
THE ASPEN CHALLENGE OFFERS HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 
THE CHANCE TO BECOME LEADERS BY ADDRESSING ISSUES 
AFFECTING THEIR CITY, COUNTRY, AND WORLD.
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For two power-packed days this past February, 
160 high school students from 20 different schools 
across Los Angeles joined together at the  California 
Science Center to hear from leaders tackling some of 
the toughest challenges society faces. The mission? 
To fuel these teens with the inspiration to design 
solutions to pressing social problems.
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The event marked the launch of one of 
the Institute’s newest programs, the Aspen 
Challenge. Created in partnership with the 
Bezos Family Foundation, the program 
provides a platform, inspiration, and tools 
for high school students from varying back-
grounds to propose remedies for critical 
and complicated public problems. “Young 
people are just moments away from being 
tomorrow’s decision-makers,” said Jackie 
Bezos, president of the Bezos Family 
Foundation. “This program offers them a 
chance to practice their critical thinking, 
tap into their creativity, and offer fresh 
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perspectives on issues within our society.”
“Who is powerful? Who is smart?” 

chanted Dr. John Deasy, superintendent 
of the Los Angeles Unified School District, 
with his students from the stage at the 
California Science Center. “Smart is not 
something you are. Smart is something you 
become,” he continued to a room crackling 
with the energy of passionate kids ready to 
connect with one another. 

The superintendent’s spirit of leader-
ship is one of the reasons the program 
partnered with the school district in its 
inaugural year. When Deasy learned of 

A NEW ASPEN 
INSTITUTE PUBLIC 
PROGRAM PROVIDES 
HIGH SCHOOL 
STUDENTS WITH 
TOOLS TO MAKE 
POSITIVE CHANGE. 



S u m m e r  2 0 1 360 T H E  A S P E N  I D E A

“Young people are 
just moments away 

from being tomorrow’s 
decision-makers. This 
program offers them 
a chance to practice 
their critical thinking, 

tap into their creativity, 
and offer fresh 

perspectives on issues 
within our society.” 

—Jackie Bezos, president 
of the Bezos Family Foundation TEENS FROM 20 DIFFERENT LOS ANGELES HIGH SCHOOLS GATHERED 
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Linda Burch, co-founder; chief education strategy 
 officer, Common Sense Media

Challenge: Be a good digital citizen. Take one issue 
you care deeply about and find a way to use digital 
media to create a positive change in your community 
and inspire others to do the same.

Pierre Dulaine, founder, Dancing Classrooms; subject 
of films Mad Hot Ballroom and Take the Lead

Challenge: Use an art form you like, remembering that 
dance is a form of communication and conflict resolu-
tion, to make a difference and create change in your 
community. 

David Gallo, director, special projects, 
Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution

Challenge: Find a way to start a social movement to 
protect the oceans by changing others’ habits. It’s a 
difficult task because the issue is not a big event like 
an oil spill, but something that happens a little bit 
every single day. 

Dean Kamen, founder and president, DEKA Research 
and Development Corporation

Challenge: Find an effective way to direct community 
activities that increase awareness of science and tech-
nology among high school students. Move the dial on 
student enthusiasm, interest, and participation.

Kristin Groos Richmond, co-founder, 
Revolution Foods

Challenge: Leverage under-utilized resources (e.g. 
schools on the weekends) to become a place where 
you and your peers could come together to create a 
healthier food community. 

Anna Deavere Smith, actress, playwright, 
and Institute trustee

Challenge: Do impromptu performances to cause 
those around you to open hearts, minds, and eyes, 
when you perceive that they are shut.

Hugo Van Vuuren, co-founder and partner, 
 Experiment Fund

Challenge: Discover a local or international oppor-
tunity—cultural or technological—and propose and 
design possible interventions. Then, build out and test 
the intervention in the real world.
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the Aspen Challenge, he asked that it 
be launched in Los Angeles. He fondly 
described his own experience as a fellow 
of the Institute’s NewSchools program 
(now known as the Pahara-Aspen Educa-
tion Fellowship), citing its influence on 
his understanding of leadership. “There 
are moments in people’s lives that shape 
you,” he said. “They carry you, and you 
are forever affected by that. Mine is my 
Aspen fellowship. I make sure that every 
single solitary youth I have the privilege 
of working for at LAUSD has an amazing 
opportunity that no one can take away.” 

Deasy was one of 16 presenters who 
addressed the students, along with singer/
songwriter John Legend, former astro-
naut Captain Jeffrey Ashby, and actress, 
playwright, and Institute Trustee Anna 
 Deavere Smith. Eight of the present-
ers issued challenges to students. The 
students were asked to select one, design 
a solution to it, and test it within their 
community. 

Following the launch event, each team 
embarked on a seven-week journey, creat-
ing and trying out their solutions—with 
support from the Aspen Challenge team 
along the way. All team members were 
given a “playbook,” a guide with various 
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THE  ASPEN CHALLENGE Winners

TEAM: William H. Taft High School—
“Spreading Sprouts”

CHALLENGE: “To grow gardens of the 
mind, nourished by John Dewey’s expe-
riential education ideas that children 
learn by sowing science, math, and the 
arts.” 

WHAT WE GAINED: “This experience 
provided us a chance to apply what we 
learned in the classroom to real life, 
and also a chance to learn new leader-
ship skills, which will be helpful to us in 
our future.” —Chih-chieh Lee

TEAM: Westchester Enriched Sciences Magnets High 
School—“WESM Grows” 

CHALLENGE: “Using Aquaponics, we aim to 
 positively influence and create a healthy community 
through producing green resources on Westchester 
Soil.”

WHAT WE GAINED: “My participation in the Aspen 
Challenge has sparked an increase in my social con-
sciousness. ... It first required that we make ourselves 
aware of problems and their impact on the commu-
nities around us. This forced me to be more open-
minded, a characteristic that will be of great use as I 
enter the college setting.” —Mia Brumfield

TEAM: Downtown Magnets High School—
“O.C.E.A.N. Los Angeles”

CHALLENGE: “Organize/Change/Engage/
Act/Now (O.C.E.A.N.) Los Angeles is a 
group of inner-city students dedicated to 
creating a mindset of protecting the beauty 
and wonder of the oceans among residents 
of Los Angeles.”

WHAT WE GAINED: “We’ve begun to cre-
ate a consciousness within our community of 
inner-city Los Angeles, encouraging people to 
change their ways for the better. We remind 
them that the little things have an impact on 
the ocean every day.” —Janel Mendoza
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tips on how to execute their ideas, sur-
vey their community, and promote their 
cause. Training sessions for each team’s 
coach (lead teachers in charge) were held, 
while site visits and Skype sessions with 
teams took place regularly. 

“With the help from the LAUSD 
administration, we were able to tap into 
each subdistrict’s network and roll out the 
program from within, garnering immea-
surable support and ensuring its sustain-
ability in each school,” said Kitty Boone, 
Institute vice president and director of 
public programs, who worked to launch 
the program with the Bezos Family Foun-
dation. “It couldn’t have been a more suc-
cessful model, and we hope to replicate it 
in years to come.” 

After seven weeks, the teams joined 
together for one final time to showcase 
their work in a citywide competition at the 
Skirball Cultural Center. Judges, includ-
ing Institute Chairman Emeritus Bill 

Mayer, Education and Society Program 
Director Ross Wiener, Apple product 
designer Matthew Crowley, and writer 
and technology visionary Linda Stone, 
among others, watched each team share 
its work in an exhibition reminiscent of a 
science fair. After difficult deliberation, 
three of the 20 were deemed winners 
and awarded the opportunity to present 
their work on the global stage at the 2013 
Aspen Ideas Festival.

“My participation in the Aspen Chal-
lenge has helped me realize just how 
powerful the teenage voice is,” said Mia 
Brumfield of the winning team from 
Westchester Enriched Sciences Magnets 
High School. “It helped me to see that 
although at times it feels as though my 
opinions get lost in the sea of voices on my 
high school campus or in my community, 
what I have to say regarding world issues 
is both significant and relevant.”

Those who weren’t selected were 

equally influenced by the program’s 
power. The experience helped build stu-
dents’ confidence in their own abilities to 
carry out innovative solutions. During the 
creative process, teams reported unex-
pected shifts in their school’s dynamics. 
“The students really want to open the 
hearts and minds of our student body to 
be more tolerant of one another,” said 
Jennifer Osorio, the coach of the Ban-
ning High School team. 

The coaches also described immediate 
changes in their students’ attitudes and an 
unwavering interest in their work. “They 
beat me to school, sitting in the hallway 
outside my door at 6:30 am,” reported 
Fairfax High School team coach Fréda 
Antoine. 

The lasting effects of this new Institute 
program are already tangible. Some teams 
have formed clubs within their schools 
dedicated to continuing the work of their 
selected challenge. Others aim to make 

JOHN LEGEND OFFERED HIS VIEWS ON THE 
IMPORTANCE OF LEADERSHIP TO 160 TEENS 
AT THE ASPEN CHALLENGE IN LOS ANGELES.
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their challenge events annual, striving to plan something even 
bigger and better next year. 

With the success of this initial launch, the Aspen Challenge 
hopes to continue its relationship with the Los  Angeles school 
district, launching the program in a new city each year, as well. 
It will continue to empower the next generation to think boldly, 
lead with integrity, and develop necessary skills to deal with the 
critical issues they will face. A

“There are moments in people’s lives that 
shape you. They carry you, and you are forever 
affected by that. Mine is my Aspen fellowship.
I make sure that every single solitary youth
I have the privilege of working for at LAUSD

has an amazing opportunity that no one
can take away.” 

—Dr. John Deasy, superintendent of the Los Angeles 
Unified School District
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