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It’s just a stage – you’ll grow out of it.” “You’re just too young to understand.” “Because I said so…..” I’d hazard a guess that all of us heard phrases like these from adults when we were growing up. When it is assumed that young people won’t do much of significance until they become adults, we lose out on their contributions. So, I am grateful to Jewish Funds for Justice for not only honoring young Jewish leaders who work outside the Jewish community, but for recognizing that work with and by young people is also a cornerstone to building a better world.

When I was eleven, I decided to dedicate my life to making the world a better place. Among my formative influences were my parents and my experiences in my Jewish youth group. I remember my Mom telling me repeatedly as she whipped off letters to the editor, that as Jews we had a responsibility to fight oppression against other people. From my dad, an Iraqi Jew who grew up in India and who always related easily to people from all class and racial backgrounds, I acquired a vision of the kind of community I wanted to be a part of. And in my Jewish youth group, I had the empowering experience of having my thinking taken seriously as a young person.

In my work at Oakland Kids First, I get to work with some pretty amazing young people. I have had the opportunity to watch shy, inhibited young women like Koy and Dereka, - one a first generation Mien immigrant, the other African American - blossom into powerful leaders who by the end of the school year could capture the attention of a large crowd at a rally, and testify with the confidence of veteran activists to a group of adults at a public meeting. I love this part of my work because there were times in my life when I was that quiet young person. So I am passionate about inclusion and about everyone’s potential to lead.

I am fortunate to work with people who continually challenge themselves to figure out how we can be most effective, even if it doesn’t fit into conventional organizing models. We have realized for example that traditional community organizing can actually reinforce the idea that adults have all the power and young people need to wait for adults to give it to them. We have, therefore, made it a pillar of our work to support young people to recognize the power they already have in their own lives and make more effective use of it.

The conditions in their schools and communities leave many young people feeling so dispirited that they take out their frustrations on their peers and aren’t even sure their education is worth fighting for. But we believe these discouraged youth are actually one of the greatest untapped resources for urban school reform - IF they can be supported to recognize their potential. So we combine a focus on individual change with institutional change. And we focus our institutional change work on opening up opportunities for participation and leadership - in their classrooms, as peer guidance counselors, in all aspects of their education. Be sure to look out for a story about their efforts on the CBS weekend evening news in the next few weeks.

I thank Jewish Funds for Justice for understanding what it means to back young people’s leadership – through the foundation’s many years of supporting youth activism and for launching an award to recognize the contributions of my generation and those younger than I who continue the Jewish tradition of repairing the world.
