Citizens Creating Change
How do problems get solved?  Does the government solve them?  Do they resolve themselves?  In most cases the answer is NO!  Citizens create change in their communities. Sometimes they do this through the government.  Sometimes individuals get out and make a difference.  Sometimes citizens come together to form formal groups to address issues.  Sometimes citizens join forces for a short time in informal groups to solve special problems.  Sometimes organizations work together to solve problems.  But whatever way change happens, it happens because citizens make it happen.

 Voting.  Voting is one of the most important ways a citizen can participate in a democracy.  Selecting the people who will represent you is a crucial part of how citizens impact their communities.  Are you voting for someone who wants to do things differently?  Are you voting for someone who likes things the way they are?  Are you voting for someone because of their stance on a given issue?

Communicating with Elected Officials  While some people think the citizen’s job is over once our officials are elected, the truth is that this is when the real work starts.  Citizens have to be in constant communication with the people they elect to tell them what to do.  How does your city councilperson know that you want more sidewalks if you never communicate with him/her?  
Working with a local organization.  If you think there is major problem, chances are, there is a group that thinks so too. Groups are effective because there is power in numbers.  More people, means more resources like time, money, and energy.  Finding groups may seem daunting, but we will talk more about how to locate and even create groups who have the same interests that you do.

Working with the media.  Media is a broad term.  It includes TV, radio, movies, magazines, newspapers, and internet.  Learning to use these methods of communicating with a broader audience is essential to making change happen.  Websites, email, letters to the editor, and even writing a teen perspective piece for the local newspaper are easy ways young people can be heard via the media.  Do you want to fix up a park?  Ask your local radio station to make an announcement about the day and time you want volunteers.  Are you upset about police treatment of teens?  Write a letter to the editor or have a teacher help you prepare a “teen perspctive” article for the newspaper.  

Any Person with Ideas, Energy, and Commitment can generate change.

Myths of the Young Citizen 
I can’t vote, so I can’t make a difference?  While many young people believe they don’t really have a role as citizens until they can vote at 18, in reality, your role as a citizens started long ago.  While 15, 16, or 17 year-olds may not be able to vote in an election, they can still influence what goes on in their community.  Young people can get involved in community groups, can develop creative solutions to problems, and use their skills and energy to make their voices heard while addressing all sorts of issues.  When you think about it, this influence is only fair.  After all, you are impacted by decisions made in your community like curfews or biking/skateboarding laws.  This means that you have a voice in your community, but it is up to you to make it heard. 

No One Listens to Young People. Unfortunately, many young people feel that way. But the truth is you can play a central role in creating change .People who fail to listen may do so because they assume that young people don’t care or don’t know about their communities.  By being active, positive, and knowledgeable you will be surprised how many people will pay attention.  But remember, to be heard, young people have to speak.  Many young people don’t feel they will have an impact, so they stay silent.  By learning to effectively communicate your concerns and ideas, you can make a difference.

Young people don’t know enough to make a difference.  Young people have a lot of advantages in making change happen.  Successful communities need competent citizens of all ages who are willing to take on responsibilities that will help create positive change in their own lives and the environments in which they live.  Education is an important advantage of young citizens.  As a student you have the chance to focus on developing your leadership, communication, research, and critical thinking skills.  Time is also a plus for many young people who want to be of service to their communities.  Creativity can also make it easier for young people to make their voices heard.  Young people often come up with inventive solutions to problems.  

Why bother? Government will do it.  It’s a common feeling among all citizens that once they have voted, their part is over.  Those who don’t vote often assume they don’t have any responsibility to communicate with elected officials. Good government works because there is a constant flow of productive communication with its citizens.  How do things get fixed if no one knows their broken?  How do things get improved if no one shares an idea?  It is important to recognize that democratic governments rely on the input and participation of citizens to be successful.

Stories of Change
Change begins with ordinary citizens who choose to actively engage in creating positive change in their communities. The following stories are about Texas who rose to the challenge of working towards change. 
1. When Sandy and Bob Billish moved to Padre Island they were surprised to find the poor condition of Gypsy Park, an all but vacant piece of land near their home.  Through community recruitment and fundraising, the couple transformed the park into a vibrant neighborhood gathering place including playgrounds, sidewalks, and a soccer field.  At the time no one knew the steps to take in order to improve a park but that has changed drastically. They have even formed a committee that advises others on improving parks and other public spaces. They conducted planning workshops, drew designs, met with city officials, and raised money to realize their vision. Recognizing that the city did not have the funds for upkeep, they created a local foundation to upgrade existing parks and a citizens’ volunteer group to help maintain these community spaces. 
2. Ann Morris, a former teacher, school board member, and community activist in Arlington, Texas, was concerned about underage drinking, teen pregnancies, high school dropout rates and alarming teen suicide rates.  While a member of the Arlington Human Service Planners in 1980, she and the social service group looked into issues affecting latch-key children. In an effort to provide adult supervision and guidance for these children, the group launched an after-school program for them.  As a result there are now 36 after-school sites now in existence in her community.  Mrs. Morris’ efforts led to a greater realization of the important links between social work, children’s issues, and educational communities.
3. The Rev. R.A. Callies Sr., a minister and shop teacher saw an opportunity to bring pride to the African American community of San Antonio, Texas by establishing an annual march that has become one of the nation's largest events honoring the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. Callies lobbied city council, united communities, raised funds, and overcame resistance (and often outright hostility) to create significant contributions to San Antonio’s community. His efforts got the attention of city leaders and illustrated the strong desire among community members to preserve the slain civil rights leader's memory.  Callies’ work resulted in the placement of a statue and the creation of a public plaza named after Dr. King. 
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