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“Mission 44 is proud to be a partner and funder of Milk Honey Bees.
Milk Honey Bees works to transform the lives of young Black girls

through holistic therapeutic intervention.

Supporting Milk Honey Bees has expanded our knowledge and
evidence base on how to help schools become equitable spaces, with
a community-focused and child-centred approach. Most importantly,

this body of work has helped us shape our Inclusive Education work to
ensure no young person is left behind.” 

Jason Arthur, CEO Mission 44
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What if education was truly centred on the wellbeing of young people?

When I first met with Ebinehita Iyere, founder of Milk Honey Bees, she said something that has
stayed with me ever since: “I want this partnership to be a true collaboration. I don’t want the
typical funder relationship where Mission 44 are not involved or invested in the work we do for our
girls.”

Three years later, that commitment to partnership has enabled us to support and transform the
lives of hundreds of Black girls in London and beyond through H.E.R Space. Mission 44 chose to
fund Milk Honey Bees and H.E.R Space because we know that Black girls are too often
overlooked, misunderstood, punished and left behind by systems that were not designed with
their experiences in mind. We wanted to ensure that young Black girls could access spaces
where they are seen, safe, heard and supported through culturally responsive therapeutic
interventions.

H.E.R Space is more than a programme. It is a mechanism for change. It is a model that
challenges us to rethink what inclusion truly means in education and what becomes possible
when young people's wellbeing is placed at the centre. At a time when schools are grappling with
rising absenteeism, increasing exclusions and declining mental health, the findings in this report
demonstrate the urgent need for holistic child-centered approaches that extend beyond traditional
educational provision.

The learnings from H.E.R space shows how school inclusion policies can themselves become
exclusionary when they fail to recognise and respond to the specific experiences of Black girls.
Through direct support for Black girls and its teacher training programme, Milk Honey Bees has
generated valuable insights and recommendations that not only improve outcomes for Black girls
but contribute to creating more inclusive environments for all young people. As protecting the
most vulnerable young people with intersecting systemic barriers, provides learning to support all
young people.

Importantly, this work also addresses a significant gap in the evidence base. Research exploring
the experiences of Black girls within the UK education system, advocacy and policy, remains
limited, leaving many of their challenges invisible within policy and practice.H.E.R Space provides
both visibility and understanding, ensuring that the voices and experiences of Black girls are not
only heard but used to inform change.



The lessons from this report remind us that Black girls’ experiences cannot be understood through a
single lens. Race, gender and socioeconomic disadvantage intersect to create unique barriers that
require intentional and targeted responses. If we are serious about building an education system where
every young person can thrive, we must be willing to confront these realities and invest in solutions that
address them.

Organisations like Milk Honey Bees play a vital role in bridging the gaps that schools cannot address
alone. For many young Black girls who feel isolated, alienated or excluded within education, H.E.R Space
has become a lifeline, a place of belonging, healing and possibility. This report offers important insights for
educators, policymakers, practitioners and funders alike. It demonstrates the power of culturally
responsive support, the importance of listening to young people, and the transformative impact that can
be achieved when wellbeing is treated not as an add-on, but as a foundation for learning, inclusion and
success.

As you read this report, I invite you to reflect on a simple but important question: what might education
look like if every young person felt seen, valued and supported to thrive just like the Black girls in the
H.E.R space programme?

The findings that follow offer a compelling answer.

Beatrice Animashaun 
Partnerships Manager at Mission 44
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For years, I have listened to Black girls share experiences of exclusion, not always through suspension or
removal from school, but through silence, misunderstanding, stereotyping and being overlooked. I have
listened as girls described feeling unheard in classrooms, unseen in policies and unsupported by systems
that were designed to help them succeed.

Yet despite this, I have also witnessed something extraordinary: their creativity, brilliance, leadership,
humour, resilience and unwavering ability to dream. H.E.R Space was never designed to be a
programme that simply supports Black girls. It was designed to be a space where Black girls could
belong. A space where they could be seen in their full humanity. A space rooted in Healing,
Empowerment and Resilience. A space created by Black girls, for Black girls.

This report represents real experiences and reflections from Black girls navigating the UK education
system. Their voices challenge us to think differently about what inclusion truly means and what happens
when we fail to recognise the hidden forms of exclusion that exist beneath the surface.

I would like to extend my deepest gratitude to the schools who opened their doors and trusted us with this
work. Thank you to every headteacher, teacher, pastoral lead, SENDCo and member of staff who
engaged with H.E.R Space, reflected on your practice and committed to creating better experiences for
Black girls. Meaningful change can only happen when schools and communities work together, and your
willingness to listen, learn and take action has been invaluable.

Mission 44 thank you for not only funding this work, but for believing in Black girls. Too often, funding
relationships remain transactional but our partnership has been different as it has been built on trust,
shared learning, challenge and a genuine commitment to improving outcomes for Black girls. This report
is evidence of what becomes possible when funding and meaningful partnership work hand in hand.
Together, we have been able to create spaces that not only support individual girls but also contribute to
wider conversations about education, wellbeing and belonging.

To the Milk Honey Bees team, thank you for your dedication, care and belief in every girl. In particular, I
want to acknowledge our youth worker Taliah Douglas whose journey represents everything H.E.R
Space stands for. Years ago, I had the privilege of mentoring her. Today, she is mentoring Black girls
across schools and communities herself. Watching that cycle of support, leadership and sisterhood
continue is one of my proudest achievements and a reminder that when we invest in Black girls, they go
on to invest in others.

I am equally grateful to the wider community of parents, carers, partners and supporters who continue to
champion our work. Creating safer, healthier and more affirming environments for Black girls is a
collective responsibility, and this work would not be possible without the community that surrounds it.

Most importantly, thank you to every Black girl who took part in H.E.R Space. Thank you for showing up.
Week after week, session after session, you brought your whole selves into the room. Thank you for the
laughter that echoed through our circles, the tears that reminded us of the weight so many young people
carry, the difficult conversations, the moments of vulnerability, the creativity, the honesty, the endless
snacks and the sisterhood that grew between you.



Some of the most powerful moments of H.E.R Space were never written into a session plan. They
happened in the small moments. The conversations before everyone arrived, the music playing in the
background, the check-ins the inside jokes and the debates. The moments when someone felt brave
enough to share something they had never said out loud before and the moments when a girl realised
she was not alone.

Thank you for trusting us with your stories, your dreams, your frustrations, your fears and your hopes
for the future. Thank you for teaching us, challenging us and reminding us why spaces like this matter.
H.E.R Space has always been by Black girls and for Black girls. H.E.R Space is not something we do
to Black girls. It is something we build with Black girls. Every session, activity, conversation and piece of
learning has been shaped by your voices, your experiences and your brilliance. H.E.R Space exists
because of you and because of you, we are one step closer to creating schools, communities and
futures where Black girls are not only included, but truly seen, heard, valued and able to thrive.

As you read this report, I invite you to move beyond the data and recommendations and remember the
girls behind them. The girls who deserve to feel safe in school. The girls whose voices matter. The girls
whose wellbeing matters. The girls whose futures matter. At Milk Honey Bees, we often say that we
are committed to putting H.E.R first. This report is a reminder of why that commitment matters.

When Black girls are given the opportunity to heal, belong and flourish, they do not simply change their
own lives.

They change schools.
They change communities.
They change systems.
Ultimately, they change the future.

Ebinehita Iyere
Founder & Managing Director
Milk Honey Bees CIC
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Black girls in the UK education system continue to face significant and often overlooked
challenges linked to exclusion, punitive discipline practices, emotional harm and systemic
inequity. Although conversations around school exclusion frequently focus on boys, the
experiences of Black girls, particularly those at risk of exclusion or with previous experiences
of exclusion, reveal distinct issues shaped by the intersection of race, gender, class, and
harmful stereotypes. Many Black girls experience adultification, excessive punishment,
assumptions of negative intent, and a lack of culturally responsive emotional support within
school environments. These experiences can negatively impact their wellbeing, relationships
and ability to engage meaningfully in education.

The H.E.R Space Project was developed in response to these unmet needs. H.E.R Space is
a therapeutic and creative wellbeing programme designed specifically for Black girls and
delivered within school settings. Through a structured 12-week model, the programme
creates a culturally responsive and consistent safe space where girls can explore their
identities, emotions and lived experiences. Delivered across schools in Lambeth, Southwark,
Brent, Haringey, Hounslow and Waltham Forest, the project aimed to support Black girls who
were either on the verge of exclusion or had prior experiences of exclusion, while
strengthening their confidence, self-awareness and leadership skills.

By exploring sensitive topics in a supportive environment, the programme encouraged Black
girls to explore ranging behavioural processes, strengthen relationships with themselves,
teachers and parents, and recognise their own power and potential. The programme sought
to create spaces where girls could become leaders within their schools, communities and
personal lives, while also developing emotional boundaries.

Through the delivery of the programme, we provided a range of therapeutic, creative and
wellbeing-focused interventions. This included reflective group sessions, creative workshops,
peer dialogue, wellbeing support and the production of creative outputs such as mini-podcast
series, scrapbooks and photography projects. These activities enabled participants to explore
their intersectional experiences through creativity while receiving additional emotional support
both within school and community settings.

Working closely with the girls revealed several important findings about preventing exclusion
and improving school experiences for Black girls. Many participants presented complex
emotional and mental wellbeing needs that were frequently overlooked or misinterpreted due
to damaging perceptions of Black girls as disruptive, aggressive or resilient beyond their
years. The programme also found that Black girls often experienced 
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disproportionate punishments compared to their white peers, particularly relating to uniform
policies, hair discrimination and assumptions of negative behaviour or intent. These practices
further affected their sense of belonging and engagement within school environments. A
significant and unexpected insight emerging from the project was the way some school
“inclusion” policies for example non-statutory guidance on ‘Developing school uniform policy’
(2025) and practices can themselves become exclusionary. Policies intended to maintain
behaviour standards or school culture were often applied inconsistently and
disproportionately to Black girls, contributing to feelings of invisibility, isolation and mistrust. In
some cases, inclusion structures failed to account for the racialised and gendered
experiences of Black girls, reinforcing harm rather than preventing it.

The learnings from H.E.R Space have also informed wider teacher training and professional
development. Reflections and evaluations from the girls’ experiences have been integrated
into training sessions with teachers and school staff to strengthen relationships, challenge
harmful perceptions and co-create practical solutions for improving school environments.
Conversations with educators have supported more reflective practice and encouraged
schools to better understand the specific experiences and wellbeing needs of Black girls.

Recommendations in this report focus on belonging, emotional wellbeing, Black girlhood-
informed practice, racial bias training, creative therapeutic support, co-produced interventions,
community-led mentoring and redefining exclusion to include emotional withdrawal, silencing
and informal removal. 

14
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H.E.R Space is a mentoring and therapeutic wellbeing programme designed specifically for
Black and Mixed Black girls in school settings. Rooted in the principles of ‘Healing,
Empowerment and Resilience’ (H.E.R.), the 12 week programme provides both individual
and group-based therapeutic mentoring to support girls who are at risk of exclusion, have
experienced exclusion, or face barriers to wellbeing and engagement within education.

The programme creates culturally responsive spaces where Black girls are encouraged to
express themselves openly, build confidence and connect with their dreams, passions and
sense of purpose. Through guided reflection and creative practice, participants are supported
to better understand themselves, strengthen their emotional wellbeing and develop healthier
relationships with peers, teachers and family members.

The findings and reflections presented within this report are informed by the delivery of the
H.E.R Space programme across multiple state-funded schools in London. In total, the
programme reached 120 Black girls, with 50 girls engaged consistently over a sustained
period of two to three years, forming the core focus group for this report. Participants were
aged between 12 and 15 years old and took part in small group sessions consisting of
between 6 and 15 girls, depending on the needs and context of each school. 

Method
Creative and therapeutic approaches are embedded throughout the programme. Girls are
encouraged to use methods such as journaling, affirmations, goal setting, healing circles,
poetry and storytelling to process their experiences and express their identities in ways that
feel safe, accessible and empowering. Alongside group sessions, participants also receive
one-to-one support focused on their wellbeing, school engagement and individual
development needs.

Each session was intentionally designed to balance emotional check in, guided reflection,
therapeutic discussion and creative expression. Activities included journaling, mind mapping,
storytelling, discussion based exercises, healing circles and collaborative creative projects.
Sessions were delivered in small groups to build trust, consistency and deeper peer
connection. 

A key feature of H.E.R Space is its co-design approach. Girls actively contribute to shaping
session themes, conversations and creative outputs, ensuring that the programme remains
responsive to their lived experiences. This shifts participants from being passive recipients of
support to active contributors and decision-makers within the space. 
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A distinctive outcome is the ‘B.E.E Framework’ that emerged through reflections from the programme,
recognising that meaningful change did not begin with “fixing” behaviour, but through creating spaces
where Black girls felt safe, heard and valued. The framework reflected the journey many girls
experienced throughout H.E.R Space:

Belong – creating safety, trust and belonging.
Express – supporting girls to communicate emotions and experiences.
Emerge – building confidence, self-awareness and empowerment.

The programme also creates opportunities for participants to translate reflection into expression
through creative outputs and shared discussions that amplify Black girls’ voices both within and beyond
school environments. Alongside direct work with young people, the programme contributes to wider
school culture change by supporting teachers and school staff to better understand the experiences,
emotional wellbeing and support needs of Black girls.

Objectives
The H.E.R Space programme was designed to achieve outcomes across individual, school and
systems-change levels. 

School-Level Policy and Practice 
Increase the understanding and capacity of participating schools to better support the mental
health and wellbeing of Black girls.
Strengthen inclusive school practices and improve relationships between Black girls, teachers and
pastoral staff.
Support schools to reflect on disciplinary approaches, exclusion practices and wellbeing provision
affecting Black girls.

Young People: School Engagement and Behaviour 
Improve attitudes towards learning, time management and relationships with teachers among at
least 70% of Black girls participating in the programme.
Reduce exclusion risk and improve school engagement for Black girls who have experienced or
were at risk of exclusion.
Support at least 50% of participants to either successfully return from exclusion or avoid exclusion
altogether.

Lived Experience-Led Systems Change 
Empower Black girls to advocate for themselves and others in relation to punishment, exclusion
and wellbeing needs.
Create opportunities for Black girls to influence conversations around school inclusion, emotional
wellbeing and educational equity.
Develop co-created solutions informed directly by the lived experiences of Black girls.

17
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The issues affecting Black girls in UK schools move beyond formal and visible forms of
exclusion into more personal, emotional and relational experiences. Challenges relating to
identity, behaviour, relationships with teachers and peers, self-worth, confidence, perceptions
and attitudes towards learning all shape how Black girls experience school environments. 

Exclusion therefore extends beyond formal suspensions and disciplinary measures, and also
includes emotional exclusion, silencing, classroom removal and feeling misunderstood or
unsupported within educational spaces. In this case schools can be read as sites where racial
and gendered inequalities are reproduced.

The marginalisation of Black girls experience offers dynamic understanding of the interplay
between identities, education system and wider structural processes. This is particularly
poignant due to the limited scope of Black girls' realities in UK schools. Existing literature is
largely rooted in North American educational context (Morris, 2018 ; Halliday 2019 ; Mims,
2021 ), what this reveals is the imbalance relationship between inclusion and exclusion,
intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) , silencing, adultification, alternative wellbeing spaces and
the role of H.E.R space.

1 2

3

4

INTRODUCTION

 Morris, M. (2018) Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools. New York: The New Press.1

 Halliday, A. (2019) The Black Girlhood Studies Collection. Women’s Press.2

 Mims, L. (2021) ‘“I stayed just above the cusp so I was left alone”: Black Girls’ Experiences with
School Counselors.’

3

 Crenshaw, K. (1991) ‘Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against
Women of Color’, Stanford Law Review, 43(6), pp. 1241–1299.

4

Exclusion should not only be understood through formal disciplinary measures, but also
through the informal and emotional processes that push Black girls out of meaningful
participation in school life. Experiences such as internal exclusions linked to identity and
behavioural perceptions, classroom removal, isolation, repeated behaviour reports, emotional
withdrawal and disengagement all contribute to broader forms of exclusion that are often
invisible within official school data. While many Black girls remain physically present within
educational spaces, their experiences reveal how exclusion can operate emotionally,
relationally and structurally.

These experiences are often reinforced through punitive school cultures, where behaviour
management is prioritised over care, emotional wellbeing and relational support. Opportunities
for reflection, emotional processing and therapeutic intervention are frequently absent, leaving
little room for Black 

INCLUSION, EXCLUSION AND 
STRUCTURAL MARGINALISATION 
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girls to safely explore the underlying causes of conflict, distress or disengagement.
Marginalisation within schools is therefore not accidental, but embedded within wider
educational systems that reflect broader societal inequalities around race, gender and
class.

Jessica Perera’s (2020)  work on the criminalisation of working-class Black children within
the English education system explores the racialised and classed dimensions of school
exclusion, tracing the historical legislation, policies and practices that have
disproportionately pushed young people labelled as “disruptive” out of mainstream
education. Her work highlights how exclusionary practices continue to disproportionately
affect Black students, reinforcing cycles of surveillance, punishment and marginalisation
within schools.

5

This is further reinforced within the Runnymede Trust’s History on Loop (2025) , which
argues that school exclusions are a form of structural racism and evidence of deeper
systemic failures within education. The report highlights how exclusions are often used
prematurely, particularly against Black pupils, Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils and
pupils with diagnosed or undiagnosed Special Educational Needs and Disabilities
(SEND). Rather than functioning as a genuine last resort, exclusions frequently operate
as mechanisms for managing behaviour, school performance and institutional pressures,
while contributing to worsening educational outcomes and long-term disadvantage.

6

Similarly, Gordon (2025)  argues that the current marketised education system continues
to fail the most vulnerable children in society by reproducing and amplifying educational
inequalities. Gordon connects contemporary exclusionary practices to the earlier work of
Bernard Coard, who exposed how British schools disproportionately labelled Black
children as “educationally subnormal” and placed them within remedial educational
settings alongside white children living in poverty and children with special educational
needs. More than fifty years later, Gordon argues that these inequalities continue through
educational systems and alternative provision structures that disproportionately funnel
marginalised young people away from opportunity and towards low-income futures.

7

H.E.R Space is committed to embedding Black Girlhood Theory by centering the lived
realities and experiences of Black girls within schools, particularly within educational
research and practice that does not always adequately account for the intersections of
age, race and gender. The programme recognises that Black girls’ experiences are often
overlooked within broader discussions around exclusion, wellbeing and behaviour, and
therefore seeks to create spaces where their voices, identities and emotional experiences
are intentionally acknowledged, validated and understood. 

 Perera, J. (2020) How Black Working-Class Youth Are Criminalised and Excluded in the English School System: A London Case
Study. London: Institute of Race Relations.

5

 Runnymede Trust (2025) History on Loop. London: Runnymede Trust.6

 Gordon, P. (2025) Failing to Learn the Lessons. Runnymede Trust.7
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Black girls’ experiences cannot be understood through singular frameworks. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s
(1991) work on intersectionality explains how different aspects of identity, such as race, gender, class
and sexuality, intersect to create unique and compounded experiences of privilege, discrimination and
marginalisation. Intersectionality helps unpack how systems of oppression overlap and operate
simultaneously. Within the context of schools, however, it also reveals how these dynamics can shift
depending on the site and nature of experience.

For example, Black girls’ experiences explored within Milk Honey Bees previous reports In Her Shoes
(2025)  highlight how race, gender, class and the built environment intersect to shape experiences of
public space, media representation and exposure to violence, raising important questions around
safety on public streets and journeys home. In contrast, See Us Hear Us (2025)  demonstrates how
the experiences of Black girls within schools require a different axis of analysis, particularly through the
intersections of race, gender, class, citizenship and historical constructions of womanhood. These
differing contexts reveal how Black girls navigate multiple and shifting forms of marginalisation
depending on the environment they occupy.

8

9

This framework is further strengthened through discussions of adultification. Morris-Jarra and Iyere
(2025, p.16) explore how Black girls are often perceived as older, more mature and more emotionally
resilient than their peers. As a result, they are frequently less likely to receive care, softness or
emotional understanding, while facing heightened expectations around behaviour, emotional control
and responsibility.

Black Girlhood Theory further offers an important lens through which to understand these experiences
within education. Ruth Nicole Brown (2009)  Halliday (2019) positions Black girls  as experts of their
own lives and experiences, foregrounding their agency, identities and emotional wellbeing. Underlining
Black girlhood as a critical framework that foregrounds the lived experiences, agency and identities of
Black girls. This perspective is particularly important within educational contexts, where Black girls’
experiences are often overlooked, misunderstood or reduced solely to behavioural concerns.

11

These additional layers of analysis reveal significant gaps in existing educational research, particularly
around relationships with teachers, perceptions of “attitude”, behavioural interpretations and the links
between punishment, silencing and mistrust. Black girlhood continues to be marginalised within
educational, social and cultural spaces, while Black girls themselves are frequently overlooked and
misunderstood when navigating societal stereotypes and systemic oppression (Morris, 2018).12

INTERSECTIONALITY, ADULTIFICATION AND BLACK GIRLHOOD

 Milk Honey Bees (2025a) In Her Shoes. Available at: https://milkhoneybees.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/In-HER-Shoes-Milk-
Honey-Bees-Report.pdf

8

 Milk Honey Bees (2025b) See Us Hear Us. Available at: https://milkhoneybees.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/See-Us-Hear-Us-
Expanded.pdf

9

 Morris-Jarra, A. and Iyere, O. (2025) In Her Shoes. Milk Honey Bees.10

 Brown, R. N. (2009) Black Girlhood Celebration: Toward a Hip-hop Feminist Pedagogy. New York: Peter Lang.11
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The erasure of Black girls exists not only within schools, but also within research, policy and advocacy.
Much of the existing literature exploring Black girls’ educational experiences is rooted within North
American educational contexts, while there remains limited UK-based research specifically centred on
Black girls and their experiences within British schools. As Morris-Jarra and Iyere (2025, p.3)  argue,
“Of the research that exists, we often see a ‘copy and paste’ application of the educational experiences
of Black girls in America, where more substantial research exists. The vital differences and visceral
nuances of Black girlhood in Britain are neglected in such studies.” This highlights the importance of
recognising Black British girlhood as contextually distinct, shaped by different educational systems,
social histories and racial dynamics.

10

The absence of UK-specific research contributes to a wider form of silencing. Research itself functions
as a form of recognition, shaping which experiences are considered worthy of attention, intervention
and investment. Without meaningful frameworks, evidence bases and advocacy focused specifically
on Black girls in Britain, their experiences risk remaining invisible within educational discourse and
policy responses. This absence also has practical implications, limiting access to funding, targeted
support and the development of interventions that adequately respond to the emotional and
educational needs of Black girls. Without thoughtful and intersectional frameworks, Black girls are often
deprived of recognition, care, emotional vocabulary and meaningful advocacy.

Existing educational data also frequently fails to capture the more invisible forms of exclusion
experienced by Black girls, including emotional withdrawal, classroom removal, silencing, fear and
disengagement. Formal exclusion data alone cannot fully account for the emotional realities of
navigating school environments where girls may remain physically present while simultaneously
feeling disconnected, unsupported or unsafe.

Research commissioned by the London Violence Reduction Unit (Mayor of London), Inclusion,
Belonging and Safety in London Schools (Brown, Douthwaite, Donnelly & Olaniyan, 2024) , offers an
important contribution to understanding inclusion through the lens of belonging. The report argues that
inclusion cannot exist without students feeling a genuine sense of connection, safety and belonging
within school environments. The authors define belonging as central to “self-worth, motivation, and the
foundation for learning,” highlighting that school inclusion depends on students feeling connected not
only to education itself, but also to their peers, families, communities and wider society.

13

Importantly, the report found that secondary school-aged students who identified as Black or Black
British reported slightly weaker levels of belonging, while female and trans/gender-diverse students
also reported lower senses of belonging compared to male students. Additionally, students identifying
as neurodivergent, care-experienced, disabled, refugees or asylum seekers reported weaker
belonging across school settings. Taken together, these findings paint a significant picture for
understanding the experiences of Black girls within schools. Black girls often exist at the intersection of
multiple identities and vulnerabilities simultaneously, suggesting they may experience compounded
forms of disconnection, emotional exclusion and invisibility within educational environments. 

SILENCING AND THE ABSENCE OF BLACK GIRLS IN UK RESEARCH

 Morris, M. (2018) Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools. New York: The New Press.12
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These findings reinforce the importance of understanding inclusion beyond attendance or
behavioural compliance alone. Belonging, emotional safety and feeling understood are
central to meaningful educational engagement. Without approaches that explicitly
recognise and respond to the lived experiences of Black girls, school inclusion policies
risk overlooking the emotional realities that continue to shape their experiences of
education.

Alternative wellbeing spaces are increasingly essential because mainstream school environments
often fail to provide Black girls with emotional safety, belonging and culturally responsive support.
Financial pressures across public schools have contributed to significant reductions in counselling
services, arts provision, extracurricular opportunities and pastoral support, resulting in growing unmet
emotional wellbeing needs amongst young people.

This is reflected within Ofsted’s report Making the Cut: How Schools Respond When They Are Under
Financial Pressure (2019) , which explored how schools in England respond to financial constraints.
The report found that secondary schools in particular were reducing curriculum breadth and
extracurricular activities, while many schools also reported making changes to SEND provision as a
result of financial pressure. These reductions are significant, as creative, relational and wellbeing-
focused interventions are often the very spaces where young people, particularly those experiencing
marginalisation, are able to access emotional support, expression and connection beyond academic
attainment and behaviour management.

14

For Black girls specifically, the reduction of these spaces can further intensify experiences of emotional
isolation, silencing and disengagement within school environments. Mainstream educational settings
often prioritise behaviour regulation and academic performance over reflection, emotional processing
and culturally responsive care, leaving limited opportunities for Black girls to safely explore their
experiences, identities and wellbeing.

The importance of alternative spaces therefore extends beyond enrichment alone. Such spaces
provide opportunities for belonging, healing, cultural safety, emotional expression and reflection. They
create environments where Black girls are able to feel seen, listened to and understood without fear of
judgement, punishment or stereotyping. Dr Lauren Mims (2023)  further emphasises the importance
of creative expression in cultivating supportive spaces for Black girls, arguing that creative approaches
offer opportunities for self-reflection, empowerment and personal exploration.

15

Creative and therapeutic practices such as journaling, healing circles, poetry, storytelling and
affirmations are particularly important within these environments, as they provide accessible ways for
Black girls to process emotions, articulate experiences and build confidence in their voices. These
approaches move beyond punitive or deficit-focused interventions by prioritising care, agency and
emotional wellbeing.

ALTERNATIVE SPACES, WELLBEING AND CARE

 Brown, D., Douthwaite, J., Donnelly, M. and Olaniyan, Y. (2024) Inclusion, Belonging, and Safety in London Schools. London Violence
Reduction Unit. https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-
01/Belonging%2C%20identity%20and%20safety%20in%20London%20schools%20UoB%20for%20VRU%284%29.pdf

13

 Ofsted (2019) Making the Cut: How Schools Respond When They Are Under Financial
Pressure.https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/making-the-cut-how-schools-respond-when-they-are-under-financial-pressure

14
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 Mims, L. et al. (2023) ‘“Black Girl Magic is everything”: Recommendations for cultivating supportive spaces for Black girls’, Theory
Into Practice, 63(1), pp. 68–76.

15

H.E.R Space responds directly to this need through a relationship-based and culturally responsive
framework grounded in Healing, Empowerment and Resilience. The programme offers Black and
Mixed Black girls access to therapeutic mentoring through peer support, one-to-one mentoring, co-
production and creative wellbeing approaches. By centring trust, consistency and cultural
understanding, H.E.R Space creates alternative spaces where girls are encouraged to reflect openly,
strengthen relationships and develop confidence in themselves and their voices. The programme
demonstrates the importance of moving beyond behaviour-led interventions towards approaches that
prioritise emotional safety, belonging and holistic wellbeing for Black girls.
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Weeks Content

Week 1 - 3 Building Safety, Trust and Identity

Week 4 - 6 Exploring School, Experiences and Systems

Week 7 - 9 Emotions, Healing and Mental Health

Week 10 - 12 Relationships, Behaviour and Accountability

The H.E.R Space project demonstrated the importance of working beyond the school
environment alone when addressing the experiences of Black girls. Across seven schools, one
community day, one Pan-London teacher training session and one teacher and girls roundtable
discussion, the programme highlighted that responsibility for inclusion, wellbeing and support
cannot rest solely on individual teachers. While teachers play an important role in shaping school
experiences, the challenges Black girls face are structural, relational and community-based,
requiring collective and intersectional approaches across schools, families, communities and
organisations.

Considering experiences at different scales is critical because themes of inclusion, exclusion and
marginalisation are rarely experienced in isolation. The realities Black girls navigate shift
depending on the environment, relationships and systems surrounding them. Exploring
experiences across schools, community spaces and teacher engagement revealed how power,
perceptions and institutional practices reproduce different educational experiences for Black girls,
while also demonstrating the importance of collaborative and relationship-based interventions.

Projects that bridge the gap between students, teachers and the wider community are therefore
essential. By creating opportunities for dialogue, reflection and mutual understanding, these
approaches help challenge mistrust, reduce misunderstanding and foster environments where
Black girls feel safer, more supported and more confident in pursuing their aspirations, wellbeing
and futures.

Schools
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While the H.E.R Space programme was designed to explore themes including behaviour, mental
health, healing, confidence and relationships, the sessions evolved far beyond a fixed curriculum. The
space centered the realities of Black girlhood in all its complexity, allowing girls to guide conversations
around the issues most relevant to their lives. Discussions explored friendships and peer dynamics,
the roles girls occupy within their households, safety, aspirations and future goals, social media,
politics, identity and even the music that made them feel calm, empowered or understood. Rather than
operating as a linear intervention focused solely on behaviour or school engagement, H.E.R Space
became a multifaceted and relational space that recognised Black girlhood as layered, emotional and
constantly shifting. This openness allowed girls to engage more authentically, build trust and reflect on
themselves beyond the narrow ways they are often understood within school environments. 

School Profiles
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Key themes: Empowerment, Relationships, Behaviour, Self-confidence, Mental Health and Healing

Alongside the school-based delivery, H.E.R Space facilitated additional community summer term
sessions with 30 girls, providing ongoing therapeutic mentoring and enrichment opportunities outside
of school settings. These sessions explored a wide range of topics affecting the girls’ wellbeing and
school experiences, including safety, behaviour, relationships with family, friends and teachers,
attitudes towards learning, emotional wellbeing and personal development.

Sessions were delivered at the Milk Honey Bees office in Brixton and also incorporated a variety of
enrichment activities and workshops aimed at broadening participants’ aspirations and exposing them
to different career pathways and opportunities. One example included a Beauty and Business Taster
Day, which gave participants hands-on experience within creative and entrepreneurial fields that
aligned with their interests and future ambitions. These enrichment opportunities complemented the
therapeutic elements of the programme by encouraging confidence-building, creativity and future-
focused thinking.

Teachers

1x Teacher Training Session – This enabled us to share findings and reflections from our work
with the girls, while introducing teachers to H.E.R Space on a deeper level. The session created
opportunities for staff to reflect on the experiences of Black girls within school environments and
consider more supportive and culturally responsive approaches to wellbeing, behaviour and
inclusion.

1x Teacher and Girls [Pan London] Roundtable Session – This was embedded into the final
stages of the programme and created space for reflective dialogue between teachers and
students. The roundtable encouraged open conversations around school experiences,
relationships, belonging and support, while helping to strengthen understanding and trust between
staff and Black girls. The session reinforced the importance of creating school environments
where Black girls feel seen, heard and emotionally safe.

“Hearing directly from the girls helped me realise that some behaviours I viewed as disengagement
were actually signs that they did not feel understood.” - Teacher 1

“Thank you very much for the session today - it was one of the most interesting and refreshing CPDs
I've done in a while - I really found it engaging. A chance to reflect and it was amazing to hear some of
the comments from our students about how they've got in with the MHB team. Just from a SENDCo
perspective- I wanted to also say thank you to the team for those students who you've supported who
do have SEND needs - I think it is a really amazing intervention for them to be a part of. We always try
to empower our students who have SEND needs to not feel  trapped by them but to see it as a part of
their great characters and I really think Milk Honey Bees plays a part in that - especially the social
communication and emotional regulation side. Our black girls face a lot of additional hurdles but our...

H.E.R SPACE - COMMUNITY

28



black SEND girls have that extra barrier which can impact especially their self image and self esteem.“
- Teacher 2 

“The roundtable created space for honest reflection and gave us practical ways to better support Black
girls in our school community.” - Teacher 3

“The concept of MHB provides a holistic framework and approach toward empowering students and
staff. For the staff who experienced the H.E.R space reflective session, we have identified multiple
benefits towards our own self-care and improvement. For instance, we were introduced to techniques
that pushed us out of our comfort zone while simultaneously encouraging our creativity and resilience.
Our girls had a wonderful experience on H.E.R Space, which built their resilience and provided space
to heal from past traumas. It allowed us all to engage with school and their educational journey in an
holistic way - and by embracing their experiences, this has then created a space and platform through
which to flourish & thrive.”  - Teacher 4
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This section visually maps the similarities, differences and recurring themes across H.E.R
Space school cohorts, reflecting the adaptable and responsive nature of the programme’s
content and delivery across different school environments.

i) Cross-School Theme Matrix

Key:
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Behaviour and experiences of silencing or exclusion emerged as the most dominant themes across all
schools. These experiences reflected not only how Black girls are perceived within educational
environments, but also how they respond to ongoing experiences of surveillance, punishment,
misunderstanding and emotional exclusion. Conversations consistently highlighted how assumptions
around “attitude”, behaviour and emotional expression shaped girls’ relationships with teachers,
disciplinary responses and feelings of belonging within school. 

One thing you learned about yourself during the programme: ‘I learnt that my voice means something,
School G Yr 8’

BEHAVIOUR, SILENCING AND EXCLUSION

MENTAL HEALTH AND EMOTIONAL WELLBEING 
Mental health and emotional wellbeing emerged as one of the strongest and most dominant themes
across the programme, reinforcing the importance of H.E.R Space as a therapeutic and reflective
intervention. Many girls discussed experiences of isolation, emotional distress, mistrust and frustration
connected to their educational journeys and relationships within school environments. Sessions
created spaces where girls felt safer to openly discuss emotional barriers, wellbeing challenges and
feelings often left unspoken within school settings. Activities focused on emotional safety, self-
awareness and reflection supported participants in better understanding their emotions, reactions and
interpersonal dynamics. 

What is one thing you learned about yourself?
‘To strive for bigger and better things and use things from your past to push forward in life’, - School B,
Year 10

Themes of self-confidence appeared more varied across schools and cohorts, suggesting differing
levels of self-perception, emotional development and school engagement amongst participants. For
some girls, confidence-building was closely connected to exploring aspirations, future goals and
identity, while for others it centred around finding the confidence to express emotions, advocate for
themselves or participate more openly within school environments. Differences across age groups
also appeared to influence how girls engaged with themes of confidence and self-worth. 

One thing I enjoyed is being able to express my feelings more clearer and understand myself &
surroundings more - School A, Yr 10

SELF-CONFIDENCE

RELATIONSHIPS
Relationships emerged as a strong theme throughout the programme, spanning friendships, family
dynamics and relationships with teachers. Many girls reflected on tensions within peer relationships,
challenges navigating friendship groups and the pressures associated with responsibilities at home,
particularly amongst girls identifying with eldest daughter roles and caregiving expectations.
Relationships with teachers were also central to many discussions, particularly where girls felt
misunderstood, unfairly treated or unable to build trusting connections within school. 

32



Identity emerged as a more moderate theme across schools, potentially reflecting the extent to which
many girls were still developing the language, confidence and reflective tools needed to explore their
identities more deeply. Discussions around identity often revealed uncertainties around self-perception,
belonging and how girls believed they were viewed by others, particularly within school environments
shaped by racialised and gendered assumptions. 

Has H.E.R Space changed how you feel about yourself or your wellbeing? If yes, how?: ‘yes because
there was a stage in my life before H.E.R Space that i didn’t like myself and H.E.R Space taught me
how to love myself ’, School G, Yr 8

IDENTITY

An emerging theme across the majority of schools was the prevalence of unmet SEND and additional
wellbeing needs amongst Black girls participating in the programme. Facilitators frequently identified
girls who appeared to require further support, with 9 girls specifically identified as needing additional
SEND assessment or intervention and subsequently referred to teachers. This raises important
questions around Black girls falling through gaps within existing support systems and being passed
between schools, services and community organisations without receiving consistent or appropriate
support. It also highlights the growing reliance on grassroots organisations such as Milk Honey Bees to
respond to complex emotional and behavioural needs, despite community organisations not always
being resourced or formally trained to deliver specialist SEND interventions. 

‘Having a learning difficulty wont stop me’, - School C, Yr 9 

SEND AND ADDITIONAL SUPPORT NEEDS

Creative expression emerged as an important but developing theme across the programme. For
many girls, creative methods such as journaling, storytelling, jewellery box making and tote bag design
provided new and accessible ways to process emotions, communicate experiences and reflect on
identity. The emerging nature of this theme may reflect the relative unfamiliarity many participants had
with using creativity as a tool for emotional reflection, healing and self-expression prior to engaging with
H.E.R Space. 

CREATIVE EXPRESSION

Individual Level: Confidence, emotional wellbeing, identity, self-expression

School Level: Behaviour systems, teacher relationships, exclusion practices, belonging

Structural Level: Racism, adultification, policy gaps, funding cuts, stereotypes

II) SCALE ANALYSIS FRAMEWORK
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Throughout the programme, many girls described feeling isolated, misunderstood and emotionally
unsupported within school environments. Feelings of exclusion were often reported as being most
prevalent within school itself, particularly in classrooms and spaces where girls felt surrounded by
adults or peers who did not understand their experiences, communication styles or emotional needs.
For girls who were already quiet, shy or struggling emotionally, these environments often intensified
withdrawal, silence and disengagement. 

“This is the first time I feel like people actually listened to what I was saying.” 
(School C, Yr 9 )

Many participants explained that they did not feel confident speaking up when they were struggling,
particularly when previous attempts to express themselves had been dismissed, punished or
misinterpreted. In some cases, girls described being removed from classrooms, isolated through
behavioural interventions or labelled negatively before staff had attempted to understand the
underlying emotional or wellbeing issues affecting them. Rather than feeling included, many girls
experienced these responses as forms of emotional exclusion and silencing. 

These findings reflect broader ideas explored within Black Girlhood Theory and Black Girlhood
Studies, which centre the lived experiences, identities and agency of Black girls while recognising the
unique ways they navigate race, gender and age simultaneously. This framework challenges harmful
stereotypes that often portray Black girls as overly mature, disruptive, aggressive or emotionally
resilient beyond their years. Such perceptions can lead to Black girls receiving less empathy and
reduced emotional support. 

The programme also highlighted how data collection and school monitoring systems often fail to
capture the full extent of harm experienced by Black girls. While schools may record formal exclusions,
behaviour incidents or attendance concerns, these systems rarely account for more invisible
experiences such as emotional isolation, classroom removal, disengagement, silencing, internal
withdrawal or feeling unsafe within school spaces. As a result, Black girls may appear “included” within
school systems while simultaneously experiencing deep emotional exclusion and disconnection from
education. 

INCLUSION AND THE ERASURE OF
BLACK GIRLHOOD

THE HIDDEN EMOTIONAL COST OF
SCHOOL INCLUSION
A key theme emerging from the H.E.R Space programme was the emotional
impact of navigating school environments where Black girls are present, but not
fully seen, heard or understood. While many participants remained physically
included within mainstream education settings, their experiences revealed 
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significant emotional exclusion linked to silence, self-preservation and a lack of confidence in
expressing themselves openly. 

Many girls initially struggled to identify, articulate or fully understand their emotions. Emotional
expression was often limited to anger or frustration, with participants finding it difficult to describe more
complex feelings such as anxiety, shame, isolation, disappointment or overwhelm. Therapeutic tools
such as the emotions wheel and the B.E.E framework played an important role in helping girls expand
their emotional vocabulary, reflect more deeply on their feelings and better understand the connection
between emotions, behaviour and wellbeing. 

“I didn’t realise how much I had going on until I put it on paper.” (School D, Yr 10) 

Over the course of the programme, girls increasingly moved from reactive responses towards more
reflective understandings of their emotional triggers, coping strategies and communication styles. This
shift was particularly significant for participants who had previously struggled with behavioural
regulation, conflict or withdrawal within school environments. 

Before participating in H.E.R Space, the largest proportion of girls described themselves as feeling
“shy”, suggesting many entered the programme with low social confidence and limited belief in their
ability to express themselves safely within school settings. This was reinforced by the ways many
participants described their voices prior to the programme, frequently using terms such as “quiet” and
“ignored”. For many girls, these experiences appeared closely connected to feelings of invisibility within
school environments and uncertainty about whether they would be listened to, understood or validated
by others. 
Despite their lack of confidence in speaking up, many girls still believed their voices were valuable.
Before the programme, the majority of participants described their voices as “important”, highlighting
that while girls may not always feel confident expressing themselves, they still recognise the value of
their perspectives, emotions and experiences. This distinction is significant, as it demonstrates that
silence should not be mistaken for disengagement, lack of insight or lack of ambition.

Throughout the programme, H.E.R Space worked to bridge the gap between believing their voices
mattered and feeling confident enough to use them. Through therapeutic discussion, creative
expression and relationship-building activities, girls were encouraged to share their thoughts, emotions
and experiences within supportive and culturally responsive spaces. By the end of the programme, the
majority of girls reported feeling more “confident”, suggesting meaningful improvements in both self-
perception and social confidence.
“There’s a lot in my head but I never get to say it properly.”
(School C, Yr 10)

The programme also revealed that some girls associated confidence with being judged negatively or
perceived as “too much”, leading many to describe feelings of nervousness or uncertainty about
expressing themselves fully. This reflected a deeper form of internalised self-protection, where girls
moderated their voices, personalities or emotions in order to avoid criticism, conflict or disciplinary
attention. In this context, emotional withdrawal and quietness were not simply personality traits, but
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esponses shaped by school environments where girls often felt misunderstood or hyper-visible in
harmful ways. 

INVISIBLE EXCLUSION THROUGH SILENCE AND
REMOVAL 
“It’s not always my behaviour, it’s how people see me.” (School E, Yr 8) 

A key finding from the H.E.R Space programme was that the ways Black girls are perceived within
school environments often directly shape how they are treated, disciplined and listened to. Many
participants described feeling misunderstood, negatively labelled or viewed through stereotypes that
positioned them as “aggressive”, “loud”, “disruptive” or having a “bad attitude”, even in situations where
they felt they were simply expressing emotions, defending themselves or responding to difficult
circumstances.

These perceptions frequently led to both formal and informal forms of exclusion. For some girls, this
resulted in internal or external exclusions and repeated behavioural sanctions. For others, exclusion
took less visible forms, including classroom removal, being isolated from peers, being sent out of
lessons or being discouraged from expressing themselves openly within school spaces. Although
these experiences are not always formally recorded as exclusions, many girls described them as
moments where they felt pushed out, shut down or removed from learning and participation.

“Teachers think they know me but they don’t.” (School E, Yr 9) 

Participants also spoke about becoming increasingly quiet or withdrawn over time because they felt
their voices were either ignored or interpreted negatively. Many girls described carefully managing how
they spoke, behaved or expressed emotions in order to avoid punishment, conflict or negative
attention from teachers. In this way, silence often became a form of self-protection.

The programme highlighted how Black girls are often expected to prioritise the comfort of others within
school environments. Participants described feeling pressure to appear calm, agreeable and
emotionally controlled, even when they felt upset, unsupported or unheard. Some girls expressed that
showing confidence, frustration or assertiveness could quickly lead to them being labelled negatively or
treated more harshly than their peers. As a result, many participants internalised emotions, avoided
speaking up or disengaged from classroom spaces altogether.

“Sometimes I get in trouble for things other people do.” (School G, Yr 9) 

Many girls also shared that they did not feel safe reporting harm, conflict or emotional difficulties within
school because they feared not being believed, being dismissed or being blamed for situations. This
further reinforced feelings of mistrust and emotional isolation within school environments.

These findings demonstrate that exclusion is not limited to formal disciplinary measures. The
perception of Black girls within school environments can lead to silencing, emotional withdrawal and
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repeated removal from learning spaces in ways that are often normalised or overlooked. While many
girls remain physically present within school, their experiences reveal how informal exclusion and
emotional silencing can significantly impact wellbeing, participation and sense of belonging.

CREATING SPACE FOR EXPRESSION, HEALING AND
BELONGING
A central strength of the H.E.R Space programme was the creation of alternative spaces dedicated
specifically to the wellbeing, emotional safety and self-expression of Black girls. Across both school
and community settings, the programme offered environments that felt intentionally different from
many of the girls’ everyday experiences within education. Rather than spaces centred solely on
behaviour management or academic performance, H.E.R Space prioritised safety, comfort, trust and
belonging. 

“I don’t usually talk in groups but this made it easier because I could draw it first.” (School B, Yr 9)

For many participants, the programme represented one of the first environments where they felt able
to fully express themselves without fear of judgement, punishment or misunderstanding. Girls
consistently reflected on the importance of being in spaces where they did not feel pressured to
explain, minimise or defend their emotions and experiences. This sense of belonging was particularly
significant for girls who had previously described feeling isolated, overlooked or emotionally
disconnected within school settings.

Cultural safety was also a defining feature of the space. Sessions intentionally centered the
experiences, identities and realities of Black girls, allowing participants to discuss race, gender, identity,
school experiences and emotional wellbeing in ways that felt validating and understood.
Representation within facilitation and programme design contributed to girls feeling more comfortable
engaging openly, while reducing fears of being stereotyped, dismissed or negatively labelled.

The programme’s co-production model further strengthened this sense of ownership and belonging.
Girls were actively involved in shaping discussions, activities and creative outputs, ensuring the space
reflected their needs, interests and lived experiences. This collaborative approach shifted participants
from passive recipients of support to active contributors within the programme, reinforcing confidence,
agency and self-worth.

Trusting relationships were another critical component of the programme’s impact. Through consistent
group sessions, one-to-one mentoring and peer support, girls were able to build meaningful
relationships with facilitators and one another over time. The smaller group setting encouraged
openness, vulnerability and mutual support, helping participants feel emotionally safer and less alone
in their experiences. Peer networks became especially important, as many girls realised that others
shared similar feelings of exclusion, silence or misunderstanding within school environments.

One-to-one mentoring also provided additional space for girls to discuss personal challenges,
emotional wellbeing and school experiences in more depth. These relationships created opportunities
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or individual support, encouragement and advocacy, while helping girls develop greater confidence in
expressing themselves and seeking help when needed.

Collectively, these alternative spaces demonstrated the importance of environments that move beyond
behaviour-focused interventions and instead prioritise emotional wellbeing, cultural understanding and
relational support. The programme showed that when Black girls are provided with spaces grounded
in trust, representation and belonging, they are more likely to engage openly, build confidence,
strengthen relationships and develop healthier ways of understanding themselves and their
experiences.
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Inclusive educational practice cannot be truly equitable without a stronger focus on emotional
wellbeing, belonging and culturally responsive support for Black girls. While schools often measure
inclusion through attendance, behaviour and attainment data, these approaches frequently overlook
the emotional dimensions of exclusion, including classroom removal, emotional withdrawal and feeling
unsafe or misunderstood within learning environments.

Recommendation 1:
Embed Black girlhood theory into inclusion strategies, ensuring that policies and wellbeing
approaches recognise the emotional, relational and intersectional experiences of Black girls
beyond formal exclusion data.

The programme also highlighted how harmful stereotypes and perceptions of Black girls continue to
shape disciplinary responses, particularly in relation to behaviour, uniform and perceived “attitude”. 

Recommendation 2:
Introduce mandatory racial bias and adultification training for school staff to challenge harmful
perceptions of Black girls and encourage more reflective, restorative and supportive approaches
to behaviour management.

SCHOOL-LEVEL POLICY AND PRACTICE

YOUNG PEOPLE: SCHOOL 
ENGAGEMENT AND BEHAVIOUR 
Many participants found creative and therapeutic approaches helpful in exploring emotions,
processing experiences and expressing themselves more confidently. Girls frequently described
feeling silenced, dismissed or lacking safe spaces to communicate how they felt.

Recommendation 3:
Provide creative wellbeing spaces, such as H.E.R Space, as early interventions that support
emotional literacy, self-expression and confidence-building for Black girls at risk of exclusion.

The programme also highlighted tensions between girls recognising the value of their voices while
lacking the support systems, confidence or infrastructure needed to speak openly, particularly
amongst girls with additional SEND and ADHD needs who were often falling through gaps in existing
support structures. These experiences further highlighted the need for more flexible and responsive
funding models that move beyond rigid, tick-box approaches to intervention, allowing organisations to
respond to the realities of young people’s everyday lives and provide the consistent, relational support
many Black girls are currently missing.
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Recommendation 4:
Co-produce pastoral and emotional wellbeing support alongside Black girls, ensuring that
interventions are shaped by lived experience and better reflect the needs of girls with additional
learning and emotional wellbeing needs

LIVED EXPERIENCE-LED SYSTEMS CHANGE
The programme highlighted how racialised and gendered perceptions of Black girls can contribute to
withdrawal, mistrust and disengagement within school environments. Peer mentoring, one-to-one
support and ‘by and for’ community-based delivery models helped create spaces where girls felt
emotionally safe, understood and more willing to engage openly.

Recommendation 5:
Encourage and invest in grassroots and community organisations working directly with young
people to help bridge gaps in trust, cultural understanding and emotional support between schools
and Black girls.

The programme also demonstrated the importance of developing intersectional approaches to
inclusion from the bottom up, recognising that Black girls’ experiences shift across school, community
and wellbeing spaces.

Recommendation 6:
Redefine what counts as exclusion to include informal and emotional experiences, such as
classroom removal, silencing and emotional withdrawal, rather than relying solely on official
exclusion metrics.
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This report highlights how Black girls experience distinct, intersectional and often invisible forms of
exclusion within UK education. Their experiences extend beyond formal suspensions and disciplinary
measures, and include internal and external exclusion, classroom removal, silencing, disengagement
and feeling misunderstood within school environments. These experiences are shaped by the
intersections of race, gender, class and additional learning or wellbeing needs, while broader
stereotypes around Black girlhood continue to influence how Black girls are perceived, treated and
supported within schools. Importantly, many of the exclusions experienced by Black girls remain
informal and emotionally embedded, making them difficult to capture within official school data and
wider policy discussions.

The findings also demonstrate how educational systems frequently prioritise behaviour management
and punitive responses over care, emotional wellbeing and reflective support. Many girls described
feeling labelled, dismissed or negatively perceived, particularly in relation to behaviour, “attitude” and
emotional expression. At the same time, girls requiring additional SEND or emotional wellbeing
support were often falling through gaps in existing systems, highlighting the limitations of rigid and
siloed approaches to intervention and support.

This report further highlights the underrepresentation of Black girls within UK educational research and
advocacy. Existing literature frequently draws upon North American contexts, leaving the specific
realities of Black British girlhood insufficiently explored within education policy and practice. As a result,
Black girls’ lived experiences continue to be overlooked within broader conversations around
inclusion, wellbeing and school exclusion.

The findings from H.E.R Space reinforce the importance of alternative, culturally responsive and
relationship-based spaces that prioritise healing, belonging and emotional safety. Through mentoring,
creative expression, teacher engagement and reflective practice, the programme created spaces
where Black girls felt listened to, understood and empowered, while also helping to strengthen
relationships between students, schools and community organisations. In many instances, Milk
Honey Bees acted as “trusted adults”, helping to bridge the gap between young people and often
hierarchical school environments where girls did not always feel safe, heard or understood. This
relational approach was essential in building trust, encouraging openness and supporting more
meaningful engagement between Black girls and the adults around them.

The report also demonstrates the importance of sustainable and flexible funding models that support
partnership working across schools, communities and grassroots organisations. In a landscape of
narrowing public funding and
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ncreasing pressures on schools, interventions supporting Black girls cannot operate through short-
term or siloed approaches alone. Long-term investment in community-led, culturally responsive and
relationship-based work is essential to ensuring Black girls do not continue to fall through gaps in
educational and wellbeing systems.

H.E.R Space therefore operates not only as a practical intervention, but also as a contribution to the
limited body of UK-based work centring Black girls’ experiences within education and advocating for
more inclusive, supportive and emotionally safe schooling environments.
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	BEYOND INCLUSION
	Jason Arthur, CEO Mission 44

	FOREWORD
	What if education was truly centred on the wellbeing of young people?
	When I first met with Ebinehita Iyere, founder of Milk Honey Bees, she said something that has stayed with me ever since: “I want this partnership to be a true collaboration. I don’t want the typical funder relationship where Mission 44 are not involved or invested in the work we do for our girls.”
	Three years later, that commitment to partnership has enabled us to support and transform the lives of hundreds of Black girls in London and beyond through H.E.R Space. Mission 44 chose to fund Milk Honey Bees and H.E.R Space because we know that Black girls are too often overlooked, misunderstood, punished and left behind by systems that were not designed with their experiences in mind. We wanted to ensure that young Black girls could access spaces where they are seen, safe, heard and supported through culturally responsive therapeutic interventions.
	H.E.R Space is more than a programme. It is a mechanism for change. It is a model that challenges us to rethink what inclusion truly means in education and what becomes possible when young people's wellbeing is placed at the centre. At a time when schools are grappling with rising absenteeism, increasing exclusions and declining mental health, the findings in this report demonstrate the urgent need for holistic child-centered approaches that extend beyond traditional educational provision.
	The learnings from H.E.R space shows how school inclusion policies can themselves become exclusionary when they fail to recognise and respond to the specific experiences of Black girls. Through direct support for Black girls and its teacher training programme, Milk Honey Bees has generated valuable insights and recommendations that not only improve outcomes for Black girls but contribute to creating more inclusive environments for all young people. As protecting the most vulnerable young people with intersecting systemic barriers, provides learning to support all young people.
	Importantly, this work also addresses a significant gap in the evidence base. Research exploring the experiences of Black girls within the UK education system, advocacy and policy, remains limited, leaving many of their challenges invisible within policy and practice.H.E.R Space provides both visibility and understanding, ensuring that the voices and experiences of Black girls are not only heard but used to inform change.
	The lessons from this report remind us that Black girls’ experiences cannot be understood through a single lens. Race, gender and socioeconomic disadvantage intersect to create unique barriers that require intentional and targeted responses. If we are serious about building an education system where every young person can thrive, we must be willing to confront these realities and invest in solutions that address them.
	Organisations like Milk Honey Bees play a vital role in bridging the gaps that schools cannot address alone. For many young Black girls who feel isolated, alienated or excluded within education, H.E.R Space has become a lifeline, a place of belonging, healing and possibility. This report offers important insights for educators, policymakers, practitioners and funders alike. It demonstrates the power of culturally responsive support, the importance of listening to young people, and the transformative impact that can be achieved when wellbeing is treated not as an add-on, but as a foundation for learning, inclusion and success.
	As you read this report, I invite you to reflect on a simple but important question: what might education look like if every young person felt seen, valued and supported to thrive just like the Black girls in the H.E.R space programme?
	The findings that follow offer a compelling answer.
	Beatrice Animashaun
	Partnerships Manager at Mission 44
	FOREWORD
	For years, I have listened to Black girls share experiences of exclusion, not always through suspension or removal from school, but through silence, misunderstanding, stereotyping and being overlooked. I have listened as girls described feeling unheard in classrooms, unseen in policies and unsupported by systems that were designed to help them succeed.
	Yet despite this, I have also witnessed something extraordinary: their creativity, brilliance, leadership, humour, resilience and unwavering ability to dream. H.E.R Space was never designed to be a programme that simply supports Black girls. It was designed to be a space where Black girls could belong. A space where they could be seen in their full humanity. A space rooted in Healing, Empowerment and Resilience. A space created by Black girls, for Black girls.
	This report represents real experiences and reflections from Black girls navigating the UK education system. Their voices challenge us to think differently about what inclusion truly means and what happens when we fail to recognise the hidden forms of exclusion that exist beneath the surface.
	I would like to extend my deepest gratitude to the schools who opened their doors and trusted us with this work. Thank you to every headteacher, teacher, pastoral lead, SENDCo and member of staff who engaged with H.E.R Space, reflected on your practice and committed to creating better experiences for Black girls. Meaningful change can only happen when schools and communities work together, and your willingness to listen, learn and take action has been invaluable.
	Mission 44 thank you for not only funding this work, but for believing in Black girls. Too often, funding relationships remain transactional but our partnership has been different as it has been built on trust, shared learning, challenge and a genuine commitment to improving outcomes for Black girls. This report is evidence of what becomes possible when funding and meaningful partnership work hand in hand. Together, we have been able to create spaces that not only support individual girls but also contribute to wider conversations about education, wellbeing and belonging.
	To the Milk Honey Bees team, thank you for your dedication, care and belief in every girl. In particular, I want to acknowledge our youth worker Taliah Douglas whose journey represents everything H.E.R Space stands for. Years ago, I had the privilege of mentoring her. Today, she is mentoring Black girls across schools and communities herself. Watching that cycle of support, leadership and sisterhood continue is one of my proudest achievements and a reminder that when we invest in Black girls, they go on to invest in others.
	I am equally grateful to the wider community of parents, carers, partners and supporters who continue to champion our work. Creating safer, healthier and more affirming environments for Black girls is a collective responsibility, and this work would not be possible without the community that surrounds it.
	Most importantly, thank you to every Black girl who took part in H.E.R Space. Thank you for showing up. Week after week, session after session, you brought your whole selves into the room. Thank you for the laughter that echoed through our circles, the tears that reminded us of the weight so many young people carry, the difficult conversations, the moments of vulnerability, the creativity, the honesty, the endless snacks and the sisterhood that grew between you.
	Some of the most powerful moments of H.E.R Space were never written into a session plan. They happened in the small moments. The conversations before everyone arrived, the music playing in the background, the check-ins the inside jokes and the debates. The moments when someone felt brave enough to share something they had never said out loud before and the moments when a girl realised she was not alone.
	Thank you for trusting us with your stories, your dreams, your frustrations, your fears and your hopes for the future. Thank you for teaching us, challenging us and reminding us why spaces like this matter. H.E.R Space has always been by Black girls and for Black girls. H.E.R Space is not something we do to Black girls. It is something we build with Black girls. Every session, activity, conversation and piece of learning has been shaped by your voices, your experiences and your brilliance. H.E.R Space exists because of you and because of you, we are one step closer to creating schools, communities and futures where Black girls are not only included, but truly seen, heard, valued and able to thrive.
	As you read this report, I invite you to move beyond the data and recommendations and remember the girls behind them. The girls who deserve to feel safe in school. The girls whose voices matter. The girls whose wellbeing matters. The girls whose futures matter. At Milk Honey Bees, we often say that we are committed to putting H.E.R first. This report is a reminder of why that commitment matters.
	When Black girls are given the opportunity to heal, belong and flourish, they do not simply change their own lives.
	They change schools.
	They change communities.
	They change systems.
	Ultimately, they change the future.
	Ebinehita Iyere
	Founder & Managing Director
	Milk Honey Bees CIC
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	INTRODUCTION
	Black girls in the UK education system continue to face significant and often overlooked challenges linked to exclusion, punitive discipline practices, emotional harm and systemic inequity. Although conversations around school exclusion frequently focus on boys, the experiences of Black girls, particularly those at risk of exclusion or with previous experiences of exclusion, reveal distinct issues shaped by the intersection of race, gender, class, and harmful stereotypes. Many Black girls experience adultification, excessive punishment, assumptions of negative intent, and a lack of culturally responsive emotional support within school environments. These experiences can negatively impact their wellbeing, relationships and ability to engage meaningfully in education.
	The H.E.R Space Project was developed in response to these unmet needs. H.E.R Space is a therapeutic and creative wellbeing programme designed specifically for Black girls and delivered within school settings. Through a structured 12-week model, the programme creates a culturally responsive and consistent safe space where girls can explore their identities, emotions and lived experiences. Delivered across schools in Lambeth, Southwark, Brent, Haringey, Hounslow and Waltham Forest, the project aimed to support Black girls who were either on the verge of exclusion or had prior experiences of exclusion, while strengthening their confidence, self-awareness and leadership skills.
	By exploring sensitive topics in a supportive environment, the programme encouraged Black girls to explore ranging behavioural processes, strengthen relationships with themselves, teachers and parents, and recognise their own power and potential. The programme sought to create spaces where girls could become leaders within their schools, communities and personal lives, while also developing emotional boundaries.
	Through the delivery of the programme, we provided a range of therapeutic, creative and wellbeing-focused interventions. This included reflective group sessions, creative workshops, peer dialogue, wellbeing support and the production of creative outputs such as mini-podcast series, scrapbooks and photography projects. These activities enabled participants to explore their intersectional experiences through creativity while receiving additional emotional support both within school and community settings.
	Working closely with the girls revealed several important findings about preventing exclusion and improving school experiences for Black girls. Many participants presented complex emotional and mental wellbeing needs that were frequently overlooked or misinterpreted due to damaging perceptions of Black girls as disruptive, aggressive or resilient beyond their years. The programme also found that Black girls often experienced
	disproportionate punishments compared to their white peers, particularly relating to uniform policies, hair discrimination and assumptions of negative behaviour or intent. These practices further affected their sense of belonging and engagement within school environments. A significant and unexpected insight emerging from the project was the way some school “inclusion” policies for example non-statutory guidance on ‘Developing school uniform policy’ (2025) and practices can themselves become exclusionary. Policies intended to maintain behaviour standards or school culture were often applied inconsistently and disproportionately to Black girls, contributing to feelings of invisibility, isolation and mistrust. In some cases, inclusion structures failed to account for the racialised and gendered experiences of Black girls, reinforcing harm rather than preventing it.
	The learnings from H.E.R Space have also informed wider teacher training and professional development. Reflections and evaluations from the girls’ experiences have been integrated into training sessions with teachers and school staff to strengthen relationships, challenge harmful perceptions and co-create practical solutions for improving school environments. Conversations with educators have supported more reflective practice and encouraged schools to better understand the specific experiences and wellbeing needs of Black girls.
	Recommendations in this report focus on belonging, emotional wellbeing, Black girlhood-informed practice, racial bias training, creative therapeutic support, co-produced interventions, community-led mentoring and redefining exclusion to include emotional withdrawal, silencing and informal removal.
	BACKGROUND
	Method
	Objectives
	LITERATURE REVIEW
	INTRODUCTION
	The issues affecting Black girls in UK schools move beyond formal and visible forms of exclusion into more personal, emotional and relational experiences. Challenges relating to identity, behaviour, relationships with teachers and peers, self-worth, confidence, perceptions and attitudes towards learning all shape how Black girls experience school environments.
	Exclusion therefore extends beyond formal suspensions and disciplinary measures, and also includes emotional exclusion, silencing, classroom removal and feeling misunderstood or unsupported within educational spaces. In this case schools can be read as sites where racial and gendered inequalities are reproduced.
	The marginalisation of Black girls experience offers dynamic understanding of the interplay between identities, education system and wider structural processes. This is particularly poignant due to the limited scope of Black girls' realities in UK schools. Existing literature is largely rooted in North American educational context (Morris, 20181; Halliday 20192; Mims, 20213), what this reveals is the imbalance relationship between inclusion and exclusion, intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991)4, silencing, adultification, alternative wellbeing spaces and the role of H.E.R space.

	INCLUSION, EXCLUSION AND
	STRUCTURAL MARGINALISATION
	Exclusion should not only be understood through formal disciplinary measures, but also through the informal and emotional processes that push Black girls out of meaningful participation in school life. Experiences such as internal exclusions linked to identity and behavioural perceptions, classroom removal, isolation, repeated behaviour reports, emotional withdrawal and disengagement all contribute to broader forms of exclusion that are often invisible within official school data. While many Black girls remain physically present within educational spaces, their experiences reveal how exclusion can operate emotionally, relationally and structurally.
	These experiences are often reinforced through punitive school cultures, where behaviour management is prioritised over care, emotional wellbeing and relational support. Opportunities for reflection, emotional processing and therapeutic intervention are frequently absent, leaving little room for Black

	girls to safely explore the underlying causes of conflict, distress or disengagement. Marginalisation within schools is therefore not accidental, but embedded within wider educational systems that reflect broader societal inequalities around race, gender and class.
	Jessica Perera’s (2020)5 work on the criminalisation of working-class Black children within the English education system explores the racialised and classed dimensions of school exclusion, tracing the historical legislation, policies and practices that have disproportionately pushed young people labelled as “disruptive” out of mainstream education. Her work highlights how exclusionary practices continue to disproportionately affect Black students, reinforcing cycles of surveillance, punishment and marginalisation within schools.
	This is further reinforced within the Runnymede Trust’s History on Loop (2025)6, which argues that school exclusions are a form of structural racism and evidence of deeper systemic failures within education. The report highlights how exclusions are often used prematurely, particularly against Black pupils, Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils and pupils with diagnosed or undiagnosed Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). Rather than functioning as a genuine last resort, exclusions frequently operate as mechanisms for managing behaviour, school performance and institutional pressures, while contributing to worsening educational outcomes and long-term disadvantage.
	Similarly, Gordon (2025)7 argues that the current marketised education system continues to fail the most vulnerable children in society by reproducing and amplifying educational inequalities. Gordon connects contemporary exclusionary practices to the earlier work of Bernard Coard, who exposed how British schools disproportionately labelled Black children as “educationally subnormal” and placed them within remedial educational settings alongside white children living in poverty and children with special educational needs. More than fifty years later, Gordon argues that these inequalities continue through educational systems and alternative provision structures that disproportionately funnel marginalised young people away from opportunity and towards low-income futures.
	H.E.R Space is committed to embedding Black Girlhood Theory by centering the lived realities and experiences of Black girls within schools, particularly within educational research and practice that does not always adequately account for the intersections of age, race and gender. The programme recognises that Black girls’ experiences are often overlooked within broader discussions around exclusion, wellbeing and behaviour, and therefore seeks to create spaces where their voices, identities and emotional experiences are intentionally acknowledged, validated and understood.
	INTERSECTIONALITY, ADULTIFICATION AND BLACK GIRLHOOD
	Black girls’ experiences cannot be understood through singular frameworks. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1991) work on intersectionality explains how different aspects of identity, such as race, gender, class and sexuality, intersect to create unique and compounded experiences of privilege, discrimination and marginalisation. Intersectionality helps unpack how systems of oppression overlap and operate simultaneously. Within the context of schools, however, it also reveals how these dynamics can shift depending on the site and nature of experience.
	For example, Black girls’ experiences explored within Milk Honey Bees previous reports In Her Shoes (2025)8 highlight how race, gender, class and the built environment intersect to shape experiences of public space, media representation and exposure to violence, raising important questions around safety on public streets and journeys home. In contrast, See Us Hear Us (2025)9 demonstrates how the experiences of Black girls within schools require a different axis of analysis, particularly through the intersections of race, gender, class, citizenship and historical constructions of womanhood. These differing contexts reveal how Black girls navigate multiple and shifting forms of marginalisation depending on the environment they occupy.
	This framework is further strengthened through discussions of adultification. Morris-Jarra and Iyere (2025, p.16) explore how Black girls are often perceived as older, more mature and more emotionally resilient than their peers. As a result, they are frequently less likely to receive care, softness or emotional understanding, while facing heightened expectations around behaviour, emotional control and responsibility.
	Black Girlhood Theory further offers an important lens through which to understand these experiences within education. Ruth Nicole Brown (2009)11 Halliday (2019) positions Black girls  as experts of their own lives and experiences, foregrounding their agency, identities and emotional wellbeing. Underlining Black girlhood as a critical framework that foregrounds the lived experiences, agency and identities of Black girls. This perspective is particularly important within educational contexts, where Black girls’ experiences are often overlooked, misunderstood or reduced solely to behavioural concerns.
	These additional layers of analysis reveal significant gaps in existing educational research, particularly around relationships with teachers, perceptions of “attitude”, behavioural interpretations and the links between punishment, silencing and mistrust. Black girlhood continues to be marginalised within educational, social and cultural spaces, while Black girls themselves are frequently overlooked and misunderstood when navigating societal stereotypes and systemic oppression (Morris, 2018).12

	SILENCING AND THE ABSENCE OF BLACK GIRLS IN UK RESEARCH
	The erasure of Black girls exists not only within schools, but also within research, policy and advocacy. Much of the existing literature exploring Black girls’ educational experiences is rooted within North American educational contexts, while there remains limited UK-based research specifically centred on Black girls and their experiences within British schools. As Morris-Jarra and Iyere (2025, p.3)10 argue, “Of the research that exists, we often see a ‘copy and paste’ application of the educational experiences of Black girls in America, where more substantial research exists. The vital differences and visceral nuances of Black girlhood in Britain are neglected in such studies.” This highlights the importance of recognising Black British girlhood as contextually distinct, shaped by different educational systems, social histories and racial dynamics.
	The absence of UK-specific research contributes to a wider form of silencing. Research itself functions as a form of recognition, shaping which experiences are considered worthy of attention, intervention and investment. Without meaningful frameworks, evidence bases and advocacy focused specifically on Black girls in Britain, their experiences risk remaining invisible within educational discourse and policy responses. This absence also has practical implications, limiting access to funding, targeted support and the development of interventions that adequately respond to the emotional and educational needs of Black girls. Without thoughtful and intersectional frameworks, Black girls are often deprived of recognition, care, emotional vocabulary and meaningful advocacy.
	Existing educational data also frequently fails to capture the more invisible forms of exclusion experienced by Black girls, including emotional withdrawal, classroom removal, silencing, fear and disengagement. Formal exclusion data alone cannot fully account for the emotional realities of navigating school environments where girls may remain physically present while simultaneously feeling disconnected, unsupported or unsafe.
	Research commissioned by the London Violence Reduction Unit (Mayor of London), Inclusion, Belonging and Safety in London Schools (Brown, Douthwaite, Donnelly & Olaniyan, 2024)13, offers an important contribution to understanding inclusion through the lens of belonging. The report argues that inclusion cannot exist without students feeling a genuine sense of connection, safety and belonging within school environments. The authors define belonging as central to “self-worth, motivation, and the foundation for learning,” highlighting that school inclusion depends on students feeling connected not only to education itself, but also to their peers, families, communities and wider society.
	Importantly, the report found that secondary school-aged students who identified as Black or Black British reported slightly weaker levels of belonging, while female and trans/gender-diverse students also reported lower senses of belonging compared to male students. Additionally, students identifying as neurodivergent, care-experienced, disabled, refugees or asylum seekers reported weaker belonging across school settings. Taken together, these findings paint a significant picture for understanding the experiences of Black girls within schools. Black girls often exist at the intersection of multiple identities and vulnerabilities simultaneously, suggesting they may experience compounded forms of disconnection, emotional exclusion and invisibility within educational environments.
	Alternative wellbeing spaces are increasingly essential because mainstream school environments often fail to provide Black girls with emotional safety, belonging and culturally responsive support. Financial pressures across public schools have contributed to significant reductions in counselling services, arts provision, extracurricular opportunities and pastoral support, resulting in growing unmet emotional wellbeing needs amongst young people.
	This is reflected within Ofsted’s report Making the Cut: How Schools Respond When They Are Under Financial Pressure (2019)14, which explored how schools in England respond to financial constraints. The report found that secondary schools in particular were reducing curriculum breadth and extracurricular activities, while many schools also reported making changes to SEND provision as a result of financial pressure. These reductions are significant, as creative, relational and wellbeing-focused interventions are often the very spaces where young people, particularly those experiencing marginalisation, are able to access emotional support, expression and connection beyond academic attainment and behaviour management.
	For Black girls specifically, the reduction of these spaces can further intensify experiences of emotional isolation, silencing and disengagement within school environments. Mainstream educational settings often prioritise behaviour regulation and academic performance over reflection, emotional processing and culturally responsive care, leaving limited opportunities for Black girls to safely explore their experiences, identities and wellbeing.
	The importance of alternative spaces therefore extends beyond enrichment alone. Such spaces provide opportunities for belonging, healing, cultural safety, emotional expression and reflection. They create environments where Black girls are able to feel seen, listened to and understood without fear of judgement, punishment or stereotyping. Dr Lauren Mims (2023)15 further emphasises the importance of creative expression in cultivating supportive spaces for Black girls, arguing that creative approaches offer opportunities for self-reflection, empowerment and personal exploration.
	Creative and therapeutic practices such as journaling, healing circles, poetry, storytelling and affirmations are particularly important within these environments, as they provide accessible ways for Black girls to process emotions, articulate experiences and build confidence in their voices. These approaches move beyond punitive or deficit-focused interventions by prioritising care, agency and emotional wellbeing.
	H.E.R Space responds directly to this need through a relationship-based and culturally responsive framework grounded in Healing, Empowerment and Resilience. The programme offers Black and Mixed Black girls access to therapeutic mentoring through peer support, one-to-one mentoring, co-production and creative wellbeing approaches. By centring trust, consistency and cultural understanding, H.E.R Space creates alternative spaces where girls are encouraged to reflect openly, strengthen relationships and develop confidence in themselves and their voices. The programme demonstrates the importance of moving beyond behaviour-led interventions towards approaches that prioritise emotional safety, belonging and holistic wellbeing for Black girls.


	WHAT WE DELIVERED
	Weeks

	School Profiles
	H.E.R SPACE - COMMUNITY
	black SEND girls have that extra barrier which can impact especially their self image and self esteem.“ - Teacher 2
	“The roundtable created space for honest reflection and gave us practical ways to better support Black girls in our school community.” - Teacher 3
	“The concept of MHB provides a holistic framework and approach toward empowering students and staff. For the staff who experienced the H.E.R space reflective session, we have identified multiple benefits towards our own self-care and improvement. For instance, we were introduced to techniques that pushed us out of our comfort zone while simultaneously encouraging our creativity and resilience. Our girls had a wonderful experience on H.E.R Space, which built their resilience and provided space to heal from past traumas. It allowed us all to engage with school and their educational journey in an holistic way - and by embracing their experiences, this has then created a space and platform through which to flourish & thrive.”  - Teacher 4
	WHAT WE LEARNED
	This section visually maps the similarities, differences and recurring themes across H.E.R Space school cohorts, reflecting the adaptable and responsive nature of the programme’s content and delivery across different school environments.
	i) Cross-School Theme Matrix
	Key:
	BEHAVIOUR, SILENCING AND EXCLUSION
	MENTAL HEALTH AND EMOTIONAL WELLBEING
	SELF-CONFIDENCE
	RELATIONSHIPS
	IDENTITY
	SEND AND ADDITIONAL SUPPORT NEEDS
	CREATIVE EXPRESSION
	II) SCALE ANALYSIS FRAMEWORK
	FINDINGS
	INCLUSION AND THE ERASURE OF BLACK GIRLHOOD
	THE HIDDEN EMOTIONAL COST OF SCHOOL INCLUSION
	significant emotional exclusion linked to silence, self-preservation and a lack of confidence in expressing themselves openly.
	Many girls initially struggled to identify, articulate or fully understand their emotions. Emotional expression was often limited to anger or frustration, with participants finding it difficult to describe more complex feelings such as anxiety, shame, isolation, disappointment or overwhelm. Therapeutic tools such as the emotions wheel and the B.E.E framework played an important role in helping girls expand their emotional vocabulary, reflect more deeply on their feelings and better understand the connection between emotions, behaviour and wellbeing.
	“I didn’t realise how much I had going on until I put it on paper.” (School D, Yr 10)
	Over the course of the programme, girls increasingly moved from reactive responses towards more reflective understandings of their emotional triggers, coping strategies and communication styles. This shift was particularly significant for participants who had previously struggled with behavioural regulation, conflict or withdrawal within school environments.
	Before participating in H.E.R Space, the largest proportion of girls described themselves as feeling “shy”, suggesting many entered the programme with low social confidence and limited belief in their ability to express themselves safely within school settings. This was reinforced by the ways many participants described their voices prior to the programme, frequently using terms such as “quiet” and “ignored”. For many girls, these experiences appeared closely connected to feelings of invisibility within school environments and uncertainty about whether they would be listened to, understood or validated by others.
	Despite their lack of confidence in speaking up, many girls still believed their voices were valuable. Before the programme, the majority of participants described their voices as “important”, highlighting that while girls may not always feel confident expressing themselves, they still recognise the value of their perspectives, emotions and experiences. This distinction is significant, as it demonstrates that silence should not be mistaken for disengagement, lack of insight or lack of ambition.
	Throughout the programme, H.E.R Space worked to bridge the gap between believing their voices mattered and feeling confident enough to use them. Through therapeutic discussion, creative expression and relationship-building activities, girls were encouraged to share their thoughts, emotions and experiences within supportive and culturally responsive spaces. By the end of the programme, the majority of girls reported feeling more “confident”, suggesting meaningful improvements in both self-perception and social confidence.
	“There’s a lot in my head but I never get to say it properly.”
	(School C, Yr 10)
	The programme also revealed that some girls associated confidence with being judged negatively or perceived as “too much”, leading many to describe feelings of nervousness or uncertainty about expressing themselves fully. This reflected a deeper form of internalised self-protection, where girls moderated their voices, personalities or emotions in order to avoid criticism, conflict or disciplinary attention. In this context, emotional withdrawal and quietness were not simply personality traits, but
	INVISIBLE EXCLUSION THROUGH SILENCE AND REMOVAL
	CREATING SPACE FOR EXPRESSION, HEALING AND BELONGING
	or individual support, encouragement and advocacy, while helping girls develop greater confidence in expressing themselves and seeking help when needed.
	Collectively, these alternative spaces demonstrated the importance of environments that move beyond behaviour-focused interventions and instead prioritise emotional wellbeing, cultural understanding and relational support. The programme showed that when Black girls are provided with spaces grounded in trust, representation and belonging, they are more likely to engage openly, build confidence, strengthen relationships and develop healthier ways of understanding themselves and their experiences.
	RECOMMENDATIONS
	Embed Black girlhood theory into inclusion strategies, ensuring that policies and wellbeing approaches recognise the emotional, relational and intersectional experiences of Black girls beyond formal exclusion data.
	Many participants found creative and therapeutic approaches helpful in exploring emotions, processing experiences and expressing themselves more confidently. Girls frequently described feeling silenced, dismissed or lacking safe spaces to communicate how they felt.
	Recommendation 3:
	Provide creative wellbeing spaces, such as H.E.R Space, as early interventions that support emotional literacy, self-expression and confidence-building for Black girls at risk of exclusion.
	Recommendation 4:
	Co-produce pastoral and emotional wellbeing support alongside Black girls, ensuring that interventions are shaped by lived experience and better reflect the needs of girls with additional learning and emotional wellbeing needs

	CONCLUSION
	This report highlights how Black girls experience distinct, intersectional and often invisible forms of exclusion within UK education. Their experiences extend beyond formal suspensions and disciplinary measures, and include internal and external exclusion, classroom removal, silencing, disengagement and feeling misunderstood within school environments. These experiences are shaped by the intersections of race, gender, class and additional learning or wellbeing needs, while broader stereotypes around Black girlhood continue to influence how Black girls are perceived, treated and supported within schools. Importantly, many of the exclusions experienced by Black girls remain informal and emotionally embedded, making them difficult to capture within official school data and wider policy discussions.
	The findings also demonstrate how educational systems frequently prioritise behaviour management and punitive responses over care, emotional wellbeing and reflective support. Many girls described feeling labelled, dismissed or negatively perceived, particularly in relation to behaviour, “attitude” and emotional expression. At the same time, girls requiring additional SEND or emotional wellbeing support were often falling through gaps in existing systems, highlighting the limitations of rigid and siloed approaches to intervention and support.
	This report further highlights the underrepresentation of Black girls within UK educational research and advocacy. Existing literature frequently draws upon North American contexts, leaving the specific realities of Black British girlhood insufficiently explored within education policy and practice. As a result, Black girls’ lived experiences continue to be overlooked within broader conversations around inclusion, wellbeing and school exclusion.
	The findings from H.E.R Space reinforce the importance of alternative, culturally responsive and relationship-based spaces that prioritise healing, belonging and emotional safety. Through mentoring, creative expression, teacher engagement and reflective practice, the programme created spaces where Black girls felt listened to, understood and empowered, while also helping to strengthen relationships between students, schools and community organisations. In many instances, Milk Honey Bees acted as “trusted adults”, helping to bridge the gap between young people and often hierarchical school environments where girls did not always feel safe, heard or understood. This relational approach was essential in building trust, encouraging openness and supporting more meaningful engagement between Black girls and the adults around them.
	ncreasing pressures on schools, interventions supporting Black girls cannot operate through short-term or siloed approaches alone. Long-term investment in community-led, culturally responsive and relationship-based work is essential to ensuring Black girls do not continue to fall through gaps in educational and wellbeing systems.
	H.E.R Space therefore operates not only as a practical intervention, but also as a contribution to the limited body of UK-based work centring Black girls’ experiences within education and advocating for more inclusive, supportive and emotionally safe schooling environments.
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