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			To our mothers, grandmothers, and all the women who came before us

			

		

	
		
		
			
			This generation coming up—unselfish, altruistic, creative, patriotic—I’ve seen you in every corner of the country. You believe in a fair, just, inclusive America. You know that constant change has been America’s hallmark, something not to fear but to embrace, and you are willing to carry this hard work of democracy forward. You’ll soon outnumber any of us, and I believe as a result that the future is in good hands.

				—President Barack Obama at his farewell speech in Chicago, January 10, 2017
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			My mama has always said there’s nothing more interesting than an interested human. And she’s so right! It is this curiosity that human progress feeds on; but for too long, girls were not encouraged to follow their curiosity. With educational disparities and discrimination in the classroom and workplaces, the world that we occupy as women comes with the tough reality: we must persevere. Spaces only get more complicated to maneuver in when we include our various intersecting identities: ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, gender identity, religion, citizenship status, abilities, etc. But what the women who have charted maps of ingenuity, intention, and success have proved is that when women feed their potential, they in turn feed human potential.

			We are in the midst of a cultural revolution, and women of all walks of life are leading the charge in the fight for equity! Watching this moment in history inspires me and so many of my peers to push past perceived boundaries and create new possibilities. The brilliant humans in this book represent women who became the change they wanted to see, feel, and experience; and in doing the work, these fierce young women have created space for others to follow suit.

			
			I was fortunate enough to visit the Obama White House four times. In fact, President Obama once joked that I should get my own office in the White House. (I quickly closed my eyes to manifest this!) While any opportunity to be in the same room as the Obamas was a gift to me, one of the moments emblazoned on my spirit happened when I cohosted the White House Science Fair, alongside entrepreneur and educational philanthropist Karlie Kloss, under the guidance of scientist Dr. Knatokie Ford. We interviewed brilliant young scientists from around the United States about the scientific innovations and breakthroughs they were creating. Kids of all ages were turning their passions and skills into making education more accessible, creating diagnostic tests for the Ebola virus, inventing alternative power sources, and so much more! The biggest impact, however, was being surrounded by women of different generations—watching the young female scientists exhibiting their findings and Senior Advisor Valerie Jarrett and Dr. Jo Handelsman excitedly participating. The unwavering support from President Obama alongside the brilliant women of the White House, celebrating what is traditionally a male-dominated field, reinforced in me and so many others the deep and continued need for female voices in all places.

			The inspiring female staffers in this book did not just “happen” to land a job in the Obama White House. They worked for it, knowing that other young women were watching and preparing to step into the spaces they created for us through their experiences—good and bad. Yes She Can is a gift; it’s filled with ten women’s inspiring stories about entering public service under the Obama Administration and how they didn’t just survive but thrived in these spaces! These intelligent humans know the importance of their voices and values and became the representation that we are so lacking. Each had her own path to the White House and, once there, made her mark on the world—all while clearing a path and expanding the vision of a more inclusive America.

			
			These women, in part, inspired me to create Eighteen x 18, an initiative to increase youth voter education and turnout. They demonstrated for me and my peers that politics can no longer happen without us—we must share a common love for our global community. Their stories serve as a reminder to young people that we are not alone in this fight, that there are women who have taken it upon themselves to trudge through the sometimes treacherous terrain of politics and public service in order to open the doors and let us all in. Their presence has undoubtedly carved the way for us Gen Zers, and I am so grateful that they have decided to share their experiences.

			May our voices continue to carry the power of generations of women from the past, present, and future!
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			In the hallway outside the Roosevelt Room in the West Wing of the White House hang four Norman Rockwell paintings. Anyone who has worked in the White House has walked by these priceless pieces. They’re part of a series—a quadriptych entitled So You Want to See the President, and each of the four parts features a day in the life at the center of American power. As the story goes, in late 1943, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt gave Rockwell full access to the West Wing. Rockwell spent three days sitting in the lobby, sketching all the people he saw coming and going from the front gate to the Oval Office. The paintings depict a parade of policemen, photographers, reporters, Secret Service agents, foreign diplomats, Miss America, members of Congress, White House butlers, and various West Wing staff before, in the final image, the door to the Oval Office and the President himself are revealed.

			Of the fifty-eight people in these four drawings, only five are women. What’s more, they show up in the White House only as secretaries, a beauty queen, and a segregated section of the U.S. military.

			
			When President Barack Obama occupied the Oval Office, Rockwell’s depiction couldn’t have been more different from our reality. President Obama employed staff of all different creeds and colors. And from his first day in office, he filled a number of low- to high-level positions with women. It was 2008. Women weren’t just making coffee; they were making policy. And running the show at all levels.

			We were all teenagers when Barack Obama announced he was running for President. We came of age in the era of Obama, and were inspired to join the world of government by his inclusive, feminist politics. Each of us followed a unique path but had a calling that led us to the same place: the Obama White House.

			Although we may have been young, the work we did might surprise you. We represented the United States government in international meetings, created public-private partnerships worth millions of dollars, led entire policy portfolios on behalf of the White House, pushed legislation on Capitol Hill, and weighed in on the President’s speeches. We did it all, and more. In heels, but often in sensible flats too.

			The White House was once considered an old boys’ club, but the Obama White House proved that:

			
					
					Young women get. Stuff. Done. Give us a task, vague or concrete, big or small: we’ll complete it. Better than you asked for, and on or ahead of schedule.

				

					
					Government is, as President Obama often said, made up of people. When the people are good, so is government. And the best government reflects its people, including women and people of color—who make up half of our country. 

				

					
					Working in government is a pretty cool career choice. And it’s something you can do. The prospect might be intimidating, but here we will show you a day in the life where you can see yourself too.

				

			

			Most of us didn’t grow up thinking that we wanted to work in government. Even today, when you think of government, you probably think of some dude who’s been working at the same job for forty years, on his way to a pension and retirement.

			Our stories beg to differ. They show young women stepping into the spotlight and up to the challenge, working behind the scenes and after hours to help advance the mission of the President, his administration, and our country. These stories show young women making big leaps and inciting change for good, but also making mistakes and learning from them.

			Since the 2016 election, women have been entering the political arena like never before. More than forty thousand of them, in fact, according to Emily’s List. These numbers are unprecedented. But running for office is one of many ways to get involved. Every elected official needs staffers. As you’ll see, staffers help make the policy agenda, elevate issues, and drive change. Young women are capable, ambitious, and already changing the world, so who better to staff our government than an army of young women?

			During our time at the White House, we were sleep-deprived and overworked…but we would do it again in a heartbeat. Because working in public service is worth it. Always worth it.

			
			The truth is, young women have always been a part of the American story, but history hasn’t always told our stories. It’s time we start changing that.

			As the great scholar and philosopher of our time, Beyoncé, once said…

			Who run the world?

			Girls!

			—Jenna, Eleanor, Nita, Molly, Kalisha, Andrea, Vivian, Noemie, Taylor, and Jaimie

			March 2019
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			Title: Policy Assistant for Urban Affairs, Justice and Opportunity

			Office: Domestic Policy Council

			Age: 25

			Date: December 9, 2014

			I am not a morning person. But my favorite time in the White House complex is before sunrise, when the grounds are quiet and still.

			That Tuesday was one of those days when I arrived at work before dawn. I entered through the staff gate on West Executive Avenue (West Exec) and hurried up the Navy Steps into the Dwight D. Eisenhower Executive Office Building (EEOB) to drop my bag at my desk. My office was in a historic room with twenty-foot ceilings, and I sat with three other staffers. It’s always a little weird to be one of the only souls in a building usually bustling with staff and visitors. At this point, I was running on about three hours of sleep but feeling wide-awake, as the adrenaline had kicked in. I made sure I had both of my phones on me—my friends always made fun of my outdated BlackBerry, but it was the official phone of White House staff, so I carried it like a badge of honor. I was barely in my office long enough to trigger the motion-sensor lights before I hurried back outside to meet a delivery truck that would be rolling up any minute.

			
			West Exec is the small strip of parking spots separating the EEOB and the West Wing of the White House. Up until World War II, it was an actual public street. Now it’s a secure avenue where the Vice President’s motorcade pulls into work every day. It’s also where members of the President’s Cabinet enter the White House, and occasionally where the President of the United States (POTUS) crosses to attend meetings inside the EEOB. But that morning, as the December fog rolled in, it was just me, a young policy staffer, waiting for a delivery truck filled with movie-screening equipment.

			I checked my BlackBerry—6:45 a.m. The sun wouldn’t be up for another half hour or so, but morning was starting to break. I scrolled through my emails; double-, triple-, quadruple-checking the tick-tock—that’s White House lingo for the minute-to-minute schedule breakdown of a White House event. I’d spent part of the past weekend at my desk writing up personalized schedules for every staffer and intern helping out that day, so everyone knew where they needed to be and when. It’s the best way to prevent something from going wrong—and of course, something will go wrong—but I figured I might as well try to anticipate, and possibly prevent, multiple scenarios. I committed the most important times to memory:

			
					
					7:00 a.m.—Truck arrives

				

					
					8:00 a.m.—Film preview

				

					
					2:00 p.m.—Youth meeting

				

					
					4:00 p.m.—Guests arrive

				

					
					5:00 p.m.—Showtime

				

			

			I glanced at the West Wing to my left and thought about the dozen or so staffers who sat behind a row of fake windows adorned with flower boxes. From the outside, you’d never know that was the Situation Room, and that even at this hour—at all hours, in fact—it was buzzing with activity. Members of the President’s National Security staff were inside assessing global threats, evaluating intelligence, and preparing presidential briefings. Even though I spent almost five years in the White House, I’m still impressed by the sheer amount of work that got done by so few people. It’s something I wish more people knew.

			I looked over to the EEOB on my right. It’s my favorite building in DC. Completed in 1888, it once housed the State Department, the Department of the Navy, and the War Department. They’ve all since moved out, or reorganized, as they outgrew the space. Now it’s where the majority of the President’s staff sits, including me. And in just a few hours, the EEOB will be host to a series of policy announcements—brand-new rules and programs from more than ten different federal agencies, states, and nonprofit organizations to make the lives of children in foster care better. We’d also be welcoming more than one hundred young people in foster care and a bunch of VIP guests, including mega movie stars and the Vice President of the United States.

			And the reason I’m the one standing there so early? I’m the one who organized it all.

			

			★★★

			Let me back up. What does someone working in policy even do?

			Most people see the words policy and White House and think of the strategies and courses of action a government takes—like executive orders and laws. But in reality, policy is so much more. It’s a number of things—including (especially including) how the White House chooses to spend its most limited resource: time. The issues we highlighted, the events we organized, even who we invited to the table to be part of the discussion. When the White House does anything, it means something. It brings an automatically heightened level of attention and legitimacy to an issue, organization, or person.

			
			Oftentimes, policy also means change, and when you’re fighting the status quo, change can be really hard. In thinking about progress, and especially civil rights, Megan Smith, President Obama’s Chief Technology Officer, liked to remind us of a quote from our third president, Thomas Jefferson:

			
				Laws and institutions must go hand in hand with the progress of the human mind. As that becomes more developed, more enlightened, as new discoveries are made, new truths discovered and manners and opinions change with the change of circumstances, institutions must advance also to keep pace with the times.

			

			Jefferson is a controversial figure, but he has a point here: even if certain advances make some people uncomfortable, this is a country built on change. We’re always evolving. I don’t think the founding fathers could have anticipated what 2014 would look like. They would certainly be surprised by the number of women working at the White House, not to mention our African American president. As President Obama said:

			
			America’s greatness is a testament to generations of courageous individuals who, in the face of uncomfortable truths, accepted that the work of perfecting our nation is unending and strived to expand the reach of freedom to all.

			

			Our work to expand that reach of freedom to all, no matter what you look like, where you come from, the color of your skin, how you worship, or who you love, was our ongoing effort to form a more perfect union.

			Working for President Obama, I learned that as important and far-reaching an institution as the White House is, it was easy to become isolated from real people living and dealing with the issues we were trying to address. For much of America, DC is far away, both figuratively and literally. To make sure that he was hearing from people outside our bubble, the President asked our Correspondence Office to give him ten letters a day. He wanted them to reflect the overall pool of letters coming in, so some were happy with his performance, and others…not so happy. I signed up for a special internal email list that allowed me to read those ten letters too. It was a good way to take the pulse of the nation. And while we met with advocacy groups nearly every day, that’s not quite the same as doing on-the-ground work. So that’s why, across every White House office, it was not uncommon to find staff going out of their way to connect with our constituents—the entire country—in unique ways to make sure they knew we were listening.

			A good number of those letters came from young people. They shared their hopes and dreams, their fears and challenges. In President Obama, they found a champion. And in them, the President found a duty. The creation of the My Brother’s Keeper initiative to improve the lives of boys and young men of color is one example of many policies created by President Obama. Making sure that no young person’s circumstance of birth determines their destiny was a headlining mission and the writing on the wall—literally! The walls of the West Wing, and almost every office, were filled with jumbos—blown-up versions of photos taken by the President’s photographers. Many were candid shots of the President with kids. (#Obamaandkids later became its own glorious hashtag.) So it’s not at all surprising that he made it a priority to help some of the most underserved children in America—children who don’t have the love and support every child deserves—and many of these children are in foster care. We would use whatever tools we had to carry out the President’s goal.

			
			To put it very simply, working in this White House meant creating and identifying positive change, connecting to the people you were helping, and then making sure the word got out. It was a lot more than that too, but these things were a huge part of my job.

			Where does this change come from? Well, as it turns out, sometimes from a junior staffer like me.

			

			★★★

			In early 2014, my teammate Sonali Patel was nearing the end of her temporary stint in the White House, after which she would be returning to the Department of Health and Human Services. Sonali was the point person on all things child welfare, and when she left, someone else would have to lead that work. The head of our team, my boss, Roy L. Austin Jr., told me he wanted me to take over Sonali’s child welfare portfolio and help make foster care a bigger, even more prominent issue in the White House. “Owning” a policy portfolio means that you are the staffer who is responsible for moving an issue forward, answering any questions from senior staff, and alerting them to problems before they become crises.

			
			My initial reaction was to be excited—my boss was trusting me with a huge policy portfolio, and I hadn’t even turned twenty-five yet! While I had been working on policy since I’d arrived, this was the first portfolio that was all mine. Omg I have a policy portfolio at the freaking White House!

			And then it hit me—OMG, I HAVE A POLICY PORTFOLIO AT THE FREAKING WHITE HOUSE. [Cue panic.]

			Its success or failure depended on me. And while there were ultimate-decision makers above me and I knew about child welfare, I remember thinking, There’s no way I know enough about this to be the lead. Turns out that the little unqualified voice telling you you’re a fraud actually has a name: imposter syndrome. It’s an uninvited guest that will try to derail you.

			There’s so much more to learn.

			You’ll never be able to grasp it all.

			You’re inevitably going to ask a stupid question in a meeting and they’re all gonna figure out you don’t know what you’re talking about. You’ll never be given any responsibilities again. They’ll make you turn in your badge and Secret Service will escort you out the gate.

			Maybe I should have just said “no, thanks!”

			But then I thought, Roy is smart. He’s a former federal prosecutor. He helped lead the Department of Justice Civil Rights Division, and was now a Deputy Assistant to the President—not to mention one of the most senior African American men in the White House. If Roy trusted me to handle this, maybe he saw something in me that I didn’t see in myself. I had been working for Roy for only about two months, but I really liked him and didn’t want to let him down (not to mention the President!). I wanted him to think I was smart and compassionate and capable.

			
			So I gave myself a pep talk.

			This is what you went to college for.

			This is why you went to grad school for public policy.

			This is why you applied for a White House internship, even though you knew no one in the building and the odds of getting chosen were tiny. And, when you got that internship, why you worked your butt off every day, often the first one at your desk in the morning and the last to leave at night.

			This opportunity was also why I had spent the past six months as a sponge, absorbing as much as possible and trying really hard not to mess up. It was my first real job, and I didn’t want people to think someone had made a mistake in hiring me. When I wrote a memo or talking points and staff more senior than me made changes, I read all their edits and saw how they made my words better. I watched their style, their work ethic, their routines. I absorbed it all. In such a busy workplace, most people didn’t have time to sit down and explain why they made the changes they did. I did my best to learn from experience. Their edits were my feedback.

			I doubled down and read as much as I could about foster care and started meeting with as many experts as possible. The more I learned about this massive institution, the more I learned about the cracks in the system and the different types of kids affected. There are over 400,000 young people in foster care, 74 percent of whom are there due to neglect issues—mainly due to poverty. Each year, over 20,000 youth in care age out, meaning that they become eighteen-year-old independent adults having not been adopted. Becoming an adult is hard enough. Imagine doing it with few resources and little to no support. Compared to their peers, a disproportionate number of young people who have been in foster care are in the juvenile or criminal justice systems, abusing drugs, experiencing homelessness, and/or facing significant mental health crises. And a disproportionate number of the young people who have been in care are kids of color. This isn’t a small problem, and it isn’t going to be solved by one big policy change. I was, truthfully, overwhelmed. But I had to try to do something to improve their lives.

			
			After I took over the portfolio, Roy and I decided that to really bring awareness to the issue of foster care and impel action on the subject nationwide, we needed to create some sort of announcement, something extra special that had never been done before.

			

			★★★

			While sitting at the stately wooden conference table in his office a few weeks after Sonali left, Roy asked me if I had seen the trailer for the new Annie movie. In this updated version, Annie was in foster care. The cast had been announced and included major stars like Jamie Foxx and Cameron Diaz. He suggested we do a screening of the film to launch our next round of policy announcements—and fill the room with kids in foster care.

			We had never done an event that large on this issue, but it wasn’t unusual for the White House to host screenings of movies before they went to theaters—especially if they had a message related to our work. Plus, in the original movie, Annie goes to the White House to sing for President FDR! Perfect! After a quick Google search (I think most people would be shocked at the amount of policy work that starts with just googling things) to see which studio was putting the movie out (Sony), Roy contacted a friend from law school who just happened to work there. Roy’s friend introduced us to Keith Weaver, Sony’s Vice President for Worldwide Government Affairs. Keith was excited about this potential collaboration. We went back and forth with him on details and worked with the White House Counsel’s Office (our team of lawyers) to make sure we followed all the rules and laws, and within a few weeks, Sony agreed! They would bring Annie and its cast to the White House, and we would build an event around it. I had my next long-term assignment, and it was time to get to work.

			
			I spent the next few months working on my everyday responsibilities, including the unexpected fire drills (i.e., “Drop everything and do this!”), while creating, planning, and executing a major White House event and announcement and trying to become an expert in foster care.

			One of the most important things I learned from this job was how to ask smart questions—and that asking questions doesn’t mean you’re dumb. In fact, it often means quite the opposite. I listened to Roy ask questions in meetings, and it’s a skill I sharpened just by observing him.

			A lucky thing about working in the Obama White House was that everyone was not just smart but also kind. Coworkers like Rafael López (an education policy advisor), Sherry Lachman (one of the Vice President’s policy advisors), and JooYeun Chang (the head of the Children’s Bureau at the Department of Health and Human Services) all sat down with me more than once and answered approximately one million questions. They were always willing to listen, explain, and work through problems. That’s the Obama Administration for you. That’s also the reason I sought out the help of my colleague Jodi Gillette, the President’s Senior Policy Advisor for Native American Affairs.

			
			One of the most disproportionately impacted groups in the foster care system is the Native American community. There is a long and shameful history of the U.S. government neglecting, or actively hurting, the indigenous peoples of this country, including taking Native kids from their homes and shipping them to schools that stripped them of their family traditions and sometimes even their names. This cruelty has spawned poverty, as well as drug and alcohol abuse, which has caused many Native American children to be removed from their families and placed in foster homes, often far away from their tribes.

			Jodi told me stories of young people torn from their communities, their culture, and their traditions. The Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) of 1978 was meant to address the complicated relationship between tribes and state child welfare systems by prioritizing placements with family members for children in foster care so they could stay closer to their reservation, kin, and identity. ICWA helped, but not nearly as much as it should have.

			Armed with new research, I reconvened a team of agency staffers across the federal government that Sonali had organized when she was leading the portfolio. Since many agencies were doing work that affected kids in foster care, it was up to the White House to make sure agencies were working together toward the goals of the Administration. I once heard a young man who had been in foster care say “ ‘Foster kid’ is a legal status, not a personality trait.” We, as an administration, needed to make sure more people understood that.

			
			At the White House, we often announced new policy through some sort of event. Doing so helped to encourage a broad set of agencies to come up with new ideas and shine a spotlight on complex issues. The goal for my event was to tell Americans, especially young people in foster care, that their needs were a priority to the White House. So when it came time to figure out who the guests at our event should be, it was immediately clear who belonged in the audience: kids in foster care. Make no mistake, it would definitely have been easier to just invite a bunch of adults working for advocacy groups and kids in foster care from around the DC area. But I wasn’t going for easy. That’s not the example the President was setting, and it wasn’t what I would settle for. I knew the work wasn’t done right if it wasn’t inclusive. If this was truly the People’s House, this event wouldn’t be complete without kids who represented the entire country.

			But how to do that when you are working with a budget of zero dollars?

			Because the details weren’t public yet, I couldn’t say too much to anyone invited from the outside. So I contacted different foster care organizations across the country, extending invites to a vague event, giving them each a handful of slots, and advising them to use them primarily for young people who were currently in foster care. Some of these organizations had never been invited to the White House before and were thrilled to use their own funds to fly or bus kids to Washington for the opportunity. The groups shared with us what a difference it could make in the lives of young people who had already experienced so much trauma. It would have been ten times harder for me to find young people on my own, so we reached out to those who were already connected. This method is central to organizing—you don’t always have to reinvent the wheel. Odds are, there are amazing groups doing the work that you’re trying to plug into. Welcome them, ask what you can do to help, and bring together everyone working toward the same goals.

			
			And so our guest list started to grow. And grow. And grow.

			On any given day, there are many White House events, so naturally, they can’t all be attended by the President or Vice President. But Sherry Lachman said she’d ask if the Vice President would be able to stop by. Sherry was actually in foster care for a period of time when she was a kid and then went on to earn three Ivy League degrees, work in the United States Senate and the White House, and, a few years after this event, start her own foster care organization, Foster America. (Obama people are the most impressive.) Sherry had her own (more than) full-time job, but she still found time to pitch in to make this event extra special. I tried not to get my hopes up, because the VP’s schedule was always exceedingly busy. It turned out, though, that Vice President Biden’s daughter Ashley runs a nonprofit organization in Delaware that works with children in foster care, and Sherry had the brilliant idea to pitch this as something they could do together. About two weeks before the big day, we got word: the Biden father-daughter duo was going to attend! This was huge. Their participation would shine a brighter spotlight on the work we’d been doing and would make a big difference in our goal of gaining more visibility for the issue of foster care.

			

			★★★

			
			With the Vice President set to attend, it felt like all the pieces were coming together. And after months of research and preparation, I found myself on West Exec just as the sun was rising. A white truck appeared at the southwest appointment gate. I waved it over and helped the Sony team bring their equipment into our auditorium. As part of my (approximately) one-million-point prep plan, I had to ask the team that ran the auditorium to arrive early to supervise setup. These guys were all career staff (they stay in their jobs no matter who the President is) and were some of the hardest-working, nicest people in the building. Whatever event you wanted to hold in their space, they helped to make it happen.

			First things first: that morning, I needed to make sure the movie actually played. Sony agreed to let us screen the film, provided we use their special DVD player, which produced a higher-quality picture than ours. There was a chance it wouldn’t connect to our system, and I had been losing sleep over this prospect for weeks. What was a movie premiere without a movie? (We asked them to bring a backup, regular DVD just in case. But what if that one didn’t work either?) I grabbed a seat in the front row for the test run, and at first, nothing appeared on the screen. Please, please, please let it work, I pleaded to myself. Suddenly, the Sony Pictures logo appeared and music burst through the speakers. HALLELUJAH. Now I could move on to worrying about the rest of the day.

			Shortly after we successfully connected, Roy walked into the room. Even though we thought we had checked every box, the day before the event, the Vice President’s staff asked us if we had watched the movie yet. Roy and I looked at each other. Neither of us had watched it—we didn’t think we needed to….It was Annie! Everyone knows Annie. It’s rated PG. What could possibly be a problem? We were informed that someone from the White House needed to watch the film to make sure that there was nothing inappropriate or the VP could not participate. Yikes.

			
			So Roy came in extra early to watch Annie with me before work. (If someone at his level approved of the content, we would be able to say it was cleared.) You truly haven’t lived until you’ve watched an entire movie at eight a.m., at work. (This is not something I could have predicted spending my time on when I accepted the position the year before.)

			When we were finally done screening the film and the crew had left campus until later in the afternoon, I headed back to my desk. Waiting for me was a muffin, a fruit cup, and a Post-it note that read “Congrats! Today will be great! Don’t forget to eat….” It was from Becky Monroe, a civil rights attorney and one of my teammates. I could have cried at her thoughtfulness, and at the sight of food. (I hadn’t eaten anything yet that morning!)

			But that day was not just about the movie screening and the celebrities. It was also, and primarily, about the young people.

			

			★★★

			Starting in early 2014, Secretary of Education Arne Duncan had been hosting listening sessions with students. Called “Student Voices,” the meetings were held to regularly engage in discussions with young people, using their perspectives to help increase connections between the Education Department’s work and the needs of students. In addition to all the other challenges they face, young people in foster care are at abnormally high risk of dropping out of high school and are unlikely to attend, let alone graduate from, college. In a chaotic life, school is often one of the only stable things they have to hang on to, but the education system doesn’t always address their unique needs.

			
			There’s a saying in the civil rights world: Nothing about us, without us. Who knows these issues better than the people living them? So before our main event, and with Jodi’s help, I organized a Student Voices sit-down with Secretary Duncan, Secretary of the Interior Sally Jewell, and fifteen Native American youths in foster care.

			Right before the meeting started, I made a last-minute decision to remove all the adults from the room, myself included, except for the two Secretaries and one tribal liaison. I looked around the crowded room at all the chaperones and federal government staffers. I wanted the young people to be able to open up. They should feel like the White House was a safe space where they could speak honestly about their lives. They shouldn’t feel like fish in a bowl, with a bunch of grown-up eyes on them, no matter how well-meaning we all were. I was later told that the meeting, slated for two hours, lasted nearly three, and by the end, there wasn’t a dry eye in the room.

			With all the talk you see on the news of political wins and losses and personalities, it too easily gets lost that people in government are just that—people. Even Secretaries. Everyone was there because they wanted to help. That’s why President Obama appointed us. At every level of this government, we wanted to make lives better. We all wanted equality and equity.

			

			★★★

			This unexpected schedule change gave me some extra time to get work done. I headed back to my desk and answered a bunch of emails (I still had my regular job to do). And then with my ace team of interns, all of us with our personalized tick-tock in hand, we started setting up the auditorium. We arranged nearly two hundred name tags, each printed under the White House logo on fancy card stock, in alphabetical order on a welcome table. I didn’t need to make name tags for everyone, but I knew that our guests, many of whom had traveled from far away, might like a small keepsake. (It was an extra hour or two of work over the weekend, but I wanted them to have something they could physically hold on to, to remember the day. Again…budget of $0.00.)

			
			We put the fact sheets on the same table. Policy fact sheets provide background info on a topic and short descriptions of policy changes, and are often sent to the media or used at press conferences or events like ours. We had been working for about six months on this fact sheet, which was nearly four pages long and included a number of new policy announcements.

			Nothing in the White House happens with just one person, but I was the one ultimately responsible for pushing the agencies to make their announcements ready and then compiling and screening everything before it went to senior officials and before it went to print.

			I was especially proud of our announcement from the Departments of Education and Agriculture: a letter about free school meals. To the outside world, a letter might not sound like a big deal, but this one was so important, and was an issue requested by the foster care community. Back in 2010, President Obama had signed the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act. Part of that law said that anyone in foster care was eligible for free school lunch and wouldn’t need to apply for the program. But in practice, schools sometimes didn’t know which kids were in foster care, and then the eligible students went hungry because they didn’t have money for lunch and they weren’t marked for a free meal. The organizations responsible weren’t communicating. The two departments, together with help from the White House, sent a “Dear Colleague” letter to every school in the country, outlining what the law does and the best ways to make sure no young person in foster care went hungry at school. I had read extensively about this issue and met with experts, and ultimately worked with the departments to write and send out that letter. It was going to make a big difference.

			
			Altogether, we were announcing twelve new items, including actions around financial protection and literacy, improving maternal health care, increasing access to jobs, improving education, eradicating homelessness, and redoubling efforts to make sure the Indian Child Welfare Act was followed.

			With the handouts and name tags in place, I looked over the guest list one more time. There were nearly two hundred individuals attending, including some pretty high-profile people, like Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack, the former governor of Iowa, who had himself lived in an orphanage as a young child
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