Samantha Young
The Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender Center – New York, New York
I had no idea what to expect.  This as my first office job in a decade and I am not a native New Yorker.  I am and Ada Comstock Scholar at Smith College.  It is a program for non-traditional age woman who are looking to get their bachelors degree.  I was attending Holyoke Community College when one of my professors mentioned the RRASC program and that this would be a great opportunity in my school career.  I was already overwhelmed with applying to schools in addition to working and going to school full time.  I put off applying until the last minute and then thought what is one more personal statement.  I applied and got in.

I was staring into an unfamiliar future and really tried to approach the situation with calm optimism.  It worked.  I could not have predicted what it would feel like being a 31-year-old intern surrounded by 22-year-old interns or what skills I would be using the most so I did not try.  I was assuming I would be doing lots of data entry and xeroxing maybe some lunch getting.  I was pleasantly surprised.  The skills I used the most were my people skills.  I am a good public speaker; I have a good sense of humor and can make interesting small talk with anyone.  My easygoing demeanor made possible really fruitful collaborations with other organizations and other departments in the Centre itself.  Being a people person was and is my most valuable asset.  There was a bit of data entry and some xeroxing but no lunch pick up required.  

I had three main projects I worked on.  My boss Miriam started me off with two and I sort of collaborated with another RRASC intern to make up a third.  The first project was to create a conference summary report for the first national coalition meeting for the Causes in Common (CiC).  I had no idea what the coalition was about or how to write a report for it but that did not stop me.  I found a few examples of conference summary reports on-line and used them as a model.  We got back about 80 comment sheets from many of the participants at the conference and wanted to use them for recommendations for next year’s conference as well as grant writing proposals. First I transcribed all of the hand written data into a series of spreadsheets and then into tables. Using my keen objective perspective was able to highlight trends in the comments and concerns of the participants without bringing a bias.  Once I completed the transcription and identifying the trends and themes I crafted a conference summary report using the models found.  Miriam was very pleased with the finished product and pleased I took personal responsibility for the project.  I asked for help when I needed it, reassurance if I was unsure I was going in the right direction and a fresh set of eyes when I had been looking at the text for too long.  Though I was responsible for the work I did not feel I was alone or unaided.  

I also started a project related to the CiC white paper.  The mission statement of the coalition was lacking inclusion in progressive religious voices.  So as a result of the feed back form the conference and the board we set out to find out who the progressive religious voices might be as well as identifying those who might be will to really participate in crafting that section for the CiC information booklet. I started with a preliminary environmental search.  I read websites, mission statements, funding requests, policy action alerts, affinity groups and local resources to come up with a list of local and national organizations that might be interested.  Miriam and I made a couple of conference calls and were in a holding pattern when I left.  Most of the people we contacted had great interest in participating but were not able to schedule a face-to-face meeting about the topic until the fall.  I left all my research information and notes with Miriam so the intern that replaces me could easily follow the breadcrumbs I left behind.

The last and final project I worked on was collaboration between the Pro-Choice Public Education Project (PEP) and CiC.  Another RRASC intern Arielle was working at PEP so I had the pleasure of working with her.  The project was designed to collect and summarize how traditionally underrepresented groups in reproductive rights literature thought and felt about there reproductive rights.  This was the bulk of my work.  I was able to sit in on one group and listened to the transcripts of five three more.  Arielle and I divided up the summaries in the interest of time and each summarized two separate groups.  Each summary was to stand alone as a document but also be included in the final project which was a document modeled after the “She Speaks” PEP publication. The other CiC intern at the center did Bisexual Women; I did Men Who Sleep With Other Men and Transgender Men. Arielle did Queer Women of Color and Transgender Women. After completing all the summaries we met read over each other’s work gave feedback and suggestions for improvement. We also divided up the sections both Arielle and I would write for the final report.  On our last meeting the day before I left we pulled all the sections together and made a cover page. The finished product was something both Arielle and I were very proud of, 29 pages, a full introduction, analysis and conclusion.  It was good work and a good experience.  

I did not really experience any real difficulties at the internship.  Adjusting to city life, finding my way around, budgeting my time and money were areas of mild concern.  As I worked with people who were my age but had been in the field for 10 years already I was unsure of my abilities and how to handle myself in an office but I left feeling capable and confident.  My ability to work independently, think ahead and be efficient really developed in that setting.  As the result of being given the freedom to make mistakes and move past them I have much more confidence in me and my ability to take care of business.    

Highlights for the summer were the Pride events.  The dyke march, the pride parade, pride day in each of the boroughs, all the direct service events were great.  Being in the community was a really great opportunity to see what service and a career in activism might look like.

I can’t really say I would have done anything differently to make my intern ship experience more meaningful.  It was amazing for me.  I am not sure how to improve on that.  For me personally the internship came at a very important time for me.  I had just completely rearranged my life to set myself on a course so foreign to me that I was full of doubt.  I had quit a lucrative career in order to put school first.  I was looking for some much needed reassurance from the universe that I was on the right course.  So I applied to Smith College and Mount Holyoke and this summer program through Hampshire.  I got into Smith with a hefty financial aid package, then got this summer internship and the dates coincided perfectly with a long vacation at the end of the summer, my roommate situation was amazing and in the west village.  So I was surveying the situation wondering if I was making the right choices and all of these things kept falling into place one right after the other.  I just went form one thing to the next with ease.  The internship was the perfect length.  10 weeks gave me enough me to met people and fall in love with NYC but not so long as to make it to hard to leave.  The internship was a great confidence boost for me coming into this academic year.

Since I am a new student I am not sure any of my academic studies prepared me for the internship more than my life experience.  Up until now I was taking mostly general education requirements so the material has not been activism focused or specific to any one topic.  However I can see how the internship will help shape my academic pursuits and larger career objectives. 

I had the pleasure of having coffee or lunch, at my bosses urging, with a host of different people in the organization finance, direct service, corporate donations, youth program organizer, membership and event coordinator.  I asked all of these people what the path to their current job was and where did they see it going.  Oddly enough the person I identified with the most and had a real desire to follow was the director of finance.  Odd to go to a summer activism program and end up in an economics major but I am interested not in human nature or forcing others to behave better or even understanding why they do what they do I am interested in the incentives.  All persons act in regards to incentives and I wonder if the incentives change how people might be different.

 The benefit of this internship far exceeded my expectations.  Usually I suffer from to high of expectations but this time I was surprised.  I expected it would be a cool way to get out of town and see the city for 10 weeks.  What I got in return was a better understanding of myself and a better understanding of what might interest me in the future.  It really is a great program administered by some amazing people.  

If there were a chart to rate the RRASC program on it would be of the chart.  What an amazing program. It gave me the opportunity to work in a field that interest me for little cost.  As an economist we talk about the real cost of something being what someone is will to pay plus what you have to give up to get it or the opportunity cost.  I am unable to work for free.  I do not have rent free accommodations and I also have bills to pay.  Working at a free internship is not an option for me.  This severely limits my choices.  The RRASC program opens the opportunities back up and also matched me with a quality organization.  It took a lot of the guesswork out of the equation for me.  This experience will not be easily duplicated for me but I gained so much form it I don’t think I will have to duplicate it.  I can go somewhere different with this as a stepping-stone to the next learning experience.  The center is the most tolerant place on earth.  They try and succeed on being very inclusive.  

What I learned is that the “sound and fury” are not an approach to social justice and change I want to use.  A more quite moderate posture can be very effective.  My boss at the center Miriam Yeung was a great living example of this.  If any RRASC intern gets the opportunity to work with her, do it.  You will not be disappointed.  She was professional, personable, and wise beyond her years and the best mentor I could have asked for.   The only suggestion I have for the next wave of inters is do it even if you think you can’t.  You might be pleasantly surprised.  

