
A Student Perspective: Inside the Pollyanna Conference
By Josie Hoeber, a Teen Pollyanna member and student attendee at the
2021 "Reimagining Resiliency with Resolve" Harvard-Westlake Multi-School
Pollyanna Conference.

My experience at the Pollyanna conference can best be described as empowering. I
know it may sound like a cliche, but the stories you hear and people you meet
summarize it into that word. 

The morning began with keynote speaker Lyla June Johnston, an Indigenous public
speaker, artist, scholar, and community organizer of Diné (Navajo), Tsétsêhéstâhese
(Cheyenne), and European lineages from Taos, New Mexico. Lyla spoke passionately
about the history of her people and gave us a traditional greeting. She then went on to
perform a beautiful poem and a haunting song that I know stuck with me and the rest
of the attendees all day. 

Lyla’s insight about the responsibilities we all have to protect indigenous nations
opened my own eyes. It provided me with ways that our school systems and students
can engage in such practices. She insisted that we must be held accountable and
delivered the passionate closing lines, “We are here, we are so here, and we need
support and solidarity.” 

Getting to speak with other students is always a personal highlight of these meetings.
After having a brief conversation with Lyla, all of the students made their way into a
classroom, where we arranged our chairs in a huge circle facing each other. Questions
were posed that encouraged us to reflect on our experiences of the year, where our
schools need improvement, what we can do, and what we as students desire for our
community. 

"By making a commitment to show up, schools demonstrate that they are
committing themselves to learn from their students. Being surrounded by other

kids who are engaged and passionate about making a change within their
communities is an empowering experience that flourishes in these spaces."
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People were quick to engage, and immediately ideas and thoughts were flowing. After
only a few minutes, I learned so much about the person next to me and the schools I
personally didn’t attend. It was an incredible way to connect people that evoked
insightful understanding.

Being surrounded by passionate students felt empowering, the support you felt from
others to voice your own opinions or try something new. We spoke about mental
health, communication, restorative justice, and we also brainstormed ways to engage
our communities to help amend these issues. There was an air of respect and support
from peers that is hard to find elsewhere, as students are aware that everyone around
them gave up their time to make a change and that we were all united in a desire to
reinforce that change. 

For our presentations back to our schools, we came up with a short skit about
accessing the right kind of support from our faculty narrated by a catchy poem inspired
by the keynote speaker. Followed by a scripted “Q&A,” we voiced our concerns and
solutions to various issues and then opened it up to the audience. Sitting on the stage
and watching all the adults give you their full attention was mindblowing, as many other
students and I often do not feel like we have a significant voice. People genuinely
wanted to know what we thought, and it gave us the feeling that our schools were
really dedicated to making changes regarding DEIB work.

Attending the Pollyanna conferences gives students a voice. By making a commitment
to show up, schools demonstrate that they are committing themselves to learning
from their students. Being surrounded by other kids who are engaged and passionate
about making a change within their communities is an empowering experience that
flourishes in these spaces. 
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