Joe Altal, Class of 2008, Waterford Union High School, Waterford, Wisconsin. 

In June 2008, at Everyday Democracy’s national conference, Making Every Voice Matter, Joe was one of four presenters at workshop designed by and for young people. He told the group about participating in Diversity Circles—a program which brings students together from urban and suburban high schools, in southeast Wisconsin, to talk about issues that affect their lives. The experience inspired him and some friends to design and propose a class to improve their school environment and educate their schoolmates.  
We have all gone through struggles in our lives. How we get through them defines who we are and, ultimately, makes us better. The fact is, deep down, everyone has the will to push through their struggles and find who they are and what they are supposed to be. 
Like the name of this conference suggests, every voice does matter; it’s what you do with your voice that makes the difference. This is my story.
My life really started to change when I was approached by our school’s social worker who asked if I wanted to attend Diversity Circles. After she explained that, in Diversity Circles, students from various schools could talk about their problems, I figured, Why not? Maybe I’ll miss a little school and learn a few things.” 
What I didn’t know is that I would learn a lot. 
In the circles, I learned about the struggles of inner city schools, and about how much my predominantly white school lacked, and the advantages we have. For five weeks, we met with students from five different schools. We talked about various situations we have been in and how we handle our problems. 
We also did activities to help us realize how other people feel. For example, we wrote down all the different stereotypes we could think of for different racial groups; and, on another occasion, we were assigned different numbers, representing our social class: rich, middle, or poor. 
More than 97% of the people in our school are white. And, on any given day, I could walk into a class or through the halls and hear a racist comment or joke. Ultimately, Diversity Circles left me feeling that the people in our school had a lot to learn. 

Soon after Diversity Circles ended, a friend of mine who also went to the circles collaborated with me on a proposal to create a diversity class for our high school that would help students in our school learn about various races and stereotypes. We wanted this class to educate our schoolmates and to help them prepare for the real world.

The main reason for our proposal was to give students a chance to enjoy the same experience that we did, and also to learn what we learned. We just wanted people to change, and to respect other people and other races. 
We have presented our proposal to our English teacher, our school principal, and the superintendent. Now, the school diversity committee is working out the details of the curriculum and who will teach it; they will present their findings to the curriculum committee, in hopes of offering the class in 2010.   
What started as a way to get out of school, has turned into something that could change the outlook of students in our school. Overall, the diversity circles enlightened me about how sheltered I am in my predominantly white community and gave me a different outlook on life.
But the fact remains: the work doesn’t just do itself. It took a will—a desire inside—for me to do what I did. I believe that everyone has this desire and will. 
Every one has a voice. Whether it be big or small, we all do. And in order for us to better our surroundings, we must express ourselves.
It’s what you do with your voice that matters. Make the difference! 
