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While interning with AAWE African-American Women Evolving, I had the greatest time working in the community, exploring a new city, and developing as a person. I was educated on all aspects of sexual health; preventive care, gender roles, current events, and history. I was able to be an active, hands-on staff member and organize my own outreach outings. I experienced my first rally and left with a wealth of knowledge to pass on as not only a certified Advocacy and Safe Sex facilitator trainer but as a more open, well rounded individual. 

My work plan task for the summer involved creating a salon outreach letter, developing a manual for outreach workers for our Night club project, compiling a list of African American legislators in Chicago, and distributing our “no douche” project material to area physicians. There was outreach work to be done along with developing a webpage. My day to day work varied from assembling Safe sex kits over good food and provocative conversation to walking door to door to area colleges passing out flyers. In the evening I would get ready for a late night of club outreach work. 

While working with African-American Women Evolving I was able to be a part of the daily staff meetings and witness the intricacies that go along with maintaining a well operated nonprofit organization and the organization that goes into grass rooting. Being behind the scenes with Toni and Tammy gave me an opportunity to see how these things happen. I was able to see the inner workings and learn some valuable lessons. Some lessons included but not limited to; always ask for more money than you expect, exhaust all your resources because you never know who might be the unlikely donor, phone, fax, email, and call them again until you get an answer, positive thinking yields positive results and don’t forget to include that their donation can be a tax write off.

During my advocacy training I learned more about the women’s rights movement then I did in a whole semester of Women’s studies. We discussed the lesser known activists who were often left out of the textbooks. These forgotten women’s histories were highlighted in our movie and discussions. Over Potbelly sandwiches, at an eclectic, south side Chicago art and design center I was amidst other young, black, women driven to help educate our peers and activate change as we received our training on Advocacy work. It was so refreshing to see other people like me, who did not want to just talk about doing something but wanted to get things done.

Sister Song was a week long event in itself in which I could write a whole essay on its own. My very first week was enveloped in Sister Song’s “Let’s Talk About Sex Conference”; a four day event created to bring women of color together to organize and mobilize effective change. Everyday was action packed with either a session, plenary, video, and open panel often more than a dozen going on at once. Honestly, I was a little overwhelmed my job was to be Sister Song’s adopted volunteer.  I taped recorded sessions, facilitated videos, managed the snack and sex store room and was basically a girl six on “red bull.” The sessions I attended varied from Sex Workers’s rights to Designer babies being ethical. There was such a broad variety of topics it was hard not to find your niche or something interesting. I had never previously heard of, or knew anything about Sister Song and had even spent quite a long time in their home base of Atlanta, Ga. So I initially sat there feeling a little out of place like the new kid at school who had no idea about the secret club and its slumber parties. But I didn’t stay that way for too long because there were so many warm, inviting, people who welcomed me. I was welcomed by passionate young people in this “movement,” a movement I wasn’t even sure exactly was about, but increasingly wanted to know. There were so many educated, eloquent, women of color in attendance and all speaking in one room, Dorothy Elders included, who all had something to share. We sat there, a room full of a couple hundred women of color all eager to soak up information on the latest topics that affected us from leading authorities who looked like us.

Probably the biggest impact I have had while interning at AAWE is the wealth of knowledge I have attained. Our “Healthy Vagina Campaign” stressed t the risks associated with douching and feminine hygiene products. I always new these products were bad for me but as women were are often taught that we have to be ashamed of certain things about our body, especially black women.  There are even people in my life who I know still use them, but when you are equipped with data and research it’s often able to change minds and break down cultural practices. We as women and young people need to question new technologies and medication because there are always two sides of the coin. I’ve learned about so many untold stories; sterilized women in Puerto-rico and the U.S., the hidden agenda in certain vaccines, why certain forms of birth control are pushed upon young women of color and the politics behind HIV medications and even that there exists a Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It never occurred to me that doctors push certain medications and procedures more than others because of money or politics. Maybe it was my naive understanding that things were supposed to be all about the patient or at least I know that’s the way it should be. AAWE’S mission is to provide access to this information to young women of color throughout Chicago so iin turn they are able to make educated decisions about their own body.

My safe sexual experience training was both informative and entertaining. Nitrice, my SSEX facilitator and program director started our session off discussing labels, stereotypes, and our every day words. I always thought of words as being a powerful tool in communication, but I never really sat down and questioned why certain words were used in lieu of others. What was increasingly interesting was the words we use involving gender, sex, and even describing our selves. Nitrice made me think about labels; the ones I’m guilty of imposing on others, the ones forced on me, and how they are perceived in society. I dug into my parts of my own history and see how some of these words often affected my mindset.

I was able to attend several conferences in the Chicago on subjects such as the advancement of microbicides and one in particular, "Preventing HIV: 
Ethics, Activism, and Promising New Strategies."  The event was organized into two parts: a morning talk - "The Brave New World of HIV Prevention: Human Rights, Human Risks" by amfAR's acting director for public policy Dr. Monica Ruiz, a mid-day lecture - "Public Health: Is it Good Medicine for Women Impacted by HIV?" by world-renowned activist Louise Binder of the Canadian Treatment Action Council and Voices of Positive Women. These women changed the faces of people 
Towards the end of my internship outreach was the highlight of my work plan. We went to nightclubs as part of our initiative campaign “Don’t get caught up, wrap it up.” The club outreach was definitely the fun, “I can’t believe I’m working” part. I introduced my AWWE coworkers to the young, “poppin” clubs where we could find our target group. I was first apprehensive about the response to handing out safe sex kits, but everyone seemed to enjoy and welcome them. I left the organization knowing we had built a lasting relationship with a variety of the “in” clubs in Chicago and in turn got the name out a little more. I created a myspace page for AAWE , even opened the lines of communication with the area colleges, and create my own Night Club Outreach worker manual. 

One of my the biggest personal lessons I learned while interning with AAWE was being an open critic; not to be afraid to question why things were they way they were, that most of the time one person’s answer is just not good enough and to investigate things on my own before I accept it as truth. We joked in the office that they had turned me into a socialist who had found earthy religion. But that’s what growth is about; exploring new ideas, thinking outside the box, accepting your own personal power. Call me biases but I think I was given the best city and organization to intern for. I had an awesome, mind-blowing, summer working with AAWE in the great city of Chicago. The ladies of AAWE are a dynamic group of intelligent, fun, motivated women who most importantly care tremendously about reproductive justice. I am sure next year’s intern will be just as happy as I was to be a part of this grassroots organization, in which has encouraged me to continue being active in reproductive health and social justice. 

