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Introduction

You Can So Change the World

There’s more to being a teenager than dating drama, shopping, and video games. You know this, but it probably seems like the rest of the world doesn’t. There are things you care about and things that you want to change. There are things that have to change. You have the power to change them.

Right now in the United States, twenty-six percent of the population is under eighteen. That’s more than seventy million people. Imagine what it would be like if you and everyone around you got to tell the world what you think. Don’t wait until you’re old enough to vote to take action. Starting today, starting right now, you can make your voice heard on the issues that matter to you.

This book is about activism, a word that is intimidating to a lot of people. When they hear about an “activist,” they imagine some crazy guy with a picket sign on the evening news, protesting something they’ve never even heard about. Well, that’s one kind of activist. I like to think of an activist as someone who acts on his or her beliefs and values.

Acting on your beliefs can happen in a lot of ways. You might buy only organic food, or you might circulate a petition to ask for organic food in your school cafeteria. Some activists are agitators; some aren’t. Some are connected to larger organizations, and others do things solo. Activism is a continuum, and you have to tailor your actions in a way that’s comfortable for you. But I bet that once you get going and see the changes you can make, you’ll find yourself becoming more and more outspoken and committed.

Here’s a good example of activism. Kayla Gernrich and Sara Stowell are sixteen-year-olds who live in Milton, Vermont. Their best friend, Allison Barkyoumb, had a heart condition that was life threatening—getting a heart transplant was her only option. Allison was on the transplant list for more than three weeks, and died while still waiting for a heart. Kayla and Sara, while grieving for their friend, learned that it’s often difficult for teenagers to get transplants because other teens don’t know that they can arrange to be donors.

In March 2003 Kayla and Sara started EarthAngels, a grassroots group that educates teenagers about organ donation and explains how to become a donor. Kayla and Sara could have done other things; they could have hooked up with a larger, national group and lobbied Congress to promote education about organ donation; they could have set up a scholarship in Allison’s name to give to heart transplant survivors; they could have done a fundraiser car wash and given the money to the American Heart Association. They are doing what feels right to them, and they know that they are making a difference. (The EarthAngels Web site is www.earthangelsorg.com.)

Why People Become Activists

People become activists for all sorts of reasons. Some people choose to speak out on an issue after losing a loved one, like Kayla and Sara did. Others might be dealing with injustice in their own lives, or seeing it around them, and decide to fight. Many activists feel a moral or religious obligation to help others and work toward the greater good. You might become an activist for what seem like purely selfish reasons—you don’t want to drink tap water with pollutants in it; that’s valid too.

But the reason that most people stay activists is this: It feels good. It feels right to give back and to be a part of something bigger than yourself. No matter how big of an individualist you are, you aren’t alone in this world, and helping others will also benefit you. Besides that, activism can be a lot of fun—you can meet others who share your beliefs, learn more about the world around you, and do things you never thought you’d do.

One Person Can Make a Difference

You might be thinking, Well, I’m just one person. How big of a difference can I make? There are two answers to that question. First, one person can totally make a difference. You are a citizen of the world, and what you do matters. Whether you are sitting at your computer writing letters, challenging a racist remark, or putting an anti-war sign in your window for the whole neighborhood to see, your actions are affecting people and making change. Second, you don’t have to go it alone. You can get your friends to do activist stuff with you, or you can hook up with people who are already working on the issue you are interested in.

Choosing Your Cause

It might be totally obvious to you what your cause is—you know already that you want to be an animal welfare activist or that you want to get involved in the fight against HIV/AIDS. If you know already, that’s great. Some people have a harder time figuring out exactly where they want to put their energies—there are a lot of issues out there. It’s worth taking a little time to figure out what you really want to do—if you try to do too much, you run the risk of burning out.

Think about what really bugs you. Is there one issue that seems to come up over and over in different ways? Try going through a week of your life writing down all of the things that strike you as wrong. (Okay, it might be a long list, but try it anyway.) Look down your list and see if there is a common theme. If your list contains a lot of things like “The girls at my school get hassled by the guys in the hallways,” “Our science teacher always calls on guys first,” and “My female friends all seem to think that having unsafe sex is okay,” then doing some women’s rights activism might be a good fit for you.

Here are some other things to keep in mind when choosing your cause:

There is no perfect, ideal issue. It would be nice if the sun came out and trumpets played when you hit on the right one, but that’s not going to happen.

Remember that everything is interrelated. If you choose to work on environmental issues, you are also indirectly helping animals. If you are active in promoting free speech, then your work might enable an anti-war activist to be heard.

Choosing a cause that benefits you directly is okay, and even desirable! If you and your brothers and sisters all have asthma, and you decide to work on getting better health services in your community, that’s just fine.

Along those lines, think about choosing a cause that you know your friends will be interested in also. It’s fun to do things in groups and they might have ideas you haven’t thought of yet.

It’s not unusual to be active in several causes, or to sometimes switch your focus. You might do a lot of animal welfare activism but also be on some civil rights mailing lists. Or maybe you start off working to change your school’s sex ed curriculum, and then become involved in volunteering at your local free clinic.

Do Your Research

Research your cause and arm yourself with facts. Online is a great place to research … up to a point. Google is your friend, but you can’t trust everything that comes up in a search engine. It’s good to verify things for yourself as much as possible. If a Web site claims that there is a superfund (that means extremely toxic) site in your neighborhood, cross-check it with the EPA site or www.scorecard.org, where you can enter your zip code and get environmental information back. Try not to go into an online trance, where you just keep clicking on more and more Web sites. Take notes and keep track of where you learn what.

Libraries are another good place to research. Not only do they have, well, books, but they also have tons of reference materials and librarians who can help you. Use reference material like old newspapers and magazines to learn about your cause and gather information you can use, like speeches your principal has made to the school board. The library is also a great place to get names and addresses you might need. The librarians can help you with your work and point you to things you wouldn’t find on your own. (Plus, librarians are often activists themselves! They work to prevent books and Web sites from being banned, to stop the government from looking at your private records, and to promote public access to information.)

Find out who the major activist groups are that work on your issue. You could go to a few of their meetings, or check out some newsletters to see what specific kinds of activism are happening in your area—marches, letter-writing campaigns, or whatever. Maybe you’ll join a campaign already in progress, or your research will spark an idea no one has thought of yet.

This book has chapters on many of the major issues that teenagers say they care about: racism, animal welfare, the environment, women’s rights, war, HIV/AIDS, civil rights, school violence, and the rights of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and questioning youth. If you want to get going on one of these issues, then head right for that chapter. But you don’t need to limit yourself to the causes in this book. You might choose to become active in suicide prevention, domestic violence awareness, or anti-globalization—there are a million issues and sub-issues out there, and one of them is right for you. No matter what your cause, this book can help you choose the level of activism you are comfortable with and guide you on your way to becoming an activist.

How This Book Works

This book is organized into broad topical chapters. Each chapter begins with an introduction to the issue: who it affects, who is involved, what’s at stake, and what’s happening right now. The issues section also talks about what different activist groups are doing in relation to that topic.

Running down the side of the main chapter text are profiles of teenagers who are activists working on the chapter topic. The profiles are intentionally diverse; reading through them you can see that there is a level of commitment and engagement that suits every individual.

The main part of every chapter is suggestions for activism projects, divided into four sections: The At-Home Activist, The Campus Activist, The Community Activist, and The 5-Minute Activist. You should probably read through all of the project ideas before you decide which one you want to do—or you might end up doing more than one of them. If you don’t see a project that appeals to you, try reading the other chapters—many of the projects in the book can be adapted to other issues. You can also look through the resources at the end of each chapter—the Web sites that are listed will have even more ideas.

The At-Home Activist section has projects that you can do without even leaving your house. They might involve your family or be something that you do on your own. These projects are also good ones to start off with if you are new to activism. Don’t discount home-based activism—it can be very powerful. It’s not like you are an activist out in the world, and then you go home and stop being one. Your at-home work could lead to some big changes in your own personal behaviors and habits, or the behaviors of your entire household, and it can also help you reinforce values that led to your activism.

The project ideas for the Campus Activists tend to be a bit more elaborate and require a bit more time than the at-home activist projects do. (But they are still totally doable.) Being an activist at school is natural—you spend most of your time at school, so it’s a great place to speak your mind and try to change things. Activism at school also offers a lot of ways to involve your friends in what you are doing.

School offers a great place to reach your peers, and there are certainly a lot of things that need to change at most schools. But it can also be a little intimidating to think about being the person who initiates the change. That’s why most of the campus projects suggest you enlist others. Most teenagers who take a deep breath and are willing to stand up for what they think is right discover that there are a lot of other students who feel the same way they do. Planning your project carefully and getting others involved at the organizing level can ensure that your efforts are successful.

Community activism is probably the closest thing to what most people think of when they think of activism. A community activist project will involve your community—it will educate them, help them, or allow them to express their feelings on an important topic. Examples of community activism include an AIDS awareness campaign, fighting to get your state or city to recognize domestic partnerships, or a peace rally in the park. A community project generally offers everyone, even total strangers, the opportunity to be involved.

A community project requires that you reach out beyond your own circle of friends and family and make some new connections. This is called organizing—getting a community together to make change. That way you can split up tasks and get more done, as each of you develops areas of expertise. If you are planning to put AIDS awareness ads in your local paper, one person could work on getting the paper to donate the space, one could design the ads, while another one researches the best information to put in the ads.

In most of the chapters you’ll see a section called the 5-Minute Activist. The action projects in this section are super quick and easy things you can do on the Internet to benefit the cause(s) you care about. Basically these projects involve visiting one of two types of Web sites: “click to e-mail” and “click to donate.”

A “click to e-mail” Web site is a site with an interface that lets you quickly and easily send e-mails to select people (usually United States Senators and Representatives). Most sites have a boilerplate text written—you just add your name and click. Sometimes they ask you to enter your zip code so that they can send the e-mail to the congressperson who represents your area. The sites are updated often with new e-mails focused on recent events or pending legislation.

Letter writing can be an effective way to work within the system to effect change. You should know, though, that e-mails are not generally considered as effective as regular mail—senators and representatives know how easy it is to send an e-mail, so they pay more attention when someone takes the time to sit down and write a letter on paper. That said, collective e-mail campaigns have been known to raise awareness and draw attention to particular issues.

This book only recommends “click to e-mail” Web sites when “click to donate” sites for the chapter topic aren’t available. A “click to donate” site is set up in order to let anyone, anywhere, with a Net connection contribute to the charity of his or her choice. The way “click to donate” sites work is that the group who runs the site asks companies to be sponsors. Usually they ask companies whose products are related to the cause, like asking a pet food company to sponsor an animal rescue site. The company agrees to donate a certain amount of money to the charity for every click made to the donation button.

Why do companies do this? Well, it’s corporate philanthropy, which does exist (really!), but it’s also a form of advertising. There’s nothing wrong with that, but you should be aware. The corporation knows that when people go to the charity site to click, they will see the company’s logo, and perhaps associate that company with the good work the site is doing.

What a lot of people don’t realize about “click to donate” sites is that you can usually only click once per day. That sounds simple, but it’s not. The programs that tabulate the clicks calculate them on a twenty-four-hour cycle. That means that if you click one day at three p.m. and the next day at noon, your second click won’t be counted because twenty-four hours have not gone by.

There are ways to deal with this. You might want to download a little reminder program, such as the one at www.easydonations.net/clicktodonate.htm. It will alert you when it’s time to click. Setting a reminder up on your cell phone is a good idea too.

Efforts have been made to vet the Web sites listed in the 5-Minute Activist sections and throughout the book to make sure they are legit. They are sites that have been around for a while, and ones that are associated with reputable charities and organizations. Any specifics mentioned about a site were current as of this writing in June 2004. Feel free to do your own investigating too, of course. Exercise the same care you do elsewhere on the Internet—don’t give out personal information like your phone number, social security number, or address; don’t give out credit card information except on secure sites; and never agree to meet alone with someone you don’t know. For more information on Internet safety, check out www.safekids.com/safeteens/safeteens.htm.

The last section in every chapter is the resource section. This section lists Web sites and books that may be helpful to you as an activist. The materials have been chosen because they are informative, and also because they are specifically activist in nature—they have ideas for projects you can do and ways for you to connect with other activists, or they will otherwise help you in the projects you choose to do. At the very end of the book, the General Activism Resources section lists books and Web sites that are applicable to all areas of activism, like handbooks and organizing manuals.

A Few More Things

As you move forward, remember that the things that make you a good person also make you a good activist. Being kind and respectful to others, even if you disagree with them, will help every project you undertake go more smoothly. Sometimes it’s hard not to get caught up in a conflict with a person or a group and lose yourself in hating, but when you sense that happening, take a step back. Focus on the injustice you are fighting or the good you are doing. Use your anger to do what you can, and don’t waste it on people who aren’t open to change. Figure out a way to go around them.

Sometimes you might also need to go around people who are on the same side of the issues that you are. Some older activists and established activist groups aren’t as welcoming to young people as they could be. They might point you to a youth chapter that’s aimed at college and graduate students, or they might think you’d be a great office assistant until you’re old enough to be a real activist.

If this happens to you, you can stick around and try to change the group from within, or bail on them and find a place that’s a better fit—or you could start your own group. When New York City’s high school activists ran up against resistance from older activists, they formed Youth Bloc (www.youthbloc.org), which has now become a respected organization in its own right. (Youth Bloc members must be under eighteen or still in high school.)

Your parents or guardians might also express some skepticism when you start speaking out about the issues that are important to you. It’s possible they are also buying into that stereotype of the shallow teenager. But talking to your parents about your values—values you probably got from them—and why you want to act on them might convince them that this isn’t just an adolescent phase. It’s who you are.

Good luck with whatever you do!


Helping Animals

Every year in America, more than four million companion animals are needlessly put to death in shelters. Countless more are living on the streets, sick and hungry. Others are abused or neglected. Twenty million are being used in laboratories. Pro-animal activists work to save and care for these animals, and to be their advocates because they can’t speak for themselves. They set up no-kill shelters, rescue feral animals, and educate people about responsible pet ownership. Some activists work to discourage or end animal testing and the use of animals in research or education. They may also seek to ensure that any animal used in research does not suffer needlessly. Other animal welfare activists work toward preserving habitats for wild animals, ending sport hunting, and creating refuges for those whose habitat has been lost.

You are probably already familiar with some of the major animal activist organizations: the World Wildlife Fund, the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA), the Humane Society of the United States, the Philippe Cousteau Foundation, and People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA). Many people who care deeply about animals generously give money to support these institutions and their work.

You don’t need cash to donate if you want to contribute to animal welfare. One approach is to change your own behavior. Going vegetarian and seeking out cruelty-free products to use in your home are easy steps that anyone can take. You can take your activism further with some of the action projects in this chapter. Volunteering or working at shelters, reporting cases of abuse and neglect, and being a responsible pet owner are also ethical choices that promote animal welfare. Helping animals has the potential to become your life’s work, since there are many career choices that can promote animal welfare. This is a movement that, like environmentalism, touches almost every aspect of life on earth.

You may have heard of a branch of animal activism known as the animal rights movement. Broadly speaking, the people in the animal rights movement believe that animals should have the same rights as humans. They often take hard-line positions on issues and may use extreme tactics to reach their goals. For example, rather than working to make research using animals more humane, and to reduce the number of animals used, animal rights activists believe that all animal testing and research should be eliminated immediately. The majority of animal rights activists work to achieve their goals in traditional ways like boycotting. But there are others who do or condone unlawful acts such as breaking into research laboratories and freeing the animals. Don’t get involved with anyone who is breaking the law. Stick with well-established groups like the ones mentioned in this chapter and channel your love of animals into legal and positive change.

Helping animals is an area of activism that emphasizes compassion. You are advocating for those who truly cannot speak for themselves. It can be especially rewarding because the results are often more immediate and less abstract. You can see with your eyes when you’ve helped a dog or a cat get adopted into a good home, or when you’ve worked to prevent a habitat from being destroyed. And best of all, you get to spend a lot of time with the creatures that inspired you to become an activist in the first place—the animals themselves.

SHAKIRA’S STORY

Shakira Croce is seventeen years old and she is a junior at Gainesville High in Gainesville, Georgia.

I think the first time my love of animals led me to make a stand about something was when I was about twelve. I became a vegetarian. Some of my parents’ friends were vegetarians and that was a new concept to me. Before that I hadn’t really thought about what I was eating. The told me about how most of the animals that [become] food come from factory farms where they’re kept in small cages. They go to slaughter with no painkillers or anything. I did some more research and I was horrified. I thought of my pet cat who I love. It was like, “What’s the difference between Smokey and the animals that I’m eating?” That’s when it clicked. This cat is an animal who gives me love and affection and I wouldn’t want to eat my cat or anything.

So I got into being a vegetarian. I was in seventh grade, and at my middle school there wasn’t anything vegetarian to eat at lunch except maybe once a week. Not even like a little bit of lettuce. So I went up to the head of the cafeteria and asked her, “Are there any vegetarian options or can you improvise any?” She said, “Well, we have cooked vegetables like once a week.” And I said, “Yeah, having a cooked vegetable side isn’t the same as having a vegetarian meal.”

She said that there were no other kids who wanted a vegetarian option so that’s where I came up with the idea of circulating a petition amongst my classmates and some teachers. It said that we wanted vegetarian options in the cafeteria, and I got about two hundred signatures in a week or two. Then I went back to her with it and she said that she’d had no idea that so many people were open to this and that she would see what she could do.

The experience of getting the signatures was really positive. I liked going around to people and meeting new people and talking to them about my own beliefs and ideas. A lot of the people were really open to the idea, and the ones who weren’t could usually be persuaded. I would tell them why I’d become a vegetarian and what I’d learned in my research. Then we’d talk about why having a vegetarian option was a good idea. I told them that vegetarians shouldn’t be discriminated against, and that even if you aren’t a vegetarian, this is a great opportunity to get some better food.

We ended up getting a full salad bar with baked potatoes and everything like that, which was really nice. Not all the kids in the middle school were vegetarians. I knew of maybe a handful really, but all the kids really wanted a salad bar so that was really nice, a good alternative to the daily mystery meat.

Then in high school, my freshman year, I founded SPAAR, Students Promoting Awareness of Animal Rights. I was getting more involved in these types of issues and I thought, “Oh, it’d be so cool if we had a club for animal rights,” but we didn’t have one. I tried to found one, but it took almost the whole year to do.

I started out with a group of friends who were also interested in animal rights. There were about twenty-five of us, and we went to the principal’s office. The reason I think it’s a good idea to do things like have petitions or bring students with you is so you can show that you have a following, it’s not just you. It’s nice for you to have the ideas and be like the nucleus but then you need to show that you have a following and more kids are interested in what you are interested in.

We all filed in and he was like, whoa. But then he really resisted the club. He never came out and actually said no for the first six months. He would just say things like, “You need a mission statement.” I’d get that to him and then he’d say, “Well, you need to have a sponsor….”

Finally after six months he said, “We live in the poultry capital of the world and I’m really not sure what the community’s response is going to be to this. I don’t think you can start your club.” That didn’t sound right. So that weekend I went on the Internet and I looked on a site that lists federal laws affecting students. I found Equal Access Law Title 20, Chapter 52, Section 4071, which says that if you have any clubs in your school, you have to allow students who want to start more clubs to start them.

I printed out the text of the law and I gave it to the principal’s secretary to give to him. I guess it was pretty good follow-up, because a day or two later he called me down to his office and said, “Well, you need to find a time and a place for your club.” That was the best feeling. So we started and we kind of advertised and told other people about how we’d gotten it started. We had about ten kids at the end of the year, and now we have about twenty; this is our second year.

We hold events for World Farm Animals Day and National Meat-Out Day to raise awareness. We hand out samples of vegetarian food and distribute leaflets. We also got CD-ROMs donated to our school to use as an alternative to dissection. We gave the CDs to our science department and now they aren’t having any animal dissections at all this year. The program is just so great and less expensive and everything like that, so that was really good.

We also have seasonal campaigns. We just got finished with an anti-fur campaign where we put a display in our school media center with leaflets and stuff. We held a special meeting where the whole school is invited to come and watch, and we showed this video called The Witness. It’s a really good documentary about the fur industry. We do stuff outside of school, like we volunteer at the Humane Society. Whenever there’s some kind of animal rights legislation going through, we always call our senator and representatives.

SPAAR members, especially me, write letters to the editor rather frequently. We write them to the school paper but also to the local paper, which is a really good thing that gets the whole community involved. We usually write a response to something we see in the paper. Like if they cover hunting or something, then we’ll write a series of letters that show an opposite point of view, like “Don’t call it sportsmanship, it’s not quite a sport.” We’ve written about circuses and hunting, and a lot about the poultry industry, which is a big thing around here.

There are some things to do to make sure your letter gets published. Don’t be too emotional. Try and stick with the facts and don’t let it get too long—keep it to the point I think the most important thing is to make sure you’ve checked and double-checked the sources of every fact you put in there. If you have just one sentence that might be kind of wrong in the whole letter, that’s the only thing they’re gonna pay attention to, so be very cautious of that.

When I first started writing I would always follow up like a week later. I’d call or e-mail to see if they were printing my letter. Now I’ve written so many I don’t have to do that. The responses to my letters can get pretty lively. I remember once there were like four letters all responding to this letter that I had written a few days before. I’d written a letter that asked questions like, “Was Jesus a hunter?” “Are his teachings of mercy and compassion in line with shooting a deer with a semiautomatic rifle?” People were pretty upset about that.

Sometimes it’s kind of hard seeing so much negative feedback. But the people who come up and say, “Wow, I really liked that last letter, I’m so glad someone’s speaking up” make it all worth it. I just don’t really listen or take to heart any of the criticism. My parents are really supportive of me. Whenever I write a letter, they’re always really excited when it’s printed. I know my mom especially might be a little defensive when negative responses appear because she feels like they are talking about her baby, but I think my parents realize that the people who are writing these letters aren’t worth it. They don’t let it bother them because I refuse to let it bother me.

I will always be an activist. I can’t see myself not being involved in something. When you know something’s wrong you have to do something about it, you can’t just sit there and not do anything. I would tell anyone who wants to be an activist to never underestimate his or her own power. When someone says, “You can’t do it,” make it your goal to prove them wrong. Persistence really does pay off. I’ve really learned that through activism everyone can make a difference. It’s all about being a compassionate person, being comfortable with your beliefs, and wanting other people to be aware of different views.

You can read more about SPAAR on the Web site, www.geocities.com/spaarclub /SPAAR.html. The full text of the Equal Access Law is here: www4.law.cornell.edu/uscode/20/4071.html.

THE AT-HOME ACTIVIST

Be a Responsible Pet Owner

If you or your family have a pet, or are thinking about getting one, make sure that you are doing everything you can to keep it healthy and safe.

Adopt your pet from a shelter. Some shelter animals have been rescued or abandoned; others had to be given up when their owners moved or died. These are animals who need and deserve a loving home. They usually have been spayed or neutered (or it is a condition of adoption) and have all their shots. Although many shelters are no-kill—which means that they will take care of every animal they have, whether or not it finds a home—some are not. About half of the animals in shelters across America every year are euthanized because they have nowhere to go.

Most shelters will ask you some questions and want to know about your home situation before they let you adopt a pet. They want to make sure that it will be a good fit, and that both you and the animal will be happy. In many cases the shelter will promise to take the pet back if it doesn’t work out for any reason. It’s tempting to get your pet from the pet store, but pet store animals cost more and often come from inhumane puppy mills or other unethical sources. If you or your family have your heart set on a certain breed of animal, you can ask a local shelter to keep on the lookout for you, or you can contact a rescue group particularly for that breed.

Spay, neuter, and vaccinate your pet. Spaying and neutering is the only way to stop or slow the animal over-population in this country. Thousands of animals are in shelters and on the streets because of this growing problem. Just one unneutered cat and her young can be responsible for 420,000 kittens in seven years. Even if you think you will find a home for all the kittens or puppies your pet has, every one of them will be taking the place that could have gone to an animal in a shelter waiting to be adopted. Vaccinating your pets and keeping up with their booster shots will keep them healthy and prevent them from catching any diseases if they come into contact with other animals. It doesn’t cost much: The Humane Society estimates that the average cat owner will spend about a hundred dollars on veterinary care every year; dog owners can expect to spend about twice that.

Get your pet an ID tag with your name and phone number on it. Some vets and shelters now offer to implant a microchip, which is painless for your pet, has all your information, and will never get lost. If you do get a microchip you should still get a collar and tag—if your neighbor finds your dog, he or she might not have a scanner!

One important thing that even the most responsible pet owners can forget is to prepare for your pet’s welfare in case of a disaster. Whether it’s a blackout, storm, earthquake, or other emergency, you and your family should have a plan that ensures that you and your pets will get through it safely.

One way to do this is to create a “go bag” with everything your pet might need for a few days and keep it with your other emergency supplies. Things to include are any medicine your pet requires, portable water and food bowls, some water and some food, a litter box, a leash, and a carrying bag. If for any reason you need to evacuate quickly, you can grab your pet and the bag and be ready to go. You might even want to have some family safety drills, including the pets, to make sure everyone knows what to do.

You could also connect with your neighbors who also have pets. In the event of a disaster, you can agree to look out for one another and each other’s animals. Pledge that if for some reason your neighbors can’t get home during an emergency, after making sure your own family is safe you will check on their pets, and they will do the same for you. (Make sure you know where one another’s “go bags” are stored.)

If you can’t commit to a pet, or are nervous about pet ownership, consider fostering. Fostering means that you take care of an animal until a home is found for it. Contact your local animal adoption centers to inquire about this—but be aware that the guidelines can be quite stringent (and you might end up falling in love with and keeping the pet).

Make Your Home a Cruelty-Free Zone

More and more cosmetic and home product companies are phasing out animal testing or rejecting it outright. Support these companies by buying and using their products. Write them letters to tell them you applaud their stance on animal testing. Look for the Coalition for Consumer Information on Cosmetics (CCIC) logo on packages—this indicates that the company has adopted the coalition’s no-animal-testing policy. You can also call the CCIC hotline at 1-888-546-CCIC for a list of companies that adhere to this standard. The CCIC Web site is www.leapingbunny.org.

Try checking the Web sites of your favorite products to see if they have taken a no-animal-testing position. Make sure not only that they don’t conduct tests on their own, but also that they don’t use in their products ingredients that have been tested on animals. If they don’t have a position posted, write to them and ask what it is. Tell them you want to use their product but you can’t if they are harming animals to create it.

THE CAMPUS ACTIVIST

Refuse Dissection

If you are dreading your science class requirement to dissect a frog or a fetal pig, there is something you can do about it. Some states (California, Florida, Illinois, Louisiana, Maine, Maryland, New York, Pennsylvania, and Rhode Island) and many local school boards will allow you to choose an alternative to dissection. You should do some research and see what the situation is for your school by calling the school district or school board and asking.

Start with your science teacher. Meet with him or her outside of classroom hours and explain why you don’t want to participate in the dissection. You can say things like, “I fundamentally believe that harming animals just so I can learn anatomy or whatever is wrong.” Be clear that this is about your core values, and not just because of the ickiness factor. If you found that your school district or state allows students to use alternative programs, point this out (and be able to prove it). Have an alternative idea ready to suggest. The Humane Society has materials such as a Digital Frog CD-ROM available for loan that can help you to avoid taking part in activities that go against your beliefs. Visit /www.hsus.programs/research/alt_dissection.html for a list of the available materials. You can look for other ideas in the NORINA database (Norwegian Inventory of Audiovisuals) at oslovet.veths.no/NORINA.

If your science teacher says no, the next step is to go to the principal or vice principal. In this situation, it’s best to have a bit more backup. You could ask your parents to write a letter supporting your decision, and bring some literature (also available at the humane society Web site) explaining that you would learn just as much with your alternative as with a dead animal. Point out that your alternative probably costs a lot less than buying the fetal pigs or frogs or whatever. If your principal isn’t going for it, ask when the next school board meeting is and how you can get this matter put on the agenda.

Preparing for the school board meeting means getting the word out and having all your materials in order. Make a petition saying that you want to have dissection alternatives in your science class. Put up flyers around school and send e-mails asking your fellow students if they want to join you in asking for dissection alternatives Have any interested parties sign your petition and ask them to come to the school board meeting with their parents. You should also ask any local animal welfare groups, shelters, or education reform organizations to come to the school board meeting. If they are willing to write a letter of support or even speak on your behalf, that’s great.

Finally, you should contact your local media. You probably know who that is, but if you want some names and addresses, there is a tool on the Human Rights Campaign Web site (www.hrc.org) that lets you enter your zip code and get local media listings. Go to the site and click on “Take Action Resources.” It’s on the menu to the left. There’s another one on the Congress.org site (www.congress.org)—click on “Media Guide” on the home page.

Now that you have the contact info for local media, make a press release to send out to them. You can do it in any word processing program. Always put your current contact information at the top of a press release. Give it a good headline, something like “Local Student to Challenge School Board’s Dissection Policy.” Put where and when the meeting is going to take place right underneath that. The body of your press release should be structured like a news story, with the most important facts first. It should also be written in the third person. In this case the important facts are:

Your name, what school you go to, what year you are in school

Why you refuse to participate in dissection

The fact that you went to your teacher and your principal before deciding to go to the school board (give their names)

The reasons they gave for turning you down

The fact that you have proposed an alternative, and what that alternative is

Who your supporters are (parents, fellow students, organizations)

Less important but still useful facts include:

The other states and districts that allow alternatives to animal testing

That science is a requirement for graduation so you have to take this class (if true)

That dissection alternatives such as the Digital Frog CD-ROM are often cheaper than dissection

Make it look good by centering the headline and using a readable font like Palatino or Courier. Run the spell check and have someone else review your press release before you send it out. Faxing and mailing hard copies are still the best ways to distribute press releases. You can also e-mail it to the reporters you’ve chosen if you have their e-mail addresses, but many of them might not accept e-mail with attachments, so put it in the body of the e-mail as well.

Send your press release about a week before the board meeting and send another one that has “Reminder!” on it the day before. Having press at your event means that your issue will get as much attention as possible.

Your own prep for the school board meeting includes getting your materials together. Write a statement about why you do not want to participate in dissection. Be passionate, but be as clear as possible. Stay focused on your beliefs and why they mean you can’t do the experiment. Explain that you think the school board should change its policy—don’t complain about the unresponsiveness of your school administration. Tell them about your proposed alternative. Mention your supporters and the fact that you appreciate the chance to speak.

You should also make an information packet for everyone on the board, plus a few extra for the press and other people at the meeting. Each packet should have a copy of your statement with your contact information. You can make a fact sheet with some of the facts on your press release and a timeline of when you began this process, when you met with the principal, etc. Put in copies of any letters of support and your petition if you have one. Include information about your proposed alternative.

Before the meeting, greet everyone who has come to support you and thank them for coming. Give members of the press or people who don’t know about the issue copies of your information packet, and give one to each board member. If members of the press want to interview you, get their business cards first. You might want to ask one of your parents to be with you when you talk to the press. Answer their questions clearly and honestly, and take advantage of the opportunity to present your case. Repeat your core points: You are acting on deeply held beliefs, and you have an alternative that others have found educationally acceptable.

When the meeting begins, wait until your agenda item is called and walk up to the microphone or podium. You’ll probably be nervous, but try to make eye contact with each board member as you give your presentation. Don’t look down at your statement too much if you can help it. Different school boards have different rules of order, but they might ask you a few questions after you speak. Answer them as best you can, and refer them to your information packet when appropriate. If you get asked something you don’t know, say something like, “I don’t have that information at this moment but I can certainly get it to you.” (Then actually do that after the meeting.) The “other side,” if there is one, will probably also get to speak, and possibly your supporters.

If the school board votes right then and there, you’ll have your answer. Often you have to wait a week or two. If you win, congratulations! Send out thank-you notes to everyone who helped you out and go off to your new, improved science class.

If you don’t win, you have a few choices. You could suck it up and do the dissection. You could go to class every day but still refuse to take part in the experiment—the consequences for this might be that you get an F or a zero for that part of the class, depending on your school and how harsh the policies are. You can contact the American Civil Liberties Union and the Humane Society to see if they are willing to help you file a lawsuit to take further legal action.

Whatever happens, you’ve stood up for what you believe in, and you’ve possibly made it easier for the next student at your school who wants to refuse dissection.

Make An Animal Research College Guide

If you are a junior or a senior, you are probably gearing up for college—taking a lot of tests and trying to decide where to apply. You and your classmates can make more informed decisions if you know what kind of research is happening at the schools you are considering. Making an animal research college guide is a great way to educate people about what goes on in laboratories, and it’s useful, too.
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