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My internship at Health Initiative For Youth (HIFY) was an incredible learning and growing experience. When I started the internship I had a good base of knowledge (gained in an academic setting as well as through personal experience) about HIV/ STIs, positive sexuality, gender and the LGBTQIQ community and substance use. I had never worked with this age group or with youth in this setting, and I had never been a facilitator before. Before entering the office for the first time I was extremely nervous. I showed up to work early and my supervisor had not yet arrived, but as soon as he walked through the door I knew that I would be at home; he rushed in carrying an amazing bouquet of flowers which he sat down on my desk with a huge welcome sign and gave me a hug. 

Every year HIFY hires a group of youth, mainly from Oakland, who have to go through a rigorous application process. They commit to a year long training program where they become peer educators in their communities by leading workshops for their peers on subjects such as: positive and safe sex, healthy relationships and sexism, transphobia and homophobia, HIV/AIDS and STIs, and substance use. During the first six weeks of their year long program they engage in a six week summer intensive training. I was lucky enough to arrive at HIFY a few weeks before the Summer Intensive started where I jumped right in on helping coordinate field trips, workshops, activities, and speakers for the Summer Intensive. When the Summer Intensive arrived, I was working with the peers Tuesday through Thursday from noon until 6:30. The peers were an amazing group. There were 12 peers in all ages 15 through 18. Three of these peers were second years, meaning that they had already been through the program the year before and they were back to help my supervisor, the other intern and I help facilitate the program. Each week was broken down in to separate topics: week one was Youth Development and Adultism, week two was Positive Sexuality, week three was Substance Use, week four was the LGBTQIQ Community, week five was HIV/AIDS and Our Community, and the final week was Doctors, Clinics, and Testing. During the second week we had a representative come in from a local positive sex store called "Good Vibrations" and lead a workshop called the "Physiology of Pleasure", the presenter talked about different sex toys as well as how to have funs, safe and consensual sex. During the third week we had a speaker come in to talk about drugs in relation to the War on Drugs and the Prison Industrial Complex and what that means for them being youth of color living in Oakland. We also finished that week off by taking a field trip to Casa Segura, a free clinic that does testing and has a needle exchange along with many other programs. We learned about what exactly a needle exchange does as well as volunteered by packing clean cookers and tourniquets. Our final field trip together was a second trip to Casa Segura, but this time we went and all got tested together as a group for HIV/STIs. The idea was for the youth to get tested for themselves as well as to know what it is like to get tested so they can talk about it in an accurate manner when talking to their peers. 

When I was not working with the peers in Oakland, I was in the San Francisco office working alongside the other HIFY staff. Working in the San Francisco office I was fortunate enough to be there at a time when the Training Department had a series of speakers come in and present workshops with a focus of how to talk about these subjects with youth, such as HIV 101, a workshop on STIs, and an overview of Harm Reduction and Substance Use. It was an amazing opportunity to be able to sit in on these workshops because not only did I learn more on these subjects, but I also learned how to present the information in an appropriate and comprehensive manner when working with youth. 

After the Summer Intensive had come to an end I still had one more week left of my internship with HIFY. I went back to the San Francisco office and this time collaborated with the Publication/Media Department. One of the women that I was working with was putting out this publication called "Pretty Girls". It is a 'zine that is an alternative magazine for young women, whoever identifies a woman, whether it be a very femme girl, a trans woman, a very butch woman and anyone else. The issue of Pretty Girls that I was working on was on Sexuality. Throughout my time at HIFY I helped contribute to Pretty Girls by designing the cover as well as illustrations within the 'zine and I wrote an article. When I was done with the Summer Intensive I had time to sit down in the office and help layout the 'zine. This was an amazing opportunity because I was able to combine my art with my work at HIFY which relates directly to my studies at Hampshire College. 

This internship gave me hope. In the world of activism we are confronted with issues that are overwhelmingly huge and sometimes it seems easy to loose sight of what you are doing because you feel too small to make change happen. Working with the youth at HIFY I was able to see change happen instantly and it was amazing to be directly linked to that change. For example we had different themes each week of the Summer Intensive. On our fourth week together the topic was "the LGBTQIQ Community". Out of the twelve peers that we had hired only one identified as bisexual and all the others identified as heterosexual. Up until that week many of them were on top of their information, talking about safe and positive sex and substance use, but when it came time to talk about the LGBTQIQ community it was a completely new topic for the majority of peers. During this week we had workshops on homophobia and transphobia, and had a panel of transmen and transwoman come and share their stories. We also went to the Pacific Center, a center for queer youth, on a field trip and a panel of two queer identified youth as well as one youth who identified as an ally talked to us. By the end of the week the majority of them said that it was their favorite week and that they had gained an incredible amount of respect and knowledge on issues that they had known nothing about before. We had several discussions on how they could be positive allies and they all said they felt motivated in some way to actively fight homophobia and transphobia. 

Before doing this internship I had never facilitated any sort of group before, much less a group of youth ages 15 through 18. I have always been terrified of public speaking which is a fear that I have slowly been working to get over the past few years. My internship at HIFY helped me get over this fear very fast, I gained an incredible amount of confidence in my facilitation skills as well as within myself. I never led an actual workshop on my own but after sitting in on numerous ones put on by the HIFY staff as well as outside sources I now feel confident that if the opportunity arose I could lead a workshop with confidence. The majority of the facilitation I did was leading the group discussions. Every Wednesday we would have a "family dinner" at the Summer Intensive and we would all eat together. We had this question box that during the week anyone could put in whatever questions they wanted answered, usually loosely related to the topic of the week. I led these discussions that would sometimes spark hyper discussions stemming from questions like "what is the best condom to use? What is your favorite sexual position?" or very serious in-depth conversations when someone asked the question "For the men in the group: what would you do if your girlfriend, sister or friend was sexually assaulted?" or "What would you do if your best friend was HIV positive?" One of the highlights for me was when Fela, the other intern, lead the girls in a split gender group discussion. We were there as resources as well as peers to add to the discussions. We covered several different questions, some of which were: thinking of the idea of Slut vs. Virgin, have you ever been put into either category? If another woman is called a "bitch" in front of you what would you do? If a woman is wearing tight, revealing clothing do you think it is validation for men to make comments and to hit on her? What do you think of interracial dating? We also of course had to have the discussion of : Who do you think is cutest in the group? This discussion was an amazing time to bond with one another as well as a time to have a completely safe and non-judgmental space to explore these questions that are so important to talk about for this age group.

Some of my academic studies helped me greatly before going into this internship. In the Spring of my second year at Hampshire I took Jill Lewis' class "Living For Tomorrow" which is about gender and HIV/AIDS and sex ed. In the end what prepared me the most for this internship was my personal experiences growing up with sex, relationships and substance use and the experiences of my surrounding friends and peers. Where I lived there was never any opportunities to become a peer educator or to have a peer educator as a resource. Where I learned all my information when I was younger was by listening to the older high school students when I was in elementary school and junior high on the back of the school bus, as well as through personal trial and error. I have always felt strongly about personal experiences being just as important as knowledge gained from an academic setting. I also think it is important to work with youth in a very honest and up front way, and to talk about things based on personal experience as well as factual information because it is easier to relate to.

This internship was very inspiring and also it helped me form a more concrete idea of what I would like to do post-graduation. One of my newest goals is to actually to continue working with HIFY in a more permanent position. I would love to keep working with the peers at HIFY but to also integrate art in a more direct way. One of my newest ideas is to start a mural project with a group of the peer educators that are interested in art as well. We would work together to create a mural that talks about the range of subjects that the HIFY peer educators talk about in their workshops, and hopefully be able to paint it in a public space somewhere in Oakland. I see this kind of work becoming a very important and permanent part of my life in the near future as well as the distant future. My internship at HIFY was a valuable experience that was a vital element in inspiring me to go further in this field of work. 

