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WHAT IS THE 
ROLE MODELS PROJECT?

What do we wish we’d known when we were younger

A team of students who are currently studying or recently completed Higher Education courses in 
Sussex were asked to consider issues particularly relevant to your age group. They started with the 
question ‘What do we wish we’d known about that topic when we were younger?’ 

In response to this question the team have written articles and made videos that offer ideas, tips 
and advice on each topic that might be helpful to you right now. 

Find out more about the Role Models project:
https://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/lisetoolkits/Role-Models-Resource-Books

WHAT IS 
THIS BOOKLET?
The Role Models team were asked to consider the importance of role models. They discussed the 
people who have inspired them, the life lessons they wish to pass on and their experience as a role 
model for this project.

Each article in this booklet offers a personal perspective from one of the team, based on their own 
experiences. They also offer tips, tasks and practical exercises that you might explore to help you 
find your own role models or become a role model for others. At the end of the booklet there are 
also links to further information and support on the topic.

Each member of the team has approached the topic in their own way.  
Find an article that interests you.  

This project is funded by

Watch the short video that 
accompanies this booklet

The video that accompanies this booklet 
introduces the Role Models team and 

offers some of their initial thoughts about 
the importance of role models:  

https://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.
uk/lisetoolkits/Role-Models-Resource-
Books

www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk 

https://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/lisetoolkits/Role-Models-Resource-Books
https://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/lisetoolkits/Role-Models-Resource-Books
https://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/lisetoolkits/Role-Models-Resource-Books
https://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk/lisetoolkits/Role-Models-Resource-Books
http://www.sussexlearningnetwork.org.uk
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LOLLIPOP 
MOMENTS

Lola
MEDIA PRODUCTION STUDENT

UNIVERSITY OF SUSSEX

Have you ever looked back at 
your life and realised that if you 
hadn’t met one specific person 
things would be totally different 
by now? 

Good or bad, I hadn’t reflected until I heard 
about a TedTalk that focused on a term called 
‘Lollipop Moments’: moments in time where 
somebody said or did something that made 
you feel fundamentally better. I’m going to 
talk about one of my most memorable lollipop 
moments and how meeting this one person 
changed my outlook on things. Growing up in 
my early teens, when it came to friendships, I 
always gravitated towards people that were 
similar to me. I thought because we were 
similar, I would just relate to them more. 

I wasn’t well off and I struggled quite a 
bit in secondary school finding genuine 
connections. I went to my friends 15th birthday 
party and that’s where I met Aditi. The most 
profound lollipop experience to date. 

My 15-year-old self was in awe of the 
authenticity and the excitement which Aditi 
brought to any room. Any small experience 
was a moment to spread joy, from the music 
being played at the party to the snack section 
served. Aditi never failed to share gratitude 
and openly spoke to everyone, including me. 
We spoke briefly and found out we lived not 
too from each other. After the party we headed 
in the same direction and spoke on the bus 
home. 

At fifteen, her life experience was already 
so much more extensive than mine. From 
family holidays across the globe to her school 
curriculum. Throughout the bus journey I 
learnt about her family, our shared passion 
for filmmaking, her newest shoes and her 
love for salsa music. I was overwhelmed by 
how much of the world Aditi had seen, yet 
she was still talking to raggedy, lost, little me. 
We exchanged Facebooks` before she got 
off the bus and I then continued my journey. 
I hadn’t had an open conversation like that 
in what felt like forever. Sometimes until you 
hear someone talk about an experience it is at 
that point, where the prospect of you yourself 
attaining it becomes real.

I was just grateful to speak to someone who 
I doubt I would have crossed paths with 
otherwise. A few days later Aditi messaged me 
about a free summer film course located not 
too far from me, suggesting I should check it 
out and join her in the program. At the time I 
was so nervous, going outside of my comfort 
zone was something 15-year-old me didn’t do. 
Aditi made the idea of going to somewhere 
new, learning a new skill and meeting new 
people sound extremely fun. We spent the 
summer creating short films and collaborating 
with all the cool people we met on the scheme. 
It was amazing how doing something I was so 
afraid to do turned out to be one of the best 
summers.
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In life there will be people that will be different 
to you in many ways. Aditi and I are from 
different backgrounds and similar to many 
people, we had different upbringings. Yet I 
owe so much to her for showing me that there 
is more to life than the small bubble I was 
isolating myself in.

 Seven years later and we’re still the bestest of 
friends. And although we don’t see each 

other often, we make sure that every 
time we do, we make it count. 

We’ve backpacked through 
South East Asia, visited 

Seville (her passion for 
salsa is very much 
the same) and 
experienced so 
many more lollipop 
moments together.

She’s my role model 
because I genuinely 

wouldn’t be who I am 

today without having that initial conversation 
on the bus. I often ask myself, what would Aditi 
do in a situation? I’ve never met someone who 
achieves everything she sets out to do. 

The most valuable lesson Aditi taught me was 
to fill my life with adventures, not things. Have 
stories to tell, not stuff to show. 

Sometimes I think back to how different my 
life would be if I hadn’t joined that summer 
film making program. We still acknowledge 
that we’ve lived different lives, but we also 
love the fact we share and celebrate our 
similar interests and explore and unpack our 
differences together.
  
If you haven’t already met your ‘Aditi’, chances 
are they are one conversation away from 
happening. ‘Lollipop’ friendships can occur 
at any time and at any age. Maybe you have 
been someone else’s ‘Lollipop Moment’. Let 
that sink in. 

For this task  
you need:

Time to send a message or make 
a call. Or time to talk or listen 

to someone who needs a bit of 
support or inspiration. 

If you have a lollipop moment 
or experience, send a message 
or call the person which you feel 
fundamentally made your life better 
and tell them.

If you haven’t had 
one yet...

Try to be someone else’s lollipop 
moment this week.

Sources:
‘Leading with Lollipops’ 
TEDxToronto: https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hVCBrkrFrBE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hVCBrkrFrBE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hVCBrkrFrBE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hVCBrkrFrBE
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AN ODE TO  
AUNTIES

Hope
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

STUDENT
UNIVERSITY OF SUSSEX

Sat between her legs as she 
gelled my edges, my auntie once 
told me that I could live forever 
through the things, good or bad, 
that I taught people around me 
to be. 

“You can fill your coffin with all the money you 
make and all your material possessions in 
the world, but it will disappear with you. What 
you really leave behind is what is in people’s 
hearts. That’s how you live forever,” she said. 

I’ve been in conversation with my aunties 
since before I can remember – and by aunties, 
I mean African aunties – anyone from my 
mum’s sisters, to her best friends, to the chit-
chatters at church, to the ladies that braid my 
hair as Nollywood plays in the background. 
They are a culture of maternal tough love, a 
collective of miracle-worker mothers, proud 
business owners, the flashiest spinsters, but 
always advice-givers. 

I struggled looking for role models growing 
up – people that looked like me, did the things 
I wanted to do, had the perspective on life I 
was so desperately looking to emulate. And 
it’s only with retrospect that I realise I was 
looking in all the wrong places. I had a whole 
generational movement of role models raising 
me in ways they probably didn’t notice either. 
Whether it was the lady in the local afro hair 
shop who saw me once in a while as I stocked 
up on hair clips and Cantu shampoo, or the 
auntie who always reminded me she used to 
change my nappies, I was adopted by women 
who were exactly that – my role models. They 
did everything and went through everything I 

could possibly hope or fear to – only in the 90’s 
in double denim with eyebrows half the width.

As inspiring and successful they each were 
in whatever path in life they were on, they 
were, and are, my role models because they 
help me figure out how to be a person. And 
as strange as that sounds, I sometimes really 
struggle with that. You’re taught how to be a 
student, how to be an employee, how to ride 
a bike and how to swim, but no one ever sits 
you down and explains what it’s like to make 
mistakes, what it’s like to be heartbroken, to 
be poor, to fail, to be unsure of yourself, to 
be happy, conflicted, confident, how to love 
yourself and most importantly, how to be a 
good person throughout it all. And while many 
of these things come with life experience, I 
found comfort in looking to my aunties and 
seeing myself, just 30 years later.

Sitting in on grown-up kitchen conversations 
as I chopped the onions or made the tea, 
often teary with laughter, I learnt the most 
spectacular moments I could hope for were 
ones like these. Role models, at least to me, 
were always presented as people in your 
career field you aspired to be, or people 
that looked like you on TV. But I say they are 
much more than that. My aunties, in their 
most everyday element, whatever that may 
be, are everything I could hope to be: good 
people, with good hearts, who have taught me 
kindness.
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As someone often crippled by her own fear of 
failure, or that I am not where I am supposed 
to be, I find my deepest comfort in looking 
through photographs of my mum and her 
friends ‘back in the day’. All doing exactly as I 
am – figuring life out one outfit at a time. They 
all grew up to be different things, but they all 
made it just fine. And I will too. 

You are always going to have ‘elders,’ as I like 
to call them – whoever they may be to you, 
giving you advice, or at least curious about 
your life in some way. Whether it be your 

favourite subjects at school, the dreaded 
teasing of your adolescent love life or your 
thoughts about the future (in whatever 
regard that may be). My advice to you 
is to be just as curious in return. There 
is beauty in the people around you – a 
lifetime of stories lived, mistakes made, 
and lessons learned. Once you spend time 
being curious about the people around 
you, your window of life, what it was, is and 
could be, will be that much wider. Figure 
out where you came from so where you’re 
going doesn’t seem so dimly lit. 

SHARE A STORY 
TASK For this task:

Time to listen to a story 
from someone close  

to you. 

Ask someone older than you (an auntie, uncle, parent, grandparent, 
sibling, cousin, colleague, friend, or someone close to you in some 
respect) to tell you a story about them when they were your age:

• What did they wish they could go back and tell themselves?

• Did they imagine their life so far would turn out the way it did? 

• When did they feel they became the mental age they are now?

• �What is a funny story about their youth they’ve never shared 
with you?
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TERMINATOR’S  
DETERMINATION:  
6 RULES TO SUCCESS

Nick
COMMUNICATION DESIGN 

STUDENT, GREATER BRIGHTON 
METROPOLITAN COLLEGE

This is difficult as for me as I 
have been inspired by so many 
people of all ages and walks 
of life. However, right now the 
experiences and lessons spoken 
by one man really resonate, as 
I too work to make my dreams 
come true.  

That man is Arnold Schwarzenegger. When I 
was struggling with a lack of direction after 
feeling like I had one negative experience after 
the other, I heard a speech of his. His words 
struck me in such a way that I felt empowered. 
And his rules of success where like a guide to 
get myself back on track. These rules were:

1)	 Trust yourself
2)	 Break some rules
3)	 Don’t be afraid to fail
4)	 Ignore the naysayers
5)	 Work like hell
6)	 Give something back

We have to have a vision of what we want 
to do, not what someone else wants for us. 
Arnie wanted to be a world champion in 
bodybuilding. His parents wanted a different 
vision for him. He wanted to go to America, 
to be a champion. He had total trust and 
confidence in that decision and went after it. 
He had trust in himself.

People said he could not become an actor. 
The rules said that actors with accents could 
not be leading men. He broke that rule. He 
didn’t care if no one in history had ever done it 
before. He worked hard and became a leading 

man. His accent is what makes the line,  
‘I’ll be back.’ Sometimes you have to break 
some rules!

He failed many times trying to lift a heavy 
weight or get an acting part. Everyone at some 
point fails. So, don’t be afraid to attack your 
goal, don’t be afraid to fail and remember if 
you do fail just get straight back up.

When Arnie ran for Governor of California 
everyone said he couldn’t. But he felt 
passionate about public service and 
giving something back. So, he ignored the 
naysayers, ran for election and became 
Governor of California.

Arnie hates it when people say, ‘I don’t have 
enough time’. He says we have 24 hours in the 
day, and if we sleep 6, we still have 18 hours 
to do what we need to do. No one becomes 
successful without hard work. If you have a 
goal work like hell to get there!

Finally, he talks very modestly about his 
success. And he explains that he would have 
never got where he is now without the help of 
others. We are all the same. We all need help 
in some way. What is really important is that 
we don’t forget that help, and that we give 
something back. Whether it be to those that 
helped us or to people we meet along the way 
that need our help.
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MY ONE BIT OF ADVICE…

Arnold Schwarzenegger’s rule ‘Ignore the 
naysayers’ is, for me, the most powerful. 
Personally, I have come up against so many, 
as I am sure you have too. But no matter what 
anyone says, if you truly believe in something, 
you should do all you can to make it happen. 
I’m not saying we will always be successful. 
But even in failure there is success. So, If I could 
chose one bit of advice above all else it would 
be to never stop dreaming and believing. 

As we get older it’s natural that we believe 
less in things like change and hope. We get 
comfortable with our lives, and comfortable 
with the idea of what we won’t be. But this, for 
me, is wrong! 

Yes, I have changed my way of thinking in 
many ways - this is natural. However, I still 

love to dream and I have not yet, and am 
determined to never, give up hope on 

my dreams.

People may also tell us that ‘We are dreaming’ 
and that it’s not possible for us to accomplish 
our dreams, I say, we use that like rocket fuel to 
propel us even closer to reaching our dreams. 
Make them happen because by doing so, not 
only do we succeed for ourselves, but we also 
succeed for those around us. 

I have learned a lot from Arnold’s ‘6 Rules’ and 
I hope you can too. It is so important to have 
role models to help us strive to achieve our 
dreams. Don’t be afraid to change them either. 
Over time new people will appear to us and 
inspire us as we too grow as individuals.
Never stop dreaming! Never stop believing!

Take a look at this quote by Marianne 
Williamson which I love and explains this point 
really well:
https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/928-
our-deepest-fear-is-not-that-we-are-
inadequate-our

•  �If you connect to any of the ‘rules  
of success’ I’ve discussed, write  
them down below.

• �If not, try and write your own three  
‘rules’ that will motivate you to achieve  
what you want from the next stage of your life. 

• �Now think about how you could introduce each of these 
into your day to day life. Be practical and realistic. 

• Write these ideas underneath each rule.

For this task:
A pen or pencil

15 mins +

FOR EXAMPLE:

1. Work Like Hell 
From Monday to Friday when I am not working, I am only focusing 
on my studies. Then at the weekend I am free. 

YOUR RULES:

1.  

2.  

3.  

After one month, take a look back and see if anything has changed. If you like it, you can continue following 
these rules, or develop other ‘rules’ to help keep you focused. 

https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/928-our-deepest-fear-is-not-that-we-are-inadequate-our
https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/928-our-deepest-fear-is-not-that-we-are-inadequate-our
https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/928-our-deepest-fear-is-not-that-we-are-inadequate-our
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FRIENDS AND 
ENEMIES

Ally
MUSIC PERFORMANCE STUDENT 

GREATER BRIGHTON  
METROPOLITAN COLLEGE

Being a teenager is a really hard 
job and it’s something we all go 
through at some point. It can 
feel quite lonely sometimes, like 
nobody understands you or you 
worry about how anybody will 
ever accept you. When I think 
back, I wish someone told me 
it was normal to struggle, that 
I wasn’t alone in anything and 
that there is help out there.  

I had faced a lot of mental health problems 
and it made my time at school the worst, but 
since I was the ‘perfect’ student, I felt like I 
could never speak out. I was a very academic 
student who worked hard and achieved 
outstanding grades. I was Head Girl and 
received many awards for all of the hard work 
I had done. I had everything going for me: 
from being involved in so many groups (sports 
and whatnot) and charities. But life wasn’t so 
simple…

This is where my role model comes in.

S (not her full name) was my best friend at the 
time. We did everything together and it was 
the best friendship I could have ever asked for. 
She always knew when I was struggling and 
was always there to help me back onto my 
feet. But whilst she was so good to me, I was 
actually like her enemy. 

S’s parents would often compare her to me, 
saying she would never be as good as me or 

achieve as many great things. I never knew 
this at the time. I never would have wanted her 
to feel as if she had to be as good as me at 
anything. Because that would be where we’d 
lose our individuality, and that’s not so fun. 
When I had found this out, it broke my heart. 
It was so unfair to ever do that to someone, 
let alone your child. Everybody has different 
abilities when it comes to education. 

Once S told me about this all, our friendship 
became rocky and she started to go downhill 
with her behaviour and things she was 
involved with outside of school. I can’t help but 
feel as if she had started to crack under the 
pressure of her parents, particularly during one 
of the hardest and most complicated times 
of our lives. I will forever regret letting her slip 
away.

Despite all that, however, S remained true to 
helping me - whatever terms we were on. If it 
wasn’t for S setting me up to see my school 
counsellor, I would never have started to 
talk about my mental health and struggles. 
Due to that, I started a well-needed journey 
of speaking up and accepting help when I 
needed it, which has helped me get to where I 
am today.
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Thanks to S and her experiences, I changed 
myself and started to take a lot more notice of 
others and of the situations they were going 
through. I was able to start helping people 
with school projects, homework and just 
general life problems. Being able to do things 
like that gave me a strong sense of purpose 
and has been one of the main things that has 
kept me pushing on this long. 

Nowadays, I don’t really have a role model. 
For me, it’s more people I respect highly and 
sometimes look up to for the things they do. 
The qualities that I look at is the bravery of 
people, how they handle difficult situations 
and the people that allow themselves to be 
vulnerable. You don’t have to be big and 
strong every challenge you face - I think it’s 

more important and impressive if you can 
accept your defeats and reach out to those 
around for help. That way, you’re showing 
you’re a human and taking on board that not 
every day of your life will be easy.
 
And so this is my message for you: things will 
definitely get tough, and you may crack under 
the pressure  Don’t let that be the thing that 
completely puts you off trying for anything 
and certainly don’t let any of it silence you. 
Your voice needs to be heard. You have the 
ability to achieve anything you can put your 
mind to. You are NOT alone. It’s perfectly fine 
to ask for help, no matter how happy you 
seem or how smart you are. We all need help 
sometimes.

QUALITIES OF A ROLE 
MODEL EXERCISE 

For this task:
A pen or pencil

10 mins + 

What qualities do you look for in a role model? 
Make a list of at least five qualities below:

•  �Does it sound like anyone you know? 
•  �Can you think of someone who might 

become a role model for you? You can have 
more than one. 

•  �Role models can be anyone, so consider 
people from everywhere in your life. 

MY LIST:

•  Brave
•  Respectful
•  Understanding
•  Hard-working
•  Passionate 
•  �Good listener to others and  

to themselves

Actually, some of these qualities are things  
I have! Maybe I’m partly my own role model?! 
You could be, too. 
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Top photo: Portrait by Vic Williams

Bottom photo: ‘My Oma’

MY FOUR 
MOTHERS

Vic
DIGITAL MEDIA DESIGN STUDENT 

EAST SUSSEX COLLEGE GROUP

There are so many things that I 
wished that I knew when I was 
younger, or rather, wish that I 
understood. It wasn’t until I went 
through my own ordeals that I 
really saw through the eyes of 
my loved ones. I’ve learned that 
you don’t have to be exactly like 
someone for them to be your 
role model. 

Role models do not have to be your ‘be all and 
end all’, but rather someone that may have 
said or done something positive that has stuck 
with you today or even gone through a similar 
experience and shows you the right way 
forward.

Just seeing the strong women that raised me 
as resilience personified really resonates within 
me. Especially more than ever as I am getting 
older and facing new challenges in life. But 
this doesn’t mean I ain’t got no struggles with 
overcoming those new challenges

It takes a village to raise a child. Growing up, 
although my father wasn’t around, my uncle 
was a prominent masculine figure in my life. 
I was also very lucky to have had what I call 
my four mothers. This consisted of my oma 
(grandmother), my two tanties (aunts) and 
my mother. 
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CREATE YOUR 
OWN THEME SONG 
TASK! 

From each of them I learned different skills that 
help make me who I am today; to love, to be 
crafty, to work hard for the things you want, 
to support those you care about and to be 
content with what you have.

I had such a special bond with them and 
looked after them from a young age when 
dealing with their health issues. I learned so 
much more when my mother would talk about 
her memories: How my grandmother started 
out with dirt floors but taught her children 
that it didn’t matter and taking care of your 
surroundings didn’t cost a thing. She endured 
so much to protect her children and raise 

them as a single parent to ensure they had 
more than she had, and my mother did the 
same for me. My mom always talked about 
breaking the generational chains that existed 
and my hope is that I can carry on breaking 
them down and giving the generation after 
me even more than I had. I’m not just talking 
about physical items that we can buy. I mean 
giving them more freedom as well. Freedom to 
be themselves and do what they want in life.
 
Role models are essential but also only take 
you so far, because at the end of the day, we 
are all humans who make mistakes, but it’s 
how we fix them that matters.

For this task:
A pen or pencil

15mins + 

My task (especially in a time when we might have to dig deep to find our own inner 
courage), is to close your eyes and take a deep breath. Listen to the sounds around you 
and use them to conduct your own theme song - because every main character needs a 
theme song.

As someone who struggles with self-esteem issues, this is how I ground myself and try to 
stay in the moment!

•  It can have words that you can write below. 
•  Or it might just be a tune that you can repeat. 
•  It can be funny or serious - whatever works for you.
•  �Sing it to yourself when you need to find courage or ground yourself.  

Or just to remind yourself that you are the main character in your own story.

MY THEME SONG IDEAS
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SIGNPOSTING
Some recommendations of further information from the team.

Articles/Websites

Breaking down diversity barriers
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/
z6mc3j6
Female role models of colour in sport
https://gal-dem.com/why-14-year-old-
girls-of-colour-are-dropping-out-of-
sports-and-how-we-stop-them/
LGBT Activists
https://www.youngstonewall.org.uk/about-
us/news/four-young-lgbt-activists-you-
should-know-about
Stonewall role models
https://www.stonewall.org.uk/search/
role%20models 
‘My disability, my career and me’
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/zch-
9g7h
Girls and engineering 
https://www.theguardian.com/ca-
reers/2020/jun/23/we-need-to-show-girls-
that-engineering-is-exciting-how-role-
models-can-light-a-spark
What it means to be a man today
https://www.thecalmzone.net/2021/04/
what-it-means-to-be-a-man-today/
A positive male role model
https://www.thecalmzone.net/2013/02/me-
a-role-model-whod-have-thought/?high-
light=role%20models
Why male role models matter
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/in-
ternational-mens-day-2018-why-positive-
male-role_uk_5bf2818ee4b0418928ba74d7
Female role models
https://www.amightygirl.com/blog/tag/
role-models

Female role models in history
https://www.lottie.com/blogs/strong-wom-
en/female-role-models-in-history
https://observer.com/2016/10/the-14-fe-
male-role-models-worthy-of-your-clicks/
Do famous role models help or hinder?
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/blogs-
ouch-22514215

Videos/Youtube

This is My life - Boys to Men
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/
p06zf5w0/this-is-my-life-series-1-2-boys-
to-men
The charity matching teenage girls with role 
models
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-eng-
land-sussex-48680143
The role of role models
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ytYln-
LAyds
Stonewall role models
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wt8Zp-
DY-Hco
Why do we need role models?
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LLM1G-
9CI5b0
‘Leading with Lollipops’
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