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Hello! So lovely to be back after 11 years. A full circle moment, definitely, and it reminds me

of how quickly time passes and how crucial it is to make the most of it while you can.

Perhaps nothing in recent memory can jolt us as sharply into the reality of time passing than

the past three years we’ve endured—through a pandemic, social justice protests and

economic and social upheaval here and abroad. You all, sitting here, have experienced a

great deal of disruption and frustration as you embarked on the most important exams and

consequential decisions of your lives so far.

The triumph of it is that you helped each other through the uncertainty. You’ve been each

others’ support system, comedic relief, confidantes, maybe, at times, enemies! But you

made it through your GCSE and A-Levels together. You should be immensely proud of

yourselves. And, no doubt, your family—parents and guardians—will be celebrating you too.

And likely breathing a sigh of relief! Don’t forget to thank them, too.

I speak from experience. In preparing for today, I was re-reading my diary from my last year

of school and I recalled this memory about my most daunting interview experience at that

time: the interview for head girl (Nellie will know all about that!). It made me laugh. So, I

thought I’d share. Around 11 years ago, I walked into the library, just the floor above, palms

sweaty, voice trembling. Judgement day had come. I was met by a panel that included Mrs

Wybar, the deputy headteachers and the head girl team at the time. My mission? To deliver

a speech that would hopefully convince them to select me as the next head girl.

So I began with the following words: “Oscar Wilde once said ‘BE yourself, everyone else is

already taken…’” I went on to talk about the importance of, well, being yourself, and the

ways in which my time at TWGGS had helped me to define who I was.
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11 years later, that message (and Oscar Wilde’s, obviously), holds so true.

It sounds very simple. And yet…it’s a big undertaking. How do you even begin to know who

that person is? And how to you go on to fully express who you are, in service to the world?

I’ve learned there are three layers to this.

The first is embracing those unique elements and parts of yourself. The ones that

make you stand out, that make you a bit weird, or that energise you...the parts of you that

might even repulse you sometimes or make you endlessly curious. Now, I know for me, it’s

been somewhat of an adventure and one that’s ongoing! So many facets I’m constantly

learning about, and relearning. From growing up the product of three different cultures, to

being made very aware of my place in the world as a proud Black woman and how the world

sees me as a result. Accepting and eventually loving those things that make me unique,

stand out—and it can be uncomfortable at times—is KEY to building your confidence. KEY

to building a strong sense of self. That knowledge of self—which is a continuing field of

study—is what will fuel you as you embark on your next steps.

Part of finding out who you are, beyond paying attention to your unique qualities, is paying

close attention to what excites you. Which brings me to the second layer. As the world

opens up, you will discover a multitude of things it has to offer you. It will give you

plenty of opportunities to say…yes.

When I left TWGGS in 2012, I did not have a clear idea of what I wanted to do. All I knew

was that I wanted to be in London (doable), and…I also had these, you know, small

ambitions to help make the world a better place (a slightly…more ambitious undertaking). I

got to university, where everything was new, bigger, multicultural and I felt so energized by
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that. It was the perfect place for me to feed my insatiable curiosity about the world and

cultures. So, naturally, I said an emphatic YES to everything.

Ok, not everything. Listen…there are somethings you will definitely want to stay away from,

and SHOULD stay away from!

But…I said YES to the experiences and opportunities that I instinctively felt would open up

my world and that were aligned with my ambitions in some way. Jobs, internships, travel.

‘Yes’ after ‘yes’ to what the world had to offer, I sharpened my knowledge of myself, what I

wanted, as well as what I did not want. Through observing what the world has to offer you,

you learn what drives you. How you work best. What brings you down. What inspires you.

You will make mistakes and be criticized, too. And, you will learn how to fail. The earlier you

can accept what the world will bring you: success, failure, everything in between and how

you deal with it, that’s the moment you embrace the totality of the human experience—as

flawed and scary and inspiring and joyful as it is. That’s the moment you can accept life on

your own terms. That is when you have fun, because you no longer fear what you don’t

know, or don’t want to accept.

So, exercise your muscle and capacity for adventure. Forge meaningful connections with

people from all walks of life and perspectives that deviate from your own. Take risks and also

think strategically about the decisions you make, so that your future self will be

well-positioned. Prioritize spending time alone in the same way you prioritize your

relationships with others. You’ve reached a landmark in your formal learning. Here and now,

is when you learn that learning is lifelong. But there’s no exam. But there is the gratification

of enriching yourself, your community and the world, in ways big and small.

And that brings me to my third—and final—layer. As you do this, you will come to

realise those gifts you have to give to the world.
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I had a lecturer during my undergraduate degree who once asked me to see him after a

seminar. I was super nervous, racking my brain as to what sort of trouble I had gotten into.

The end of the seminar comes, I make my way to his office and sit down. He asks me,

bluntly: “Why are you here?” Now, my first thought was ‘well…what kind of a question is

this?’ And then I quickly understood exactly what he meant. See, I was studying

Anthropology, but my university also offered a course of Anthropology and Law. Now, if, like

me, you have immigrant parents—not universally, but most likely—the understanding is that

for career and security reasons, you would automatically opt (or be forced) to study

Anthropology and Law. I did not. And so my lecturer, also Black, was puzzled. Why didn’t I

take the expected path? And what did I think I was going to do…once I left university? I

didn’t know the answers to that interrogation at that point. But I knew that I was honing the

talents and parts of myself that I most enjoyed and that I thought might best serve my wider

community someday. Those parts of myself included: engaging with big ideas. Learning

about different cultures. Exploring what drives us as humans. Making sense of events in our

world. Writing extensively about those things.

What do you know…I now do those things for a living, as a journalist and news editor. Now it

all makes sense.

TWGGS’ motto is to give your best. It asks of you to be ambitious, and to also think beyond

yourself. With the ‘you’ that you have defined, and the lifelong learning, now ask: how can I,

with these gifts and skills, contribute to the betterment of my community, of the world? For

me, giving your best looks like… channelling that aforementioned curiosity and learning and

ambition into ways that better not just myself, but the wider world and community. It’s about

representation and working towards dismantling these structural inequalities that we’ve all

run up against, to varying dregrees. And it also means…being able to speak to you all here,

today.
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What does GIVING your best mean to you?

Perhaps you’re a great listener. You have enviable analytical and critical thinking skills.

Maybe you’re very sociable and great at organizing events. Or you have a fighter’s spirit and

want to champion the world’s most important causes. Or, maybe you don’t quite know yet.

That’s okay. You won’t have all the answers all at once. Nor should you. Unless your unique

talent is being a psychic.

Society will tell you—especially as a woman—that your ultimate goal in life should be to

sacrifice yourself completely for the good of others. That your fundamental rights are invalid.

As you step out onto whichever path you have chosen, people will try to define you. These

external messages are all too easy to internalise. And the toll is even heavier when you

consider how race, sexual orientation, gender identity, class and other intersections play into

our lives. We see around us in this very moment the rights of women and girls being taken

away away from the U.S., to Iran and beyond. You are part of the hope. More than ever, it is

so crucial that embrace and protect who you are, that you open up to the world and be

intentional and bold with what you have to offer it. Stick with one another and support one

another along the way, and cheer each other on as you realise your ambitions, particularly in

this uncertain time.

I’d like to close with the words of the eternally wise poet and activist Maya Angelou. She

said:

“Each time a woman stands up for herself, without knowing it possibly, without claiming it,

she stands up for all women.
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“I would like to be known as an intelligent woman, a courageous woman, a loving woman, a

woman who teaches by being.”

Without a doubt, you are all intelligent women. Courageous and loving also. Now is the time

for you to teach…by BEING.

All the very best to you.

Thank you.


