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UAL Student Voices: Zeina & Elliot  

SPEAKERS 

Elliott, Zeina, Victoria (Academic Support), 

 

Victoria  00:00 

Hello, Zeina and Elliott, it's fantastic to have you here, I know that you're really good friends, and that 

you're on the same course, and you've been here for almost a year, not having known each other 

before. So, I'm really excited and intrigued to see the discussion that comes up between you. So, 

welcome. And perhaps start with just each of you saying a little bit about who you, are how you came to 

be at UAL. 

 

Zeina  00:29 

You want to start? 

 

Elliott  00:30 

No, you can start.  

 

Zeina  00:32 

My name is Ziena Rady. I was born and raised in Egypt. But I came to the UK when I was 10 years old. 

And the way I came to be at UAL was that, I kind of didn't want to be here [laughs]. I got accepted in 

Cambridge. But like having looked at the course, and just the general atmosphere of Cambridge, I 

didn't really find myself there. I looked at UAL and I saw that it was just like a very diverse space, it was 

just like, if it was London, you know, it was London. And so I felt comfortable coming to UAL and kind-of 

exploring who I am as an individual in UAL because I knew that everyone there would have a similar 

mindset to me. And so yeah, that's how I came. 

 

Elliott  01:29 

Yeah, I looked at the diversity rankings of universities and UAL was pretty high. So ,I was like, yeah, 

okay, another justification to apply here. So yeah, hi, my name is Elliott Tchitchiama. I'm French but I 

also... I was born in France, in Paris, and then grew up in Hong Kong. I did foundation here in 

Camberwell, and then I applied for my bachelor's degree in CSM. Yeah.  

 

Zeina  01:59 

That's how we're here. 

 

Elliott  02:00 

I mean, it wasn't, it's not that fast at all. Because like, obviously, you have the changing of the systems, 

because I did it French national school. So, you learn the French way. But you still have a good level of 

English. So, you can still apply for French schools. But yeah, adapting to different systems, I think that 

was probably the hardest thing.  

 



 

  - 2 - 

[02:21] 

But yeah, I applied for... I didn't want to do architecture in the beginning. Because I didn't know it was 

even an option for me. So, I have a scientific background. So, I did a what's called in French a 

[speaking French].  So, a scientific baccalaureate. But then at the last year, I decided to do an art 

school for some reason. So, I googled art school, and then I saw UAL, and I was with friends, yeah I 

want to go there. And then we made a portfolio in like three months and then applied for universities, 

UAL was my top choice, but I didn't think I was going to get there. So as overworking as we are, I 

applied to 33 universities. So, my parents helped me every step of the way. It was not only me. But 

yeah, in the UK, so like three foundations, five UCAS, and then in France as well. 20, you can apply for 

20 universities, but most people wouldn't do it, but since I was a try hard, I did that. Yeah, literally, 

literally, by assuming the different interview processes, and also that even though I apply for a lot of 

schools and get into every single one, like maybe like 40% - 30%. So yeah, quite interesting to see 

different perspectives and also different types of interviews. But yeah.  

 

[03:46] 

So obviously, I researched a lot about the school. Okay, I want to go there, but how would I even feel 

there? I still was attached to feeling the first time I ever came in London in 2019. And I really felt at 

home for some reason, but I really couldn't explain it because everywhere I looked there was 

somebody that looked like me or that felt like me, but at the same time everybody like reflect their own 

style in their clothing, I guess. And so I was like if everybody can dress the way they want so probably if 

they do more of what they want to so I won't feel out of place being that foreign.  

 

[04:21] 

But then coming here yeah, you're just put into it and hearing about different cultures and people 

coming from everywhere. That was really reassuring and even the people that I thought I would not be 

friends with or thought they were close minded because I don't know they come from other places in 

the UK. There were so interested and also aware for them to relate to me and therefore I felt more at 

home which is a really a feeling that I don't really have a lot because home is is not, by definition, it's... 

it's fragments across the world, I guess. So yeah. And even like looking at the alumni, even looking at 

professors, what I loved in the first term of our architecture course is that every single guest was a 

person of colour. And the course leader was unapologetic on making it normal and acceptable. And I 

was so surprised. And I was like, wow, this course actually makes an effort doing that. And I would 

have less of that in France, I guess. Yeah. 

 

Victoria  05:29 

Zeina, what about you? 

 

Zeina  05:32 

With me, because I was never really acknowledged as someone of colour, because of the colour of my 

skin. I'm rather pale. Like the area I grew up in, has a very, very small Muslim population. And as a 

Muslim girl, I felt very outcasted for the way that I looked, the way that I dressed, the language that I 

spoke, and there was this other Egyptian girl from my school. And she, I've never heard her speak a 

word of Arabic, but she spoke Arabic. I know she did, because she told me she does. And I tried to 

have a conversation with her and she just looked like, she looked terrified of me. She looked terrified. 
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And I was like, am I supposed to be in denial of who I am, ethnically, and religiously, because someone 

else is? And like, it took me some time to get used to it. Because at first I would try and like, suppress 

my culture, and suppress who I am, which is someone who's very like, loud. I don't wanna say proud, 

but like, I'm just all over the place. I want to show love everyone. 

 

Elliott  06:42 

I what you're sayin because it's so... that's what I'm saying that I felt better in London. I didn't feel 

pressure in London.  

 

Zeina  06:49 

Yeah, in central London. 

 

Elliott  06:50 

In central London. And but just in the university in general, you have such a less amount of pressure 

than what I previously known. In my high school years, it was more that I suppressed who I was so 

much that it was almost, it's horrible, suffocating, because you can't really have an output or really show 

who you are. Yeah, but you're still judged for whatever you're putting out. 

 

Zeina  07:16 

Exactly. And like for me, as a Muslim, I was judged for stuff that I didn't even do. Like, there were 911 

memorials, I've never told you this. They'd been 911 memorials. And I'd be the only Muslim and like in a 

room in a space, and the word terrorist will be mentioned, and everyone will turn around and look at 

me. And I just want to be like, hey, how can I help you? And then going into UAL and for the first time 

ever having Muslim friends to celebrate Eid with, and Ramadan with. It's crazy.  

 

Elliott  07:48 

Yeah, that's so great. 

 

Zeina  07:50 

Like, for once I'm wearing my Henna, like, proudly and openly, I'm speaking Arabic to my friends in 

campus. And it just feels so surreal. Because when you speak Arabic at home, everyone speaks Arabic 

at home. But when you come to the UK, it's kind of like, you have to find your select people who are not 

only of your background, but are confident enough to be of that specific background. I met people who 

are Muslim from different backgrounds, so not just like North African or Arab, I've met people from 

Bangladesh, I've met people from India who are Muslim, from Pakistan, from all these areas, people 

from Malaysia, and it's just been, it's been really like comforting, because even though they're not, 

ethnically, from my background, they are religiously. And I know that my religion has been a very big 

part of who I am, especially in these years, where I've been kind of finding myself, and trying to actually 

rediscover what it means to be me. 

 

Victoria  08:55 

So maybe talk about how that manifests itself in terms of your learning and in your studying, and maybe 

your own practices. Is your practice, in a way, a reflection of some of those conversations? 
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Zeina  09:12 

So like Elliot was saying, in our first term, our head of year brought in people of colour to present their 

work. And so, when I started to see more diversity within the architecture world, I kind of found comfort 

in discovering architecture that wasn't European, or that wasn't just strictly British. I wrote an essay, like 

you know, for our unit three essay, I was looking at comparing St. Paul's Cathedral with Selimiye 

Mosque in Turkey. So you're like looking at how these two very different worlds interact within 

architecture., 

 

Elliott  09:52 

In my work, I would say that I have influences from China, I would say. Because that's the place where 

have been the most, with a background in French architecture that I really, really love. And then the like 

initial thinking, I'd say is probably really African. Because it's all about like mismatching and cross-

disciplinary into my work, I would say. I don't think I think all about the past I had into my work, but I 

would say that it helps me have an architectural mind on things, I guess. That's what I would say. 

 

Victoria  10:31 

How about you as people? How have you changed? How have you developed what's different. 

 

Elliott  10:36 

So right now, I would say I'm exploring so much more, but at the same time, that's the role of 

universities, but I didn't know it would happen for me. It's so multicultural in UAL, that everybody brings 

something to the table. And if they know their own history, that creates really interesting conversations. 

We have this friend, he's Algerian French and grew up in the UK, he helps us so much understand 

Algeria's perspective on Europe. Having all that knowledge about somebody else's perspective on a 

single subject gives you a broader approach to the practice itself. 

 

Zeina  11:12 

Especially when it becomes a place of like, growing as an individual, and everyone's growing as an 

individual. So you kind of get this like, almost synergy of everyone growing together in their own way, 

kind of like the roots of a tree. We are like, fundamentally all in the same space. So we all influence 

each other's growth. Whenever we speak of these things, you kind of understand how genuinely 

diverse this space is. And I feel like that comes from a place... and I'm going to reference Lesley Lokko 

here, where I'm no longer having to explain who I am, I get to explore who I am, and I have blindly the 

freedom and the time to... 

 

Elliott  11:54 

You don't lose as much energy. 

 

Zeina  11:56 

Exactly 

 

Elliott  11:57 

That's what I learned, is that I don't lose that much energy proving myself to people, I can just be who I 

want.  
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Zeina  12:02 

And people accept that. 

 

Elliott  12:03 

Exactly. Like the main thing that we talk about when we talk about with our friends [unintelligible] is that 

we had so much racism and so much like put aside to hear those experiences makes me feel that I 

wasn't alone in that and that we all went through that, but we made it so far. So now we can really like 

spread our wings and really do what we want to do. I'm coming back to Lesley Lokko because that was 

that was a really funny story. I was watching a Harvard lecture, Harvard GSD lecture. And then I see, 

like Lesley Lokko. So the first thing I do is show it to Zeina and see what she thinks of it because she's 

a academic that's starting a new Africans Institute in architecture in Ghana. And our tutor, no, our 

course leader talked about that institution. But we didn't actually know who was doing that institute 

itself. But when we saw that lecture, we were so intrigued and so interested in into how she heals 

students and people having real conversation in South Africa, post-apartheid, and really brings people 

together and it was almost looking at it that actually was really a healing process. Because we could 

understand that academically speaking, there's people that look like us in the field. 

 

Zeina  13:17 

Who are willing to do the things that we want to do like they're breaking the initial boundary so that the 

road is clear for us to succeed. Well, I guess I'm speaking for me and Elliot here, she's taken us to a 

point where we're like, maybe there is a place for us and architecture. 

 

Elliott  13:32 

And also that we don't have to be the star architect of our race. We can be whoever we want in that 

field. We can be people. That's what yeah, we can humanise ourselves. And I think that's what's going 

to be most striking as a second wave of architects that look like us, but that also are like studying in 

western institutions, but we're open minded enough and having that much diversity and how much 

internationalness in the school, we can go into the world. We can really be. Yeah, whoever we want to 

be and go anywhere we want. Yeah, I guess that's why I would say. 

 

Victoria  14:07 

It's a very positive place to be at the end of your first year. What would you say to someone thinking of 

coming here? 

 

Elliott  14:16 

Art School is not about learning the... I mean, obviously, it's gonna be about learning how to sketch or 

how to be designers, but it's really about yourself, be ready for your inner personality to grow, because 

that is a reflection in your work in the first place. So be prepared to grow and learn. 

 

Zeina  14:36 

As much as I agree with you. I do want to play devil's advocate and say that we're surrounded by a 

group of very wholesome people who have been through a lot and have been like pining to find their 

group. So I feel like our opinion is very biased of the people we're surrounded by because there might 
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be some sort of toxic in environment that we're just not exposed to or that we're not aware of because 

of who we're surrounded by. So I don't want people coming to UAL thinking, it's going to be this utopia. 

It's just that our experience has been very positive. Because what was before was rather negative. 

 

Elliott  15:18 

That's why being yourself and being as singular, and aligned with yourself, when you come into this 

university will help you find the best people or the great people who you can. There's a lot of toxicity in 

CSM, a lot of flashy bags, flashy people. But there's also a lot of known people that are grinding and 

they're actually wanting to make something out of themselves. And that's the most inspiring point. Find 

those people, find your people in this university.  

 

Zeina  15:45 

Yeah, I couldn't agree more, I couldn't agree more. And when you are faced with like this, like over 

competitive situation, you do really have to step back and look at it, kind of from a couple steps away, 

because most of the time, to use a very colloquial term here in the UK, it's not that deep. 

 

Elliott  16:02 

I knew you were going to say that. 

 

Zeina 16:03 

It's not that deep. Most of the time, people just want to get stuff done. A lot of people have jobs, a lot of 

people are caring for their families while being full time students. So you just end up competing with 

yourself. Like everyone's competing with themselves to better themselves, and you're constantly in like 

this race of growth with yourself.  Yeah, once you start comparing yourself to the people around you, 

and you start trying to outgrow everyone around you, your growth is not growing. 

 

Elliott  16:35 

I was talking to somebody that wanted to come and apply to foundation and then come to the CSM. He 

was asking me, how do you guys work in this course? Do you guys work consistently? Do you have 

any time? And I was like, it's only work management, its is how much you want to work? How much do 

you want to push yourself in this course. 

 

Zeina  16:53 

And people manage it differently based off of the circumstances that they live in. 

 

Elliott  16:57 

Exactly. And there's no one way to do it, my week doesn't look like I went from 9 to 10 every single day. 

What you learn fluctuates so much at different times, you can have one conversation with a tutor, and 

they'll help you so much in your project. And it'll be a breakthrough, even though you've been drawing 

that for like six hours, or like three days in a row. 

 

Zeina  17:19 

You have to come into the space, knowing that you're not going to be the best, and you might not be 

the worst. And there's no real spectrum to how good you are and how bad you are. Because we're 



 

  - 7 - 

graded on so many things. It's not a linear grading system. So even if you are someone who is 

competitive, just know that you're gonna have to get over that stubborn, like stubbornness. And you're 

gonna come into this space, having to challenge yourself even more, because a lot of people just aren't 

that competitive, or not even just competitive, just willing to like, make life harder for themselves by 

constantly comparing themselves to other people. It's not really about that. And it shouldn't be. 

 

Elliott  18:04 

No it shouldn't be.  

 

Zeina  18:05 

Especially in an art school, you should never, kind of, look at other people and be like, I want to be like 

them, I want to be better than them, I want to be the best. Because you're not going to be, there's 

always going to be someone who knows more. And you kind of, rather than seeing it as a competition, 

take that to your advantage. Learn from the people around you. 

 

Elliott  18:23 

Be inspired by people, because you'll lose so much less time comparing yourself to them in the first 

place.  

 

Zeina  18:28 

And like the analogy I said like earlier, like it's like a root of a tree. You're your own root growing in your 

own direction, but you're still in the same space. So really take that analogy and go with it. Because if 

you're seeing it more as like a race to something, you're not gonna find the end because there's no 

end. 

 

Elliott  18:48 

There's no end. 

 

Zeina  18:49 

You constantly grow. And you constantly learn, like architecture is minimum seven years. 

 

Elliott  18:54 

Exactly. And most people say they've done it in 10 years, and you're always thinking, how can I be in 

education for that long? But when I see the passion that the tutors have on the course, how I see how... 

yeah they they've done so many things really inspires me. I latch on to things that I like and that keeps 

me going and also take it a step at a time. We're so young. 

 

Victoria  19:23 

We've only covered one small section of what we've been talking about, but it's just so helpful. And you 

feel it so strongly, and it's such great advice. So anything else? 

 

Elliott  19:33 

I would say, what I would say to my younger self, back in... I don't know before I was about to do my 

final year in high school is that... don't be afraid, I guess. Don't be afraid to apply. Don't be afraid to... 
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you'll end up somewhere where you belong. And things happen for a reason. It sounds a bit, yeah, out 

of the air, but it's actually true. You'll find your people when you need to, and when that will happen, just 

latch on to it for a small while and then go to the next thing. 

 

Zeina  20:08 

I guess, a message I'd say to my past self would be to kind of go with the flow, because I came from a 

very strict background. And so when things would break away from like a uniformed structure, I'd kind 

of like, lose myself in it, trying to fit it all back together. 

 

Elliott  20:29 

Yeah, doing so many activities, learning so many languages. And you really feel that you have to be the 

best at what you do or not what you do, but be consistent and always working after school. But you 

realise that now you really have to do that for yourself. And therefore you have to listen to yourself to be 

able to produce what you can put out into the world.  

 

Elliott  20:53 

You don't have to overcompensate for anything.  

 

Zeina  20:55 

Exactly.  

 

Elliott  20:55 

You are who you are, you look the way you look, you speak the way you speak. So it's just a matter of 

taking what you have, and learning from the people around you to better what you have and grow. Like 

the biggest word. The key word of all of this is growth, accepting growth and welcoming growth, I'd say. 

 

Zeina  21:14 

That's perfect. Yeah, that's all we need. I have nothing to add to this. Thank you. 

 

Victoria  21:20 

Thank you both so much. It's been such a pleasure. Thank you. 

 

Zeina  21:23 

Thank you. 


