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THE formation of public opinion has 
become a major industry in this country. 
Millions of dollars are spent annually 

upon it, thousands of me1\ and women are 
engaged in it, and all of us are affected by 
it. Textbooks give attention to its develop
ment from the days when ministers mo
nopolized the trade to the present period 
of radio campaigns and full-page color 
layouts in magazines; and teachers often 
warn their students against the dangers of 
succumbing to the wiles of propagandists.1 

Yet pupils will probably not become sensi
tive to the influence of various kinds of 
propaganda on themselves, until they have 
actually discovered and examined the in
fluence of these forces on persons they 
know. 

In an attempt to make the study of public 
opinion by the ninth-grade social-studies 
class of Brunswick School really functional, 
four approaches were decided upon in 
order to supplement the regular textbook 
work. If the boys were made aware of the 
force of the Agencies trying to formulate 

1 For discussion and bibliography see the Seventh 
Yearbook, National Council for the Social Studies 
(1937), on propaganda, and "Pink Pills of Propaganda" 
by Helen Dallas in the Social Frontier, April, 1937. 

To the discussion of the problems 
of public opinion and propaganda a 
teacher of history at Brunswick School, 
Greenwich, Connecticut, presents an 
approach suitable for a metropolitan 
area. 

public opinion, if they were impressed by 
the sale of tabloids and pulps in a com
munity of this type, if they realized the 
proportionate importance given to reading 
the comics and the news by all the classes, 
except the seniors, and if they were made a 
little wary of advertisements, then this unit 
accomplished its initial purpose. Further 
studies would reinforce its usefulness. 

Students were asked to keep individual 
notebooks in which they assembled ma
terial illustrating attempts to influence 
public opinion. Individual initiative · and 
freedom were encouraged in the kind of 
material gathered and in the method of 
arranging it. The results were most grati
fying. Among the data collected were com
parisons of headlines and accounts in 
various papers of identical events, articles 
dealing with the backgrounds of magazine 
writers and illustrations of these influences 
on their writing, accounts of radio broad
casts and analyses of the way they were cal
culated to appeal to different types of 
listeners, cartoons, advertisements, edi
torials, and studies of news commentators 
and their expressions of personal attitudes 
on a wide range of subjects covered in their 
broadcasts. These notebooks were assem-
bled over a period of nearly a month, which 
was long enough to allow students to browse 
through a mass of material and to compare 
data on a variety of subjects. Meanwhile, 
two class periods were devoted to the special 
study of magazine advertising. In the first 
period the interests and emotions of all 
kinds of people were discussed; in the 
second, magazines were examined and lists 
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compiled of the appeals used by different 
companies to sell their products. The class 
was then divided into two groups, one to 
interview the proprietors of newsstands in 
Greenwich and vicinity and the other to 
compile a questionnaire on the reading of 
Brunswick students. 

The first group gave oral reports, using 
an outline prepared by them before their 
interviews. In spite of the fact that the com
munity surveyed is a wealthy residential 
suburb of New York City with a large num
ber of persons well read and traveled, it was 
surprising to the boys to learn that a New 
York tabloid sold best on all the stands but 
one, and that the western and romance mag
azines far outsold other magazines in most 
of the stores. The most popular "slicks" 
were Good Housekeeping, Cosmopolitan, 
Reader's Digest, Ladies Home journal, Sat
urday Evening Post, and Colliers. Time 
led the news magazines, and Life edged out 
Look. Both of these picture magazines have 
either barely held their own or have lost 
in circulation since the earlier part of the 
year, according to dealers in this section. 
Most of the purchasers of magazines at the 
stands were found to be middle-class work
ers or laborers. Other residents apparently 
relied on subscriptions for their magazines. 

IN the questionnaire on the reading of 
Brunswick boys, eight questions were 

asked regarding the morning, evening, Sun
day, and local newspapers bought by their 
families, the sections of the paper in the 
order read by the boys, their preference in 
magazines, the magazines purchased by their 
families and by them, and the books read 
by the boys within the past year. The pur
pose of the questionnaire was explained by 
a representative of the class in the home 
rooms of all the lower classes above the 
third grade and by the history master in the 
upper-school assembly. The mimeographed 
sheets were unsigned in order to insure 
frankness. The answers were at first com
piled by a committee from the class, but 
later by the entire group at its own request. 

In every class except the senior group the 
Herald Tribune was the most popular 
morning paper, the Sun the most widely 
read evening paper. Among the families of 
seniors the New York Times was the most 
popular morning paper, and the second 
choice for the others was either the Times 
or the World-Telegram. Most families took 
at least one morning and one evening 
paper. On Sundays the Herald Tribune 
again led but by a slightly reduced margin. 
Other papers showed numerical gains, with 
some families getting three and four papers 
that day, perhaps to satisfy the tastes of the 
entire family, including the demand for 
funnies on the part of the children. The 
influence of the metropolitan press was il
lustrated by the fact that few families sub
scribed to the local daily paper, although 
most of them subscribed to the weekly 
paper, the Greenwich Press, which has re
peatedly won honors in its division in 
national contests. In the lower grades the 
funnies were the part read first, followed 
by sports and the news. Many of the smaller 
boys looked first at the weather. This order 
was maintained until the eighth grade, 
when the funnies gave way to sports. 
Funnies were then given second place and 
what little news was read, third place. This 
order in turn was replaced by a tie between 
new~ and sports in the eleventh grade. 
Among the seniors news claimed the first 
attention of nearly all the boys. Scattered 
through the upper three classes were a 
number of editorial readers and a large 
group of columnist enthusiasts. 

THE lists of magazine subscriptions 2 and 
of books presented a somewhat different 

picture. Nearly half of the families repre
sented in the questionnaire subscribed to 
the Reader's Digest, the most popular mag
azine among the parents except in two 
classes. Close on its heels comes the Na
tional Geographic, with Time, Life, . 

• In the May issue of Social Education Howard R. 
Anderson published a study of "Newspaper and Maga
zine Reading" at the University of Iowa High School. 
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Fortune, and the Saturday Evening Post 
following in that order. In individual 
classes the New Yorker, Esquire, Country 
Home, Redbook, and Town and Country 
were among the favorites. Marked differ
ences appeared in the subscriptions by the 
boys. The youngest students seemed to 
prefer Child Life. The intermediate and 
junior high-school boys subscribed to Boy's 
Life, the American Boy, and the Open 
Road for Boys. From the eighth grade on 
there was more diversification along the 
lines of hobbies or interests. Hobbies, Yacht
ing, Camera, Popular Mechanics, and Field 
and Stream were among the favorites. Even 
among the older boys there were many sub
scribers to the American Boy and Boy's Life. 
Aside from their own subscriptions, the 
older boys read many magazines. They 
showed a preference for Reader's Digest, 
Time, Life, and Esquire. The reading of 
books was just as varied as the magazines. In 
the lower grades there was scarcely any 
duplication. Beginning with the seventh 
grade the reading bore a close resemblance 
to the English Reading List and in the more 
advanced grades to the English and History 
Reading Lists. In the seventh grade Lad, 
Captains Courageous, Escape, and I Like 
Diving led the list; in the eighth grade, Lad, 
aviation books, Two Years Before the Mast, 
Little America, and Lone Cowboy were the 
favorites. From the ninth grade through the 
twelfth Drums Along the Mohawk, Gone 
With the Wind, The Way of a Transgres
sor, Inside Europe, The Good Earth, Lord 
]im, Candide, Morgan the Magnificent, 
and North to the Orient are among the 
titles of books that were forming the mind 
and taste of these boys. The field was entic
ing, but as yet the class has made no attempt 
to analyze the differences specifically. 
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