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Now, if I get really lucky, maybe, just maybe, a publisher might pick up the book [The Boy at the Back of the Class] within the next year or two, especially as the news channels at the time were still showing what was going on in Syria, and were still covering the results of the cruelty of hard borders. But it didn’t take a year, it didn’t take six months, it didn’t take one month. By some miracle, a publisher had picked up the book within just two weeks of me submitting it. Right, I thought. Now, if I could just get even more, just a little bit more luckier, then maybe there might be some children out there who want to pick up a book about a refugee boy who has made the journey from war to peace, has come to the U.K. with nothing but a red backpack to remind him of everything that he had lost and everything that he might never see again. What happened next, and what is still happening, has gone beyond the boundaries of anything that I could have wished for. The few kids that I’d hoped might pick up book suddenly turned into a thousand kids, and then ten thousand, and then fifty thousand and then a hundred thousand. And the children picking up the book weren’t just reading it. They were using it to self-mobilize, and along with them, their grandparents and parents and teachers and librarians and friends were mobilizing too. First came the emails. Emails from parents and grandparents, telling me that for the first time ever, their children were asking questions about the refugees in their own family history, about their grandfather who survived the Holocaust and had made it to the U.K. and forged a life for himself. About their parents who had fled Somalia or Poland or Russia or Kosovo to make a life for themselves in Birmingham or Glasgow or Manchester. Then came the letters. Beautiful letters from children and entire classrooms asking and telling me that they wanted to help, and how they could help. And then came the tweets and the DMs and the newspaper articles about how children weren’t just asking the grown-ups of their world to help them raise money for refugee charities but also help get the book into other schools so that they could be mobilized too. And then came the most unprecedented of all actions, of all reactions. Letters written by children to the Prime Minister. Beautiful, brave, courageous letters wanting to know why it was that their government was failing to act humanely. And these letters didn’t just go out to the Prime Minister. There were letters also being sent to the Home Office, even to Buckingham Palace, wanting to know, pleading, asking, putting a business case forward for why it is, the powers that be, should keep borders open, should help refugees and stop the wars and the climate change disasters that were taking place around the world. Every email, every tweet, every message, every reaction, every question, every conversation that I see being triggered by the book is a signified to me of something I’d forgotten as an adult and which I really want to remind you all about today. And that is that when it comes to understanding and righting the wrongs of this world is our children who get it first. Our intrinsic sense of right and wrong and of justice, real justice with no excuses, is never so powerful, never so unshakeable as it is when we were children. All of us sitting here know this. We all know that the eight-year-old version of ourselves would never tolerate or accept the things that we might accept and tolerate as adults. Would never look away and shove aside and ourselves to things that we know to be wrong. Not unless we were deeply frightened.

[…] A few weeks ago I gave a school talk at a beautiful school in the middle of nowhere, and after I’d finished, a little girl came running up to me to ask if she could ask me a question. I said, “Yes, of course,” thinking that she wanted to talk about the book or maybe some of my work in the refugee camps. But her question was about none of those things. It was simply, “Miss, do you really think we can all help, even me?” The beauty of that question absolutely floored me and I needed a moment to gather myself. The answer that I could give her of course was, “Definitely, yes, you!” to what she smiled, nodded, ran off back out to the playground, just as children do when they’ve stabbed you in the heart with their words. She was seven years old. Her name was Tammy, and she - just like every child asking questions, reading books, and staying up to imagine a better world long after the lights have gone out - is a reminder to me that no one is too small to make a change or to want to make a change, and that it is our children who are the most powerful, most profound, and most beautiful vehicles of the change that we need right now. All they need is a story worth staying up for. 
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If you would like to help refugees, there is a world of things that you can do. So whether it’s getting your school involved; your school could become a school of sanctuary, which means that it can be an acknowledged place which takes in children who have been through a lot and need extra help. You can do a fundraiser with your family and friends. You can find out local refugee charities and maybe help them with their drives. But I think one of the most important things that you can do is talk about it. I think we need to change the conversation around refugees. We need to make sure that they are seen as human beings, not as people who are trying to grab anything they can; they’re trying to run away from really horrendous things, they need a lot of help. So we need to understand and talk about the situation and try and do what we can to help. The other thing you can do is also get involved politically, which is to write to your MP, find out what they’re doing to help refugees in the local area. Maybe lobby to try and help the larger government taking more refugees. But there’s a lot of things you can do. It depends on what you have time and capacity to do. But whatever it is, I think it begins with conversations. So don’t be afraid to ask questions and go out there and try to find the answers for yourselves.
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[…] I think just on a very general basis we’re all hearing about refugees, we’re all hearing that word being confounded around, but we don’t really know what it means, it doesn’t have a human face, and often it does have a human face as a hostile, as someone who’s dangerous, who’s attacking us and has come to take everything away from us.

[…] [T]aking the familiar and the unfamiliar and bringing it back to a space where you can completely understand, and in the language that you’ll be able to understand is absolutely crucial.

[…] [I]t’s absolutely fantastical to use words to convey what it is I’m seeing in these characters and for you then to read those words and feel them. That’s absolutely fantastic. […] And most of my favorite books are books that made me cry or books that made me laugh out loud. So those are moments that I will take away from every book that I close. Those are moments that will make you remember because you’ve emphasized and you’ve gone deeper than you maybe would have expected to.

[…] I have to say the very first book that I read that made me completely, you know, just floored me, was Black Beauty. So I’ve read Black Beauty. I had never ever thought about animals. I think I’ve read Charlotte’s Web straight after Black Beauty, but Black Beauty is my first real animal book. And the moment I finished reading it, I ran downstairs and said, “Mom, we have to go and help a horse.” […] [I] had to go and help a horse, I wanted to go an help a horse. I remember that feeling very strong. It was one of the reasons why I joined Greenpeace as a teenager as well. I wanted to go out and find out about animal rights and things like that. So really, that was my first kind of impetus, just how amazing a book could be, and how amazing a book could be in regards to transporting me to a world that I would never have thought of otherwise. We didn’t have horses around, so I didn’t think about horses. But it made me care about horses and the way people treated animals.

[…] My message for children on Empathy Day would be, “Don’t be afraid of empathy.” I think there is a fear of feeling, and I think there’s a fear of putting yourself out there. You need to put yourself out there in order to make a friend, or you won’t understand what somebody is going through. So don’t be afraid to explore. And treat it as a mystery. Treat it as a way of making yourself better as well. Because it is about you. It is also about your relationships with the world. And, you know, something really magical can happen, so let it happen. … Don’t be afraid of that curiosity. Don’t be afraid of questions.
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