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FOREWORD



THIS BOOK IS YOUR TOOLBOX


BY GRETA THUNBERG


The first time I heard of Jamie Margolin was in May 2018. We were a group of young people who were trying to organize a Zero Hour march in Sweden for the international day of action on July 21. It was just a few weeks before I started school striking outside the Swedish parliament.


Before that I basically hadn’t met any young person who seemed to care about the climate, the environment, or our future survival on this planet. My idea of the youth today was that we were lazy, self-centered, and didn’t spare the climate and ecological crisis even a second of our thoughts. I remember feeling so alone, it seemed as if no one my age saw what was going on around us or even wanted to make a difference—apart from people like Jamie Margolin.


Since then, I have been proven wrong over and over again. It turned out that countless young people felt just like I did. That our generation wanted to not only change the world but also save it. We just didn’t know how. We didn’t know how to turn our frustration and despair into something that could help push us in the right direction. And that, I think, is what’s holding us back from taking action and stepping out of our comfort zones.


The more people I meet, the more I travel and get to experience, the more convinced I am that the solution to the climate and ecological crisis—as well as to many other crises—is simple: it is the people.


Above all, the young people. The power we hold within us is invincible. It is we who together are going to solve this. What we need to do now is to figure out a way to channel that power and that strength into action.


I think that tipping point we are all waiting for will happen when we the youth truly realize what we together can accomplish. I know we will pass that point sooner or later, and deep down you probably know it too. The question is just when that tipping point will come and whether it will come in time.


Since Zero Hour started, things have begun to move. But not nearly enough. And somehow it seems like we still are stuck. So right now we are in desperate need of guidance and something that tells us what the next—or sometimes even the first—steps are and how to take them. That is why we need books like this one.


We need to be given the tools with which we can change the world. And in this book, you can find them.




Greta Thunberg


November 12, 2019





Greta Thunberg was born in 2003. In August 2018 she started a school strike that became a movement called Fridays for Future, which has inspired school strikes for climate action in more than 150 countries, involving millions of students. Thunberg has spoken at climate rallies across Europe and at the United Nations COP24 in Poland and the World Economic Forum in Davos. In September 2019 she spoke in New York City at the UN Climate Action Summit. She has won the prestigious Prix Liberté and been nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize.















INTRODUCTION



THE WORLD NEEDS TO HEAR YOUR VOICE


In times of darkness, what has saved people, countries, and movements has been ordinary folks having the courage to speak truth to power.


But our world doesn’t exactly encourage dissent.


From the minute we are tossed into preschool we are told, Be quiet, raise your hand if you want to speak, listen to authority always, put your head down and do your work, and never question anything you are told. Memorize information and regurgitate it back onto a piece of paper. We are told, If you follow the rules, there is a safe and clear path ahead of you: get good grades and you’ll be successful. Study hard for a bright future.


But what happens when there is no future to study for? What happens when, for example, your generation is being left with a planet that is soon going to be unable to sustain human civilization because of climate change?


Then the cookie-cutter rules we are supposed to follow no longer apply. That safe and clear path of following the steps of the school system into a bright and successful future no longer works in a climate-change-warped world where we are guaranteed no tomorrow.


And unfortunately, all that memorizing, studying, and rule following we got so good at won’t help us save ourselves. The longer you live in a world that sees you as just another cog in the machine, the more your eyes glaze over the injustices in front of you—and the less you question.


Many adults in today’s society (not all of them though, and shout-out to the indigenous elders who have been fighting the good fight long before I was born) have pretty much lost their will to question and rebel, or their energy is drained from doing so their entire life. Don’t get me wrong, our elders have lots of wisdom and experience to share with us, and to make changes in the world, our movements must be intergenerational. We cannot pit generations against each other or forget the decades of hard changemaking work that came before us. Erasing the work of our ancestors is extremely disrespectful and harmful to our own work because we are shutting ourselves off from knowledge of the past. We the youth are standing on the shoulders of the changemakers before us, and we must always acknowledge and respect that. Still, a lot of the action adults in power are currently taking to combat the biggest issues our generation is facing, like climate change, operates according to the same oppressive logic and methods that created the issues in the first place.


But young people? We are yet to be broken and burned out. We are still closer than adults to that part of ourselves that is full of questions, challenges, and a refusal to accept the state of the world around us. We have fresh energy, insight, and a unique power to create change in our world. What we get in trouble most for at school is usually questioning the rules. But questioning the rules may actually be where our greatest power lies.


People often joke that young people are always on the right side of history, but I believe it is a full truth, not just a witty joke. History has proved that we are always on the right side of history over and over again.


Who helped Martin Luther King Jr. win crucial civil rights battles while he was in jail and beginning to lose hope? Youth. The Children’s March in Birmingham, Alabama, in the 1960s changed the game in the civil rights movement and led to the end of segregation.


Who started the revolutionary #NODAPL movement to try to stop the Dakota Access Pipeline? Youth. The indigenous youth of the Standing Rock Sioux reservation went against the orders of their elders and started a movement that forever changed how we fight the fossil fuel industry and united Native communities like never before.


The voices of young people are so powerful because we have the moral high ground on pretty much every issue you can name.


We didn’t create any of the systems of oppression that hold us and our world down; they were thrust upon us at birth whether we liked it or not. We have no hidden agenda.


Youth have nothing selfish to gain from our activism. There is hardly ever any monetary reward for being an activist, and any fame that comes along with it is rare and usually meager and fleeting.


Youth don’t speak out of a corrupt motive. We speak truth to power because we genuinely want change and to create a better world. And this is why the voices of youth are so pure and powerful, why they always have been, and why they always will be.


Young people, despite our society conditioning us to follow the rules blindly, still have that knack for seeing right through the BS we are fed. The youth right now are the truth right now—and it’s always been that way. Whether the adults who run our society admit to it or not.


My name is Jamie, as of this writing I’m in high school, and there is absolutely nothing special about me. I wasn’t born into a political family, an activist family, or a rich family. No one held my hand and walked me through the changemaking process. I was (and still am) just a girl trying to survive high school without losing my mind, who also happens to be fed up with the corruption and irresponsibility of leaders and the crumbling unlivable world my generation is being left with.


This is the book I desperately wished I had when I was fourteen and just starting my activism journey, with no clue of what I was getting into. Every word within these pages is the true, unfiltered advice and experiences of a young activist who wants to make sure other youth activists have a guide to doing this work from someone in the same situation who actually knows what it’s like.


Within these pages you’ll find my inside scoop on movement building, community organizing, nonprofits, and making change. This is a guide to being a young changemaker. The world of changemaking can be thrilling and empowering, and it can give you a sense of hope and relief in the face of the challenges you’re up against.


I have spoken to many amazing young people with so much to say and so much to offer the world who were convinced that they were not good enough. These incredible activists (whose conversations made me change the way I worked and functioned for the better) were still convinced they weren’t smart enough, brave enough, or whatever enough to be changemakers.


Whoever told you that you don’t belong in the political world or that you do not have what it takes to fight for a cause is full of it. You (Yes, YOU!) belong with us, the young people changing the world.


You are one of us. Welcome.


This journey of being an activist is something I would not trade for anything else in the world. Wherever you are in your journey is okay—whether you’re still a bit nervous about dipping your toe into the tumultuous waters of making an impact, or whether you are confident and ready to go but just need the right guidance to move forward. If lobbying your elected officials is scary to you, if you’re nervous about getting into protests and community organizing, that’s totally okay! Just because you are uncomfortable speaking up now doesn’t mean you’ll never get there. In your activism journey you will find allies along the way; you will grow and learn and evolve, and wherever it is you want to be, you will get there, I promise. I know because not very long ago I was you. I was an insecure fourteen-year-old, worried and scared about the state of the world, with no clue how to get started.


Just like I wish someone would have done for me when I began my activism, I will keep it real and tell you everything. The good and the bad. What to watch out for, problems I dealt with (so you know how to navigate them!), and all of that tough stuff that tends to get brushed over with flowery font and inspirational blanket statements.


As a chronically exhausted high school student with too much homework who’s running an international movement, I don’t have time to sugarcoat. What you get in this book, on top of advice and strategies, are my real stories about life as a youth activist: from joyfully protesting outside the Supreme Court in a bitter cold torrential rainstorm, to a fossil fuel lobbyist creepily grabbing my shoulder and calling me “sweetie,” to dealing with all the challenges of the internal workings of a large organization. I’ve also placed excerpts of interviews with other young activists who inspire me at the end of every chapter so you can get other perspectives on the diversity of social justice work out there. You can read the full interviews online at YouthToPowerBook.com. My hope is that these stories help guide you, inspire you, give you courage—and in some cases serve as a perfect example of what not to do.


My reality and that of all changemakers isn’t a montage of flashy protest footage set to dramatic music. The pictures you see on social media of majestic-looking young people marching triumphantly are not even close to the full story. Most of my life (and the lives of all the youth activists I know and work with) consists of trying to get through my inbox while juggling homework and extracurriculars, and taking back-to-back video conference calls during breaks in my school’s badly lit costume closet. It makes the video of me look like I have four chins no matter what angle I try.


This book is your guide to causing good trouble, unlearning everything you’ve been taught before, disrupting the status quo, making your voice heard, challenging problematic authority, changing the culture, changing laws, and yes, changing the world.


This is the manifesto of the youth revolution.


Dog-ear it, write in it, read it out of order, highlight what you want, rip out pages and tape them to your bedroom wall, flush it down the toilet if that’s what helps you process information better—I won’t be offended (or maybe don’t; that would clog your toilet).


I am in the same boat as you, and I’m not going to order you around and act like I’m better than you or pretend to know everything. The truth is, I am still learning, just like you. We’re in this together.


This is your guide to starting your own revolution, whatever that means to you.


Join me.


Keep reading, and we can be scrappy activists together.


Scrappy activists who win.
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Jamie Margolin, Eighteen, She/Her



Founder of Zero Hour, plaintiff with Our Children’s Trust, climate justice activist, writer, advocate for LGBTQ+ youth and queer women


I was in second grade when I first tried to take climate action. I grew up watching documentaries about the climate crisis and environmental destruction, which filled me with fear and dread for my future. I wanted to act, but I didn’t know how. I made little Green Club pins and handed them out to students, telling them, “Join me if you care about saving the earth.”


The world kept sending me the message that I had to wait until I was older and graduated college to have an impact on the world, so I talked to my friends and did school projects, and that was the extent of my activism. It didn’t feel like enough. It was during the 2016 election when I realized I held special power and knowledge as a young person and I finally had enough of staying quiet.


In my freshman year of high school, I was the youngest intern at my local campaign office. After the election season was over, I joined grassroots groups in my community doing the crucial but unglamorous work of educating and lobbying elected officials and my community about the climate crisis and demanding commonsense action.


I didn’t believe the adults in the room respected my voice as a young person, so I took my activism to the national level, founding Zero Hour: an international youth climate justice organization. Zero Hour led the official Youth Climate March in Washington, DC, and in more than twenty-five sister cities all around the world during the summer of 2018. My organization laid the groundwork for and inspired the current school strike for climate movement. As the youth climate movement rises in profile, I stay grounded in addressing the root systems of oppression, like colonialism, that caused the climate crisis in the first place.


Along this crazy journey I also became a plaintiff in Our Children’s Trust’s Youth versus the government of Washington State lawsuit called Aji P. v. State of Washington, suing my home state of Washington for denying my generation’s constitutional right to a livable environment. Today I continue to organize and mobilize for climate justice, and I give speeches around the world educating and rallying people for the cause. By making mistakes, trying, failing, working my butt off, and learning from others, I have learned the ropes of being an organizer and activist, and I’m dishing everything I know so you don’t have to dig for the knowledge yourself. Instead of making you go fishing like I had to starting out, my hope is that this book will make your changemaking journey a lot more accessible.
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FINDING YOUR WHY


FINDING YOUR WHY IS THE FIRST STEP ON YOUR ACTIVISM JOURNEY.


The first and most important step to being an activist is to find your why.


Before we get into any specifics of how one goes about community organizing and movement building, this is the foundational step of your changemaking journey: making it clear to yourself why you are an activist and what exactly it is you are fighting for.


It is critical to ground yourself in what you’re fighting for before jumping in headfirst and to continue keeping yourself grounded throughout the whole journey. Having a clear reason and intention for what you are doing helps lead you in the right direction. There are so many organizations, causes, groups, and methods to create change, it can be hard to choose a path if you don’t have a strong grounding reason why.


Why is not a specific goal—it’s the core driving reason for you to be doing what you are doing. Your why is something that will likely never change; it is what you are fighting for that you cannot live without.


It’s not your short-term goals or even your long-term goals. Your why is not media attention or even organizing a protest, stopping a pipeline, or any specific goal or target, because those change. Let’s say you defeat the pipeline. You stage the protest. You get tons of media for your activism—what happens then?


Every activist has a why. Think about it this way—every protest you attend, every event you organize, every article you write, every job you take or don’t take are all just strategies to get to and serve your why. They are not the end goals in themselves. Every campaign you take on, conference you attend, and speech you give—they are all tiny steps, tiny puzzle pieces, part of the strategy to get to your why and serve it.


Every single action you take going forward needs to serve your why. That’s how you’re going to be successful. That’s how you’re going to stick with it in the long run and make that change you have been striving for.


My why is the cause that when I turn off all distractions, all external feedback, all noise and really just live with myself for a moment always stays the same. It is protecting the Pacific Northwest, where I grew up.


If there’s one lesson for you to take away from this entire book it’s that every tip and trick about movement building and organizing is going to be a waste of your time unless you find your why.


So, tell me, Why are you doing this?


Why are you an activist?


Why are you joining a movement?


Why are you starting a movement?


Why are you fighting for change?


Is it a place you love that is deeply dear to you that you cannot bear the thought of losing?


Is it someone in particular you’re fighting for? A person, community, or group of people?


Is there something that happened to you or someone you love that you want to make sure never, ever happens to anyone again?


Is there something you live with and are going through that you need the world to understand?


Is it because someone showed you how you participated in an unjust system and you want to help others break free too? Because you or your ancestors participated in a culture of harm that you feel activated to try to repair?


Take some time alone, however long you need, and mull this over. There’s no rush. Finding your why does not mean that you have to lock yourself in a room for a week and wrack your brain until you find it. It does not mean you are barred from attending a protest or rally or community organizing meeting until you find it. Usually, finding what makes you tick is an active process that involves self-reflection and experimentation. You can attend all sorts of events and activities and explore what you are fighting for freely, openly, and unrestrictedly. Also keep in mind that your why doesn’t have to be something out of this world, grand, or extraordinary.


For example, for Natalie Mebane, a beloved adult mentor of mine, her why is a bay she loves in Trinidad and Tobago, where she spent most of her childhood. Natalie is a climate justice activist, and when I asked her, “Why are you doing this work?” she simply sent me a picture of that bay where she played with her family as a kid. It’s a place beloved to her, that is part of her heritage as a Caribbean woman that she takes pride in, that is being destroyed by climate change. She would be heartbroken to live without it. Natalie always tells me, if she had all the money in the world, she would spend every second of her days in that bay in Trinidad and Tobago. It’s what she is truly fighting for. It keeps her rooted no matter what her job as an organizer throws at her.


So, get to a quiet place where it’s just you and your thoughts. Remove all distractions and external influences. Turn off your phone and just have a good old honest chat with yourself. Be the annoying toddler who won’t stop asking why. When you first try to give yourself shallow, superficial answers, keep probing “why” until you can’t go any deeper.


I’ll share my why with you: why I am a climate justice activist, why I started my organization, why I’m suing my government, why I speak out is to protect the beautiful Pacific Northwest. It is where I was raised, the only place I remember living, where I wrote this book, and it is in my very biased opinion the most beautiful place in the world. Although I was born in Los Angeles and my mom is an immigrant from Colombia, and although I plan to live all over the United States and maybe spend some time in my mom’s home country in South America, the Pacific Northwest will forever own my heart. The mountains and hills and oceans and flora and fauna and the culture and life of Seattle is what I live for. My why, when you boil it down, is defending the sacred life of the Pacific Northwest. I could not live without the crisp air, the tall evergreens, the salty ocean, the birds, the salmon, the deer, the bears, the seals, the orcas, the smell of the cedars right after it rains.


I am not a religious person. The closest feeling I have to spirituality is the sacredness of the Pacific Northwest environment around me… and climate change is threatening all of it. The ecosystems of the ocean and all of their marvelous life are unraveling, the salmon are dying, the orcas are going extinct, I never see the seals anymore, the skies are getting more and more polluted, the forests are being destroyed, and the oceans are acidifying because of the high carbon levels that are destroying not only the sea life but also the Seattle sea-based culture.


Also keep in mind that you can have more than one why, and it can be different for each cause you take on.


My why for being an LGBTQ+ activist is rooted in my experiences as a lesbian living in a heteronormative world (a world that sees being straight as the norm). My why, the reason I am such a vocal advocate for my queer community, is that I have experienced shame, stress, depression, alienation, and anxiety because of the way our world treats and erases girls like me, and I am striving to create a world where I don’t have to go through that anymore, and neither does anyone else. I don’t want any other queer kid to feel as overwhelmingly unrepresented, unwelcome, and unwanted by society as I have felt and often still do; I want to make a world where we have achieved full equality and liberation everywhere. Slightly different from my climate activism why, my LGBTQ+ activism why is rooted in my identity and personal lived experiences. My reasons are simple and genuine, because they are rooted in the liberation and ultimately survival of an oppressed group I belong to.


So, what are YOU fighting for? What can’t you live without? What is being taken from you?


Close this book, and maybe tonight before you fall asleep, just sit there and really ask yourself, “What is my why?”


You got it?


Good.


Hang on to it.


Make a vision board with it, draw it, write about it, make a video for yourself. Make reminders visible around you, especially where you work. Because I can tell you from experience that the movement-building road ahead of you is going to be one hell of a ride.


But you know why you’re doing this, so it’s going to be incredibly worth it. Buckle up and let’s do this!
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Juan David Giraldo Mendoza, Nineteen, He/Him, and Alejandro Lotero Cedeño, Eighteen, He/Him



Climate justice activists, Fridays for Future Colombia


JAMIE: How did you become an activist?


JUAN: The Colombian state did not want to help fund public schools, so I joined the entire university community and went on strike. Thousands of people marched in the streets. Even faculty and staff joined us. After four months of ignoring the protests, the president of Colombia finally came. Other Latin American countries sent support. It was so much pressure that the government gave the school system the funding. That’s when I understood the power of the people.


Then I read a book called The 6th Extinction, which is about the climate crisis. I saw the original Fridays for Future video from Greta Thunberg, who was calling for a school strike for climate action. I was obsessed with the climate crisis. Soon it became too much, and I had a panic attack about climate change.


On January 15, 2019, I sat in front of the Gobernación de Antioquia and became the first person in Latin America to school strike for climate action. Soon after, Alejandro started striking in his community, and we met online and started school strikes in other parts of Colombia.


JAMIE: What have been your biggest challenges as activists?


JUAN: State violence repressing our protests. The anti-protesters here are known as ESMAD (Mobile Anti-Disturbance Squadron), and they use a lot of tactics to crack down on our demonstrations. We in Colombia technically have the right to protest, but it is not respected or protected. In Bogota, there were one hundred students in the street demonstrating, and they were chased by a truck.


The problem is that the media distorts a lot of what happens. It happened a lot with the university strikes. ESMAD would hit us and beat us up, and then they would put it on TV as if we the students were bad and ESMAD had no choice but to do their jobs. They criminalized us in the press, which gave the police more justification to attack us. In the media they do not even talk about why the protest is happening. They put the blame on us for being “violent” kids.


ALEJANDRO: In the places where I strike, the police bother us a lot. They do not like us to protest. It is an effort to get people out, and often not many people go to strikes, or listen to us and pay attention to this crisis. If I did not have a lot of emotional resilience, I could not do this work.
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YOUR FIRST STEPS


TIME TO ROLL UP YOUR SLEEVES AND DO THE WORK!


Okay, you know why you’re in this changemaking world, and you’re ready to get started. You’re fired up and ready to go, but there’s only one problem… as you’re sitting there zoning out in math class you realize, I have no clue how to get started!


When I was fourteen years old, enraged with the world around me and ready to make a change, I had absolutely no clue where to begin. I wanted to join a political campaign, join a movement, help my community, engage my school in issues that mattered, make something, do something big.


I saw all these activists online leading movements, and it was so easy to get inspired… but it was hard to know how to take the first step in that direction.


Before we get into how to take your first steps as an activist, let’s define what an activist is. First of all, there is no one true definition: there are many different forms of changemaking, one no more important than another.


Starting a Black student union at your school or university to provide a space for Black youth to build power together makes you an activist, just like starting a nonprofit makes you an activist.


For some people, activism looks like engaging your school. For others, it’s running a blog and social media pages talking about your personal story and important issues that are often overlooked by our colonized society. For others, it’s mobilizing in the streets and knocking on doors of elected officials. You don’t have to choose only one way of effecting change, and you don’t have to feel pressure that the first thing you try is going to be what you’re stuck with.


Finding the right space for your energy is like trying on clothes. You can wear a shirt as long as you need to, and when it no longer fits, then try something new.


So when it comes to looking for that first club, organization, nonprofit, community organization, or whatever you want to do to kick off your journey, don’t put too much pressure on yourself that this has to be the thing you do. In fact, take all the pressure off, and just be open to learning. You don’t have to limit yourself to joining just one group or organization; you can be a part of many, and the form of your activism may change over the years.


Now is the time to put your feelers out, experiment, and learn.


It’s important to remember that most of the time, the journey that completely transforms your life starts with something as small as an email.


My activism started with clicking on an ad from my local Democratic Party for a phone-banking campaign event, which prompted me to RSVP. So I did.


A single RSVP catapulted me into a career/journey/way of life that completely changed me forever.


Let me explain: For some reason, political campaigns during the 2016 presidential election had gotten hold of my email. I was getting spam from campaigns saying things like, Bill Joe Candidate needs YOU to donate before tonight’s deadline or else we will all DIE—you know, campaign stuff.


One of the emails right before the general election season caught my eye. It said that the campaign office was looking for new volunteers to make phone calls encouraging people to register to vote. At that point I was so fed up with what I was seeing from certain candidates on TV that I decided it was time to stop yelling at the screen and time to start getting out the vote. I walked into that campaign office and gave everything I could of my time and energy to what I believed was saving democracy. Soon I went from volunteer to intern to unofficial Spanish translator of the office (being the only Latina there) to well-respected regular and volunteer trainer around the Seattle Democratic headquarters.


I’m sure after all of the introduction and hype of the previous two chapters, you’re expecting some kind of master strategy. Some grand first jump and complex to-do list of how to transform into whatever your vision is of a megaphone-wielding, street-marching radical activist. But it’s really this simple:


HOW TO BEGIN




1. Find an organization, political campaign, community group, or something that you want to be a part of, volunteer with, or even just learn more about.


2. Find their website, social media page, or any other platform of information where you can find an email or phone number to contact someone there.


3. Send them a message or call them, ask some questions, and tell them you’d like to get involved and a little bit about your story, who you are, and why you care, or subscribe to their newsletter to get a feel for what they do.


4. Just take the leap and join a meeting, attend an event, and take it from there.


5. Be open to learning, and learn by doing.


6. Figure out your why.




When I was first trying to get involved in the environmental movement, I had no clue where to start. So I googled local youth environmental organizations in my area and called one of them, Plant for the Planet Seattle (a.k.a. Climate Change for Families). My call got picked up on the first ring, and I just laid it all out: “Look, I’m fourteen, I have no clue what I’m doing, but I am really worried about climate change and I want to do something about it.”


They said something along the lines of, “I can work with that,” and I attended their first meeting. I sat in the back of the room, with no clue what was going on. I was surrounded by people my age or younger who had been doing this work for years, and compared to them I felt so insecure and inferior. That twelve-year-old has done more to fight the climate crisis than I ever will be able to!


There’s nothing that makes you feel worse about yourself than being in a room of younger people you assume are way ahead of you on your activism journey. But I swallowed my insecurity and decided, I’m going to be just like those kids. I can do it too. So I attended more and more meetings. I began to ask questions and learn, I brought up ideas and initiatives, and Plant for the Planet Seattle gave me the space and time to grow and learn and take leadership.


All the supportive adult allies at Plant for the Planet taught me everything they knew, and they supported and guided me as I became a community organizer in the city and grew as an activist. And it wasn’t just the adults who accepted me into the activist family and lifted me up. I also learned from and was quickly accepted by my fellow youth activists. The whole gang at Plant for the Planet Seattle welcomed me with open arms. We sang Hamilton songs at the top of our lungs on road trips to Olympia to lobby for climate bills, ate pancakes together after uncomfortable interactions with those politicians, and talked politics for hours on end. I found a community and became the activist I wanted to be simply because I googled an organization, called the number, and took the plunge.


There is no amount of research and preparation you can do before getting involved that will fully prepare you to be an organizer. The only way to learn is by just starting. Join that organization, perform whatever tasks they give you, and have an open mind. Talk to people, observe, and ask questions.


You should also accept early on that you’re going to make mistakes. As a perfectionist, I don’t like the idea of having a 100 percent chance that I am going to mess up over and over again and that I will never fully know it all—but that’s the deal in this field. You just have to keep questioning, educating yourself, and doing. Don’t sit on your computer frantically researching. Take a step out the door, assist a local organization in whatever they need, and let the ultimate teacher—trial and error—take the lead.


OTHER WAYS TO START MAKING CHANGES THAT AREN’T NECESSARILY COMMUNITY/NONPROFIT RELATED




1. Write a letter or email (or call!) to your elected official (especially local):It’s actually very easy to get in contact with your representative.


Deeply upset with the outcome of an election that I had poured my heart and soul into, I didn’t know where to turn. I wanted to make sure that my voice and concerns were heard by my politicians currently in office. So I got out my computer and started drafting letters to members of my local state legislature, like different state senators, my mayor, and members of the Seattle City Council. Keep in mind that I had never written to an elected official before. I was just a freshman in high school without any idea of how to contact politicians.


Writing or calling your elected officials can be a really great way to start voicing your opinions and concerns to those in power, and it is accessible from wherever you are. Before I found my home in the community organizing/nonprofit world, I would call or write my state legislators about my concern about the climate crisis a few times a week. The letters I wrote were not formal or worded in an inauthentic style. You don’t have to go above and beyond to write the fanciest letter known to mankind. Just speak from the heart, talk the way you normally express yourself while being polite and professional, and send it.


It only takes a quick Google search to find the district you live in at different levels of government (state, municipal, federal) and just a little more clicking around to find an email, mailing address, and phone number of representatives at each level. Keep in mind that when you are contacting a politician, the person on the other end of the line is usually their assistant of some sort or a legislative aide—but they are the ones who often help craft the policy that the politician votes on, so it’s important to make connections with them as well.


If you really want the elected official to personally see your message, you can ask the aide to pass the message along to their boss. Your voice deserves to be heard in the political system, even if you are too young to vote, and you can contact an elected official from just about anywhere. There are different ways change can be made—some involve breaking the rules of the system, others involve playing by the rules. Both are valuable, and if you’re not ready to break any rules just yet, this method of making those in power listen can be very effective.


Here is a sample email I wrote to my local elected officials, to show you how simple it is! Make sure that you contact only your own representatives, because politicians tend to mostly care about messages coming from their own district. Why? Because they are only responsible to represent the people who elected them, the members of their own districts. So if an elected official receives a message from someone outside of their constituency, it’s not going to be received with much urgency. (Email usually only works with really local politicians, like state senators and state representatives who actually read their emails. With senators and other higher officeholders, letter writing and phone calls have been proven most effective. I sent the below email to my state representative soon after President Trump was elected in the United States. I was terrified of what was to come.) Take a look:






SUBJECT: 15-year-old girl concerned about freedom of speech and press


MESSAGE:


I’m a 15-year-old girl and political writer for the Huffington Post and Seattle Times, and a member of my school’s Junior Statesmen of America team.


I’m very concerned about the “post-truth” era of Donald Trump and how opinions are becoming facts and vice versa.


Donald Trump has shown many signs of an autocrat, and I am becoming more scared every day that this war on the media, disregard for facts, and attacking of everyone who criticizes him is going to seep into our foundations and permanently damage our democracy and what our country stands for. I’m really scared the US is going to turn into something like Putin’s Russia. What can be done?







THE REPRESENTATIVE’S RESPONSE (verbatim):


Thank you for writing, Jamie. One reason I am hopeful that our country and the world will be able to survive Donald Trump is because young people like yourself see Trump and everything he represents far more clearly than people four times your age.


It is important that we continue to call out every instance we see of the erosion of our democracy, whether that is Trump/Republicans attacking democratic institutions, intimidation of the press, or normalization of corruption. We cannot grow numb to these things and we must continue to call them out.


I am also encouraged that Trump is starting his presidency with far lower approval ratings than any president in history, so while there is much work to be done to turn things around, at least most Americans already see Trump as the fraud that he is.


Please continue to stay aware and make others aware of the threat Trump poses to American democracy. We must continue to call out violations for the next four years, at which time you and many others your age will be eligible to vote and to turn things around for our country and our world (as clearly the United States is not the only country that has seen the deterioration of democratic norms lately—Turkey, the Philippines, and Poland are all other worrisome examples).





It’s as easy as that! Your letter or call to your representative can be as long or short as you need it to be—you are getting the message out there!




2. Join a protest/demonstration or drop by a campaign office during a campaign season: You can bypass the whole step of calling and contacting: just show up to any kind of public activism event to participate. If there is a march or strike or any sort of public action, you can just slip in and join. Get a feel for it, and if you like what you see and what you did, find the organizers of that event and ask them how you can get more involved with similar actions.


3. Start posting on social media about the issues you care about and personal stories that intertwine with that: You don’t have to wait until you’ve been working for a nonprofit for two years to start using social media and blogging platforms to share the stories and issues you care about. There is no set requirement for when you can start opening up about something that has been hurting you or bothering you. I have a friend who uses her Instagram to post about what it’s like to live with a chronic illness that has rendered her disabled, and that is her way of starting the conversation about disability rights, raising awareness about youth with chronic illnesses and disabilities, and amplifying their voices. She is working on starting a YouTube channel, filming videos in her room about topics surrounding being young and disabled that are neglected by mainstream media. So go ahead and start right now. Write that post and film that video about something you’ve gone through that you’ve been dying to tell. Gathering the courage to finally publicly share your story can be that moment of stepping into the activist realm.


4. Start with a school project or a neighborhood initiative: Start engaging your own school and neighborhood. Are there problems plaguing your school that no one has taken it upon themselves to fix? Gather a group of people, and work on fixing them yourself! Is there a club at your school or university or an organization in your neighborhood like a multicultural student union, environmental club, or queer-straight alliance that doesn’t exist but should? Create that club! Is there a problem young people in your community are struggling with, like mental health or police brutality? Start a support group. Could your campus be more environmentally conscious or better allies to certain groups of people? Gather a group of people to start working on bettering your community.


Improving your school, community, or neighborhood may seem small-time, but I am dead serious when I say almost all real change starts from the bottom up, directly impacting a few people most successfully. That success allows the effort to expand in scale. If you’re a student, going to school is like a full-time job. So why not improve the conditions or make an impact in the place you spend most of your days? The same goes for working any kind of job outside of school. Do working conditions need to be improved? Start there.




I should also point out that it is important in this process for you to start thinking about where you get your power and growing into your power.


Yes, I said growing into your power because you already have power. As a young person, your power comes from your unique set of lived experiences and perspectives that the world needs to hear. You just need to tap into it. What makes your voice worth listening to on the topic you’re tackling? Do you have a personal story of struggling with the issue? Does it affect your family or community? That authority on a topic gives you power and will propel you forward in your work.


For example, if you want to get involved with a Hispanic immigration rights organization because you or your family are immigrants from a Latin American country, that is power in itself. You are the one who knows your own story. You know how you’ve been affected, so you know what kind of solutions you and your community need. Your own lived experiences are just as valuable in your work as an activist as any PhD on that subject. Think of your own story of adversity (if you’ve faced any) and why your voice is powerful.


Like I said before, my big leap into the world of activism was clicking an RSVP on an ad for phone banking. I’ve always been the kind of person who questions norms. Ever since I can remember, I’ve always been hyper-political. (I mean, I grew up watching political satire like The Colbert Report and The Daily Show even when I technically wasn’t allowed to.)


I’ll never forget the first day I walked into my local Democratic Party campaign office. It was the July before the 2016 election, and after the Democratic Convention on TV, I was fired up to volunteer for my local party’s campaigns. The campaign office was packed, and staff members quickly ushered me into a crowded room where, squished between what seemed like a million other volunteers, I got a quick orientation and was handed a call script with talking points. After practicing a few times with the staffers, I picked up one of the phones they gave us at the office (so strangers wouldn’t have my personal information), and I made my very first political phone call, and then another, and then another. The first few were nerve wracking. I stuck to the script verbatim, terrified to talk to strangers. But then it got easier.


The next week, I was back to knock on doors. The week after that, I made some more phone calls. And then I couldn’t wait a week anymore: I was back only a few days later, ready to knock on doors again. I became a regular at the campaign office. All the staffers learned my name and started to give me more and more responsibility. Soon, I signed on as an intern for one of the field organizers (people who work on organizing and mobilizing their local community to vote, going out into the “field”—a.k.a. the community—to make grassroots connections for a campaign), and I progressively began spending more time at my state’s Democratic headquarters. The office became my home away from home. When I had a day off school, I went to the campaign office and worked a full seven hours. On weekends, I turned down my friends’ invitations to hang out and worked at the campaign office. After school, I was at the campaign office.


I worked my butt off canvassing, training volunteers, making phone calls (taking the verbal abuse of grumpy old guys who weren’t very happy to get campaign calls), organizing, handling an out-of-state voter intimidation case over the phone (as they needed a Spanish translator), painstakingly entering data into the computer system, and publishing an op-ed about the election in my local newspaper.
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