
By Lisa Loving 
Of The Skanner News

C
oncordia University
last week held its
gala Governor Victor

Atiyeh Leadership in Edu-
cation Awards ceremony at
the Portland Art Museum,
honoring Volunteers of
America Executive Director
Kay Toran for her life-long
commitment to education.

Keynote speaker at the
sold-out event was British
education expert Sir Ken
Robinson, renowned for his
TEDx talks about creativity
and educational systems
around the world.

The Skanner News spoke
with Robinson about
Garfield High School’s
Common Core protests, the
possible upcoming teachers
strike in Portland and how
every community has the
power to improve their
schools.

The Skanner News: Your
TED talk about how schools
kill creativity is considered
a classic. In the reader com-
ments on www.Ted.com,
people started arguing about

math as if math in itself is
not creative. I know people
who feel that math is an art.
What do you think is cre-
ativity in education?

Sir Ken Robinson: There
are two ways of defining it:
the quick way, which is
applied imagination — it’s
putting your imagination to
work. Another way to put it
is, the process of having
original ideas that have
value. 

There are a lot of miscon-
ceptions about creativity,

people think it’s just all
about freefalling, but actual-
ly it’s a very rigorous
process in many disciplines. 

And you’re quite right I
never anywhere said that
creativity doesn’t apply to
math. On the contrary you
can be creative at absolutely

anything at all including
math, science, chemistry.
Similarly, creative people
work in the sciences. 

TSN: So it’s not what
you’re teaching, it’s how
you’re teaching it.

Robinson: That’s right.
It’s about realizing that cre-
ativity is the heartbeat of
human culture. We see it
everywhere, in the design of
our buildings and the
clothes we wear, the lan-
guages we speak.

My point is that it’s a bit
like literacy in the sense that
most of us, with very few
exceptions, are born with
the aptitude to read and
write — but not everybody
can, and the reason for that
is because they haven’t
learned how to do it. 

TSN: Your message is
very simple, but here in
Portland we are so up in
arms about our education
system that we are on the
verge of our first teachers’
strike in history. How
should people take your
message and make it a real-
ity?

Robinson: I do know
about the teacher strike. I
don’t know about all the
details of it but I was watch-
ing the news last night and I
was seeing that some of the
students are planning to
come out and support the
teachers. 

I think there’s a deeper
issue in all of this, apart
from the different particu-
lars of this current dispute.
There is absolutely no pos-
sibility of producing of
world-class education sys-
tem by undervaluing
teachers – it just can’t hap-
pen. 

It’s like if I wanted to
have a world-class health
system and world-class hos-
pitals without paying
attention to the cost of the
doctors you get and the pro-
fessional development
support that you give them. 

Teaching isn’t just some
service role making sure our
kids are prepared to take a
test. Teaching is an art form.
It’s not only a question of
knowing your discipline,
but it’s knowing how people
learn, how to energize them,
how to engage their interest.
Everybody I know can look
back at some teachers in
their lives who turned them
on, inspired them, motivat-
ed them to show talents they
didn’t even know they had.
Equally we can think of
teachers who turned us off
at the same time. 

And it always distresses
me — it’s happening in the
UK just now by the way —
teachers are very discom-
moded by national policies
which really set out exactly
which teacher should do, to
control them. It can be very
demoralizing. I’m not say-
ing that’s what’s happened
here in Portland of course
but I’m saying if Oregon
wants to improve the quali-
ty of the education system,
it won’t happen without
investing in teachers. What-
ever the outcomes of this
short-term dispute are that
has to be a long-term priori-
ty. 

TSN: In Washington
state, Garfield High School
students last year walked
out it to call attention to
how many school resources
are going to the Common
Core standardized tests; the
protests have taken off
across the country. Do you
think that young people
have a sense of what they
need and they are trying to

find way to articulate that?
Robinson: I do. Educa-

tion is about people. It’s the
inevitable, inescapable fact
of the matter. We forget that
education is dealing with
living people with feelings
and motivations and inter-
ests and actual lives. If you
treat people as data points,
if you treat them as test fod-
der, if you treat them as
instruments for raising the
overall test ratings of the
state — then don’t be sur-
prised they get demoralized
and disillusioned by it. 

And I think it’s simply
improper for people in

charge of education to treat
them as if they’re simply
there for some sort of com-
petitive system. Some of the
great systems around the
world are not promoting
this sort of competitive sys-
tem. One of the most
successful globally is in
Finland, where students col-
laborate, schools
collaborate, teachers collab-
orate — they have very little
testing of the sort that we
have in America. And they
have a very broad curricu-
lum, it’s not impoverished
with the arts stripped out
and humanities courses,
they don’t strip out recess,
they don’t strip out physical
education. 

I was saying earlier that
people often talk about edu-
cation as if we do not know
what works. And the fact is
we do. It’s not like cancer,
it’s not like we have no idea
how to fix this. People who
work in education know
how to fix this. 

But if you don’t give them
the tools and conditions on
the circumstances and the
discretion and the responsi-

bility, you will hobble the
process you think you’re
trying to promote. 

TSN: What is the most
important thing that you
think our Pacific Northwest
communities should know
about schools and what we
should be doing to take
more ownership of our
schools and turn them into
the institutions we want to
be? 

Robinson: People often
say to me despairingly,
whether they’re students or
parents or teachers, what
can we do to change the sys-

tem? Policymakers, too. I
don’t mean to cast people in
policy positions as being the
villains of the piece always,
often parents are at fault
here and the kids them-
selves don’t take the
opportunities very seriously.
Still people say: What can
we do to change the system?
And often their sense is it’s
an impossible task.

My point is that you can
change the system and in
fact it is changing anyhow.
Everyone is invested in this
process–and there is room
in your education system
for change. 

My point is, if you change
the part of the system you’re
involved in, the whole sys-
tem starts to change
generally. If you’re a
teacher, you are the educa-
tion system for the kids you
work with. If you’re the
principal, you are the educa-
tion system for the whole
community. If you change
your behavior, then the sys-
tem starts to change. 
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Creativity, Education, and Reforming the System
TEDx Superstar Sir Ken Robinson says the education system is killing creativity. Is he right?

‘If you change the part of the
system you’re involved in, the

whole system starts to change’

‘I’m saying if Oregon wants to
improve the quality of the
education system, it won’t

happen without investing in
teachers’


