to  see  some  of  the           
small  businesses  that  export  items  abroad.  They're         
finding  it's  much  more  expensive.  They've  got  to          
pay  more  duty.  And  the  paperwork  is  complicated.          
There's  things  like  the  Erasmus  programme,  which         
allows  students  to  travel  and  study  abroad.  The          
government  chose  not  to  be  part  of  that,  which           
just  seems  really  extraordinary  because  if  we're         
working  with  our  European  neighbours  feels  like  a          
really  sensible  thing  to  be  doing.  If  students  are           
able  to  learn  and  travel  and  move  between          
countries,  that's  a  really  good  way  for  people          
ge�ng   to   know   each   other   and   to   learn.   

I  think  it's  a  terrible  decision,  partly         
because  it's  really  important  that  we  work  with  our           
neighbors.  It's  really  important  that  we  have  those          
interna�onal  friendships.  It  just  seems  a  bit  stupid          
to  turn  our  back  on  our  nearest  neighbors,          
par�cularly  as  those  are  the  people  that  we  do           
most  of  our  business  with.  It's  going  to  have           
implica�ons,   but   it'll   be   fine-   we'll   work   through   it.     

Saoirse:   So  my  final  ques�on,  if  you  could  change           
one  thing  in  the  world,  what  would  it  be  and  why?             
Caroline  Russell:   The  thing  that  got  me  into          
poli�cs  was  road  danger  and  trying  to  prevent  the           
numbers  of  people  being  killed  and  seriously         
injured  on  the  road  so  if  there's  one  thing,  it  would             
be  decarbonizing  transport,  making  sure  that  it         
was  a  safe  and  convenient  as  possible  to  walk  and            
cycle,   and   that   we   had   clean   air   and   everything.     
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Valuing   Voices:   An   Interview   with   Mr   Onibiyi   
Suhana  Haque  interviews  Mr  Onibiyi,  science  teacher  and  senior  leader  ,  who  returned  to                
work  at  EGA  a�er  living  and  working  in  Atlanta.  Mr  Onibiyi  has  been  working  across  the                 
school  community  to  promote  an�-racism  and  celebrate  the  diversity  of  the  school  and  its                
many   voices.   
Suhana   Haque   

Suhana:   My  first  ques�on  for  you  is:         
what  was  it  like  living  and  working         
America?  Mr  Onabiyi:  It  was  more        
relaxed  in  some  ways.  In  America        
anything  goes,  it’s  very  free,  very  ‘let's         
do  whatever  we  want.’  So  that  was  nice.          
It  was  spacious.  I  had  a  big  apartment-  it           
was  lovely,  like  being  in  Covent  Garden         
and  it  was  huge.  But  there  was  less          
theater.  I  love  theater  and  there  were         
less  of  them.  But  any  �me  something         
was  happening,  like  a  big  event,  like  a          
show  coming  to  Atlanta,  it  was  huge.         
People  were  more  patrio�c.  You  see  flags  and          
empty   houses,   which   we   don't   have   here.   

Suhana:   My  second  ques�on  is,  how  do         
American  schools  differ  from  the  schools  in  the          
U.K?   Mr  Onabiyi:   I  mean,  number  one,  I  was           
actually  in  a  private  school,  I  was  a          
head[teacher]  in  a  private  school.  In  light  of          
that,  that  was  very,  very  different.   It  was  an           
interna�onal  school,  so  we  had  the  IB         
curriculum,  Interna�onal  Baccalaureate,  and      
here  we  have  GCSEs  and  A-  levels  in  state           
schools.  There,  most  schools  are  mixed.  We         
use  year  groups  that  they  use  ‘grades’.   Year          
seven  here  is  grade  six  there.   Sports  is  big,            
sports   is   huge.   It's   quite   different.    

Suhana:   Which  do  you  prefer?   Mr  Onabiyi:   I           
prefer  the  ones  I'm  always  in,  so  right  now  I            
prefer  to  be  in  England.  I  love  the  curriculum           
here  because  it  is  holis�c,  which  means  you          
have  to  do  everything,  the  arts  and  sciences          
all   together   un�l   you're   16.     

Suhana:   Have  you  witnessed  any  experiences        
of  racism  in  America  and  in  the  UK?  How  do            
they  compare?   Mr  Onabiyi:   In  the  U.K  I  guess           
I've  experienced  when  someone  calls  me  a         
bad  name,  I  mean,  they  are  driving  and  they           
use  a  very  bad  word  and  they  drive  off.  So  I             
don't  get  to  talk  back.  In  America  there  is  a  big             
difference.  I  guess  it  is  more  like  a  feeling-  a            
gut  feeling-  that  something  is  not  right.  So,  for           
example,  in  the  house  that  I  was  living  in,  as  I             
told  you,  it  was  a  big,  big,  big  place.  I  had  an              
apartment  and  in  the  apartment  you  could         
drive  in  and  the  gates  and  if  you're  living           
there,  the  gates  open  automa�cally  because        
you  have  a  li�le  fob  in  your  car  that  opens  it             
and  the  garage  opens.  So  you  have  to  live           
there  to  be  able  to  park  in  the  garage.  And            
then  one  day  the  concierge  came  to  me  and           
said,  ‘Oh,  Mr.  Onabiyi,  are  you  OK?’  I  said,           
‘yes,  I'm  OK.  what's  the  problem?’  He  said,          
‘someone  came  to  me  and  said,  who  was  that           
man  coming  in  and  out  of  the  building?’  And  I            
think,  oh  yeah,  I  was  coming  in  and  out  of  the             
building  because  I  le�  something  in  my         
apartment  so  I  drove  in  and  then  came  out.  So            
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this  guy  must  have  gone  to  the  concierge  and           
said,  ‘who  is  this  man  coming  in  and  out?’           
Whether  it's  racism  or  whether  it's        
because  of  my  color  or  whether        
it's  because  they're  genuine  the       
point  is,  why  should  you  ask  that         
ques�on?  I  must  live  in  the        
apartments  if  the  garage      
automa�cally  opens.  So  what's  the       
problem  with  me  coming  and       
going?  And  then  the  police  have  stopped  me  a           

few  �mes.  Is  it  because  I'm  black?  I  don't           
know.   You   just   don't   know.   

Suhana:   What  are  your  plans  to  make  EGA          
an�racist?   Mr  Onabiyi:   One  of  the  things  that          
we  have  started  doing  is  to  decolonise  our          
curriculum.  Decolonising  means  it  was  wri�en        
by  this  white  man  that  has  said  ‘this  is  what            
we  need  to  to  learn  about’  and  us  looking  at            
all  these  things  that  we  study  and  changing  it           
so  that  it  doesn't  represent  just  one  group  in           
the  dominant  groups.  What  we've  done  is  to          
try  and  teach  teachers  why  and  make  teachers          
aware   of   why   that   is   important.     

Another   
thing  is  to     
support   
teachers  on  how     
to  have  difficult     
conversa�ons   
around  race,    
because  some  of  our  teachers  obviously        
struggle  with  the  idea.  And  I  totally         
understand  why  that  is.Also,  help  our        
community  members  be  more  included,       

because  I  think  ours  is  a  school  that  welcomes           
and  includes  all  the  races  in  the  community.          

Another  plan  is  to  let       
the  community  know     
who  we  are  and  what       
we  stand  for  and  our       
goals  around  the     
school,  because  by     
doing  this,  that  will      
help  us  to  watch      

ourself.     
The  other  thing  is  to  review  the  the          

structures  and  policies  through  an  an�-racist        
lens.  for  example,  all  the  students  ge�ng         
good  grades,  are  they  all  one  type  of  kids  or            
do  they  include  all  the  kids?  In  our  school           
exclusions,  is  it  just  one  group  of  kids?  We          
need  to  look  at  that  very  carefully.  The  other           
thing  that  I'm  looking  at  is  to  have  an           
organiza�on  come  to  look  at  what  we're  doing          
and  say  to  us  all,  ‘you're  doing  well  in  this            
area.  You  need  to  do  more  of  this  to  become            
or   to   be   a   be�er   school.’   

  
Suhana:   And  my  next  ques�on  is,  what         
mo�vated  you  to  help  make  this  change  in          
school?   Mr  Onabiyi:  Well,  I  love  it.  I  was  here            
for  12  years  before  I  went  to  America  so           
coming  back  to  EGA  was  just  like  coming  back           
home.  This  school  was  more  close  to  me          
because  of  some  of  the  experiences  that  I  had           
in  America,  in  the  South,  and  I  knew  that  it            
was  serious  about  wan�ng  to  be  an�  racist.          
Some  schools  pay  lip  service  but  I  know  that           

the  group  here  are  so  passionate        
about  it.  I  knew  working  with  them         
would  be  great  and  it  would  be         
amazing  to  make  the  school  a  be�er         
school.  They've  done  a  lot  of  work         
already,  but  we  can  do  be�er  this         
year.   

  Suhana:   At  the  start  of  the  school  year,  it            
seems  as  though  we  were  going  to  be  doing           
lots  of  discussions.  But  since  then  there  has          
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been  a  lot  of  other  stuff  happening,  how  do          
you  con�nue  throughout  the  school  year?   Mr          
Onabiyi:   I  think  what  the  big  thing  that  we           
always  have  to  remember  is  that  not         
everything  is  discussion.  This  is  not  all  about          
discussions  about  work-  some  is  doing  the         
work.  For  example,  decolonizing  the       
curriculum-  there  doesn't  have  to  be  a         
discussion  about  it.  We  had  a  mee�ng  about          
it.  We  had     
someone  come    
and  see  us     
about  it.  But  at      
the  end  of  it,  it's       
like  ge�ng    
down  to  work!     
Every   
department  has    
to  then  go  and  look  at  the  curriculum.  That's           
just  pure  work.  That's  not  a  discussion.  For  us           
in  science,  it’s  looking  at  what  we  teach  and           
saying,  ‘this  is  too  white,  we  need  to  change           
it.’  That's  not  a  discussion.  Let's  look  at  what           
we  have  now;  let's  change  it  so  that  it  fits  in             
with  who  we  are  as  a  school.  And  a  school  is             
not  just  being  about  an  an�-racist-  there's  a          
lot  of  things  that  goes  into  a  school.  The          
reason  we  set  it  up  is  because  of  everything           
that  happened  in  the  summer.  And  that's  why          
everyone  thought,  oh  my  gosh,  we  thought         
we  were  doing  something,  but  we're  not.  The          
discussions  are  great  but  the  quiet  work  that  a          
lot  of  people  are  doing  is  actually  what  is           
important.  We’ve  had  a  chance  to  look  at          
what  we  do  and  how  we  include  our  people           
that  are  not  English  speakers.  That's  not  a          
discussion,  that's  just  making  sure  that  our         
parents  understand  what  we  say.  And  so  some          
of  our  communica�on  has  been  done  in         
Somali,  Bengali,  Arabic,  Chinese,  Turkish.  As        
you  know,  Thought  For  the  Week  in  Black          
History  Month  we  just  had  discussions.  And         
the  students  wanted  to  have  that  instead  of          
having  a  presenta�on,  they  just  wanted  to         
have  a  chat  and  have  a  discussion.  And  the           

last  one  that  we  had  was  about  Holocaust          
Memorial  Week,  that's  all  part  of  it  because          
it's  not  all  about  it's  not  just  about  Black  Lives            
Ma�er.  Next  month  we're  going  to  have         
unconscious  bias  training  for  our  teachers.  So         
there’s   a   lot   going   on.   

Suhana:   I  think  it's  just  about  le�ng  the          
students  know,  because  some  of  the  things         

that  you  just  said,  I  didn't  know         
that  we  were  doing.   Mr        
Onabiyi:  That's  a  very  good        
point.  I'm  so  glad  that  you  said         
that  because  that’s  good      
feedback  for  me.     
Communica�on  is  so  important.      
One  of  those  transla�ons  that       
we  do  for  our  parents  is  actually         

done  by  students-  the  Turkish  one.  But  we          
students  need  to  know  that.  We  also  send          
students  feedback  on  some  of  the  Thought  for          
the  Week,  ‘We  are  not  all  strangers’,  for          
example.  When  I'm  giving  the  students  back         
that  feedback,  I  should  put  up  the  other  work           
that  we're  doing  so  that  I  am  able  to           
communicate   that   to   students.     

Suhana:   And  next  ques�on,  why  do  you  think          
it's  so  important  to  value  the  diversity  of  our           
school?  And  what  can  we  do  as  a  school  to            
promote  this  value?   Mr  Onabiyi:   I  guess  one          
sentence:  if  you  do  not  value  diversity,  then          
we  miss  out  on  the  richness  that  it  provides.  I            
would  hate  to  be  in  a  school  where  it's  only            
white  people  or  only  black  people,  or  only          
Asian  people  or  whatever.  I’d  hate  that.  I  think           
diversity  is  so  rich  because  it's  so  different.  In           
a  mee�ng  people  come  with  different        
cultures,  different  classes  and  different      
genders.  Everything  that  they  put  into  the         
mee�ng  is  so  rich.  And  it  makes  you  think  of            
all  the  facets,  all  the  different  facets  that  could           
affect  the  issue  that  we  are  discussing.  That's          
why  I  think  diversity  is  so  important  and          
should  be  valued.  Your  next  ques�on  was         
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what  can  we  do  to  promote  this?  I  think  the            
ques�on  is  to  be  more  inclusive  of  orders  to           
get  other  people's  views.  The  Black  History         
Month  thing  that  we  did,  it  was  because          
students  said:  ‘We  don't  want  presenta�ons.        
We  want  to  talk  more.’  At  the  end  of  the  day,             
we  are  serving  you  and  we  should  do  the           
things  that  make  you  happy.  That's  why  it's          
important  that  we  get  your  views.  Ge�ng         
people's  views  from  other  cultures,  from  all         
the  genders,  from  other  religions-  I  think  it's          
so  important  to  be  mindful  of  people  that  are           
different   and   then   include   them.     

  Suhana:   I  agree.  I  think  we're  really  lucky  to            
have  such  a  diverse  community.  As  a  school          
we  are  open  to      
many  different    
cultures.  And    
some�mes,  it's    
like  we're  not     
using  all  these     
people  that  we  have.   Mr  Onabiyi:   Yes!  I  don't           
know  whether  you  saw  the  food  video  that          
Mark  did  in  the  canteen.  People  really  loved  it.          
I  thought  that  was  so,  so,  so  good  to  do            
because  it  creates  variety,  something       
different.  I  think  [for  some  places]  it's  a  �ck           
box  to  say  ‘look-  We're  diverse!’  But  they’re          
not  doing  anything  about  it.  They’re  not  using          
their  diversity  for  something  be�er.  They're        
not  using  it.  They  just  have  it  as  a  picture.            
That's  not  what  we  want;  we  want  to  be  able            
to  use  all  the  things  that  we  have  and  learn            
from  each  other.  And  that  comes  from  having          
mutual  respect  and  knowing  how  important        
everyone   is.   

  Suhana:   This  issue  the  theme  is  value,  and  so            
my  ques�on  is  how  do  you  think  lockdown  has           
changed  the  things  that  you  value?   Mr         
Onabiyi:   You  know,  I  s�ll  value  family.  I  s�ll           
value  friendship.  Lockdown  has  made  me        
value  them  more.  I  think  one  of  the  biggest           
things  for  me  is  loving  people  and  touching          

people  and  being  in  the  same  room.  And  for           
my  students,  I  can't  see  their  faces  and          
lockdown  has  been  good  in  showing  that-  oh,          
my  gosh-  I  miss  my  students!  I  miss  being  in            
the  same  room  and  seeing  whether  they         
understand  what  I'm  saying.  Now,  none  of  my          
students  put  the  cameras  on  so  I  don't  know           
whether  it's  an  understanding  un�l  they  find  it          
in  their  work  and  some�mes  that's  a  bit  too           
late.  And  I  don't  go  to  theaters  anymore.  So           
this  has  made  me  really  value  culture  and          
theater.     

  Suhana:   For  me,  it  makes  you  value  the  li�le            
things  like  going  out,  that  I  had  taken  for           
granted  before.  And  my  last  ques�on  for  you          

is,  What's  it  like  being  a  male         
teacher  at  a  majority  female  school?        
Mr  Onabiyi:   To  be  honest,  I  don't         
even  think  about  it  that  much.        
When  it  comes  into  my  head  it’s         
probably  when  I  need  to  model  for         

a  student  that  I’m  respec�ul-  just  being  kind.          
And  that's  not  a  male  or  female  thing.  It's  just            
that  I  want  my  students  to  know  that  the           
males  that  are  here  are  good  males.  I  need  to            
model  what  a  ‘good  boy’  should  be  because          
they're  going  to  be  mee�ng  the  male         
popula�on  when  they  leave  the  building.  So         
my  job  is  to  model  what  a  good  person,  male            
or  female,  should  be.  I  have  a  responsibility  to           
do   that.     

But  it's  yes-  it's  loud.  It's  a  bit  loud           
when  the  girls  are  talking.  But  I  don't  know           
whether  that's  just  EGA  or  just  being  female,          
but  I  love  it.  I  love  being  here.  I  don't  feel             
strange  that  I'm  a  guy  here.  I  don't  feel  like  I'm             
not  included.  the  girls  are  so  respec�ul  and  I           
just  love  it-   I  love  it,  I  love  it.  I  don't  feel  I               
should  be  in  a  mixed  school.  I  feel  very  valued.            
I  feel  very  respected.  And  I  genuinely  feel  that           
the  students  are  wonderful.  They  respect  me         
and  because  of  that,  I  respect  them  back  and           
treat  them  as  human  beings-  valued  human         
beings.   
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Valuing   Words:   Poetry   

The   life   i   value     
  

I   breathe   in   sorrow   and   i   hold     
Sadness   fills   my   lungs   and   you   fill   my   head     
Your   voice   is   so�   in   my   ear     
Your   hands   are   in   mine   and   i   don't   let   go     
Your   never   far   from   my   eye     
But   your   not   really   here     
i   know   you're   not   really   there     
i   breathin   sorrow   and   Iilet   go.   

  
Mayim   Holder   

  
There  was  once  a  land  named  Samarta,  where  yesterday  was  today.  A  land  where  tomorrow  never                  
came  without  you,  a  land  I  wish  to  lay.  There  were  ci�es  of  wonder  and  the  greenest  of  fields.  Where                      
emp�ness  and  memories  were  buried  to  the  deepest  of  degree.  Where  �me  was  an  eternity,  a  life                   
where  I  wish  to  be.  It  was  a  land  where  mortals  walked  with  Gods,  and  Gods  were  just  men.  A  world                       
where  �me  looped,  again  and  again.  Now  you  see,  this  was  a  world  that  was  free  from  the  clutches                     
of  an  end.  Where  every  sigh  and  every  dream,  could  make  �me  bend.  I  would  say  that  Samarta  was                     
heaven  in  itself.  It  was  a  world  free  of  darkness,  a  world  with  no  need  to  tally.  Perhaps  you  now                      
wonder,  what  is  the  way  to  this  land?  Which  road?  Which  alley?  Well  to  your  surprise,  there  is  a  path                      
to  take,  a  path  so  dandy.  It  meanders  through  gold  mines  and  is  with  clouds  of  co�on  candy.  There  is                      
a  catch,  however,  and  that  is  as  such.  This  path  can  be  found  only  by  those  who  pay  its  cost  but  don’t                        
fret,  it  isn’t  much.  Otherwise,  there  is  no  way  to  cross,  it  is  a  way  which  comes  at  a  loss.  It  asks  a                         
simple  ques�on,  the  gossip  of  a  lovely  confession.   There  is  no  life  without  death  and  so  if  you  cross,                     
do   you   wish   this   to   be   your   last   breath?   

  Sarina   Movahedi   
pieces   

  
why   spend   so   much   �me,   

doub�ng   yourself,   
instead   of   spending,   

so   much   �me,   
figuring   out   where   the   missing   pieces,     

of   your   puzzle   belongs,   
to   complete   yourself,   

into   the   person,   
you’re   dreaming   to   be.   

  
Selin   Cinko   
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