Arielle Neal
Pro-Choice Public Education Project – New York, New York
I came upon the Reproductive Justice Movement somewhat by chance, but the experience and knowledge I have gained through my summer internship at the Pro-Choice Public Education Project has been invaluable. When I applied for a summer internship through the Civil Liberties and Public Policy Program at Hampshire I had no idea what to expect. What I found was the opportunity to spend my summer doing engaging and meaningful work, all while being surrounded by amazing people. The Pro-Choice Public Education Project (PEP) is a small non-profit based in Manhattan that works to engage young women in issues related to their reproductive freedom. 


My first contact with Eshanda Fennel, my supervisor at PEP, was over the phone last April. We talked briefly about my own interests, what I wanted to get out of my summer work and set my starting date. Not having had much prior experience with reproductive justice issues, I was a little worried that I wouldn’t be knowledgeable enough. That concern was alleviated when I received a large folder in the mail, including information both on PEP and a variety of reproductive health topics. 

In June I moved into an apartment in Brooklyn, an easy subway ride to the financial district where PEP has recently relocated. On my first day Eshanda suggested, as I would find her to do often over the course of the summer, that we “step out.” I was surprised to spend my first day exploring the neighborhood with her as she showed me good places to get lunch, shop and go to do my reading if I needed to get out of the office. We found a seat by the water and discussed in more detail what PEP is all about- the research they do, messaging to young women and outreach to other organizations. I am extremely lucky in that while there were certain projects PEP wanted me to work on during the summer, the exact direction I chose to take with them was almost completely up to me. I was initially a little worried about the lack of structure in my assigned projects for the summer; much of what we discussed was somewhat open ended. By the end of the week I soon realized this was part of a dynamic that would work so well between Eshanda and I. While she was there as a source of support and guidance whenever I needed her, I was definitely allowed to do my own thinking. 

PEP also went out of its way to give me work that I would find meaningful and useful for what I wanted to do in the future. In my application I expressed an interest in LGBTQ issues, and though that is not something that PEP has previously focused on, we were able to create a project for me accordingly. Eshanda and I originally decided it would be worthwhile for me to do some research on the reproductive health needs of the LGBTQ community and then to create tools to reach out to each community. I was given the contact information for the LGBT Community Center in New York and set up a meeting to get some materials that would help my studies. In that meeting I found that The Center was in the process of conducting five focus groups in the LGBT community. The purpose of these focus groups was to find out what the reproductive health needs of the five underserved populations were. 

The overlap in the work I was doing at PEP and the work being done at The Center was so great that it seemed natural to collaborate. One thing led to another and the year long intern who was primarily in charge of the focus group work expressed that she could use help analyzing the transcripts. On that very same day it happened that the Queer Women of Color Focus Group was taking place and I was invited to stay and help. It was extremely helpful to actually sit in on a session, rather than just being handed the transcripts after the fact. Instead of viewing the subjects of this project as demographics, I had a clear picture of the actual women we were trying to reach out to, as well as what their specific needs and understanding of reproductive health included. 

One of the greatest things about my summer internship at PEP has been the allowance for organic growth; I was really able to capitalize on any and every opportunity that arose, never limited because of decisions we had already made. A particularly ambitious staff meeting led to the conclusion that the project I was beginning could easily evolve into a larger project that continued after my departure in August. I communicated back and forth between PEP and the LGBT Community Center and the two organizations were very excited about the possibility of working together on the project. 

Sam Young, the RRASC intern at The Center, and I took over analyzing the remaining transcripts once the year-long intern left. Because there was a lot of handing over of work, as The Center employee who had been overseeing the focus groups also left around the same time, it took a while for us to re-group and get everything in order. Sam and I met weekly to go over our progress with the transcripts and to discuss the format for the larger document they would be part of. We modeled the document after PEP’s “She Speaks: document, which explored and reported the reproductive health needs of young Latina women. Each analysis addressed access to reproductive health information, access to reproductive health services, language use, and control over reproductive rights specific to each group. The final document we put together included, in addition to the five analyses, a methodology, an executive summary, and a conclusion. The Center will likely use the findings to write grant proposals in order to do more research. PEP plans to get its youth council involved in creating tools such as power points, facilitator’s guides and workshop materials that educators can use to teacher others about the link between reproductive justice and LGBT liberation.

Although my main focus was that of the LGBT research, I also worked on other projects around the office. I was in charge of planning and organizing a brown bag lecture series for the RRASC interns based in New York. This was a good way for me to get my feet wet in event planning and enabled me to reach out not only to the other interns in the city but also to the organizations who offered to host the events. The brown bags took place four consecutive Thursdays and the subject matter ranged from the HPV vaccine to Latina health rights in NYC. CLPP generously provided funds for us to offer pizza at the lunches, which was a highlight one intern clearly noted, saying, “This is my one day a week to eat pizza!” It ended up being a great way to get all of the interns together and gave them a chance to share their different experiences throughout the summer. 

Mary Mahoney, the project assistant, is putting together a collection of reproductive justice cards and had me submit questions and answers relevant to the LGBTQ community. I also sat in on some conference calls with various organizations that PEP collaborates with. I was responsible for some administrative tasks as well, such as the occasional run to the post office or Staples I filled orders for PEP’s messaging materials, such as their Recognize! campaign posters, stickers, and fliers that reach out to young African American and Latina women. 

A definite highlight of the summer, I also had the privilege of accompanying Eshanda to the United States Social Forum in Atlanta. Another testament of how amazing PEP and the women who work there is that they funded me to go based solely on the fact that they thought it would be an amazing experience and wanted to keep me as engaged as possible. This was the first ever United States Social Forum, which united activists from every state in the country. Over 900 hundred workshops were offered, ranging from topics on environmental justice, movement building, disability rights, socialism, anti-racism to class struggles. I was able to attend a variety of workshops, meet lots of people from other non-profit organizations, and help distribute a reproductive justice briefing book that PEP put together. The conference also gave me an even greater sense of the non-profit and social justice community than I was able to get solely in New York. 

I was originally somewhat skeptical about my assignment to PEP, as it did not immediately seem to reflect the interests I expressed in my application. I browsed their website and soon realized that I had basically expressed their mission statement as my own. Ironically, my starting sentiment very accurately reflected the problem I would be working to address throughout my summer internship. The fact that I was hesitant to work with an organization that is focused on something that most would not consider relevant to the LGBTQ community just goes to show how much work needs to be done to push people to make those connections. That I ever thought, “What does reproductive justice have to do with me?” only serves to illustrate why the work that organizations like PEP is so important to engage young women, all young women, in conversations about their reproductive health and freedom. 

When asked how my summer was, I reply saying, “This has been the best summer of my life!” I never expected to get so many amazing experiences out of one summer. The warmth with which the staff members at PEP included me in their organization and important work was surprising and endearing. They were clearly prepared and excited to have a summer intern, offering all the support and opportunities one could ask for. Small gestures of kindness were common and frequently catching me off guard- from the card and flowers they gave me on my birthday to the lunch and gift card they gave me on my last day. The smallness of the organization allowed me to develop close and personal relationships with the staff, something that I have since identified as an important criteria for future jobs I may take. The friendliness did not stop outside of the office; when my apartment was being repainted Mary gave me an open invitation to stay at her’s. 

Along with the wonderful people I have met over the course of my summer in New York, I definitely achieved a greater sense of what reproductive justice means to me. My studies in sociology, gender studies and English helped prepare me for the analysis and writing I did at PEP, and the staff was always there to happily fill me in on anything else I needed to know. I hope that the work I did this summer will be useful in conducting more research on the reproductive concerns and needs of the LGBTQ community. I highly recommend that anyone who thinks they may be interested in non-profit or social justice work (or even those who don’t think so!) consider a RRASC internship. 

