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Chinese American Political
Association empowers
teens to seek political
office 
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Sixteen-year-old Philip Chang is designing a city
Web page that will help Walnut Creek residents Þnd
out about energy conservation and "going green." 
 
He is one of about a dozen teens and young adults
in city, county and state ofÞces learning the ins and
outs of government through internships
coordinated by the Chinese American Political
Association's community education fund. The
association, which recently celebrated 25 years in
the East Bay, encourages students to think about
careers as elected ofÞcials. 
 
"I like how big of an impact it really has," Philip said
of his internship at City Hall, after meeting with
staffers to discuss the Web site improvements he
plans. "This is the real thing. This is something the
government is doing, and I'm a part of that. It's kind
of unbelievable to me." 
 
County Supervisors Susan Bonilla and Mary Piepho
also host summer program interns.  
 
Although the organization's goal is to promote
Chinese and Asian-PaciÞc American participation in
public affairs, some of the interns come from other
ethnic backgrounds. 
 

Interns Niraj Vora and Gunvinder "Vinnie" Kang,
whose parents immigrated from India, said diversity
is important in government.

"America is the melting pot, and I think different
backgrounds should be always involved in this
country," said Gunvinder, 17, a Heritage High
student from Brentwood whose duties in Piepho's
ofÞce include answering phones, writing letters and
attending meetings.

Niraj, 16, works in Bonilla's Concord ofÞce helping
draft resolutions, correspondence and summaries of
newspaper articles. 

"For the most part, people my age are aware of what
goes on politically, just based on the media," said
the student from Northgate High in Walnut Creek.
"Through this internship, you get a larger grasp of
how the community works. You can see what
different people can do and you're exposed to a
wide range of political empowerment that you had
never known about."

Niraj said he's learning about the people and
organizations that make up the county, such as low-
income residents who lack health insurance,
foundations and the business executives who
volunteer for local causes. That's the kind of eye-
opening experience Cedric Cheng, internship
coordinator for the association, said he hopes
students will have. 

Over the past 19 years, interns who were originally
focused on careers in jobs such as accounting or
Þnance have gone on to study political science,
international relations or other Þelds that could put
them in the public's eye, Cheng said. At the group's
anniversary celebration last month, San Francisco
Assessor Phil Ting, Alameda County Supervisor Alice
Lai-Bitker and Alameda Councilwoman Lena Tam
said their paths to political ofÞce started with
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community involvement. 
 
They acknowledged support among Asians, but
said they have reached out to all constituents on
issues that affect everyone, such as health care,
development and the environment. Lai-Bitker said
some Asian parents steer their children toward
academics, while putting less emphasis on social
skills, which also are important in leadership.  
 
But Cheng said Asian stereotypes of quiet, bookish
students do not reßect today's youth, who are better
integrated into society than some of the adults who
came to this country more than two decades ago,
when the association began.  
 
Philip, who participates on the Miramonte High
speech and debate team in Orinda, was not shy
about sharing his opinions and sense of humor
during a meeting with City Hall staff members about
making their Web site more user-friendly.  
 
Matt Huffaker, of the public services department,
chided Philip by jokingly asking whether the new
Web page Ñ which is expected to take more than a
month to complete Ñ would be up and running by
next week.  
 
"This afternoon, actually," quipped the undaunted
Philip. 
 
More information about the Chinese
American Political Association and its
internship program is at www.
CAPAcommunity.org .
Philip Chang talks about his Walnut Creek
internship at www.contracostatimes.com . 


