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ONE Campus Challenge Article

Every day 30,000 children die simply because they’re too poor to live. It was this fact alone which drove the movement to transform the campus of Western Kentucky University from a regional university separated from the rest of the world into the “most globally aware” campus in the nation.

Our efforts began with a late night chat and debate amongst a small group of globally minded Freshmen Honors students and ended in a victory in the ONE Campaign’s Campus Challenge, a competition between over 1500 universities across the nation to raise awareness and take action to make poverty history.


Our common will to be the change we wished to see in the world caused our group of inspired Freshmen to found a chapter of Americans for Informed Democracy on campus with the goal of bringing the world home to students at WKU.  When we heard that Bono’s ONE Campaign was launching a campus challenge we got right on board calling presidential candidates, holding rallies and signing up more people to ONE’s Declaration.


The competition was comprised of three phases. The first concluded in December when the top 100 schools in the nation were revealed and a leader from each school was flow to Washington DC for a week of training in political engagement and youth activism all in the name of the fight against poverty. We also heard from a range of speakers including Jenna Bush, Newt Gingrich and Bill Frist. 

The second phase of the challenge concluded when WKU successfully made it into the top ten. In one week we went from 11th place to 4th place, an amazing feat for us. Finally we had made it into the top ten and for this last phase we were awarded a $1000 grant to initiate a campus-wide effort to most effectively get our message our the emergency of global poverty across to students on campus and start getting them involved in the solution.


For our final project we held an all day effort in which we had volunteers staff eight tables all across campus all day with each table representing one of the eight millennium development goals, agreed to in 2000 at the UN by 189 nations which include halving the number of people who live on less than $1 a day by 2015. We also received permission from the president to wrap a white wristband, the symbol of the fight against poverty, around our campus bell tower, the symbol of our university. 


We finished off the day with a mass rally of over 300 students, faculty and community members. The rally featured the mayor of Bowling Green, KY, the fourth largest city in the state, as she issued a proclamation declaring the city as a “ONE City” and our university president followed with a declaration of our university as a “ONE Campus.” We also held a voter registration drive in partnership with our campus Political Engagement Project under the title “Vote Out Poverty” in an effort to connect globally concerned students with their members of Congress to start really making some change.


At the end of the day we had collected around 2000 signatures for the ONE Campaign’s Declaration in addition to our 1000 collected earlier in the year. We also collected over 300 letters to Congress from students which we hand delivered to student’s Congressional members at a lobby visit in the nation’s Capitol in April. After packaging our efforts into an inspiring short film we found out that we had won the challenge when more people voted for WKU’s efforts online than any other campus in the nation.

For our prize we received a concert from ONE featuring some national music acts as well as a personal message from Bono thanking us for standing up and speaking out for the world’s ONE billion people who live on less than ONE dollar a day.


But more important than the concert and message from Bono were the alliances which we had made around campus with the Political Engagement Project, the Provost’s Office, the President and more. We showed them our potential and we successfully won over their support for the upcoming years. We have already been asked to lead an unprecedented three year effort called the Class Legacy Project which we would work with the administration to make our greatest dreams of a globally responsible university become a reality. 
In a year, we’ve gained national praise and recognition from even Bono, the true champion of global justice issues. We have been given some pretty big shoes to fill, but I am confident that with the hope and inspiration of the students and the support from the administration WKU will take these shoes and make them fit. We have already been given the title as the ‘most globally aware’ campus but in the upcoming years WKU will become the ‘most globally engaged’ campus in the nation.

