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young people make great political  
activists. how can you get them involved 
in fighting for issues that matter?
bY JoHn micklos Jr.
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alec loorz launched Kids vs. global Warming, which 
educates and empowers students on the issue. 

ike adults, many young people 
express concern about global 
warming. Like adults, most feel 
helpless to do anything about it. 
Not Alec Loorz of ventura, Calif. 
At age 12, after seeing Al Gore’s 
documentary An Inconvenient 
Truth, Loorz formed a nonprofit 

organization called kids vs. Global Warming. 
He now gives presentations across the United 
States, reaching kids and adults alike with his 
message of awareness and action.

Now 16, Loorz spent much of the past year 
encouraging students across the nation to 
sign a petition in support of lawsuits seeking 
to force the federal government and states to 
cut greenhouse gas emissions. He organized 
the iMatter campaign to spur young people to 
take action on this critical issue. 

“Youth are some of the most creative, ded-
icated and passionate people on this planet, 
and we know that climate change will affect us 
more than anyone else,” Loorz says. “We are 
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ready to transition to a society that val-
ues our survival just as much as short-
term interests, like money and power.”

Meanwhile, in New Haven, Conn., 
Wilbur Cross High School student 
Isaiah Lee worked to bring about 
change at the local level by leading 
more than 40 students to rally at City 
Hall to protest teacher layoffs. “It’s 
important to have young people’s per-
spectives on these issues,” Lee says. 
“We are the ones who are ultimately 
affected by the decisions made by 
the authorities.”

Lee says that his political activism, 
which included meeting with New Haven 
Mayor john DeStefano jr., was one of 
the best learning experiences he has 
ever had. “I’ve learned good communi-
cations skills,” he says, “how to research 
and present an argument, and how to 
mobilize people on important issues.” 

Turn on just about any news program 
today and you’ll see the power of young 
people, from Occupy Wall Street to 
Arab Spring protests in the Middle east. 
Using the Internet and social media to 
spread ideas almost instantly, these 
young activists helped create unthink-
able change in a remarkably short time.

What inspires young people to 
become activists? events such as wars 
or regime changes obviously raise high 
emotions. But Alec Loorz and Isaiah 
Lee chose to get involved because 
they saw a need and felt compelled to 
take action.

how schools can help
Young Americans have a long track 
record as activists. Among other things, 
they played a key role in the civil rights 
movement of the 1950s and 1960s. And 
young people were actively involved in 
protests against the vietnam War and 
the war in Iraq. 

Schools and teachers can help 
inspire students to get involved as activ-
ists. For instance, many high schools 
have diversity clubs designed to pro-
mote awareness and activism around 
the issue of developing respect for all 
people, regardless of race, religion, gen-
der, sexual orientation, mental or phys-
ical aptitude, nationality and other 
traits. Many schools also have clubs 
that focus on specific areas of activism.

More than 500 schools across the 
country have Amnesty International 
USA groups, which organize a wide 

range of activities to raise awareness 
about various human rights issues. 
For instance, in May 2011 about 50 stu-
dents at Townsend Harris High School 
in Queens, N.Y., lined the main entrance 
of the school, bearing prosthetic bellies 
and carrying signs displaying statistics 
about maternal deaths worldwide. The 
demonstration was part of a weeklong 
effort to raise awareness of maternal 
health issues.

Becoming involved as activists “not 
only is a crucial part of students’ learn-
ing and core competencies around crit-
ical thinking, but it also allows them 

isaiah lee fought against teacher 
layoffs in new haven, Conn.

Build an activism tool Kit
Focus on the tactics and strategies 
employed when teaching about 
social movements, and encourage 
students to build their own tool kit 
for action. 

take action
Set up a special bulletin board in 
your class and use it to post infor-
mation about ways students can get 
involved in local service. encourage 
them to post items too. 
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to have an impact on critical issues of 
the moment,” says Cynthia Carrion, 
national youth program coordinator 
for Amnesty International USA. “They 
are actually doing community organiz-
ing, and this civic engagement makes 
for well-rounded students and lays the 
foundation for future opportunities 
as well.”

Schools or students interested in 
becoming involved as activists can 
visit the website of Do Something, 
a nonprofit organization that moti-
vates young people to take action on 
a wide variety of social change issues. 
DoSomething.org offers dozens of 
causes to choose from and has sup-
port from many corporations and from 
celebrities such as Nick Cannon and 
Demi Lovato. The organization also 
provides grants and awards to support 
outstanding young activists.

At the 2011 Do Something Awards 
ceremony in August, 18-year-old Sarah 
Cronk of Bettendorf, Iowa, received the 
$100,000 grand prize for her project, 
the Sparkle effect. After watching her 
older brother struggle to fit in during 
high school because of his disabilities, 

she formed an inclusive cheerlead-
ing squad at her school. Together 
with another squad member, she then 
founded the nonprofit Sparkle effect, 
which has generated more than 25 
similar squads throughout the United 
States and South Africa.

simply go for It
From protecting the atmosphere to 
protesting teacher layoffs to making 
school activities more inclusive for 
all students, young people continue 
to seek ways to make the world a bet-
ter place, and schools can help spark 
their enthusiasm. Over time, students 
can see how the choices they make and 
the actions they take can have lasting 
effects in their school, their community 
and even throughout the world.

“Young people always ask me how 
they can get involved or ‘do what I did,’ 
and all I can think to say is simply go for 
it,” Loorz says. “When I started, I knew 
nothing about what I was doing. I had 
no money, no connections, nothing. All 
I did was realize what I was called to do 
and go for it, and opportunities started 
coming almost by miracle. I know that 

if we all find this passion for ourselves, 
people will listen to us, doors will begin 
to open, and we really will be able to 
make anything happen.” 

travel WIth a PurPose
Imagine travel that combines service and sightseeing, learn-
ing and leadership. Increasing numbers of middle school and 
high school students are participating in organized trips that 
include a focus on volunteer work. Instead of—or in addition 
to—sightseeing, participants may spend time building schools 
or houses, volunteering in nursing homes, digging wells, work-
ing in food banks, planting trees or mentoring younger stu-
dents. Such opportunities are often called “voluntourism.”

one organization that makes such experiences possible is 
Students Today leaders Forever (STlF). Founded in 2003 by 
four college freshmen at the university of Minnesota-Twin cities, 
STlF organizes pay It Forward Tour road trips, pairing middle and 
high school students with college-age volunteer leaders. (They 
also offer college-level tours.) busloads of students travel to des-
tinations around the country volunteering in the morning, sight-
seeing or visiting colleges in the afternoon and then participating 
in reflection and leadership activities in the evening.

based in Minneapolis, STlF has organized more than 317 
tours involving more than 12,500 students who provided more 
than 175,000 service hours. “our mission is to reveal leader-
ship because we believe leadership is already within every sin-
gle young person,” says Irene Fernando, STlF co-founder. 
“We want to provide an experience that helps that leadership 
naturally come out.” Irene is one of eight paid staff members 
who work with 600 college volunteers to get 3,500 students 
into programs annually. 

“My participation in STlF has brought me to see how eas-
ily leadership can be revealed through simple acts of service,” 
says aimee vue, a high school student from St. paul, Minn.

“STlF has been a shepherd on my road to self-discovery,” 
adds ali Fadlallah, a college graduate from Dearborn, Mich., 
who has participated on multiple tours. “My STlF experiences 
have challenged me to change, and then become an ambassa-
dor for change.”
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sarah Cronk created and coached the nation’s first 
high school-based inclusive cheerleading squad. 


