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===========================================
INTRODUCTION

On April 26 and 27, 1978, the Library of Congress and 
the U.S. Office of Education cosponsored a national 
seminar on television, the book, and the classroom. This 
collaborative effort between two government agencies had 
a purpose that runs counter to much of contemporary 
public comment about television. Books such as The 
Plug-In Drug by Marie Winn, Remote Control: Television 
and the Manipulation of American Life by Frank 
Mankiewicz and Joel Swerdlow, Four Arguments for the 
Elimination of Television by Jerry Mander, and The 
Sponsor: Notes on a Modern Potentate by Erik Barnouw 
have contributed to a general unhappiness about television 
and its effect on American society and culture.

The organizers of the seminar took a more positive 
view and assumed that television could, should, and 
eventually would be used effectively in the educational 
process. Seminar participants were asked to address these 
questions:

How can television be used imaginatively and 
effectively in the learning process?

What practical steps can be taken at the national 
level to integrate television, the book, and the 
printed word within the educational process? 

The stated purpose of the seminar was “to stimulate 
fresh thinking and perhaps new partnerships” among the 
participants, with a special emphasis on the potential role 
of commercial television. Both public television and the 
commercial networks were represented. Other participants 
included educators, publishers, government officials, 
scholars, librarians, and parent groups.

Two pioneers in their respective fields, Mortimer J. 
Adler and Frank Stanton, were asked to deliver brief 



keynote addresses on April 26. Their effectiveness can be 
gauged by the many references to their talks during the 
meetings on April 27. On that day seminar participants 
also heard the views of six individuals who represented 
different segments of American society. These speakers 
were asked to look ahead and describe what needed to be 
done rather than to criticize what had or had not been 
done. They were asked to look beyond the contemporary 
criticism of television and toward the day when the 
special qualities of television and of the written word 
would be combined—especially for the benefit of young 
people.

Of course it is far too early to judge whether a 
seminar based on such sanguine hopes has achieved any 
lasting results. The Office of Education and the Library 
of Congress are continuing their catalytic roles. The 
Office of Education’s request for proposals to integrate 
television and books more effectively into the educational 
process, announced during the seminar (see pages 90-91), 
has produced many interesting and original plans. The 
Center for the Book in the Library of Congress, which 
cosponsored the seminar as part of its concern about the 
future of the printed word in relation to new technologies 
and other media, is cosponsoring two other conferences 
during the coming year that will explore different aspects 
of television’s impact on books and reading. In October 
1978 it will join with the Book Industry Study Group, 
Inc. for a seminar on American reading and book-buying 
habits, and in May 1979 it will cosponsor, with the 
National Institute of Education, a conference on “The 
Textbook in American Education.”

The new partnership reflected here grew out of a 
mutual concern of two thoughtful, articulate, and, in civil 
service terms, relatively inexperienced government 
officials: Ernest L. Boyer, who became U.S. Com-
missioner of Education on April 1, 1977, and Daniel J. 
Boorstin, who has been Librarian of Congress since 
November 12, 1975. The editor of this volume gratefully 



acknowledges their support, along with the help provided 
by Peggy Rhoades, Assistant Commissioner for Public 
Affairs, Office of Education, and Martin Kaplan, Execu-
tive Assistant to the Commissioner of Education. In 
addition, special thanks go to John Platt, Lecturer in the 
Departments of Anthropology and Environmental Studies 
at the University of California at Santa Barbara, and Jean 
Johnson, Resource Director for Action for Children’s 
Television, whose contributions appear as Appendixes 2 
and 3, respectively.

John Y. Cole
Executive Director
The Center for the Book 

=========================================
OPENING REMARKS

DANIEL J. BOORSTIN,
THE LIBRARIAN OF CONGRESS

Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to the first national 
conference sponsored by the Center for the Book in the 
Library of Congress. You have all been invited here 
tonight because of your special interest in this question, 
and I will speak for only a moment or two about the focus 
of our interest this evening.

We are here to help us discover or rediscover 
America, which we can do only by understanding the 
place of technology in our lives. One of the most 
interesting and most important questions concerning the 
place of technology in our civilization is the effect of one 
technology on another.

The relationship among innovations and inventions is 
one of the least understood and one of the most 
momentous questions in the history of humankind. It is 
also an area for the greatest flights of fancy, the greatest 
alarmists and Armaggedon-mongers and the most extrav-



agant utopians and optimists.

Nowhere is this more evident than in the relationship 
between television and the book. We have here, in this 
question of the relationship between the technology of 
television and the book, a melodramatic example of what 
I would call the displacive fallacy, the fallacy that an 
invention is a conqueror and makes the predecessor 
surrender. This is not so. As we discover in our own 
experience, each technology transforms the earlier one. 
For example, the telephone transformed the role of the 
telegraph, and radio and the telephone transformed the 
roles of all earlier technologies.

There were some prophets who said that the radio 
would obsolete the telephone because no one would want 
to communicate with a wire if he could avoid it and that 
the phonograph would obsolete orchestras and all forms 
of handmade music. But we know that the automobile has 
not obsoleted the bicycle. Television and the radio have 
not obsoleted the press. The automobile, despite some of 
the fears expressed, has not obsoleted the human body, 
although it has been observed that, if God had intended 
man to walk, he would have given him wheels.

This is one of the questions that we are concerned 
with here tonight and tomorrow. We are here to explode 
and to explore the displacive fallacy, to explore the 
complementarity of technologies. We are inclined to 
forget that there are many historical features which 
television and the book have in common.

We forget that the book was a triumph of technology 
and that the book was considered to be a mechanical 
manuscript just as television is sometimes considered to be 
an audiovisual book. We forget also that both these new 
technologies were and are highly suspect by academics 
and by the aristocracy of learning. There were many 
people who did not want to have a machine-made book 
and preferred the manuscript, just as there are some 



people today who will not have a television set in their 
homes “until it is perfected.”

Both these technologies, the book and television, have 
gargantuanly multiplied our experience. Tonight and 
tomorrow we will see their community. We will explore 
their complementarity with the aid of the people who 
have been concerned with both of them.

I have mentioned that this is the first national seminar 
sponsored by the Library’s new Center for the Book. We 
are especially pleased that it is being cosponsored with the 
Office of Education and that it concerns such a vital topic 
as that which we will be focusing on this evening.

The Center for the Book was established by act of 
Congress last year. Its general purpose is to enhance the 
appreciation of the book and its fundamental relationship 
to development of our civilization. It will, we hope, serve 
as a catalyst in the book world and the educational world 
and the world of television.

We will work with and through organizations. We 
will reach out to encourage the use of books, the study of 
books, the reading of books, to examine the question of 
what we mean by reading, to explore the cultural and 
technological issues related to the future of books and of 
reading.

It is the question of the future of books and of 
reading in the age of television and the future of 
television in the age of the book that brings us here 
tonight. The purpose of our seminar is to bring together 
several segments of our society—those who are interested 
in commercial and in public television, educators, the 
communications industry, publishers, book people, and 
just citizens—to explore new opportunities and to help 
create new opportunities. Before we are finished with our 
session tomorrow, I hope we will have begun to do 
something more to integrate television and the printed 



word within the educational process.

It gives me pleasure now, a special pleasure, to 
introduce to you a cosponsor of our sessions this evening 
and tomorrow, United States Commissioner of Education 
Ernest Boyer, who will share with me the duties of 
moderator of our sessions tomorrow and who will help 
me chair the sessions this evening. 

==================================
OPENING REMARKS

ERNEST L. BOYER,
U.S. COMMISSIONER OF EDUCATION

In the summer of 1937, the great essayist and novelist E. 
B. White sat transfixed in a darkened room and watched a 
big electronic box that began projecting eerie, shimmering 
images into the world. It was his first introduction to 
something called TV. E. B. White—who not only wrote 
Charlotte’s Web but also co-authored that great manual of 
clear communication The Elements of Style—said in 1938:

I believe television is going to be the test of the 
modern world, and that in this new opportunity to 
see beyond the range of our vision we shall discover 
either a new and unbearable disturbance of the 
general peace, or a saving radiance in the sky. We 
shall stand or fall by television—of that I am quite 
sure.

Forty years have passed and television has to a 
remarkable degree fulfilled both of E. B. White’s 
predictions. It has—at once—become both “an unbearable 
disturbance” and “a soaring radiance in the sky.” Once we 
had a print-dominated culture. Ideas were built and 
assimilated slowly, and often with great effort. Now we 
inhabit a culture of images. Messages are sent and 
received instantaneously, and a premium is placed on the 
accessible. And what are we to make of all of this? How 



do we come to terms—educationally—with a world where 
messages have become more persistent and more varied?

When I was young, less than fifty years ago, there 
was no television in our home. I was twelve years old 
before we purchased our first radio. We did receive a 
daily newspaper and the National Geographic, which I 
eagerly devoured as soon as it arrived. Our Model A took 
us on short excursions from our Ohio home, rarely more 
than one hundred miles or so. As I look back on those 
early years, school was the central learning place. The 
teacher—for better or for worse—was the key source of 
knowledge, and the classroom was the intellectual window 
to the world. (It was only later that I learned just how 
clouded that window could sometimes be.)

For students coming to our schools today, that world 
I knew is ancient history. Today the first thing to 
captivate the infant in the cradle is probably that 
iridescent, inexhaustible screen. At least one study has 
shown that, by the age of three, children are purposeful 
viewers who can name their favorite programs. Young 
children—two to five years old—now watch television 
over four hours every day, nearly thirty hours a week. 
That’s more than fifteen hundred hours every year. And 
by the time a youngster enters first grade he or she has 
had six thousand hours of television viewing. This same 
TV saturation continues after school begins. By the time 
of high school graduation, the average child will have 
spent thirty per cent more time watching television than in 
school. Today, the traditional teacher is not the only 
source of knowledge. The school has become almost 
incidental to some students. The classroom has less impact 
and receives less respect. To put it bluntly, a new 
electronic “classroom” has emerged.

Several years ago, our young son, who had just 
entered kindergarten, said the alphabet one night when he 
went to bed—rather than his prayers. At the end, I 
complimented him for having recited the alphabet without 



a hitch—even though he had been in kindergarten just one 
week. He replied by saying: Actually, I learned the 
alphabet on Sesame Street—but my kindergarten teacher 
thinks she taught it to me. I was delighted. My son had 
not only learned the alphabet; he had learned the system, 
too!

My National Geographic—which gave me glimpses 
of the outside world—has today been smothered by an 
avalanche of publications—some good, some bad —which 
open up new worlds to students. Today, paperbacks, 
magazines, television, and travel compete on equal 
footing with the classroom and the book. Today—for 
better or for worse—Archie Bunker is better known than 
Silas Marner, Fellini is more influential than Faulkner, 
and the six o’clock news is more compelling than the 
history text.

It seems quite clear to me that the separate sources of 
information which educate our children must somehow be 
brought together. Surely this so-called standoff between 
the classroom and TV reflects our narrowness rather than 
our vision. Surely, the various sources of information 
need not be in competition with each other. Surely, our 
job as communicators as well as educators is to recognize 
the world has changed, to rejoice in the marvel of 
expanding knowledge, and to find ways to relate the 
classroom more closely to the networks of information 
beyond the classroom. 

=========================================
BOOKS, TELEVISION, AND LEARNING

Keynote Address by Mortimer J. Adler

The letter I received from Mr. Boyer describing this 
occasion posed three questions to which he hoped I would 
address myself. From the way in which the questions were 
worded, slanted in the direction of the bookish member of 
this evening’s little duet, I suspect that the questions put 



to Mr. Stanton were somewhat different. In any case, I 
liked the questions put to me and I would like to try to 
answer them. The three questions were:

First, what is the place of the book in a television 
society?

Second, what special qualities of the book ensure 
its central role in the learning process?

Third, how has television—the hours we spend 
with it and its content—affected our relations with 
books, with schooling, and with learning?

The second of these three questions seems to me to be the 
pivotal question and, therefore, I will deal with it first and 
with the remaining two questions later. The second 
question, as worded, appears to assume the superiority of 
the book in the learning process whether in school or after 
all schooling is completed. Please note, Mr. Stanton, that 
the question does not ask whether the book occupies a 
central role in the learning process. It asks why the book 
occupies that role. If the assumption here being made 
—that the book is indispensable to the learning process, as 
television is not—is doubted or challenged by anyone, 
then my first task is certainly to show why that 
assumption is thoroughly justified.

To do so with fairness to television, we are obligated 
to deal with all three elements under consideration at their 
very best. Not all books are good books; in fact most are 
not, as most television is not very good. In addition, 
schooling in this country at present is probably at its 
lowest ebb, and the state of adult learning is equally 
deplorable. It would be unfair to proceed as if the schools 
are doing the job they should be doing, and as if books 
are serving the purpose they should be serving, and then 
to consider television against the background of sup-
positions so contrary to fact. No, we must compare books 
at their very best with television at its very best in relation 



to schooling and the learning process as they should be, 
not as they are.

To make the comparison in that way, which seems to 
me the only fair way to make it, I think it is necessary, 
first, to summarize briefly the educational ideal 
appropriate to our kind of society—a technologically 
advanced industrial democracy (in order to be quite 
explicit about what schooling and learning should be like 
in our society); and then to state the three functions that 
books perform (in order to indicate the three respects in 
which television and books should be compared). I will 
proceed at once to these two preliminary matters, after 
which I will make the threefold comparison that will 
explain the superiority of books in relation to the learning 
process, in school or out of it, then deal with the two 
remaining questions that Mr. Boyer’s letter posed, and 
finally state a few conclusions.

What should schooling and the learning process be 
like in our kind of society (an ideal that is far from being 
realized at present)? Elitism in any shape or form must be 
rejected, not only for the educational process itself but 
also for the use of books and of television. A society 
dedicated to universal suffrage and one in which tech-
nologically advanced industrialization provides every 
citizen with ample free time for the pursuits of leisure 
(preeminent among which is learning) is a society that 
should be dedicated to the principle of equal educational 
opportunity for all—all without exception. This calls not 
only for the same amount of basic schooling for all but 
also for the same quality of basic schooling for 
all—completely liberal schooling for all, without any 
trace of vocational training in it.

Such basic schooling should begin at age four and 
terminate at age sixteen with the B.A. degree. It should 
not aim to turn out educated or learned men and women, 
for that is an impossible task for the school to perform. 
Children cannot be made learned, any more than they can 



be made wise; for immaturity is an insuperable obstacle to 
both. But children can be made competent as learners, and 
they can be introduced to the world of learning and given 
the motivation to continue learning after they have left 
school. If our schools and colleges—up to the B.A. degree 
—did nothing else, they would be doing the very best that 
can be expected of them.

Schooling at its very best is only the beginning of the 
educational process. At its best, it is only a preparation for 
a lifetime of continued learning, which may ultimately 
produce an educated man or woman. It provides such 
preparation to the extent that it inculcates the liberal arts, 
which are the arts of learning—the skills of reading, 
writing, speaking, listening, observing, measuring, and 
calculating. These are the arts of thinking as well, for 
there is no genuine learning (learning that is better than 
rote memory) which does not involve thinking. Learning 
does not consist in the passive reception of content that is 
committed to memory and regurgitated at some later time. 
It is not the activity of the teacher that is essential to 
learning, but the activity of the learner—intellectual 
activity that involves acts of under-standing that involve 
the consideration of ideas. That is why Socrates always 
represents the ideal teacher, one who teaches by asking, 
not by telling, one who demands intellectual activity on 
the part of the learner, not passive reception.

So much for what schooling and learning should be, 
ideally. Now let me turn to the other of my two 
preliminary considerations—the three functions that books 
perform, with respect to which a comparison with 
television can be made. In How To Read A Book, first 
published almost forty years ago, I distinguished three 
different aims that we may have when we resort to books.

Our aim may be simply entertainment—at the lowest 
level, merely to pass away the time, for recreation or 
relaxation, for getting drowsy enough to go to sleep—and 
at higher levels, entertainment to engage our minds a little 



more than that, but nevertheless falling short of instruct-
ing us or elevating our minds. A second aim may be the 
acquirement of information or, beyond that, instruction in 
some field of organized knowledge.

The third purpose that books may serve is to improve 
our minds, not merely with respect to knowledge, but 
beyond that with respect to insight and understanding. Let 
me describe this third use of books as the process whereby 
the reading of books that are over our head enables us to 
lift our minds up from the state of understanding less to 
the state of understanding more. This third use of books 
need not exclude the first or second. Reading books for 
the sake of enlightenment may be pleasurable and 
entertaining; it may also be informative or instructive; but 
it is never merely that.

The rules set forth in How To Read A Book—and the 
liberal arts that will be acquired by following these 
rules—apply only to reading books for the third of these 
three purposes. They are not necessary for books read 
merely for entertainment, nor even for books read merely 
for information or factual instruction. Furthermore, there 
are only a few books worth reading for the sake of 
genuinely improving the mind, only a few that deserve 
the care and effort required by the rules set forth in How 
To Read A Book. Of the thirty-five or forty thousand 
books published in the United States each year, how many 
would you say deserve such careful and effortful reading? 
My estimate is less than a thousand. And of that thousand, 
how many deserve a second equally careful reading? 
Probably less than a hundred. And more than two careful 
readings—merely a handful at most. The last thing in the 
world that I am saying is that most books are good and 
most television is bad. On the contrary, I am saying very 
few books are good for the learning process as it should 
be carried on.

Let us begin the comparison of books and television 
by considering them with respect to a purpose both 



obviously serve the purpose of providing entertainment. 
Here it seems to me we are all compelled to admit that 
TV at its best is about as good as books at their very best. 
It may be argued that the great novels and the great plays 
that have been produced on television are necessarily 
somewhat diminished in scope and substance by the 
exigencies of that medium. To this extent there may be 
more entertainment provided by books than by television. 
On the other hand, it can be said that the vividness of 
television—the power of verbal and pictorial narration 
combined as compared with the power of merely verbal 
narration—gives the superiority to television. However, 
for our present purpose, since we are concerned with the 
learning process, not with entertainment, we need not 
decide whether reading a play by Shakespeare or a novel 
by Dostoevsky is superior to seeing it on the stage or on 
the TV screen.

Next, let us consider books and television as 
conveyors of information and as instruments of factual 
instruction. Here, again, books and television come out 
about equal. Here, again, each may have superiority in 
one respect but not in another. It is, further, appropriate 
to consider here the role that educational films and 
educational television can play in the classroom. 
Considering them, as they are usually considered, as audio 
visual aids, they are just that and no more. To say that 
they are just audiovisual aids is to say that, in the learning 
process, properly carried on, they must be supplemented 
by other materials or means of learning: by the effort of 
the teacher, which at its best should consist in asking 
questions and conducting discussion, and by books that, at 
their very best—filled with illustrations, diagrams, maps, 
and so forth—can do the whole job almost as well as it 
can be done without resort to audiovisual aids. But it may 
be said that teaching films and teaching television may go 
beyond being audiovisual aids. They may be primary and 
independent sources of instruction and information about 
matters of fact. But even when they are so considered and, 
in addition, are as good as they can possibly be, they are 



no better than lectures delivered by a first-rate lecturer, 
accompanied in some instances by laboratory demon-
strations, by slides, by charts, maps, and diagrams. To 
which I must add one further point; namely, that the best 
lecture is only second-best as a means of instruction, 
inferior to the Socratic procedure of asking questions and 
conducting discussion.

Finally, we come to the third purpose that books—the 
best books, I should say—can serve: the reading of books 
for the purpose of improving the mind by enlightening it, 
by activating the thinking process, by awakening ideas in 
it, by elevating it from understanding less to under-
standing more. Here television and books are 
incomparable, for books, or at least some books, the best 
books, can perform this function for those who have 
learned how to read, and television cannot perform this 
function at all. Precisely because only books can perform 
this function, books and books alone require the learner to 
become disciplined in the liberal arts, the arts of reading 
and discussion, of asking questions and pursuing the 
answers to them. If there were no books—a contrafactual 
supposition that I hope our television society never turns 
into a statement of fact, if television were in fact the only 
medium of communication, there would be no occasion in 
the learning process, in school or out of it, for the 
acquirements of the liberal arts. Television may, in some 
rare instances, stimulate thinking, but it does not demand 
Much skill in thinking, nor does it cultivate such skill. If 
books were not used in the learning process, and if our 
teachers fell far short of the power of Socrates (who 
cultivated the liberal arts without resort to books), I 
cannot imagine how or where in the learning process the 
liberal arts would be acquired, or how and where the 
mind would be enlightened by abstract ideas or 
disciplined in the skill of dealing with them. This, and 
this alone, is my basic challenge to Mr. Stanton as the 
exponent of television in this discussion. If he cannot 
meet it, then I rest my case. If he tries to, then I will 
resume my effort to show that he is wrong.



What is the place of the book in a television society? 
That is a factual, not a theoretical, question. The answer 
to it is that, in our television society, television has more 
and more resulted in the displacement of books in the 
learning process, not only for the young in school but for 
their elders in adult life. Why is this so? Why is it likely 
to be increasingly true? First, because there is a limited 
amount of free time at our disposal to use well or poorly. 
There is only so much of it; and if television preempts 
more and more of it, less and less of it will remain for the 
reading of books. Second, because of the weakness of the 
flesh, which naturally tends to take the easier path, the 
less effortful, the less strenuous. The more pleasurable 
and painless, the less active and effortful, will always tend 
to displace that which involves the painful effort required 
to learn by thinking.

I will have more to say on this point, presently, when, 
in my concluding remarks, I will comment on the pain of 
learning, a pain that all of us must have the courage to 
suffer in order to do what we should do for our minds. 
For the moment, I want to qualify what I have just said 
about the unfortunate effects that television has had in the 
displacement of books. The fault does not lie primarily 
with television. If the schools were doing the job they 
should be doing, if they were giving the young the liberal 
training they should provide, they would themselves act as 
the needed countervailing force to counteract the entice-
ments of television. The failure of the schools is the 
primary cause of the displacement of books by television. 
If the schools did their job properly, books would still 
reign supreme even in a television society.

The one remaining question is: how has television 
—the hours we spend with it and its content—affected our 
relations with books, with schooling, and with learning? 
The basic point I want to make here concerns the habit of 
mind that watching television cultivates. It is a habit of 
passive reception, sitting back and letting the bewitching 



images on the screen wash over one. This passive habit of 
mind is then transferred to the reading of books, which 
results in the kind of reading that does not deserve the 
name; for passive reading is not reading at all in any sense 
that is appropriate to the use of the best books for the 
enlightenment, elevation, and improvement of the mind.

This happens not only to children in school, who read 
passively, not actively, even the relatively poor books that 
they are assigned to read in the degraded curriculums that 
now prevail everywhere, not only in our high schools but 
also in our colleges. Little profit results from sitting down 
with a book, turning the pages, and letting its contents 
wash over the mind in the same way that one sits back and 
succumbs passively to television. When books are read in 
this way, they might just as well not be read at all, except 
to memorize for the sake of regurgitating the memorized 
content on examinations and then forgetting it. Certainly 
new ideas, new insights, better understanding cannot be 
acquired in this way. No thinking is involved and, 
therefore, little if any genuine learning.

Let me repeat what I have already said. Television 
cannot be blamed for the failure of the schools to do what 
they should do, even if it can be said that the amount of 
time consumed in watching television and the bad habit of 
mind that watching television forms make it more 
difficult for schools and teachers to do what they should 
be doing. Nor can television be blamed for the most 
widespread of all American misconceptions about 
learning—that it should all be fun, that if it cannot be 
made effortlessly pleasant, it should be avoided or only 
minimally endured.

To amplify this last point, I would like to conclude 
this address by quoting from an essay that I wrote in 
1941. At that time, I had in mind the two very best 
educational programs on radio. One was the University of 
Chicago’s Round Table; the other was a radio program 
—on CBS, I believe—called Invitation to Learning, 



conducted by two friends of mine, Mark Van Doren and 
Lyman Bryson. Both of these programs involved the 
discussion of important ideas and issues and, in the case of 
Invitation to Learning, the discussion of good books. Both 
resulted in the distribution on request to listeners of 
transcripts of the program. These transcripts always 
included bibliographies of recommended books to be 
read. Both programs regarded themselves as occasions for 
further learning by the reading of books.

The title of the essay I wrote in 1941 was Invitation 
to the Pain of Learning. The brunt of its criticism was 
directed at the schools, at the educators, and at the 
American public in general. The fundamental mistake 
being made by all of them, I tried to say, was their 
fallacious supposition that all learning should be fun, 
should be effortless and easy, not only in the classroom 
but throughout the whole of life. I have brought along 
with me copies of this paper that I will distribute to the 
conferees tomorrow morning. Now I will confine myself 
to quoting its concluding paragraphs:

“I do not know whether radio or television will ever 
be able to do anything genuinely educative. I am sure it 
serves the public in two ways: by giving them amusement 
and by giving them information. It may even, as in the 
case of its very best educational programs, stimulate some 
persons to do something about their minds by pursuing 
knowledge and wisdom in the only way possible—the 
hard way. But what I do not know is whether it can ever 
do what the best teachers have always done and must now 
be doing; namely, to present programs which are 
genuinely educative, as opposed to merely stimulating, in 
the sense that following them requires the listener to be 
active not passive, to think rather than remember, and to 
suffer all the pains of lifting himself up by his own 
bootstraps.

“Certainly so long as the so-called educational 
directors of our leading networks continue to operate on 



their present false principles, we can expect nothing. So 
long as they confuse education and entertainment, so long 
as they suppose that learning can be accomplished without 
pain, so long as they persist in bringing everything and 
everybody down to the lowest level on which the largest 
audience can be reached, the educational programs offered 
on the air will remain what they are today—shams and 
delusions.

“It may be, of course, that the radio and television, 
for economic reasons must, like the motion picture, reach 
with certainty so large an audience that the networks 
cannot afford even to experiment with programs which 
make no pretense to be more palatable and pleasurable 
than real education can be. It may be that the radio and 
television cannot be expected to take a sounder view of 
education and to undertake more substantial programs 
than now prevail among the country’s official leaders in 
education—the heads of our school system, of our 
colleges, of our adult education associations. But, in either 
case, let us not fool ourselves about what we are doing.

“Education all wrapped up in attractive tissue is the 
gold brick that is being sold in America today on every 
street corner. Every one is selling it, every one is buying 
it, but no one is giving or getting the real thing because 
the real thing is always hard to give or get. Yet the real 
thing can be made generally available if the obstacles to 
its distribution are honestly recognized. Unless we 
acknowledge that every invitation to learning can promise 
pleasure only as the result of pain, can offer achievement 
only at the expense of work, all of our invitations to 
learning, in school and out, whether by books, lectures, or 
radio and television programs will be as much buncombe 
as the worst patent medicine advertising, or the campaign 
pledge to put two chickens in every pot.”

* From the Seminar proceedings as published in the book 
Television, The Book, And The Classroom 

Edited by John Y. Cole
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