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Founder’s Foreword

Growing up in New York City, I was constantly surrounded by amazing people always willing to help.  I had 
the great privilege to attend Hunter College for eighteen years—from nursery school through college.  
Hunter provided a supportive environment that empowered me to learn who I am.   I’m still close with a 
great number of the friends that helped along the way. So, I like to say everything I am is due to my family, 
my friends, and Hunter.  

To give back, I wanted to share my network with students and families more talented and deserving than 
me, and make it easier to gain access to the opportunities I took for granted. Together with some of my 
closest friends, I founded PASSNYC (Promoting Access to Specialized Schools in New York City).  Our 
mission is to increase the diversity of students sitting for the Specialized High School Admission Test 
(SHSAT)—the only way to gain entry to the country’s best public schools. We can’t create lasting, 
widespread, social change alone. As a Collective Impact Action Tank, PASSNYC uses underlying altruism 
and boot camps to help our partners work together toward shared goals. At our first summit, we asked 44 
organizations to help us create new outreach strategies for District 5 in Central Harlem.   

Inspired by two Stuyvesant High School girls at our second forum, we organized our first student summit 
to get help from a more important perspective.  PASSNYC Strategist and Board Secretary Diana McKeage, 
helped convene 20 students from 7 schools, including Hunter College High School, Columbia Secondary 
School, Stuyvesant, and Bronx Science—and designed a challenging curriculum for the day (see pg 5). 

The best part of the summit was seeing firsthand that our theory of change—the Win-Win-Win—works 
with motivated students just the same as it does with decades-old organizations.  We had a lot of fun, 
learned a great deal, identified Student Ambassadors for the Department of Education’s specialized high 
school diversity initiatives, and recruitsd three of the student participants as PASSNYC interns! 

We hope you enjoy reading this report and take to heart the need to give students a voice and to 
empower students to affect change within their communities. Please let us know if you’d like to get 
involved with amazing students like those that contributed to this report.  We’d love your help, 

Ryan J. S. Baxter 
Founder & Chairman, PASSNYC 
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The PASSNYC Student Summit
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The first PASSNYC Student Summit took 
place at BuzzFeed Headquarters on May 13, 
2017—with over 20 high school and middle 
school students gathered to brainstorm 
ideas on how to increase student awareness 
of the SHSAT. Students participated in a 
group discussion to share their personal 
experiences with the SHSAT and the HCHS 
entrance exam and their insights on the top 
reasons why fellow students do not sign up 
for the SHSAT. They then broke into smaller 
groups to complete the Outreach Material 
Design Challenge, and produce outreach 
materials (posters and “call to action” videos) 
inspired by the discussion! After the Summit, 
students were asked to fill out a survey for 
homework asking them to vote for a favorite 
student video and to provide ideas on how to 
b ett e r t h e c l i m at e i n h i g h s c h o o l s 
surrounding the SHSAT.   

The Student Perspective  

Even adults working in the education space, 
who are among the most prepared to 
address the systemic issues in our school 
systems, lack a critical piece of insight: What 
is it like to be a middle school student today? 
With the advent of technology and access to 
information that few of us had as middle 
school students, we look to today’s youth to 
tell us the barriers they face in accessing 
educational opportunities and how we can 
best communicate informat ion in a 
compelling way.  

Students can truly provide an accurate 
perspective of how the people and 
institutions in their lives affect their attitudes 
toward the SHSAT and HCHS entrance 
exams.

Collective impact is an approach based on the 
premise that no single organization can create large-
scale, lasting social change alone. It’s about tackling 
systemic problems by collaborating with a group of 
organizations. In education reform, the strategy has 
proved successful, boosting the number of children 
adequately prepared for kindergarten, reading and 
math scores, and high school graduation rates.  

What is Collective Impact?
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exams. Students can also provide valuable 
insights into how we can design effective 
exam prep, what resources are needed, and 
what their peers’ attitudes about the exam 
are—so that we can design and produce 
effective outreach materials. Finally, 
students can tell us the most important 
things they take into account when 
considering a high school; and what factors 
would stop them from applying. 

What We Heard 

While the students focused on a diverse 
range of issues, one of the leading areas of 
improvement is how schools can better 
communicate with students. Many of them 
shared stories of how guidance counselors 
are left in the dark about the SHSAT, and 
therefore cannot pass on the information to 
their students. If students don’t hear about 
the test, they don’t go out of their way to find 
out about the exam, or the schools.  

Students considered the best way to reach 
out to parents and students alike, taking into 
consideration that sometimes students have 
to take the initiative to tell their parents 
about the exam. Some students shared 
stories of being first generation children and 
how, because of their parents’ language 
barriers or even their immigration status, a lot 
of i n fo r m at i o n a b o ut t h e S H SAT i s 
miscommunicated.  

To address the communication challenge, 
some students recommended taking a 
digital approach to education, by sending out 
links to PASSNYC’s website and to other 
websites that contain information about the 
SHSAT, to parents and students. Others 
considered holding workshops or student-
led fairs that families could attend in person 
to

Collective Impact Boot Camp:  
Outreach Material Design Challenge  

Student groups were directed to create three 
outputs, to encourage more students to sit for the 
SHSAT and to enroll at the specialized high schools: 

Approach 

• On a poster board, describe the approach (who, 
what, where, how, when) you would use to 
perform outreach regarding the specialized high 
schools and the SHSAT 

• List the most important pieces of information to 
convey in SHS and SHSAT outreach  

Infographic 

• Design an outreach graphic to convey SHS and 
SHSAT information 

• Describe your target audience  

• Describe how you would present your SHS and 
SHSAT outreach graphic 

Call to Action Video 

• Write a script for a 30 second Call to Action video 
that inspires kids to pursue the SHS and ends by 
presenting your outreach graphic 

• Rehearse your 30 second Call to Action video 

• Film call to action videos 

2017 Student Collective Impact Summit Report
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to receive information about the SHSAT. 
Others still considered utilizing guidance 
counselors as a resource to educate families, 
but expressed concern that schools with 
large populations of underrepresented 
students are often understaffed. 

Beyond communication, students also 
focused on how we can change the general 
negative feeling toward the SHSAT. Many 
issues stem from the views of the students 
themselves; if they are scared to fail or 
worried their friends would make fun of 
them, kids are unlikely to take the SHSAT or 
HCHS entrance exam. Schools can make the 
e x a m l e s s i n t i m i d a t i n g b y m a k i n g 
preparatory resources easier to access so 
students feel more confident--and both 
schools and parents need to make it clear 
that not getting into a specialized high 
school isn’t the end of the world!! 



What We Heard: How would you make the specialized high schools more 
welcoming for all students?
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“Have students do the talking and 
advocacy instead of administrators.”

Hire a more diverse faculty

“I would hire more teachers of color beyond just the 
foreign language department. There are currently only 
two black teachers at Bronx Science and I think that's 
unacceptable on a teaching faculty of over 120 people.”

Make it easier and more transparent to prepare 
for the exam, with free test prep materials

Give students a voice  

“School sponsored test prep materials and outreach 
would be very helpful! I remember when I was thinking 
about applying for Hunter that they were very vague 
about what would be on the exam, and only offered a 
single sample test on their website. This made me and 
my friends feel like on some level, Hunter wasn't really 
looking for students who couldn't afford getting prep 
materials… I still wish that free, school sponsored 
materials were strongly promoted and widely available.”

“There can also be a tutoring 
system where students from 
specialized high schools reach out 
to middle school students and 
give them first-hand tips for the 
SHSAT.” 

“As for students already in the schools, I think 
administration/student/parent communication is key. 
Giving marginalized students a platform to speak not 
only to the administration, but also to other students 
would be really helpful. Hunter does this by giving efficacy 
clubs, such as GSA (Gender and Sexuality Alliance), AACS 
(African American Cultural Society), Project Diversity, and 
Feminist Future opportunities to hold assemblies and 
workshops for both teachers and students.” 

2017 Student Collective Impact Summit Report



“I think Diversity Open Houses are very helpful, but within the schools themselves, 
affinity groups for students of color can provide spaces to discuss the challenges 
faced by underrepresented groups within the school.”
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Connect students of color to alumni and each 
other, to provide better community support

Improve access for students with limitations, 
through more flexible scheduling and adding 

specialized schools throughout the City 

“To make specialized High Schools 
more welcoming for all, I would try to 
improve/increase the availability of 
transportation options or scheduling 
options (such as a later schedule in 
which students start/end school 1 
period later for the purpose of travel 
time).” 

“Extending the specialized label to more high 
schools to encompass a larger number of 
locations and interests.”

“From an outs ider perspect ive, these 
specialized high schools seem like Times-
Square 42nd: Thousands of people within 100 
feet of you, but not a single person you can 
stop and become friends with, without 
expending too much time and energy.”  

“Helping students develop a network of current 
students and alumni facing similar challenges 
is invaluable. Facilitating the growth of clubs 
rooted in this and sponsoring networking 
events by communicating with alumni 
associations could be good techniques.” 

2017 Student Collective Impact Summit Report



See Summit highlights and all the student videos at http://bit.ly/2q1m4QX  
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Outreach Material Design Challenge: Student SHSAT Awareness Materials
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Want to hear a secret? 
…ask the students in our winning group. “There’s a school in New York City with over 20 PSAL sports!” 
“And another with a planetarium and an award-winning robotics team!” They sell the benefits of 
applying from a student perspective—emphasizing the diverse extracurricular activities. And to seal 
the deal, they show a “cheat sheet” of test dates and schools, showing that it’s not that hard to apply: 
“One day, one test, 8 schools!”

Why not take the test? 
“We want you to take the SHSAT!” says 
our next group. They appeal to a wide 
range of student interests “from Latin to 
marine biology” and tell you exactly 
how to get more information--at the 
PASSNYC or DOE websites. “Success is 
different for everybody,” but why not 
take the test to see if the specialized 
schools are right for you?
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What’s so special about… the specialized 
high schools? 
This group not only mentions the long list of 
activities and things you can do and learn at a 
s p e c i a l i z e d h i g h s c h o o l , b u t a l s o t h e 
opportunities they’ll open up later in life. 
Specialized high schools provide helpful college 
counseling and help you intern at interesting 
places like Buzzfeed. The bottom line is: 
“Specialized high schools are looking for special 
people like you!” 

Guess who went to a specialized high 
school? 
Do you know Lin-Manuel Miranda or Nicki Minaj? 
They both went to NYC’s specialized high 
schools! Don’t doubt yourself--Lin-Manuel and 
Nicki made it, so why shouldn’t you take the test? 
The students in this group lay out the who, what, 
where, when, why, and how of taking the SHSAT, 
and close by saying “you risk nothing by taking 
the SHSAT… taking the test can only help you!” 

What’s our equation for success? 
A stressed out student is studying for the SHSAT. 
A fellow student from Stuyvesant pops up and 
helps. As the two students get to work, two more 
appear with their equation for success: assembly 
+ parents + guidance = success!
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What students learned at the Summit: 

After the conclusion of the Summit, we asked the students what they thought. Here’s what they told us: 

On the issues surrounding the SHSAT: 
• “I was not the only one who had difficulties concerning the SHSAT and that there are an absurd 

number of barriers students face before they even learn about it. The system is inherently biased 
and that should and needs to change.”  
“Not all students feel prepared for the SHSAT they are left to fend for themselves.”  
“I learned a great deal about what the city is currently doing to combat this issue. The appointment 
of new officials to increase enrollment in minority neighborhoods, though commendable, seems 
like a band-aid solution to a much larger problem.”  

On Collective Impact: 
• “I learned a lot about how to effectively coordinate community action!” 
• “I learned the different perspectives and views of each student. WE all understand that a certain 

stigma comes from the guidance program in regards to specialized schools. All of us were able to 
deliver our ideas and build upon each others ideas effectively.”  

The students walked away with a novel understanding of the challenges their peers face when it comes to 
making their way through the complicated New York City school system, and the motivation to use 
collective impact techniques to help! 

2017 Student Collective Impact Summit Report



Appendix I: Student Materials - SHSAT Problems and Strategies

12

2017 Student Collective Impact Summit Report



Appendix I: Student Materials - SHSAT Problems and Strategies

13

2017 Student Collective Impact Summit Report



Appendix I: Student Materials - SHSAT “Cheat Sheets”
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