Ana Gordon-Loebl

COLAGE – San Francisco, California
Before starting my internship with COLAGE, I was excited to be re-immersed in non-profit, social justice organizing. I was hoping to be inspired and energized by working in an environment that was queer, radical, and serious. I also really wanted to learn leadership and organizational skills that I could take with me into the future - to other organizations and activist communities. Before starting the internship, I was really excited to be part of a team and to take on an important role in the office. 

San Francisco, I realized almost immediately, was the perfect place to achieve my goals for the internship. It felt great to be surrounded by a visible “progressive” consciousness – everywhere I went there were signs, posters, and flyers for different kinds of social-justice events and meetings. I was also really inspired by the fusion of art and social justice that seemed to be so deeply imbedded in San Francisco non-profit culture. For example, I had never heard of so many digital media initiatives in one place before! Within the first two weeks of being in San Francisco and working at COLAGE, I went to three film screenings at queer and women of color film festivals, attended Pride Contingent Monitor training, and represented COLAGE at four separate Pride parades and events. 

As the major queer events of June came to a close, I began to settle into my regular office schedule at COLAGE. Because COLAGE is a medium-sized non-profit (there were 6 full-time staff members during my time there), we all pitched in heavily to prepare for the June Pride events and then took up more individual projects and tasks for the rest of the summer. As an organization committed to creating and supporting safe space for people with LBGTQ parents, COLAGE is serious about not using facilitators with straight parents in the majority of their programming. Therefore, as the child of straight parents, the types of projects that I could be involved with were limited. 

Throughout the course of the internship, I worked primarily on two projects: First, COLAGE’s Lee Dubin Memorial Fund Scholarship. This fund provides a $1000 reward to four students with one or more LGBTQ parent each year. The scholarship program serves the purpose of both supporting the education of the children of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer parents as well as outreaching to COLAGErs in populations that are under-represented within the organization. This means that the scholarship is advertised most heavily in geographical areas where COLAGE does not have many members. By reaching out and giving scholarships to these under-represented communities, COLAGE hopes to further “diversify” their membership base. My job in the process of selecting scholarship awardees was to I prepare the applications for review, organize the Selection Committee’s decision process, and follow up with all applicants after the scholarship awardees were selected. Additionally, I wrote an announcement for the scholarship winners that will be published in the next issue of COLAGE’s “Outstanding” publication, Just For Us. 

Second, I assisted COLAGE’s Strategic Planning Process. The planning process was, overall, a project of self-evaluation by the organization and of visions for the future. Part of the self-evaluation process included a series of focus groups with specific groups within COLAGE’s membership. It was my job to transcribe the content of these focus groups. The project, for me, was interesting, exciting, monotonous, and overwhelming all in one. In the end I transcribed six different 90 minute interviews with COLAGERs of color, kids of transgender parents, adult COLAGErs, chapter leaders, members of the Board of Directors, and COLAGE staff members. Transcribing the focus groups was interesting and exciting because I learned a lot about the personal histories of many COLAGErs as well as about their reasons for being committed to the the organization. It was monotonous because the transcribing itself was very slow-going and it took me weeks to get through it all! The transcription was also incredibly overwhelming at times because I was hearing very important, articulate, powerful critiques of the organization that I myself believed to be true. It was hard to be so immersed in hearing the criticism but to feel so disconnected from the space in which I could talk about my criticisms and the critiques I was listening to with the staff.

Additionally, throughout the internship I took on some of the general office tasks: Information & Refferals (this meant answering the questions that came in either via phone or email), checking/sorting/sending mail, assisting with mailing and grant applications, data entry, etc. 

In general, all of the work I was doing was geared towards hearing and learning from people with LGBTQ parents. I learned a lot about the diverse range of experiences of COLAGErs from reading all of the scholarship applications and I learned a lot about the unique challenges faced by COLAGErs from listening to the focus groups. 

My supervisor was Jamon Franklin, the operations manager at COLAGE. For the most part, we worked well together. I have always struggled with speaking up about my own needs, especially when it involves confronting a supervisor. However, Jamon really encouraged me to be honest and she was really attentive to the things I confided in her. Overall, COLAGE was very attentive to their interns. It is obvious, based on my experience with them, that COLAGE has worked with many interns and has therefore established an organized system of supervising and supporting the interns. 

I think that my position in the office as a (learning) ally and as an operations-support person (in terms of the I&R/general office work) brought out the best in me. By this I mean that I discovered that I am pretty good at being organized and at getting the nitty-gritty done smoothly. I felt like I was good at the general office tasks that I took on, and it definitely felt really good to be confident about the work I was doing and about my ability to stay on top of it all.

There were times in which I felt like I was taking on too many small, random tasks that were being handed down to me from many different directions. I definitely struggle with being able to assert myself, so at times I felt as though I was being taken advantage of  - or that I should be doing work that involved more theoretical/political thought. However, after having ended the internship now, I feel good about the work I did and about my role in the office. 

One thing that I felt was lacking form my experience with COLAGE was the opportunity to share my opinions on the direction of the organization. I felt like there were moments in which it would have been appropriate to have structured political discussions about the organization and its role in various struggles, but that those moments were never used (in my presence). For example, I wish we’d used the staff meetings to talk more in depth about things like topics for COLAGE’s publication or the political content of COLAGE programming as it was being written, etc. It was frustrating at times to feel like I had so much to say to help the organization become a better ally to parts of their membership, but that I was not given real opportunities to contribute in that way.

I am proud of the way I handled all the little projects that came my way over the course of the last 10 weeks. I am proud that I communicated with all the scholarship applicants and with all those who emailed COLAGE looking for resources and information. I think that this internship has taught me a lot about the kinds of positions I’d be interested in with non-profit organizations in the future, and it has made me really confident in my ability to pull my weight elsewhere.

