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There is no other way to write this paper about my internship than to focus on Action Out Loud.  My entire summer was spent working up to this one week in August- and the hours spent planning, meeting, organizing, brainstorming, writing, calling, emailing, faxing, eating lunches and snacks, running last minute errands to get supplies, stressing over unexpected surprises- every last little thing that had to be done was worth it.  It was just as much as a learning experience for me as it was for the youth that participated in the activist training camp called Action Out Loud.  It was quite a beautiful and inspiring thing to see everything come together at last into a week of intense discussion and experience around identity, sexual health, how to express your point of view to a disagreeing party, how to build a movement, how to get involved, race, class, teen pregnancy, teen rights, human rights, gender, sexuality, abortion, social justice, and life.  I wish that there were some way that I could capture it all onto a piece of paper- the quiet shy girls that kept to their friends, the ones that came knowing no one in the room, the boys that looked so tough and were actually strong enough to cry in front of all of us, the ones that said very little and obviously thought about a million things silently, the ones that were outspoken and expressed themselves, the moments when words were spoken that took our breath away, the moments of laughter and the moments of tension and difficulty, and most importantly the moments where we were all together, sharing an exchange of trust, support and connection as individuals.  


The ICAH fair was one of the activities that we planned to have at Action Out Loud.  At the fair we set up different tables, at which representatives sat  for each of the projects or initiatives that is happening at ICAH, such as the Youth Activist Network (which connects youth through email and keeps them in touch with one another) and Condom Access (the long process currently underway that will hopefully result in better access to condoms at high schools in Chicago).  I sat with Laura at the Youth Activist Network table.  We decided that our activity would challenge each participant that came to our table to correctly put a condom onto a banana.  Some of the youth knew exactly what to do, right down to checking the expiration date and carefully tearing the package while pushing the condom away from the tear in order to protect the latex.  Some asked for help immediately while others wanted to figure it out on their own.  Some tried to race with their friends and see who could roll the condom down the banana quickest.  Some were so excited and gleefully walked away, more confident in the fact that they now had the knowledge of how to use a condom.  Regardless of the range in level of experience and differences amongst the youth, from age to gender to sexual orientation to race, they all shared one thing in common- not one single person said a negative comment about the condoms.  Instead, they were enthusiastic, supportive, and more than anything seemed that they wanted to learn and educate others about how to be sexually healthy.  They left that table with a renewed sense of self confidence and with the knowledge of something that would protect themselves and their futures.

Action Out Loud is an intensive week that happens every summer in August, where ICAH works with youth, introducing them to activism and social change around issues that are related to reproductive justice and adolescent sexual health.  Action Out Loud includes workshops, interactive activities, as well as a chance to actually practice some sort of activism in the city of Chicago.  Not only did all of this need to be planned, but we also needed a space to hold the camp, enough food to feed at least thirty teenagers plus the entire staff, materials for the activities, and most importantly we needed actual participants.  Finding and recruiting those participants became my primary focus for much of June and July.


Adaku handed me a few three ring binders, overflowing with papers, forms, and lists of names and organizations, receipts, and worksheets that were used during the previous summer's Action Out Loud.  Oh, dear god, I worriedly thought in my head.  How would I ever understand what happened last year, let alone make Action Out Loud happen successfully again this year?  And so I began the lengthy process of recruiting participants.  In order to do this I called countless organizations that do outreach, work directly with teens, and educate the community such as healthcare providers, community centers, nonprofit organizations, social change and activist groups, and high schools.  


This process of calling, emailing, faxing, mailing, and even handing out fliers on the streets of Chicago, took more time than I ever could have imagined.  It eventually paid off though when applications started coming in.  Next, I called each applicant and interviewed them on the phone, in order to find out some more information about each one, what some of their views were on reproductive health issues, how they planned on being an activist, and to see if they seemed like the type of person who would participate in Action Out Loud.  I was amazed by the words they said and the ideas they had, the things they had been involved with, and their plans for the future.  Each applicant seemed exactly like the type of person that would be perfect for Action Out Loud- even if they didn't have experience in activism, each of them had some sort of desire to make change, to help others, to speak their mind, to learn, and to be active.


Once the phone interviews were completed and the list of participants began growing, I mailed out acceptance letters.  Besides working on the recruitment and acceptance of participants I also helped organize and arrange the food for Action Out Loud, planning what we would eat for breakfast, lunch, and all of the in between snacks.  In addition to that, I also worked on planning several different workshops for Action Out Loud along with all of ICAH staff.  Each day was composed of four or five workshops, which covered different topics encompassing knowledge and facts, values and what we consider important, skills and how to go about advocating, reproductive justice and power, and lastly how to actually take action.  The workshops that I worked on creating as well as led during the actual week of Action Out Loud were entitled HPV and Condom Access, Power and Identity, Moving from Oppression to Justice, Defining Values and ICAH's values, Personal Values Clarification, and the ICAH fair.  In planning these workshops I did a lot of research to find ideas for activities as well as to educate myself further on the information that I would be sharing with participants, met and worked with other staff, created outlines and agendas for each workshop, and then finally prepared materials as well as practiced how the workshops would be carried out.  

Throughout the month of July, during which all of this planning and organizing took place, I also had the amazing opportunity to work with a very special group of adolescents.  These teens, called youth leaders, became my coworkers and inspiration before and during Action Out Loud.  The youth leaders included 4 girls and 2 boys, and each of them did amazing work that encouraged and created excitement for me each day. They each would come into ICAH a few days a week and we would work together on different projects that needed to be completed for Action Out Loud- such as recruitment and planning workshops.  Working with the youth leaders was very important because it created space for youth to be directly involved and take an active role in the creation of Action Out Loud.  Not only was I impressed by their ability, ideas, and work, but I was inspired and moved by their passion and dedication.  I later would be amazed not only by the youth leaders, but by all of the youth that participated in Action Out Loud.


I came to ICAH in the beginning of the summer with few expectations of what it would be like and what exactly I would be doing.  I arrived at the small office with little knowledge of what I was getting into, accept that I had a brief understanding of what Action Out Loud was and that I would be helping out with that.  I think coming into my internship with openness, with a willingness to work hard, and with the desire to experience something new and learn from others was just the beginning of my commitment to working at ICAH.  I immediately was welcomed into the office by the amazing eight individuals that work there, and without hesitation was thrown into their world of challenges, struggles, and disagreements but at the same time entered into their world of passion, laughter, intensity, and dedication to social and reproductive justice.  As with many situations in life, this was one that would require patience-  to deal with the discomfort of being in a new place and with the uncertainty of not knowing anyone in the office.  It took patience to develop a place for myself within ICAH, patience to carry out tasks and projects that would span the course of the entire summer, and patience to work with other people.  The internship also required organization and my ability to multi-task  in order to carry out several different tasks at the same time.  I also found that the internship required a lot of self motivation and commitment- I was at ICAH for the long haul- and I quickly realized that I would be giving everything I had.  My job took a huge amount of time commitment, as well as a passion for reproductive justice and the desire to be involved with social change.  I realized that making change took a huge amount of planning and organizing and that sometimes that process was long and draining and even required being cooped up in an office for long days at a time.  For this I needed much perseverance to make it through the challenging and difficult spots.  The internship also drew on my past experiences and knowledge and required that I was willing to contribute ideas, creativity, and input into everything that I did independently as well as in situations where I worked with other people.  I had to work independently for much of the time, which took  a lot of self motivation and confidence in my self to complete tasks, while at the same time I had to work collaboratively with others and constantly meet and share ideas.


The commute from where I was living to ICAH’s office in downtown Chicago was probably one of the most challenging parts of my internship- it took about an hour to get to work in the morning and another hour to get home at night.  Gradually I became more accustomed to this and towards the end of summer I even started to enjoy my time on the train.  The time commitment of the internship was draining at times though, but in hindsight it was all so worth every second of it.  The experience of working everyday, all day, gave me a sense of what working at ICAH is like and taught me much about how I like to work- the type of environment I like to be in and how physically active I like to be.  It was also challenging coming into an organization as an outsider where people already have their established methods of working and relationships with one another and have a lot of experience in the work they are doing.  


I learned so much from working at ICAH for ten weeks, a length of time that went by faster than I ever could have imagined.  I found that I gained increased courage and self-confidence to do things that I wouldn't initially do at first thought or that seem challenging.  I saw and experienced people's passion for the work that they do and how meaningful fighting for social and reproductive justice is.  I began to finally see myself as an activist and as someone that is involved with making change in the world.  I have always had incredible respect and amazement for people that are involved with social justice activism, and working side by side with them for the summer was an honor and an experience that not only challenged me but also inspired me to continue being involved.  There were also many points where I felt very humbled in the presence of youth.  I learned to really value youth, their voices, their ideas, their experiences, and the things that they have taught me.  I have been amazed and awed by what they have experienced and their wisdom about life.  As one of the youth leaders always reminded me- years do not always determine your wisdom.  Yes, I learned more about reality and the hardships that many people face and while there were many discouraging moments and realizations, at the same time I left Chicago with renewed hope and trust in youth and their ability to change the future.  I learned how to work with teens and saw them as peers, as allies.  I saw myself as part of a greater movement, in which there are so many countless people to connect with and work together with for the justice and rights of humans.  I learned how empowering it can be to empower others and that it in turn empowers yourself, that you gather strength, support, knowledge, and inspiration from one another.


In terms of being prepared for this internship, I felt that I had a solid background in reproductive justice as a result of the classes and work I have been involved with over the last few years.  I was aware of the many issues and controversy surrounding sex education in American schools and I also had some experience working directly with teenagers.  Studying at Hampshire College has given me the self motivation and direction to carry out independent projects as well as the initiative to develop new ideas and to work collaboratively with others, so I felt very prepared for working at ICAH.  


After Action Out Loud and the experience of working at ICAH, I have a renewed passion for reproductive justice and feel more connected to this movement that strives for the equality of all, for access to reproductive healthcare, for comprehensive sex education, for availability of condoms, for the rights of teen parents, for the rights of adolescents, for the rights of women and men and every gender, for the rights of all races and economic classes, for the rights of the disabled and able-bodied, for the rights of all sexual orientations, for the human rights of everyone.  Working here furthered my realization of how important this type of advocacy work is and how valuable it can be in changing one person's life, several people's lives, a city, a country, and even the world.  I plan on continuing to be involved with fighting for reproductive justice by raising awareness and bringing the issues that so often go unspoken about and unnoticed into the light.  I plan on continuing to incorporate HIV/AIDS prevention, comprehensive sex education, gender equality, sexual assault awareness, advocacy for reproductive health care, and anything else encompassed by and related to reproductive justice in my career and future.  I plan on pursuing these issues during my senior year at Hampshire College.  Working at ICAH also made me question how I want to be involved in this field, and that might be and also might not be by working for a non-profit.  This summer not only made me grow as a person, both personally, academically, and socially, but it also made me question myself and look at my own life with a constructive perspective in an attempt to determine where I am going and what I am doing, taking into account my place in the world and the reproductive justice movement.  Regardless of how my career takes form, working at ICAH gave me an incredible experience of working with people and dealing with real issues in the field of reproductive justice.  


Working at ICAH was certainly demanding, intense, and challenging, but throughout my time there I felt welcomed and appreciated.  I felt that every single moment I spent working there was worthwhile, meaningful, and contributed to something bigger than myself.  It was quite a learning experience in itself to see how much work goes on at such a small organization and to see the amazing feats that a small group of people can accomplish.  It was moving and motivating to work for such incredible individuals who give everything and more to their cause and to others.  Gradually as the summer progressed I felt comfortable working at ICAH and found a place within a group of people that were already deeply established in their organization and work.  I was given the opportunity to observe how ICAH functions as an organization, the balance and interaction between staff members, policy making and changes, sex education classes, meetings with youth activists, and was even able to travel through the state of Illinois to see how ICAH works at a grassroots level making connections directly with individuals who want to change their communities for the better.  The entire time that I spent at ICAH was educational and taught me more about social justice issues each day.  I furthered my understanding of how social justice movements are all interconnected and directly influence one another, and that it is in fact almost impossible to separate them.  Reproductive justice demands that everyone, regardless of race, class, ability, gender, immigrant status, religion, sexual orientation, and age have access to their rights as humans- access to reproductive health care, education, and resources that promote sexual health and safety.  Just like all social justice movements, the reproductive justice movement strives for access and privileges that are only available to select populations to be made available to everyone.  I was able to see how ICAH is a part of this, specifically in regards to changing the way that youth are viewed, improving their access to reproductive health care resources, and establishing comprehensive sex education.  I came to fully see the importance of including youth directly in this movement because it is for them, their health, their lives, and their future.  And of course by working together, networking, and connecting as people, we can make more changes in our communities and world.  I saw how powerful we can be and how we truly do have the ability to influence others and have an effect on the way that things are.  I came to have restored faith in others and also in myself and in our ability to overcome the many challenges that we face.

For future interns- I would say go with few expectations, but just with an open heart and mind.  Be prepared to work and give everything that you have and you will get everything and more back in return.

