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If I told you that I was a Latin American woman, who was not born in the 
UK and who has probably not received the same education that you 
have, and then I told you I had a job, what job do you think it would be?

Put your hand up if the first thing you imagined was a cleaner. Be honest. 
That’s what I thought.

My Mother, Aunty, Uncle, Cousins, Grandmother and Great-Grandmother 
have all been cleaners in London, this city I call home. 

And whilst for the average British teenager, the day starts when school 
starts, for myself and many other young members of the Latin American 
community, the school day is often just part of a routine that starts at 
four in the morning, day-in, day-out.

At the beginning of my GCSE year I was regularly accompanying my 
parents to clean a bar in Waterloo – somewhere that I cannot even 
legally spend time in. 

Fast-forward to the end of the academic year and I was picking up my 
GCSE results. I got 4 A*s and 5 As.

Despite everything I have been through, I managed to apply myself to 
exceed expectations and achieve some of the best results of anybody 
at my school. Yet I still felt invisible.

The common struggle of young Latin Americans is not accounted for by 
the British education system. No matter how great our accomplishments, 
which are often attained by overcoming significant barriers, there is still a 
lack of acknowledgement for the specific experiences of our community.

According to research done by Queen Mary University, there are 

around 145,000 Latin Americans in the capital. This makes us the 
city ’s eighth largest population group born outside the UK. The 2011 
census found our community to be almost as numerous as Bangladeshi, 
Pakistani and Nigerian Londoners.

When I tried to find out how many Latin Americans progress into Russell 
Group universities, the only statistics available relate exclusively to Black, 
Asian and Mixed heritage young people. Once again, I’m invisible. 

To me, this reflects not only the low expectation that British society has 
for young people like myself trying to progress into higher education, 
but the fact that there is no expectation at all.

I want to create a programme that increases recognition for the 
academic achievements of young Latin Americans in Lambeth. 

Firstly, I will establish a means of uniting all Latin American secondary 
school students in the borough to create an award for high academic 
achievement and provide support for accessing selective universities. 
I’d like for you to advocate for the award by writing to head teachers 
to encourage them to introduce it to their school communities.

Secondly, I will reach out to London based Russell Group universities 
including the LSE, UCL and Queen Mary to develop a connection 
between my initiative and their Latin American societies. I’d like to 
have your formal endorsement when I approach these institutions, as a 
supporter of my campaign.

For almost half a decade, young Latin Americans just like me have 
joined the Academy to tackle the silencing of our community. If there is 
one thing I accomplish, I hope it’s to end this cycle. When I win, no other 
Latin American child will ever feel invisible. 

VALENTINA



DIANA, EDWINA, GEORGE & MELANIE
Helen, since you are already such a big advocate for changing the way 
mental health services work, especially regarding children, you will have heard 
the shocking statistics highlighting that a lack of support for mental health is 
the leading causes of suicide in the UK.

However, for the benefit of those who aren’t too familiar with such stats and 
facts, I believe that it is important to note some key statistics. We hope these 
will make the rest of the audience think more deeply about poor mental health 
and its consequences for children.

10% of children and young people aged 5-16 yrs have a clinically 
diagnosed mental health problem, yet 70% of children and adolescents who 
experience mental health problems have not had appropriate interventions 
at a sufficiently early age. Of course, these figures don’t include children who 
aren’t even diagnosed.

50% of mental health problems take hold by age 14. 

The most glaring statistic is that in spite of the recent increased focus on 
mental health, and additional money being put into services, more and more 
people from as young as 10 years old are committing suicide. 

This is why we feel that it is important for us to focus on:
     - the stigmatization of poor mental health in schools, and 
     - the lack of awareness regarding mental health issues by schools

Both lead to the insufficient provision of mental health services in schools. And 
today we want to focus specifically on Southwark, Lambeth and - especially 
- your constituency of Dulwich and West Norwood. We all go to school in 
these areas.

I’m Diana and in school I was always worried about my friends who had 
serious mental health issues: especially visible self harming and multiple suicide 
attempts.

It reached a point where at least 10 people in my immediate friendship circle 
were self harming. Not just coming into school with horrific cuts, but actually 
cutting themselves inside school: going to the school toilets and using their 
“time outs” to self harm. They returned to class with plasters soaked in blood.

Students were actually sharing blades, and giving each other advice on how 
to cut and where to cut. It reached a point where I was bringing a first aid 
kit to school because they didn’t want to go to reception, and would refuse 
to go to hospital until the wounds in their arms were almost as bad as stab 
wounds.

A self-harm culture exists in my school. Right now, it is simply not equipped to 
solve the problems children face. And too often, the school’s attempts to help 
just enable this lethal culture. I saw this first hand.

This lack of appropriate support isolated my friends, which in turn made me 
feel helpless. Every day, I was afraid of losing the people that I love. 

I had to be their port of call, even though they technically had access to 
children’s mental health services. I was who they vented to. I was on the phone 
with the police at two in the morning trying to explain that my friend attempted 
suicide – but the police officers made me feel like I had wasted their time.

This distress led to me trying to find a way to cope with everything going on 
in my head, from being a young carer at home to being the only one caring 
for my friends. 

With nowhere to turn, the way I handled this was by self harming myself: I cut my 
arms and upper thighs until I could no longer see my skin, it was just scar tissue. 

One day I went up to my bathroom. I was done with the world and with myself. 
I didn’t see a point in being there anymore. I felt so alone, and didn’t know 
where to turn. I broke a razor and slit my wrist.

Personal stories are so important because the search for information is so hard. 



Trying to locate official figures on youth mental health is close to impossible. 
No official data appears when googled. Compare that to information on 
A-level results: I found that in a few seconds. Why are the figures around youth 
mental health seen as so much less important?

In our search, we did manage to find the most popular form of suicide in 
2015…hanging. Can you imagine how much pain a child could be in to 
silently hang themselves whilst their parents watch the news downstairs? How 
alone they must feel?

We know that children start refusing to attend school because they feel 
unsafe, because teachers don’t understand what they’re going through or 
because their depression is so bad that they physically can’t get out of bed. 

Society and higher authorities are staring to be aware that this is a major 
problem, but they don’t have the tools to tackle it. 

Close to two years ago, the Government commissioned “A Five Year Forward 
View for Mental Health.” It doesn’t talk in depth about children’s mental health 
and how to tackle it, so we’ve come up with our own Five Year Vision. 

We want therapists in school who not only come in on Tuesdays and Thursdays 
- because someone might feel suicidal on a Wednesday. In most schools 
World Mental Health Day on the 10th October is just another “own clothes 
day”. To make sure everyone feels safe, we need students to go to school 
and feel understood: by teachers who are trained in the subject of mental 
health, and by students who are aware of this sensitive subject.

The Five Year Forward View promises to make more hospital beds available 
when crisis point hits, but it says nothing about how we are going to prevent 
those beds from being occupied in the first place. 

I’m here to ask you to help us challenge this lack of information, and raise the 
awareness that’s needed to change how mental health is viewed and dealt 
with in schools around South London.

Helen, we know that this is an issue which you care passionately about – and 
have already done so much to tackle.

But as Mel has already said, there is a massive lack of information surrounding 
mental health issues in young people, and we know from personal experience 
that this is a particular problem in the boroughs of Lambeth and Southwark.

However, we have a plan. We want to tackle the lack of local and up-to-date 
information by conducting a survey across schools in Lambeth and Southwark, 
which will be designed in conjunction with YouGov. 

But we also need your help. While we’re gathered this evidence, we would like 
you to write to the senior management of the schools in your constituency with 
three simple questions:

1. What are they doing to combat the stigma which surrounds the issues of 
mental health in their schools?

2. What are they doing to make sure that adequate mental health services 
are being provided to their students? 

3. What barriers do they face in tackling these issues? What help do they 
need?

We would also ask that you talk to your colleagues, Kate Hoey, Chuka 
Umunna, Harriet Harman and Neil Coyle, to ask them do the same in their 
respective constituencies.

We will use this information and the results of our survey to push for a two year 
update of the Five Year Forward View on Mental Health.

With your help, we will be able to make a serious change and start to break 
the self-harm culture that is insidious within our schools. With your help, we can 
start to break the stigma that surrounds those most in need of help.

We would like to thank you for taking the time to listen to our experiences, and 
we would also like to thank you for all of the efforts that you have already 
made to improve the state of mental health provision across the country. This 
is the issue that will define our generation. With your help, we will change this 
deadly story together. 



We consider ourselves lucky. 

I’m Angie. I was born here, but I had to learn English as a second language. 

I’m Mary. I always felt pressure to be even more articulate because of my race. 

I’m Jamie. My mum raised me to speak the queen’s English, in order to play the 
game. Ya get me?

But we’re here. We’ve adapted to our circumstances, overcoming massive 
barriers to reach our potential, and to fight for equality.

I’ve developed skills for life not through school, or “life skills” providers, or the 
PSHE curriculum, but through my mum – she’s a nurse, and had the unusual 
opportunity to go to university, which made her committed to my education. 

I had three older brothers, who all went to university, and pushed me to strive 
to always be better – even than them!

Meanwhile, spoken word saved me – it taught me how to express myself in 
ways that school and home couldn’t.

However, there are so many people from my background that didn’t have the 
privilege of both parents and brothers as role models. If they don’t have a 
family like mine, and are in a failing school, what happens to them? 

At each stage, we’re at a disadvantage.

Childhood - By the age of three, a kid from a middle class background will 
have heard 30 million more words than a kid from a lower class background. 
You tell me, which one of these kids is more likely to do well in school?

Adolescence - the government has promised three million new apprenticeships 
by 2020. But, how are we going to compete with middle class students for 

these new apprenticeships? With what tools?

Adulthood – According to 2017 YouGov research, four out of five senior 
finance bosses felt that candidates from disadvantaged backgrounds didn’t 
present themselves well in interviews. If we’re not given the communication and 
negotiation skills, how are we going to get good jobs? How are we going to 
achieve a good standard of living? 

Where are we supposed to learn these? Middle class students get the support 
at home to succeed in later life. If our schools don’t step in and teach us vital 
communication skills and how to survive in the adult world:

- We will never be on a level playing field with our wealthier peers.

- People from our communities just won’t progress. The gap between rich 
and poor will never be bridged.

- We will remain in this endless cycle of poverty and deprivation.

We know lots of people are thinking about this. There’s PSHE and citizenship 
lessons; the Government is always thinking about new ways to put these skills 
into failing schools; and schemes like Barclays Life Skills, Barnados, Red Cross, 
MyBnk, Advocate for Youth, all also trying to fix the problem, but…none of 
them are working. 

We didn’t experience any of these in schools, and as the previous statistics 
showed, they’re not having a big enough impact in our communities. We need 
a national curriculum with real life skills at the heart. Let’s stop tinkering around 
the edges. 

Our schools need relevant lessons, designed to fit our futures, with properly 
trained teachers who have the time and resource to adapt these lessons 
to our specific experiences. There’s no point in having a CV writing class if 
everyone still speaks in slag when they get into the interview. There’s no point 
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encouraging us to save money, when they don’t teach us how to manage it.
If our experiences and ideas were represented in the design and delivery of 
these life skills schemes, we know they would be much more effective.

That’s why, we are going to carry out research in our two schools to better 
understand students’ experiences, and what they really want from life skills 
lessons. We’re going to crowdsource a curriculum, created by students, for 
students. 

All we’re asking for is our voices to be heard. When our research is complete, 
we would like a meeting with you, where we feedback our findings and work 
together to lobby individual institutions, current providers, and the Department 
for Education to incorporate our lived experiences into their future design.

We want all students to leave school on a level playing field. With your help, 
we’ll be ready for whatever life throws at us.



My skin belongs to me. My body belongs to me. When I go to school I want 
to feel like this is true. But right now, I don’t. 

Imagine walking into your place of work and feeling like this:

Everyone is staring at me and judging me. I feel disgusted and uncomfortable. 
My personal space is invaded. Even if I defend myself, it just keeps happening. 
And I can’t say anything about it. I can’t express my feelings. If you allow them 
to touch you, they call you a ‘slut’. If you don’t allow them, they call you childish.

This is my experience in school.

I feel like I can never be completely safe in my friendships with boys – like it ’s 
never forgotten that I am a girl. I’ve personally experienced sexual violence 
and it’s shaped how I approach boys and how I feel about them. I’m defensive 
and uncomfortable. 

This is my experience in school.

In school in front of the entire year group, a boy touched me inappropriately. 
I know a teacher saw but they did nothing. In front of my whole class I’ve been 
objectified, but no one said anything.

This is my experience in school. 

We see how people treat us at school and we deal with it in silence. 

But we want things to be different. We want young women and young men 
to feel safe, to have choices, and to feel like they can be themselves at 
school. At the moment, we think young people feel stuck in rigid gender 
categories that aren’t helping anyone. Young gay people feel stereotyped 
as effeminate, young women are not free to express themselves, and young 
men feel forced into silence about their feelings and into aggressive hyper-
masculine behaviour. This creates a culture of normalised sexual harassment 

at school and it has to stop. 

At the Advocacy Academy this week, Molly - a guest from Rape Crisis - spoke 
to us about sexual harassment and violence. In a group of just twenty young 
people, everyone had a story about something that had happened to them. 
We’re all from different backgrounds and gender identities but this experience 
was consistent. Many of us are from the same schools but we’d never opened 
up to each other about this before. Previously, I felt alone in my experience. 
I didn’t want to ever disclose anything because of fear and shame, but as 
soon as everyone else shared something, I realised I needed to speak up. I 
realised how important this battle is.  

It ’s sadly not a surprise that everyone in our group had a story. 

Almost a third of 16 to 18 year old girls say they have experienced unwanted 
sexual touching at school.

Nearly three quarters of 16 to 18 year old boys and girls say they hear terms 
such as ‘slut’ or ‘slag’ used towards girls at school on a regular basis. 

These statistics should sound familiar. They come from the Parliamentary 
Committee on Women and Equalities report on sexual harassment and sexual 
violence in schools from September 2016.

Mary Bousted, a former teacher and the general secretary of the Association 
of Teachers and Lecturers spoke out about this issue in 2016, describing an 
atmosphere in schools of sexist bullying in the classroom, with girls the targets 
of name-calling and under pressure to appear attractive and compliant. 

The Everyday Sexism project has documented experiences of school 
harassment. Just some of the quotes they collected include “My seven yr old 
daughter was told not to be upset that a boy in her class put his hand up her 
skirt. It was ‘boys being boys’”
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“A boy in school told me to put my hand down when the teacher asked us if 
we thought sexism still exists”

“Rated out of 10 and asked if I’m ‘up for it ’ by male classmates. Referred to as 
slut instead of my name”

UK Feminista pointed out 25% of 11-16 year old girls say that concerns over 
potential sexual harassment make them afraid to speak out in class. This was 
supported by the ATL Teaching Union who reported that a consequence 
of sexual harassment is that girls are unwilling to take risks in academic areas.

I know I feel more isolated at school and withdraw from social situations 
because of objectification and rape culture. 

We don’t think the current situation is good for boys either. A culture which 
encourages being aggressive and hyper-sexual doesn’t help men develop 
into happy young adults. In the UK, suicide is the most common cause of 
death in men under 35. 

MP Diane Abbott warned in 2013 that “Britain’s boys are growing up in a 
culture of ‘hyper-masculinity ’, which is fuelling misogyny and homophobia”. 

Our experience in school tells us that she is right. We feel that young people 
are being confined into boxes based on gender. We want to change this 
and we think it ’s important to start in schools. 

We believe in female empowerment but we want men to step up too. 
Manhood shouldn’t be based on power and dominance. It should be based 
on respect and gender equality. 

Following the 2016 Parliamentary Committee report, the government 
eventually promised compulsory Sex and Relationships Education in schools 
from 2019. The government promised it would begin training teachers. The 
government promised a review of guidance for schools on this issue. 

We think these reforms are a great thing. But we all know sometimes government 

change comes slowly. We know sometimes top-down reforms don’t include the 
things students really need to know.  And we know serious reform needs to be 
monitored for effectiveness. 

We want to make sure teachers working today have access to quality 
guidance, and that new SRE sessions are designed with young people in 
mind, and we want to make sure OFSTED has a role in monitoring progress. 

We want to change things now. From today.

Ms Hayes, will you help us? We are ready to step up. We plan to run a pilot 
training session on this issue in our schools.  

We will individually invite all of our teachers to a workshop by leaving a hand 
written invitation on their desks. We will run it as a discussion session. We plan 
to get at least 12 teachers to a  session co-led by students and experts 
who we will invite. We also plan to create a survey on how this issue impacts 
students in our schools, so we’re armed with the facts. If we’re successful, we 
will lobby our headteacher to run further sessions with the whole student body 
and staff team.

We think this will be a powerful experiment. But we recognise that headteachers 
are busy. Sometimes they don’t take students seriously. Helen, will you be our 
wing-woman? If we’re successful in our pilot, will you support our campaign?

Once we’ve tested our plan, will you write to Justine Greening, the Education 
Secretary, about our fight? Will you ask her to make sure SRE is co-designed 
with students? Will you ask her to make sure that current teachers benefit 
from training as well as future ones? Will you ask her to make sure OFSTED 
specifically monitors this issue? 

Will you tell her how important this is to us?

Helen, this issue is close to our hearts. It will make a huge difference if you 
support us. Thank you. 



@Sanjay89Geeta: Helen Hayes is a danger to any country. World should 
take lessons from history and act #banhelenhayes

@JohnnyTastic17: There would be no deadly terror attacks in the UK if there 
was no Helen Hayes #stophelenhayes

@polticoqueen: Helen Hayes needs to be banned from all Western countries 
#helenisaterrorist

@DK_kep: i genuinely think Helen Hayes is from the devil. She is spawned in the 
bowels of hell – she must be stopped #banhelenhayes

These are all real tweets. But they weren’t really about you, Helen. They were 
about Muslims. They were about us. We have just replaced the words ‘Muslim’ 
and ‘Islam’ with your name.
 
They sound ridiculous. But how did it actually make you feel to have these 
words directed at you? 

When we read these tweets, see these YouTube comments, hear these 
playground insults, we feel personally attacked. It might not be our name in 
the tweets, but it is our identity.
 
We experienced what you just did every single day.

My name is Idris. My name is Fardowsa. And we are both victims of islamophobia.

Do you know how it feels to be called a terrorist? I do. So do my brothers, 
sisters and mother. I wasn’t born here, I was born in a well-known country called 
Afghanistan – I wonder why my country is so famous?

At the tender age of one, I was torn away from my home in Afghanistan as 
my mother looked for a better life in the UK. Growing up, I didn’t feel I fit into 

society. The UK is all I know, but since I was a child I’ve been made to feel as 
if I’m not welcome. 

During my time at secondary school, I never really found a place where I 
belonged. I suffered casual racism even amongst my friends – they said that I 
should be great at shooting games on Playstation because I’m Muslim and, 
you know, aren’t all Muslims terrorists?

When I went to the airport I felt constantly watched, singled out by security 
because of my appearance. 

But among my own Afghan community I felt left out - they also saw me as a 
foreigner because I’ve spent most of my life in the UK and couldn’t speak my 
native tongue. 

So when people tell me to go back to my country, where do they mean? I was 
born in Afghanistan but I grew up here in the UK. I wouldn’t be welcome back 
there, but I don’t feel welcome here either.

My identity is complicated enough! I don’t also need to feel restricted by 
other people’s stereotypes about my religion.

Islam may be portrayed as something violent or destructive by the media, but 
for me, it helped me feel as if I belong. I finally found a community where I was 
respected.

When I hear people attack Islam, they are attacking the very thing that has 
helped me the most. And I know that my experience isn’t unique.

I grew up in Brixton, South London. When I was in primary school, I realised that 
people treated me differently because I wore my hijab. Their rude comments 
made me feel insecure and frustrated. I had a voice, I would talk back, but 
being a Muslim meant people wouldn’t take what I said seriously, would think I 
was just being told what to say and couldn’t think for myself.

FARDOWSA & IDRIS



I’ve been told so many times that I’m being ‘oppressed,’ but for me, my hijab is 
like my second skin, my third glasses – I don’t feel like me when I’m not wearing it! 
For me, it ’s a form of empowerment. That’s not to say you can’t be empowered 
in other ways – for some people it might be nudity, for me it’s modesty, and 
wearing my hijab. Each to their own.
 
Getting abuse about my hijab isn’t just an attack on what I wear, it ’s an attack 
on who I am. I don’t want to be marginalised or stereotyped. And I don’t want 
other young girls to ever go through what I went through.

These are our stories – but the full story is bigger than both of us. When we talk, 
we talk for our sisters, brothers, parents, friends and communities.

A 2016 ComRes poll of 2000 people revealed that only 28% thought that 
Islam was compatible with British values. 

43% of people thought that Islam was a negative force in the country. 

Only 32% of people said they had a good understanding of Islamic traditions 
and beliefs. 

How is it possible that people who are obviously not educated about Islam 
can have such strong, negative beliefs about it, and about Muslim people? 

There’s never been a more important time to educate about this. After the 
Manchester Arena terrorist attack, police recorded a 505% increase in hate 
crimes against Muslims. 

As a British citizen I was devastated, as a Muslim I was afraid. And the real 
impact of these statistics is far greater. 

Hate crime doesn’t just affect individuals; it affects whole communities. 

British Muslims today feel targeted and threatened.  When someone is 
attacked because of their identity, everyone who shares that identity also 
feels attacked.

I feel like I have a responsibility to do something about this, but not because 
I’m Muslim – because I am a human being.

The solution has to be about breaking down barriers, learning each other ’s 
stories – understanding our similarities and celebrating our differences. 

We can all do small things to increase understanding between people – and 
this is what we want your help with today.

We are going to create an epic photography exhibition showcasing inspiring, 
diverse images of real Muslims across London, and what Islam means to each 
of them.

We are going to make sure that the next time ComRes takes a poll – more than 
32% have an idea of the rich diversity that Islam has to offer.

We want to show people the whole spectrum of what a Muslim can be in this 
country.

There will be pictures of white Muslims, black Muslims, Muslims in hijabs, Muslims 
without hijabs, gay Muslims, straight Muslims, trans Muslims, Muslims in wheelchairs, 
rich Muslims, poor Muslims and Muslims who converted.

We want to counteract all the negative press and social media by taking 
our gallery to schools and public places and showing the many, real faces 
of Islam in the UK.

Helen, please will you make sure that politicians and the public get to see 
this important exhibition? Will you bid for us to use the Parliamentary exhibition 
space just down the hall? And will you come and speak at the opening of 
the exhibition? 

No-one should have to read disgusting, hateful tweets, feel scared to tell 
people about the religion they love, or be fearful of wearing a piece of 
religious clothing, like I am today. With your help we change this narrative. 



I’m Davida, and my sister Clarissa was born in 1993 with Cerebral Palsy, serious 
Epilepsy and severe stiffness of the muscles. Our family were put on the list for 
accessible housing when she was five years old, but we were only offered a 
house, on the outskirts of London, ten years later, after Clarissa had passed 
away. The house they eventually offered us? On a hill, with steep steps to get 
up to the door. Not so suitable, when your sister ’s a wheelchair user.

Some of my earliest memories are of my mum’’s frustration dealing with various 
London Councils, social workers and case workers, to try to get a home with 
disability provision that was suited to my sister ’s needs. She died before we 
got one.

My parents have been foster carers to a number of kids with numerous 
disabilities over the years, including my adorable foster brother Dylan. Like my 
sister, Dylan has Cerebral Palsy, Epilepsy and severe developmental delay, 
and he also has dystonia which gives him painful muscle spasms. 

My parents wanted to be able to foster even more kids with disabilities, and 
so we moved into a privately rented house that had been recommended 
to us by the foster agency. But the reality? For over three years we lived in 
unsafe housing, with intermittent heating and hot water, nails on the floor and 
floorboards missing. The landlady knew that there were children in the house, 
but we needed the space. This is often the case - landlords exploit the fact 
that families with disabled members are in urgent need of a house. When the 
landlady kicked us out, the local Council said we were going to be placed in 
a bed and breakfast where we would all live in one room, with Dylan living in 
a separate building, which would NOT have been suitable. They would have 
removed him from our care.

So now we’re now living in a different privately rented house and waiting to 
bid for an accessible house from the council. We’re using our own money to 
buy equipment for Dylan, which really should be provided. Dylan is severely 
disabled; he needs a wet room with a bath and a hoist, as well as a stair lift - 
he’s turning seven at the end of the month and he’s getting heavy! The house 

is rented so we aren’t able to renovate it, and even if we owned the house, 
we wouldn’t have the money to be able to afford to. 

The Council needs to prioritise disabled people, not use accessibility as a 
buzzword for their annual report.

I’m Isaac, and earlier this year my mum had to go to an assessment for 
PIP - Personal Independence Payment - the Government’s new disability 
benefit. Even attempting to enter the building was a challenge, let alone 
the experience of proving her disability to the assessors. My mum suffers from 
Fibromyalgia, a chronic rheumatic condition that is characterised by muscular 
pain with stiffness and tenderness all over the body. There’s a serious lack of 
awareness about the illness, what it means, and the help she needs. 

Imagine the stress of living without independence. Just living in our house, which 
is not suitable for someone with my mum’s condition, stresses her out. She’s 
trying to manage her illness, while looking after eight kids in a four bed house. 
Stress makes my mum’s condition worse. She feels like she’s confined to her 
bed. She exerts so much energy just walking up and down the stairs, and she’s 
devastated by the fact she isn’t able to carry her children up to bed. For at 
least a year, the railing of our stairs was coming off the wall. We called and 
called the Council to come and fix it so my mum could walk up the stairs safely, 
but they didn’t. Eventually we had to get my uncle in to fix it for us. The Council 
just doesn’t treat us seriously.

My mum goes three weeks without bathing because it’s too painful for her 
to use the bath, and she needs my or my sisters assistance in order to clean 
herself - we’re her carers. We sometimes have to use the garden hose outside, 
using freezing cold water because the bathroom, and bath, is too small for 
her to use properly, and there isn’t a proper shower.

My mother feels trapped in her own home. Moving into an accessible house 
or renovating our current house would change her life.

DAVIDA & ISAAC



There are over 11 million people in the UK with a limiting long term illness, 
impairment or disability. The Equality Act 2010 defines disability as a physical 
or mental impairment which has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on 
someone’s ability to carry out normal day- to- day activities. The Act prohibits 
discrimination against someone because of their disability. 

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities says disabled 
people have a right to live independently and be part of the community. 
Accessible housing allows them to do so.

Yet the official statistics on disability on GOV.UK itself - the official Government 
website - found that over a quarter of disabled people say they do not 
frequently have choice and control over their daily lives. 

A report by the National Union of Students in 2016 looking into accessible 
housing for students, found that Britain’s homes are simply not fit for people 
with mobility problems: 

72% say that they do not have an accessible door into their building; 

52% say that they do not have doors and hallways wide enough for a 
wheelchair; and 

50% say that they do not have stairs big enough for a stairlift to be fitted.

And there is a growing need for accessible homes: 300,000 disabled people 
are on housing waiting lists across the country. Only 5% of homes in England 
can be visited by someone using a wheelchair. And a massive one in six 
disabled adults and half of all disabled children live in housing that isn’t 
suitable for their needs. 

And so, to Merton.

A 2015 Housing Report for Merton Council found that there’s a need for more 
housing in the borough for those with disabilities. Well, duh.

We read with interest Merton Council’s ‘Supporting People Five-Year Strategy’, 
which they describe as a vital piece of their planning for housing and care 
services in the borough. Their vision, as stated in the strategy, is to:

“Enable vulnerable people to maximise their independence, building 
safe and fulfilling lives in the community through support to their housing 
circumstances that meets their needs”.

They broke down their Council housing and support funding by client group - 
just 1% went to those with physical or sensory needs. No doubt, everyone else’ 
they’re supporting is important, but 1% is an embarrassment. One of the key 
strategy recommendations was to increase the range and choice of housing 
open to people with disabilities to enable them to live as independently as 
possible. WE AGREE. 

This strategy technically expired in 2010. We couldn’t find another one, nor 
the outcome of how the above was implemented. We also couldn’t find the 
recommended accessibility statement for Merton Council.  Merton, what’s up?

Helen Hayes, we would be very grateful if you would write a letter to the 
MPs for Merton, Siobhain McDonagh and Stephen Hammond, asking them to 
attend a roundtable with us and a group of disabled people from the area 
who are angry, frustrated and frankly exhausted with their housing battles. We 
need them to hear the challenges we face. 

Attached to the letter will be our stories that we’ve shared today. The meeting 
will take place in an accessible building in Merton, and we might just invite the 
MPs to come home with us to visit some of the not-so-fit-for-purpose council 
housing that we’ve been talking about. We hope this meeting will spur the MPs 
on to press Merton Council to do something about the housing situation for 
disabled people in the borough.

Helen, will you agree to write the letter?

Helen, the situation is getting worse. People are suffering. Neither of our mothers 
could be here today because they don’t have the support they need. Help 
us share their stories, and change them.



I am not ‘The Angry Black Woman’ - but I am black and I am angry. I am angry 
because I only saw women with afros on TV when they were playing “the help.” 
That perpetuates the idea that my hair, which is an intrinsic part of me, is unruly 
and unprofessional. 

That means I’m constantly conforming. This takes a massive toll, and affects 
my self esteem and mental health. I am so much more than an inaccurate 
representation of black women. I am an A grade student, I write, sing and 
paint, and yet I have to suppress my true self everyday. It makes me feel like I’m 
not an ordinary, multidimensional person, like you.

The image the media portrays of black women means people don’t perceive 
me as someone who will make it to a good university or get a high-powered 
job - and I never feel listened to.

I have watched endless friends of colour learning to contour their noses. At 
first I thought it was normal – then realised how wrong it is that people need to 
change themselves to be accepted. No-one should have to do that. 
 
I’ve grown up with a lot of people of colour and I take it personally when 
something affects them. This discrimination didn’t just happen overnight - there 
are historic roots of racism as a result of capitalism and colonialism - which has 
meant that the media portrays black characteristics as ugly and undesirable. 
 
As a white person I benefit from this. That’s why I want to use my privilege, rights 
and influence as a white ally - positive representations of black people are 
beneficial to everyone. 
 
In all of my favourite TV shows - like Tom and Jerry, The Simpsons and Looney 
Tunes - I always dreaded the scene with dynamite. Characters would blow 
each other up and I would see their soot-covered faces staring through the 
screen. Blackface was used to represent ideas of shame and disgust, rather 
than a beautiful race with amazing melanin. 

I am an A and B grade student, I’m part of The Advocacy Academy, I debate 
in schools and out of school, I care for my family, I have a Dad WHO IS 
AROUND. I’m not part of a gang, I’m not a drug addict, I’m not an alcoholic… 
but TV and movies tell me that I am or will be.

I’ve been searched more times than I’ve been on holiday. My family have 
accepted that we are a target, although we’re just ordinary working people 
who want to make the best lives for ourselves. I don’t blame the people that 
judge us - they’ve been conditioned to believe these generalisations. I just 
wish they knew how much it hurts me and the people I care about.

People are scared of me - that makes me feel angry and alone. White people 
avoid talking to me, and that makes me feel uncomfortable in my own skin. 

At school, one teacher would ignore me and other black people - dismissing 
anything we had to say. I know that the media is telling white people we aren’t 
worth listening to. The media breeds fear rather than hope - manifesting a 
cycle of mistrust, hatred and anger.

It sometimes feels like our voices are drowned out, censored or edited before 
we’re heard. In a democracy, everyone’s voice should matter. But only a few 
black voices ever make it through.

The Dominican American author Junot Diaz wrote:

“You guys know, there’s this idea that vampires have no reflections in a mirror? 
I’ve always thought - it isn’t that monsters don’t have reflections in a mirror. It ’s 
that if you want to make a human being into a monster, deny them, at the 
cultural level, any reflection of themselves. And growing up, I felt like a monster 
in some ways. I didn’t see myself reflected at all. I was like, “Yo, is something 
wrong with me? That the whole society seems to think that people like me dont 
exist?” 
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And part of what inspired me, was this deep desire that before I died, I would 
make a couple of mirrors. That I would make some mirrors so that kids like me 
might see themselves reflected back and might not feel so monstrous for it.”
 
There is growing research showing that black people are portrayed 
negatively in the media and that this portrayal has a direct impact on black 
mental health by reinforcing the stereotypes of us as angry and violent. The 
government’s own report titled “Media Representations of Black Young Men 
and Boys” found that the dominant discourse surrounding black young men in 
the news media links them with violent crime, and particularly murders involving 
knives and gangs.” 

In a Guardian article, Anni Ferguson writes that: “The perceptions of young 
black women in everyday life may be exacerbating already high rates of 
depression and anxiety.” 

Sure enough, a study by Essence on black women’s representation in the 
media found that over a 10 day cycle black women felt “saddened” and 
“disrespected” by how they saw themselves portrayed on the Internet and 
television.
 
According to a survey by Clearcast on TV adverts, which are designed show 
perfection and aspiration, only 5% featured non-white actors.
 
And a study at University of Southern California, across 100 top grossing films 
in 2012, only 10.8% of speaking characters were black.  

What message does this send to young black people?

Our campaign aims to create a society where:
 

• there are nuanced perceptions and understandings of black people.
 
• a full range of black experiences are brought to life on TV and film.
 
• talented black creatives - writers, actors, directors - have the same 
opportunity to tell stories as their white peers. 

Helen – to do any of this, we’ll need your support! 

After years of whitewashing, it ’s hard to visualise what truly representative media 
would look like. That’s why we’re going to start by recreating iconic scenes 
from much loved TV shows and movies like the Big Bang Theory, Bridget Jones 
and The Avengers. This time, all the cast will be black. 
 
And we’d like you to feature in one of our campaign photos as a supporting 
character, to start a conversation with influential people we can’t reach 
without you. Maybe we can even secure a billboard in Brixton?

To borrow Junot Diaz’s metaphor, we want to spend this year creating mirrors 
to better see ourselves and our peers. 
 
It won’t be easy… as Albert Einsten famously said, 
  ‘It ’s easier to break an atom than a prejudice.’
 
But as Nelson Mandela famously said, 
  ‘It ’s only impossible until it is done.’
 
Helen, we are calling on you today to help us hold up a mirror for young black 
people. 
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