
 Do you know what Bill Gates 
and Steve Jobs have in 
common? That’s right, they’re 

both college dropouts. Or, as Dr. Tony 
Wagner will point out, they’re both 
Harvard College dropouts. Wagner, 
the Innovation Education Fellow at 
the Technology and Entrepreneurship 
Center at Harvard, adds that many of 
the greatest innovators of our day 
struggled in school.

Wagner said education needs to 
move away from rote learning to 
creating learning environments that 
foster innovation.

“The world no longer cares what 
our kids know, the world cares what 
our kids do,” Wagner said. “We must 
educate our students to be creative 
problem solvers and innovators.”

Wagner offered a number of 
focus points that public education 
should consider to create more inno-
vation-friendly classrooms. To begin 
with, education celebrates individual 
student’s accomplishments whereas 
innovation, Wagner said, happens in 
teams. Secondly, education tends to 
teach one subject area at a time, 
however innovators need to consider 

different areas at the same time. 
Wagner also said the traditional 
model of “sitting and getting” 
should be replaced with “creating 
and defending” so students take a 
more active role in their learning. 
One of the biggest problems with 
most education models, Wagner 
said, is that they have a risk adverse 
environment. Students are not 
encouraged to take risks, which, 
Wagner said, can be very helpful in a 
student’s education.

“Innovation demands that you 
make mistakes and learn from them,” 
Wagner said.

For his book Creating Innova-
tors, Wagner travelled across the 
globe and interviewed young innova-
tors in an effort to understand what 
sets them apart from their peers. 
Wagner learned that innovators can 
be defined by three words: play, 
passion, and purpose. In an effort to 
promote these principles in the class-
room, Wagner said schools could 
adopt the “Google Rule.” 

At Google, employees are required 
to spend a certain amount of their 
work time “playing.” This is a time 

when employees can research or work 
on anything that interests them. The 
hope is that out of this unstructured 
work time, employees develop innova-
tive ideas or products. Wagner says 
this same formula could be used in the 
classroom to allow students to “play” 
and pursue their passions with some 
purpose in the classroom setting.

Near the end of his presentation, 
Wagner took questions. One audience 
member said that a lot is being thrown 
at school leaders — Common Core 
State Standards, teacher performance, 
school report cards, student achieve-
ment, etc. The audience member 
asked, “what should school leaders be 
focusing on? All of the things that the 
state and federal government is 
throwing at them or creating a 
learning environment that fosters 
innovation?”

“If you really focus on developing 
students and allowing them to pursue 
their passions with purpose, the test 
scores will take care of themselves,” 
Wagner responded. “I think in 10 
years our education system will look  
a lot different.” n
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“The world no longer cares what our kids know,  
The world cares what our kids do.”
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Noted scholar Tony Wagner says play, passion,  
and purpose are key to innovation


