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Everyday Politics

Youth organizing shows the importance of learning a citizen-owned
politics of empowerment and public work. The talents and energies of
young people and young adults are crucial to the emerging civic

movement.

ODAY, MANY PEOPLE FEEL LIKE SPECTATORS TO WHAT'S

happening in the larger world. People almost everywhere, from
inner-city neighborhoods to suburbs and rural communities, feel pow-
erless to do anything about problems in major institutions and the larger
culture. For the last twenty years, the Humphrey Institute’s Center for
Democracy and Citizenship (¢DC) has worked with citizens and also
with groups and institutions: schools, the state Extension service and
community education, the Metropolitan Council, local governments,
nursing homes, colleges, and others. Throughout, a central question
has been how people shift from being spectators to being citizens. Such
change in identity is the first key element in the shift from me to we. It
involves identity change, in addition to new skills, knowledge, or val-
ues. Becoming a citizen means becoming a public person, an actor in the
larger world. From the start, we knew that young people would play a
central role in this shifr,
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1 learned this as a young man in the freedom movement of the 1960s.
1 saw that when cultures have become full of fatalism and hopelessness,
it is often only young people who break the cycle of despair. When
black youth in the South developed courage and hopefulness about the
possibility of change, they transformed adult cultures of defeatism and
despair. Taylor Branch captures this in Pi/lar of Fire. In his account, the
entire movement may well have turned on a fateful moment when Mar-
tin Luther King came around to accept the view of field staft members
James Bevel and Diane Nash, who argued that allowing young people
to march in Birmingham demonstrations in May 1963 was crucial. The
adult African American community opposed continued demonstrations
for fear of retaliation, based on decades of repression, and the move-
ment might well have collapsed. When King agreed, thousands of
teenagers and children began to participate, with dramatic results. “On
the first day, nearly a thousand marching children converted the Negro
adults,” Branch writes. “The conflicting emotions of centuries played
out on their faces until some finally gave way. One elderly woman ran
alongside the arrest line, shouting, ‘Sing, children, sing!”” The fatalism

in the community dissolved.'

The Politics of Empowerment
Public Achievement has been the main vehicle that we developed at the
Center for Democracy and Citizenship (€DC) to effect this change in
identity from spectator to citizenship among young people. It involves
teaching the skills and habits that accompany and sustain such identity
change. Its core philosophy is captured in a song that Dorothy Cotton
taught participants in the citizenship schools during the civil rights
movement: “We Are the Ones We've Been Waiting For.”

Public Achievement is based on cooperative team action on real-
world problems and issues. Young people themselves choose the issues
they want to work on and design and implement strategies of action.

They are coached by older people, in most places young adults, who
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teach political and civic skills and concepts in teachable moments as the
work progresses.

Public Achievement was launched by Project Public Life (soon to be
the Center for Democracy and Citizenship) on May 24, 1990, at the
Martin Luther King Center in St. Paul. About two hundred young peo-
ple spent the day with teachers and community leaders. The launch was
preceded by a series of twenty-one house meetings with teenagers, held
in association with the newly elected mayor of St. Paul, Jim Scheibel.
Although conventional wisdom in the United States held that youth
were apathetic and unconcerned, it soon became clear that young
people-— every group we talked with—— had major problems they wor-
ried about. These ranged from violence, teen pregnancy, drugs, gangs,
and racism, to depression, lack of recreational opportunities, school re-
form, or lack of time with their families. Issues varied somewhat with
area, class, and race. Concerns with gangs were much more common in
inner cities, for instance. Yet many crossed geographic, racial, and in-
come lines. Young people in every setting, for instance, expressed anger
at school policies they felt were unfair, or at teaching approaches that
failed to recognize and engage their interests and intelligence.

Young people in every group said that no one had ever asked what
they could do to address these problems themselves. No one, in other
words, had imagined that young people have the capacity (or interest)
to act on the problems they are concerned about. The fact dramatized
for me a disturbing feature of contemporary culture: young people are
seen in passive roles, sometimes as consumers, sometimes as victims,
sometimes as empty vessels in need of filling, sometimes as sentimental
idealists, sometimes as foot soldiers in someone else’s army. Rarely are
young people conceived as creative, productive agents of change about
issues they are themselves defining.

Other key aspects of Public Achievement came out of this early pe-
riod, such as the concept of coaches (young people liked the idea of

adults as coaches, more than any other role—advisor, teacher, mentor).
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Young people also responded powerfully to the idea of a public world
where they can interact with people ourside their own community.

The flagship for Public Achievement was St. Bernard’s K-8 elemen-
tary school in St. Paul, Minnesota. There, the principal, Dennis Dono-
van, now national organizer for Public Achievement, had undergone
what he called a personal transformation through his involvement in
SPEAC, a precursor to ISAIAH in St Paul. Donovan saw Public
Achievement as a way to teach students, who often voiced lack of pur-
pose and despair, a new sense of their own power, along with hope,
courage, and skills of effective citizenship.

Public Achievement was created as a contemporary citizenship
school for young people and as an alternative to the protest politics that
young people usually have seen as the alternative to electoral involve-
ment. Public Achievement aimed at giving young people the opportu-
nity to be creative political actors and social change agents themselves.
In Public Achievement, teams choose what issues need to be addressed,
what solutions might be, and how to pursue them. Moreover, particular
issues are examples of the larger changes that need to take place if we

are to build thriving communities and a democratic society.

A Tale of Two Playgrounds
The first story is about a group of young people at St. Bernard’s school
in the working-class North End area of St. Paul. In this case, Public
Achievement teams of fifth, sixth, and seventh graders worked for four
years to create a playground. They eventually succeeded, overcoming
many obstacles. Joey Lynch, a leader in the teams, was recognized by
Governor Jesse Ventura in his first State of the State address in 1999 as
a “citizen prevailing against all odds.”

Watching the work of the Public Achievement playground group
unfold over the years, 1 know the rich civic and political learning that

took place. Dozens of children were directly involved and the local

school, church, and neighborhood were all affected. A number of stu-
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dents from James Farr’s political science classes at the University of
Minnesota were also involved as coaches and derived important learn-
ing from the experiences.

Teams were coached by adults who helped them develop achievable
goals and learn political skills and political concepts. At St. Bernard’s,
several generations of teams worked on the issue. In order to succeed,
teams had to rurn neighborhood opinion around on the playground is-
sue (neighbors had originally thought that a playground might be a
magnet for gangs). They had to get the parish council on their side, ne-
gotiate zoning changes with city officials, and raise $60,000 from local
businesses. To accomplish these feats, the children had to learn how to
interview people, write letters, give speeches, and call people they

~didn’t know on the phone. They had to learn about the culture, net-
works, and values of people in the neighborhood, and come to under- ’
stand the views of adults they thought were mean and oppressive. They
learned to negotiate, make alliances, raise money, map power, and do
research.

Throughout, they liked describing their efforts as public work, sen-
timents suggested in the name the young people chose for the park,
Public Achievement Works. Public work— defined as the ongoing
efforts of a mix of diverse people who create things of lasting civic
value—conveys the idea that young citizens can be co-creators of com-
munities and the world, citizens today, not citizens in preparation. Pub-
lic work can also be called everyday politics, and is a crucial way that a
sense of generative power becomes integrated into lives and identities.

The playground effort showed the potential talent and political in-
terests of young people. But the more typical experience that young
people have with what is called “politics” is illustrated by a second
story, this one about a young friend of mine, Daniel, who worked for
the affiliate of a nationwide community-organizing network in a large
urban area. A group of young people in the low-income neighborhood

where Daniel organized told him they wanted to get a playground.








































