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In celebration of Chicago Freedom School's Tenth

supportive team I've worked with professionally. I was

Anniversary in 2017, we are publishing interviews with

also involved in creating the layout of each summer and

some of the individuals who helped build and sustain

in charge of the food.

CFS over the years. We hope that sharing these stories
For the first three or four years, each summer was

will honor our history and inspire action today.

structured differently. In my particular role, I wanted to

How did you first get involved with CFS?

make sure there was a connection between health,
healing, and social justice. Back then, the people that I

For about four years I'd been doing hospital crisis work

knew didn't seem to talk about health and healing as a

primarily with women that experienced intimate partner

social justice issue. I was experiencing this division of

violence and I started to reach burnout. I changed jobs

worlds where my friends who were activists and

to do educational and violence prevention work with

organizers didn't want to talk about what they were

young people, quite selfishly, to give me a renewed

struggling with in their interpersonal relationships or

sense of hope. I was in a place where I was reflecting

within themselves. And it affected our meetings and our

on and recognizing young people as creators of a path

organizing, because clearly we all had stuff going on.

towards healing.

Then I had my touchy-feely friends that didn't want to
get involved in social justice. I was recognizing a need

At this time, I knew Mariame Kaba as a professional

to merge these two worlds, because this was how I

colleague and a comrade. I heard she was opening up

existed in my mind and heart.

a freedom school. I invited myself (lol) to a meeting with
the founding board members. I then joined the Program

During the first Summer Institute I started having very

Planning Committee. (This was following the year that

casual meetings at the end of the day for any fellows

the board conducted research which identified the

that wanted to stick around and hang out. They'd talk

need for a freedom school in Chicago.)

about their feelings, particularly how they felt like
different people on the way home from the freedom

What were some of your roles and responsibilities
as the Wellness Coordinate at Chicago Freedom
School?

school, back in their neighborhoods and homes where
they had to wear their masks again. They were hiding
their sexual orientation, their preferred gender
presentation, pretending not to be affected by sexual

I worked on a little bit of everything during the spring

harassment and emotional abuse, they were pretending

and summer. I helped with reviewing the applications

to be hard in order to survive. So for the second year,

for the fellows and interviewing adult and youth staff

we invited guests to come in during lunch to talk about

and fellows. I was also the designated counselor and

health and politics. We had someone talk about

coordinated peace circles, though core staff shared

international public health issues from Nurses Without

these responsibilities. We were really good about

Borders, we had a very special someone talk about

supporting each other; it may have been the most
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resistant to. And I get it - if you are talking about less
healthy food (even in the context of oppression) and
someone loves that food, it can seem like a personal
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attack. For the first few years we had our food catered
by local health-conscious chefs. The food probably felt
like a personal attack to some of the fellows (lol). It's a
complex issue. We wanted to be co-conspirators with
youth, so part of supporting them is struggling in that

sexual health - La Tony (back then Tony was working with

space where you want to offer them the kind of

the Broadway Youth Center), and I often facilitated

freedom and autonomy that the world doesn't and also

discussions. Lunch and the hour that followed was the

recognizing your role to educate and to offer them

only time all the fellows were together back then, so it

something more than you might've had access to. Often

was the ideal time for us to break bread and get real.

later in the year, fellows would reach out to me to have
these really meaningful conversations about how they

After our first couple of retreats outside of the city, we

valued the opportunity to be exposed to healthier food

restructured our theme for those few days to

and learn about food justice. Needless to say, I learned

intentionally concentrate on wellness and healing. I

a lot about myself in the process and about organizing.

began to take the lead during the retreat to open up a

Education always felt reciprocal at CFS.

space where young people could really feel like they

The retreats were always my favorite time. A lot of youth
felt this way, too. I made it a running joke that the

I don't know a lot of organizations like

retreat wasn't over until everybody had cried. It was a
time where youth could share their stories and really

CFS...it allows youth have that space to

listened to each other. There were a lot of moments

discover, develop, lead, and heal. It

where youth that weren't the closest during the institute

supports the development of very

in Chicago would really bond and hold each other up.

complex, multi-dimensional activists in

They also got to spend time alone: at the retreat center
we used, everyone had their own bedroom and were

the world.

able to have some solitude. I can't tell you how many
times fellows told me that they appreciated this.
were in a safer space and talk about trauma and how it
And we had fun! Young people are typically

impacted their lives. Being out of Chicago and

discouraged from play by the age of 12; for black and

surrounded by nature definitely helped to make this

brown youth, sometimes the age is much younger than

possible.

that (if they're ever seen as children at all). The fellows
played games together and they were allowed to be

What were some impactful experiences from your
time at Chicago Freedom School?

silly. So we had retreats where youth of color were able
to cry freely and laugh deeply - how radical is that?
(Continued on the next page)

The issue of food was both a challenge and a
transformative time. Food can be a sensitive subject
because it is often a part of a person's identity - how
they relate to their family, their body, what it means in
terms of access and economic class, and of
course, many of us are guided by emotion when we eat.
So of all the ways we challenged the fellows, food
seemed to be one of areas that they were the most
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complicated. One of the simplest things I do is take a
bath at the end of the day and it provides me with both
a physical and mental cleanse. I think that whatever
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those things are for you, it's okay to make time. And we
need to collectively support each other so we can have
time to be selfish.

We all need supportive spaces. There is value in having

Why is healing and wellness is crucial to youth
organizing?

people around you who share your vision for liberation.
Safety and trust can take a lot of work and time. It's

We are a traumatized people. The young people that
CFS works with - youth of color from a big city with

We are constantly being traumatized, so

huge disparities, youth that are marginalized because of

we need to constantly be working on

their ability, or gender presentation, or dark skin... I could
go on. Our youth are under attack and they should not

our healing. I want us to be organized,

be expected to fight without feeling. Trauma will stay

and well. Our liberation requires both.

within us if it is not addressed. It stays in our bodies, even
on a cellular level, and in our minds and spirits, whether
we consciously recognize it or not. It impacts our
relationships and how we move through the world.

about collectively deciding what our responsibilities and
agreements are, adapting as needed, and envisioning

Having a space to address trauma and safely feel all of

the kind of world we want to inhabit. It's about working

our emotions around trauma is really important. It is

through - or at least on - the hard stuff. It's about

important to the development of young people as they

working with that fear and concern during the hard times

continue into adulthood and become the people who

and upholding the commitment to embody the world

lead the world and make the decisions. Imagine if this

that we want. It's not easy but it is necessary. Love is

world was led and transformed by people who

necessary.

addressed their own traumas, and held that sensitivity

place of tenderness.

How would you describe Chicago Freedom School's
impact and imprint on the world?

We are constantly being traumatized, so we need to

I don't know a lot of organizations like CFS. I think that

constantly be working on our healing. I want us to be

part of that uniqueness is about having a space to learn

organized, and well. Our liberation requires both.

about movement history and connect it to present-day

and empathy for others? Imagine if we could exist in a

issues. It's also special because it allows youth have that

What advice for healing and wellness do you have
for anyone doing social justice work?

space to discover, develop, lead, and heal. It supports
the development of very complex, multi-dimensional
activists in the world. CFS has never had a strict

Having moments of selfishness is important - moments

teacher-student dynamic and recognizes that those

that make you feel good that aren't harmful to anyone

roles are fluid. Adults work with youth so that they are

else. I think that it's ideal to have people (or at least one

developing facilitating, organizing, and leadership skills.

person) that makes you feel good about yourself and you

The impact and imprint of the Chicago Freedom School

can be yourself around them. I think having space to be

is just that - the work is alive, and it moves forward.

creative is important, and space to play. Space for
movement and connecting with the body is a great
practice. None of this has to be expensive or
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