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Wednesday, September 12, 2007

My own direct experience with social change would be almost none
before the year 2007, and now it has become the most important
thing in my life. It feels like a blind had been taken off from my eyes,
and | know where | am going.

| still remember that my Intro to Public Service class this spring
semester (2007), one of our journal entry topics was: What is your
volunteering history? | spent quite a long time just to figure out if my
unpaid work as a lifeguard in school, or being a guide in the cathedral
of Florence would be counted as proper volunteering experience.

Owning to the fact that | have been moving around in from school
to school each year before | started my university life, | did not have
much chance to participate in consistent service learning.

There was no such required program as service learning in Chinese
school when | was younger, though from time to time the schools
would organize community service activities for all the students from
a particular grade to participate.
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Even though | have always been very interested in topics in politics
and social issues, | had never figured out a way that | considered
good and proper to be involved in social change activities. My major
is Urban Design and Architecture Studies, which involves not only
architectural and art history but also a wide range of urban issues and
policy making.

Last year | wrote my term research paper comparing the affordable
housing condition and related policies of Beijing and New York City.

It was a very time consuming project, considering that English articles
and researches based on detailed topics in today’s Chinese society is
much harder to find than discussion on Renaissance Architecture.

| had to translate most of the policies and regulations from Chinese
into English. At the end of my research, one of the critical differences
that | found between the cities is: there is no support of any kind
from the third sector in Beijing, while New York City has implemented
several creative and effective tools with the help of different civic
organizations. That was my first acknowledgment of NGOs and the
Third sector.

| was curious enough then, but this area was still very distant to me.
According to my understanding at the time, the only ways a common
citizen could be involved in public benefit would either be donating
money to charities or disadvantaged individuals, or volunteering at
organizations for public good.

For years | had been visiting different rural and underdeveloped areas
in China during my summer holidays with my mother, as to know
better of the life outside of cities in my country. Our family had also
been supporting two students, a girl and a boy, from poor families
through their middle and high school years.

| thought those were all that | could possibly do, and many people,
including both those at my age and those who are older than me,
have the same concept on philanthropic activities.
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In the spring semester of 2007, with my new discovery of interest in
the public sphere, | paid more attention to courses in the area and
registered for a undergraduate course offered by Wagner School of
Public Policy.

The course was called Introduction to Public Service, and | was the
only non-US citizen in the room. The course and the professor had
opened the field of public service to me. Interestingly, my father has
been serving in the Chinese central government for more than a
decade, yet for years | had never noticed the devotion of his was what
a real “public servant” (it is the exact word as the title in Chinese) do,
to serve the public.

After the class | figured that there are many different methods of social
change and it is possible to choose serving the public as my career.

| think Education is one of the most effective methods of social
change. However, education does not simply mean the school
education, but to guide people and to set examples. One of the best
ways that individuals can make a difference in the world would be
going into the government and work oneself up toward the political
level.

By changing the policies, a great number of people’s life could be
changed. However, politics might not be something for everyone
who wants to make social change owning to various reasons such
as difference in governmental and social structures, cultural barriers,
personal abilities, opportunities and luck.

Furthermore, it is also hard to let one’s voice be heard if the person
is not serving up to certain level in the government. Being a social
entrepreneur would be the best and most practical way to make a
difference in the world. It combines the strength from both the non-
profit and for-profit sectors, and in general it is more flexible and
manageable than governmental works.

Effective social change requires the individuals to have:
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Vision, Motivation, Determination, Practical and strategic thinking,
Focus

The measurements of effective social change are Acceptance on
different levels:

1. Partners/ Coworkers

2. The served community

3. The wider community

4. The government

The causes in which | believe the most are:

1.Promotion of understanding (of any kind: e.g. cultural, political,
religious)

Most of conflicts and imbalance are derived from misunderstanding,
lack of understanding and knowledge, resulting from unwillingness or
lack of good communication. (Problems: War, Conflicts on different
levels, Environmental issues...)

| had always been interested in understanding people’s mind, hence
topics in psychology, philosophy and religious works. The conflicts
that people have are both internal and external. While disadvantaged
people suffer from their physical environment, many of the
“advantaged” rich people suffer from their own problems.

2. Empowerment of individuals with dream and “a big heart”

There are many people with dream and the willingness to do good for
the world, but many of them do not know how to and where to start.

Acknowledgment of entrepreneurial spirit for the public benefit would
be an eye-opening experience for people, and following with the
support of different resources would help the dreams (for public good
and social change) to come true. Education is helping people to know
themselves and their dreams, also to empower them with knowledge
and skills to pursue their dreams.g2
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