
I’ve done a lot of versions of this speech, and they’ve changed over time as I’ve gotten older. In ways it gets harder to write these because the memories of

this place feel further way but It’s always nice to get called back to share some words – and I always have many about Enfield County, especially my A-level

years. Especially about the ways that being here and learning here made me think about the world and my place in it and my political responsibilities to

other people. The education I received here was in all senses of the word, practice-based. It was about trying to create people who could go on to make

meaningful interventions in public life/space. I know without a doubt, staying on for sixth form gave me the tools and more importantly, the conviction and

confidence to think publicly in the way that I do now in my writing and public research through my PhD. 

 

I just wrote a creative non-fiction book about political imagining called EIIO, and I can trace some of those ideas right back to my sociology A-level class.

When I think back, I think of teachers who were so generous with their care and attention, also probing and challenging and who were committed to the

emotional and intellectual growth of their students. They created this warmth in the classroom that I can never forget. In many ways, County was my home

– it really did feel like a family in the ways we supported each other during A-levels which were and are incredibly stressful – we helped each other out with

homework, fiercely held each other to account inside and outside of the classroom. I have so many memories of coming into school early to finish off a

history table or revise for a sociology test or finish a practice essay that I should have done on the weekend. I was never alone in that, being here gave me an

education in the most rigorous sense – not only in terms of theories and concepts (I did four essay-based subjects) but also in what it means to apply those

theories and concepts in the real world and how to approach thinking about how to create the conditions that enable this world to be a just and liveable

place for everyone. When I was a Head Girl, I was an ardent feminist and after university I wrote a book about it called Feminism Interrupted, Disrupting

Power – here’s a quote from the beginning that really underscores how important this learning environment was for me:

 

“Revelling in the discovery of the word ‘feminism’ and its history as a political practice in my early teenage years at school, I found a personal freedom. I read

ferociously. Black feminism, Liberal feminism, Marxist feminism, Anarcha- feminism, Eco-feminism. Feminism opened up my world. I saw in it, conflicting

theorists and activists, all giving their ideas about the way the world should be. Perhaps most memorably, it released me from the desire to comply with the

world as is.”

It was kind of a seamless transition to go from someone who cared about feminism at school, to someone who organised around feminist political

demands at university, then organised outside university and then wrote about it. I say it was feminism that opened up my world but really I think it was

learning in this space (the way that learning was structured, the approaches that were taken by teachers) that really did it. One thing that Enfield County is

excellent at and deserves credit for, is recognising the skills that students have that might inform what they want to study or where they want to work and

trying their very hardest to connect them with opportunities or further reading, or creative space or any kind of activity that engages them on it. And this is

from a school that didn’t have that much money, just lots of will. Whether through trips to the theatre or abroad, or guest speakers, or model UN or informal

reading groups, we were always being encouraged to think outside of the curricula and to follow our interests. That came in handy when I was applying to

University, I went to Cambridge – and a lot of my interview focused on how I was applying what I had learnt at school. I got to Cambridge and realised I

might actually have received a better education here.

 

I have fond memories of using our free periods to debate Ms. Goulding whilst she would beg us to do some work, or the way we used it to teach each other

when our teachers were unavailable or if we didn’t understand something before an exam. That to me is what education is – a place to experiment, to test

out ideas and to build an ethical relationship to each other and to the world. It’s an ongoing process that doesn’t stop despite how far you get from the

university or secondary school. I’m 25 now; it pains me to say that it’s been almost 10 years since I was where you are. But it fills me with joy to be able to

stand here and reminiscence about just how supported I felt throughout my A-levels.

 

The purpose of these kinds of nights is to sell the school to you, and to draw some connection between you coming here and being ‘successful.’ But what

was freeing about this school environment, especially at Post-16, was that County understood that success or indeed, being fulfilled, looks and feels

different for everyone. I’m just one many students who are doing things that make them happy: whether that is having a family and a house, or doing a

PhD, or DJ’ing or writing books or working with young people in the cultural sector or working at the BBC or doing political organising work. I’m trying to

remember how I felt when I was in your position. Post-16 is a really scary place to be, mainly because everyone starts telling you have to get serious and that

the decisions you make now will affect the trajectory of your life. That’s true and untrue. You still have lots of time to change your mind, and when you’re

picking your choices – be smart, be strategic but also do those subjects that genuinely interest you because that is what will make the hours and hours of

revising worth it. Think also about where you’ll be learning because that matters. I was only good at writing, so whilst I was always drowning in essays, I

knew that I’d made the right decision for me. I can say that being here gave me some agency to figure out what kind of person I wanted to be what was

important to me as well as giving me the technical skills to get me through exams.

 

Some of my most formative experiences were here. Whether it was learning about Marxism or black feminism in sociology or battling it out with Ms Foster

during our literature of love classes. I think about how much we were exposed to: queer histories, histories of resistance, how much attention was paid to

instilling an ethos into us about treating people with dignity and respect. And also, crucially, how we learnt that we were not in competition with each

other. We made active choices every single day to protect and uplift one another – and to bring each other in, instead of fighting over attention or

resources. That kind of mutual aid and cooperation, that’s a core feminist principle in action, I think. There is a lot of social violence, hierarchy and

‘inequality’ (to put it lightly) baked into our schooling system in the UK and you don’t need to have gone to an elite university to recognise that, but I think

here I got the closest glimpse, as a working class person, of the potential of transformative education and what it could do. That’s not something I take

lightly. 

 

So much of that has shaped what I believe now but going to university made me realise that not everyone was lucky enough to have that, so I cherish it and

I hope for those of you who come here – you do too. When our cohort left, we cried and cried – because we knew that we’d never be able to get this time

with each other back. We knew we’d grow up and go on to do different things but that the time we spent here, becoming ourselves and figuring things out,

we would never forget. That’s remained true in lots of ways. I guess to end I’ll say, you’ll be fine! Even if it seems like you have a lot of big decisions to make

right now, it will work out – so try not to worry.

LOLA OLUFEMI


