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This Redmond Teenager is Changing the World
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start their own as well. “I’m always 
mad when I go to education confer-
ences, or even a conference like TED, 
and I’m the only kid there except for 
Paul Simon’s kids and that’s sort of 
a weird feeling, you know. And so I 
was like, I need to start a conference 
where kids weren’t going to feel kind 
of alone,” Adora said. So she created 
a conference for kids only. 

Much of Adora’s desire to help 
kids reach their full potential stems 
from her own experience. She 
has been reading and writing for 
a lmost as long as she could walk 
and talk. ABC News anchor Diane 
Sawyer cal led her a “tiny literary 
giant” when she appeared on "Good 
Morning America" as a published 
author at age 7. Adora’s parents, 
Joyce and John Svitak, have given 
her and her 15-year-old sister Adri-
anna every opportunity to succeed, 
embracing their children’s talents 
and encouraging them to explore 
the world around them (Adrianna 
is an accomplished musician who 
plays and teaches piano and violin 
and published a book of poetry 
with Adora.)

As a child Adora had no idea 
that there were kids that didn’t like 
to read and write. “I said ‘I’m going 
to change that.’ Being an obstinate 
6-year-old, I went to a local school 
and gave my presentation, and it 
real ly sparked from there, from 
something very local. I wanted 
to get the kids in Redmond to 

What did you do with your 
summers as a youth? I 
remember bugging my 

parents to take me places l ike the 
mall. Or more specif ical ly, the 
arcade at the mall. Such a helpless 
creature I was. Sometimes they 
would oblige, which, looking back, 
I am truly grateful for because I 
know their incomes were modest 
to say the least . Of tent imes, the 
prepared parenta l response to 
boredom was “read a book,” so I 
did.  I’m glad for it now because 
it ’s paid dividends in my life and 
career, but recently I met 13-year-
old Adora Svitak, and she made me 
wish I had (and should) read more. 

Instead of doing whatever 
she can to avoid cracking a book 
this summer like many teenagers, 
Adora wil l be constantly reading. 
She needs to read so she can learn. 
And she needs to learn so she can 
teach. One of her biggest accom-
plishments was being the young-
est speaker at TED 2010. TED is 
a nonprofit conference series that 
centers on sharing ideas from the 
Technology, Entertainment and 
Design f ields. Adora has had sev-
eral speaking engagements this 
summer, some for teachers, some 
for tech-sav vy audiences such as 
the one that will be in Toronto at 
North by Northeast , an annual 
event f i l led with conferences and 
festivals. And when she’s not trav-
el ing, she does schoolwork and 
takes time to teach writing to kids 
of a l l ages (even seniors in high 
school) all over the country, via a 
high-tech hookup in her basement. 
Oh, and she’s organizing a TEDx 
conference in Redmond, her home-
town. For the second-straight year. 

The impetus for starting her own 
TEDx conference comes from an 
unselfish place. Adora truly believes 
kids can be ambassadors of change. 
She wanted to give kids a platform 
where they could not only take part 
in important conversations, but 
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TED is a nonprofit that pulls ideas from three 

main industries: Technology, Entertainment and 

Design. The TED conference that Adora spoke at 

features some of the most brilliant innovators in 

the world. TEDx conferences are independently 

organized TED events. Pictured: Adora with 1) 

Al Gore; 2) Jeff Bezos; 3) Will Smith; 4) Chris 

Colfer and Kevin McHale of “Glee.” ted.com

Adora’s Advice
We asked Adora to 
give some advice to 
three very different 
sets of people. Here’s 
what she said.

For a 5-year-old
Don’t be worried 

about your ideas 

sounding too childish 

because really a lot 

of our great ideas 

come from people 

who aren’t afraid 

to say things that 

sounds crazy. Keep 

it coming with the 

flying unicorns and 

ice-cream eating 

dragons because 

you never know, you 

might come up with a 

cure for cancer. 

For a Teenager
Stop wearing 

hoodies! I’m not 

going to bore you 

with my fashion 

advice for my sister. 

It ’s OK to be smart…

talk about news with 

your friends, ask 

people “do you know 

what’s going on in 

Libya?”Because only 

when one person 

starts, then two 

people start, three 

people start, will we 

get this youth culture 

that actually cares 

about what’s going 

on in the world. 

For parents
Treat us like adults, in 

a sense that we can 

reason and we do 

have brains. I think 

most parents realize 

that, but allow us to 

talk to adults as well 

as kids our own age 

because we can learn 

from those who are 

older and younger 

than us. 
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like reading and writing. I wanted 
to get all kids to like reading and 
writing,” Adora says. She started 
local and expanded her reach, and 
as she began to teach to others she 
found there were kids who didn’t 
have access to food, much less 
books. This realization made her 
understand changes needed to be 
made and perhaps she could help 
make them. To be clear, this isn’t 
al l ta lk. Adora is a youth repre-
sentat ive for the United Nations 
World Food Programme, and she’s 
already been to places such as Sri 
Lanka to do humanitarian work. 

Adora has done more than 400 
teaching sessions in three years. 
She believes teaching is a big part 
of learning, and aside from help-
ing students, her quest for learn-
ing drives her. Her most-requested 
class is called Personal Narrative 
I, which is an introduction to stu-
dents on how to write about them-
selves. The session takes place in 
four parts and Adora has specia l 
technology in place that allows her 
to teach over the Web. At her back 
is an interactive screen where she 
can give her students visual cues 
during the lesson. “This way, stu-
dents can see how writing is actu-
ally developed, and they learn that 
it’s not just about rules,” she says. 
Adora recognizes that all students 
are different and this forces her to 
sometimes work on the f ly during 
a session. 

LeArn More

For more about adora, her mission 

and teachings: adorasvitak.com

For more about adrianna, her music 

and poetry: adriannasvitak.com

TEDx Redmond is still looking for 

sponsors and attendees. Find out 

more at tedxredmond.com

Aside from her astounding 
grasp of language and prol i f ic 
writ ing sk i l ls , Adora is incred-
ibly self-aware, especially in talk-
ing about her accomplishments. “I 
haven’t sold mil lions of copies of 
books. I’m not real ly sure what 
the bar for success is. I don’t really 
want to set one, because I think 
success is what makes you feel ful-
filled … I don’t think I’m going to 
retire any time soon. 

“The thing with being ‘Oh she’s 
a 7-year-old teacher’, or ‘She’s the 
10-year-old teacher,’ wel l, I am 
going to be the 25-year old teacher, 
and so I’m going to have to keep 
on reinventing, and doing things 
that make me stand out,” she says. 
After pausing brief ly to catch her-
self, she adds, “I wouldn’t say make 
me stand out, because I don’t care 
about being famous, but just con-
tinue to help the world.”

With TEDx Redmond right 
around the corner, Adora is in full 
organizational mode, doing every-
thing from promoting the con-
ference to booking speakers and 
securing corporate sponsorships, 
all on her own. If you thought a 
7-year-old writing and reading 
on “Good Morning America” was 
interesting, listening to a 13-year-
old talk about securing large funds 
from large corporations for the 
conference she’s organizing is 
nothing short of fascinating. “I 
feel k ind of l ike a cross between 
a sta lker, a private detective and 
a telemarketer. I have to do really 
weasely searches. I can’t just look 
up McGraw Hil l contacts, I have 
to look up McGraw Hil l Corpo-
rate Responsibility or Aeropostale 
Press Room in order to get a l l 
these peoples’ e-mails and phone 

numbers, so that’s where I feel a 
little bit sneaky,” Adora says. 

Despite her dedication to the 
process of putting on a major con-
ference, Adora is running into seri-
ous challenges. Bing was the main 
sponsor for TEDx Redmond last 
year. Adora’s struggling to f ind a 
big-time sponsor this year, and in 
doing so is getting some insight 
into some of the roadblocks she’ l l 
continue to face as a teenager strug-
gling to become a leader in an adult 
world. “To some extent, I’ve been 
a litt le bit discouraged by the fact 
that there’s so many people who 
are not really interested in hear-
ing about TEDx Redmond or aren’t 
really interested in a youth event 
because maybe it doesn’t address 
their target audience or there 
wouldn’t be a benefit,” Adora says. 

Adora’s campaign to create an 
engaged youth culture is on the path 
to success and she is eager to show 
how wrong those who bemoan our 
future are. She is encouraged and 
inspired by the amount of parents 
and students who’ve already signed 
up to attend TEDx Redmond this 
year. Attendance is expected to 
exceed last year’s conference, and 
that’s a good thing. For all of us. 
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