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The Learning Society 

•• In a world of ever-accelerating competition and change In the 
conditions of the workplace, ofever-greater danger, and ofever-larger 
opportunities for those prepared to meet them, educational reform 
should focus on the goalofcreating a Learning Society. At the heart of 
such a society is the commitment to a set of values and to a system of 
education that affords all members the opportunity to stretch their 
minds to full capacity, from early childhood through adulthood, 
learning more as the world Itself changes. Such a society has as 
a basic foundation the idea that education Is Important not only 
becau..of what it contributes to one's caree,- goals but also because 
of the value It adds to the general quality of one's life. Also at the heart 
of the Learning Society are educational opportunities extending far 
beyond the traditional institutions of learning, our schools and 
colleges. They extend into homes and workplaces; into libraries, art 
galleries, museums, and science centers; Indeed, into every place 
where the individual can develop and mature In work and life. In our . 
view, formal schooling in youth Is the essentl~1 foundation tor 
learning throughout one's life. But without life-long learning, one's 
skills will become rapidly dated • .,., 

-- A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for 
Educational Reform. A Report to the 
Nation and the Secretary of Education, 
United States Department of Education 
by The National Commission on 
Excellence in Education. 1983. 
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The Four Realities 

The way in which our American public schools are educating young people 
for a life of social and technological change is the focus of reports, recom
mendations, debate, political discussion, and public concern. In 1983, the 
National Commission on Excellence in Education reported its assessment 
and recommendations in the publication A Nation at Risk: The Imperative 
for Educational Reform. The 1984 political campaigns show that this 
concern is shared by people in every state and territory. 

Much public attention is focused on recommendations for changes in 
elementary and secondary schools. Yet, as A Nation at Risk clearly states, 
proposals for educational. reform must recognize the need for lifelong 
learning. Libraries are an essential part ottife-Iong learning. The auto
biographies and reminiscences of public leaders and other achievers 
document the ways in which libraries have influenced their lives. All people 
in a learning society deserve access to good library service. 

The vitality of libraries as educatiol'lal agencies depends on wise actions by 
public decision makers and others whO provide resourges to educational 
institutions. The American 
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Reality #1: 
Learning Begins Before Schooling 

The extent to which parents introduce their chilCfren to books, culture, and 
learning affects children throughout life. A Nation at Risk points out to 
parents: 

As surely as you are your child's first and most influential teacher, 
your child's ideas about education and its significance begin with 
you. You mU$tbe a 



preschool, and other community agencies) is important for the prevention ofdeficiencies in school and beyond. 
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A Nation atRisk points 



In A Nation at Risk; the National Commission on Excellence in Education 
recommends higher educational standards and expectations, increased 
time for learning, and increased attention to English, mathematics, science, 
social studies, computer science, and foreign languages. To achieve these 
requirements, school libraries must be stronger. Librarians, who are less 
bound by curriculum sequences than classroom teachers, can improve 
performance of students in every grade, in everysubject, and at every level 
of ability. 
To ensure that every child has access to the quality of school libraryservice 
needed in a learning SOCiety, public officials should: 
• 	 Require that library research and Information skills be taught as a 

newbasic-providing Instructionwithin the library program and In 
all subject areas ateach level ofelementary and secondary school. n 

• 	 Establish more specific state standards for school libraries. ~ ,j
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Reality #3: 
People in a Learning Society Need 
Libraries throughout Their Lives 

A learning society is committed to ongoing educational growth for everyone 
and provides each individual with a choice among formal and informal 
providers of ~ducation. Science has lengthenedour life spans, but we need 
a learning society to allow each of us to benefit fully from the biological gain 
of years. Each person requires the challenge of new ideas and new 
concepts in order to grow and develop throughout adulthood. 
Our society is characterized by a ceaseless search for solutions to the 
critical problems that threaten our survival in this age of continuing change. 
Our leaming society is also an information-based society. Each person 
needs the means to cope with the magnitude of data currently being 
generated. 
Learning can take place in many settings. For millions of Americans, 
libraries are centers of learning. College and university libraries help 
learners of many ages who are enrolled in formal education. Educationally 
disadvantaged college students require remediation and library instruction 
so they can make the best use of library resources to develop their study' 
skills. Corporate, government, and union libraries help people continue 
learning in a work-place setting. The public library is a learning center for all. 
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To enable libraries to respond to these needs, public officials should: 
• 	 Fund public libraries so they can be easily accessible to all people 

and have the materials,'staff, and buildings needed by people of 
all ages and all levels of 



To ensure that librarie: 

Reality #4: 
Public Support of Libraries 
Is an Investment in People 










