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African American Wisdom Summit™ 
The Critical Role of Reading & Our Future 

LeVar Burton 
 
[0:00:00] 
Nadirah: Welcome to The African American Wisdom Summit, a production of The Shift 

Network. I'm Nadirah Adeye and we are so glad that you are joining us. 
 
 I'm very excited to introduce our special guest, LeVar Burton, a well-known 

actor, author, director, producer and presenter. From his groundbreaking role as 
Kunta Kinte in the landmark television series, Roots, to his performance as Chief 
Engineer Geordi La Forge in the iconic Star Trek: The Next Generation, Mr. 
Burton's roles have powerfully explored where we have been and where we 
could go. 

 
 But he has been most proud of his role as host and executive producer of the 

beloved PBS series, Reading Rainbow, one of the longest running and most 
acclaimed children's series in television history. In 2014, Burton turned to 
Kickstarter to bring Reading Rainbow to every child everywhere especially to 
classrooms in need. The campaign met its 35-day goal of raising $1 million in less 
than 11 hours and became the most popular Kickstarter campaign ever with over 
105,000 backers and a final tally of over $6.4 million. 

 
 With these funds, in May 2015, Burton and RRKIDZ introduced Skybrary finally 

bringing Reading Rainbow to the web accessible to 83% of American households. 
And now, in 2016, the education-specific Skybrary school edition version rolls 
out for teachers and students fulfilling the promise of the crowd-funding project. 
LeVar Burton, it's such a pleasure to have you join us today. Welcome to the call. 

 
LeVar: Thanks, Nadirah, very much. What a lovely introduction, thank you. 
 
Nadirah: It's my pleasure. I'm so glad to have you here. I grew up watching Reading 

Rainbow and now my son and I watch it together. And so I'm really appreciative 
personally to have you here. Can we start? I just want to ask you what you see as 
the legacy of Reading Rainbow? 

 
LeVar: Well, it seems to me that Reading Rainbow, the television show, was fairly 

revolutionary in its time. Our first episode of Reading Rainbow aired in summer 
of 1983, I believe. And it was an experiment to see if we could use this very 
popular, very powerful medium of television, this very engaging technology to 
steer children who were of reading age, steer them back in the direction of the 
written word. 
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 It's no secret that in the '80s America's children were really addicted to 

television. And the conversation in educational circles at that time was: Is the 
boob tube going to signal the death now of education of our children? And so we 
took a fairly counter-intuitive approach believing that the access that television 
gave us was an entry point and if we could just make contact and then steer 
them in the direction that we wanted them to go, we could perhaps have 
impact. And as it turns out, we were right. 

 
 So, I think the legacy of Reading Rainbow would probably be that we try to use 

prevailing technology of the time to foster a love of the written word and 
children who were just making a decision as to whether they wanted to be 
readers for life or not. And that we have managed to continue that legacy 
throughout the 30 plus years of the brand. And I don't see it stopping anytime 
soon. 

 
Nadirah: That's great. I hope not. For another generation. What is the power of 

edutainment? 
 
LeVar: Well, it's an interesting word. I mean, edutainment, when you say edutainment, I 

think of examples of popular culture, film medium in particular. I believe that 
moving picture and sound, Nadirah, are the most powerful tool that we have 
ever possessed in the history of civilization for reaching the human being, 
inspiring, informing, educating. 

[0:05:04] 
 I believe that it is possible when we are doing our jobs correctly -- Because I 

definitely feel a sense of responsibility in terms of the content that I create and 
I'm a part of. That's my particular point of view. I feel that there's room for all 
sorts of points of view in the universe. And I definitely believe in the power of 
this medium, of moving pictures and sound. 

 
 Human beings are genetically, biologically predisposed to be open to the 

experience of moving pictures and sound. And so edutainment, the ability or the 
idea of taking storytelling is very powerful way we can communicate with 
ourselves and actually embedding values in it that do more than simply 
entertain. That's what I've based my entire career on, the idea that this is not 
simply possible. It's imperative. 

 
Nadirah: Can you speak a little bit more about what your love of books has meant to you 

as a black man, a young black child growing up in American and then now as a 
black man in America? 

 
LeVar: Well, let me begin by saying my mother, Erma Jean Christian -- Whenever I get 

an opportunity to talk about my mother in public I do because I feel like I am the 
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man I am because she is the woman that she is. I was raised by my mother, 
single parent. My mother was an English teacher. Early on in her life it was her 
first career of choice. And so I get my love of reading from my mom. My mother 
not only read to us when I was a kid -- I have two sisters. I am in the middle of 
two girls. But she read in front of us as well. And I think that's a really important 
example that is oftentimes overlooked. 

 
 People ask me all the time, "How can I get my child to read more?" And I 

generally ask them two questions. Number one: Does your child see you 
reading? Because I grew up in a household where reading was like reading, you 
know what I'm saying? It was expected. It was a given that -- We took two 
newspapers when I was a kid and there were always books around the house. 
And my mother was always reading. To this day, she's generally reading two or 
three books simultaneously for her reading enjoyment. I grew up with that very 
important example that reading is an integral part of a human experience.  

 
 The second question I ask people when they're asking me how do I get my child 

to read more is: Do you know what your child is passionate about? Because it is 
our passion that really drives our connection to the written word and the written 
word is the driver in terms of our connection with our imaginations. And so to go 
back to your question, I see myself as a reader who grew up having this 
experience of being a black man and my experience of being a black man has 
definitely informed my relationship with literature and the written word. 

 
 I think one of the reasons why I'm such a huge fan of science fiction literature is 

that growing up in Sacramento, California in the midst of the Civil Rights 
Movement, being in elementary school when Martin and John and Bobby were 
assassinated, I was growing up in a world that was hostile to my presence simply 
because of the color of my skin. And so in science fiction literature, I was able to 
find refuge in worlds where the color of my skin was not a handicap. 

 
 Star Trek was huge for me as I was growing up because it was one of the few 

examples of the future in popular culture where I was represented. What Star 
Trek said to me was when the future comes there is a place for you. Seeing 
Nichelle Nichols on the bridge of the original Enterprise meant to me that the 
future was a place where I was welcomed. That was huge for me. Huge. 

[0:10:09] 
Nadirah: So now, can you speak a bit about what is the Skybrary? How can we use it? 

What is its intention and its vision? 
 
LeVar: So, Skybrary is a digital library of books and videos, video field trips. Having 

watched the original Reading Rainbow, you know that Reading Rainbow was 
famous for connecting the real world to literature through the video field trip. 
And that's part of our secret sauce. It's one of the ways we really connect kids to 
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literature by giving them a sense that the world is a vast place of a variety of 
experiences and you only have to sample enough of them before you find 
yourself in the vastness of experience that the world is. 

 
 And so, given that television is no longer the dominant force of influence in the 

lives of children these days and that the digital realm is really moving in and 
beginning to occupy the time and energy and attention of our children and that 
they really do express in and through this digital connection, we wanted to move 
Reading Rainbow into that universe. And so we have a digitized library of books 
that we get from publishers of all varieties, large publishers, medium size 
publishers, independent publishers. 

 
 We're dealing with children's books, primarily picture books that are aimed at 

children who are of the entry level reading age and we supplement those stories, 
those books with video field trips that are of the intended themes and ideas that 
are being discussed in the books. And these video field trips take us all over the 
world now. In 2015, we went to Israel and took Reading Rainbow internationally 
for the first time and did an amazing series of stories based on a variety of topics 
from emerging technologies, the self driving cars to-- 

 
 We made a visit to a hand in hand school in Israel where Jewish and Arab 

children go to school together, grow up and go to school side and side and love 
one another and just an amazing example of the grace and compassion that we 
are capable of as human beings even in the midst of ages old conflict. And so it is 
that tried and true combination of highlighting good literature, good stories for 
kids and supplementing them with interesting and varied video field trip 
experiences that is all combined in our digital library that we have made 
accessible via an app first and now on the web. 

 
 And this year we are launching our Skybrary for schools product. Reading 

Rainbow in the classroom. So the teachers can use our digital library at what I 
call the point of purchase on the frontline, in the trenches, in a classroom 
setting. 

 
Nadirah: Can you speak a little bit more about that, your vision for what it's use for look 

like in the classroom setting? 
 
LeVar: Well, I can try. It is no secret that there is a digital gap in this country and if you 

come from a family that does not access -- I mean, we started as an app but 20% 
of the families in the United States have access to tablet computers, 85% have 
access to the web. And so it was really important for us to very quickly upon 
launch get from the app to a web experience which we were able to do thanks to 
the amazing support that we received from the Kickstarter campaign. 

[0:15:03] 
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 If you come from a family where you don't even have access to the internet at 
home, your child most probably has access to this technology. Where? In school. 
And so Reading Rainbow product in the Classroom for me was really the holy 
grail. When we were a television, Reading Rainbow was the most television 
resource in our nation's classroom. And teachers love Reading Rainbow. They 
love that combination of quality storytelling both with literature and video. 

 
 And so it was really important to me that we create a product specifically for 

classroom use, giving teachers a dashboard where they could roster 30 to 35 
students. Our consumer product, it has a limited number of profiles that you can 
have between three and five depending upon your subscription level. And lesson 
plans that they could use in an effort to really connect the literature and the 
videos to the child in a very personal and effective way. I'm incredibly excited 
about what we're doing and the prospect of being a part of the solution to the 
educational crisis in this country. 

 
 It is no secret that we no longer do the best job on the planet of educating our 

children in this country and this culture. And I have seen that storytelling can be 
tremendously impactful to in the service of educating our children and I'm really 
excited about seeing the results. I mean, we have empirical evidence. I mean, 
the Kickstarter, the success of the Kickstarter itself is evidence to me of the 
efficacy of Reading Rainbow over time over the years. 

 
 105,000 people, at that time, it was a record for the number of backers of a 

crowd sourced product; 105,000 went into their pockets and for the most part it 
was donations of $50 and below. So what that said to me was that there were an 
awful lot of people who had been touched by the legacy of Reading Rainbow in a 
very personal way and wanted to see it continue for a generation of children 
that they would never meet, that they found that this was something that was 
right and good and valuable in the world and that they want to lend their 
support to it. And that was a very powerful and a very emotional thing. 

 
Nadirah: Yeah, it seems like it connects to what you said before about that sense of 

responsibility that you have but that also I think a lot of us feel about how we 
pass along information and a connection to education to our children and for the 
children and our children will be interacting with and getting to know and 
growing with.  

 
LeVar: I come from the people who were slaves. I come from a people for whom it was 

illegal to know how to read. The gift of literacy was dangerous for people of color 
in this country not too long ago. And to grow up and become for a generation of 
Americans a conduit to literacy, to the joys of reading, to the idea that you can 
pick up a book and you can go anywhere in the universe, go anywhere and be 
anything. That's one of the anchoring tenets of Reading Rainbow. 
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 What it says to me is that this is an amazing place, this universe. There are 

opportunities. If we just simply show up, there are opportunities to make a 
difference no matter who you are. If you bring it, if you root yourself, anchor 
yourself in the truth that springs from your soul, that it is possible no matter who 
you are to make a difference in this world. I'm just a kid from Sacramento, 
California who grew up reading. And it's that love of reading and the knowledge 
of how much my love of the written word has contributed to who I am. 

[0:20:11] 
 That's my story. I'm just a kid from Sacramento who grew up loving books 

because his mother loved books. Now I want to share that love with the world 
and I was given the opportunity and I think I've made the best of it. I've done my 
best to make the best of it for over 30 years.  

 
Nadirah: That's beautiful. And especially considering what you said about being 

descended from people who are enslaved in this nation and the fact that we met 
you in the role of Kunta Kinte, in the role that in so many ways is a lot of people's 
introduction to the severity of the impact of slavery on African Americans and on 
people of the African Diaspora globally. It's just so powerful that you are also the 
face of reading. I love that you make that connection. That's amazing. 

 
LeVar: I definitely believe that there are no accidents in the universe, that every life has 

meaning and purpose to it. Roots was more of my first job. It was my first 
professional audition. I believe that there is an absolute drew line represented in 
my career path, my career trajectory that goes from Kunta Kinte in Roots to 
Geordi La Forge, the Chief Engineer of the Starship Enterprise in Star Trek: The 
Next Generation. 

 
 And on that continuum, in the middle, in fact, of that continuum, from Kunta to 

Geordi stands LeVar, in the middle. Sort of arms outstretched, bridging the past 
and the future in the present, in the now. And combining the aspirations of the 
enslaved and the empowerment of that chief engineer, the imagination, the 
ability to dream, the ability to hope and envision a future that is different from 
our own. That is our super power as human beings, in my opinion, the power of 
the imagination. 

 
 We're the only species that I know of that can actually functionally perform that 

task. Imagine from any location in the space time continuum an alternate reality 
that is not located to this time or place. Who else does that? You and me.  

 
Nadirah: Exactly. And it also makes me think about, because we do, here at The Shift 

Network, we do speak about spirituality and healing and wholeness and I'm so 
aware in my own life of ways that my love of reading has also connected to my 
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spiritual practice and my sense of what's possible. It's so expanded, my idea of 
what could happen. It's magic. 

 
LeVar: Yeah. I genuinely believe that the power of literacy is in the idea that if you can 

read in at least one language then you are at least in my definition of the word 
free. Because no one can enslave you, no one can impose their idea of reality 
upon you. You can literally pick up a book, take a look, it's in the book and you 
have the ability to educate yourself. And that, that to me… 

 
Nadirah: So, I do know that you also have a new book that you've written. 
 
LeVar: My first, my first children's book, in fact, The Rhino Who Swallowed a Storm. 
 
Nadirah: That's amazing. 
 
LeVar: Yeah, yeah. I'm really proud of Rhino. I really am. I love this book. Fred Rogers 

was a huge hero of mine and we have over the past several years continually 
been exposed to these hugely disruptive events in America from natural 
disasters and devastating storms and floods to shootings on school playgrounds 
and in movie theaters and in public places. 

[0:25:11] 
 And it just seems like these sorts of catastrophic life altering events are not going 

to stop nor does it seem that they will even slow down. And so I know that Fred 
Rogers was a voice that addressed himself in an age-appropriate way to an 
audience of children some of the ins and outs of being a child living in a world 
dominated by adults and adult decisions and responses to life. 

 
 And Fred's gone now. It occurred to me one day when I was actually in Central 

Park with the Reading Rainbow camera team and it was yet another one of those 
days where the news was full of public shooting tragedy, gun violence erupting 
in a very seemingly senseless and wholly destructive way. I thought somebody 
has got to address this. Someone has to address this with children. I looked 
around and I just didn't see anybody doing it and so I thought I would take a 
crack at it. And out of that inspiration that Fred Rogers represented to me came 
The Rhino Who Swallowed a Storm. 

 
Nadirah: So, my final question that I would love it if you could answer is: In the midst of so 

much going on in the world, in society, you live in a very busy and somewhat 
noisy space being in LA, how do you hold your center and from there how do you 
continue to lean into the future? 

 
LeVar: Great question. I love LA, let me say that. I moved here in 1974 on full 

scholarship to go to the University of Southern California here in Los Angeles to 
study theater. I see Los Angeles as the throat chakra for the planet. The work 
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that we do here is in this town goes out across this globe and becomes part of if 
not the center point of belief systems for people around the world. 

 
 And so I don't think that I could do what it is I do while living anywhere else. Of 

course, that's beginning to change now. But still there is an energy that is 
present here that is unlike any other city on the planet in my view. Being 
centered in the midst of this energy is, I have learned, absolutely critical to my 
ability to continue to be not just successful but functional in life. And so my 
home space is really important to me, the vibe, the energy that we have created 
here in my house, my home in Los Angeles area. 

 
 As I speak to you now, I'm sitting in my office inside of my house and I'm 

surrounded by efforts on my part to build tranquility and restoration into the 
fabric of my life here. It permeates. When you walk in the door, I believe and this 
is true for me, when I walk in the door here, I am assaulted by the sense of peace 
and that's what gets me through. Because when I walk outside of these doors, 
I'm on.  

 
 And I travel a lot. I'm in the public eye a lot. Whenever I'm in public, I'm on and 

it's work. In order to continue to be effective -- And I love my job, I love what I 
do, I absolutely love my life. And I have learned that in order to continue to be 
effective, I need the balance, I need to recharge, to regenerate and the energy 
inside of these walls is really critical and my ability to do that regularly. 

[0:30:15] 
Nadirah: Thank you. That's powerful and it's an amazing reminder for me and I'm sure for 

a lot of our listeners today. So given the fullness of what you shared with us 
today, do you have anything that you would like to make sure that we keep in 
mind or that we're aware of as we move back out into the world after this call? 

 
LeVar: Well, given that it's February, black history month, I want to bring your attention 

to the idea that here in America, in our daily existence, it is clear that as far as we 
have come in the area of race relations and social justice and fairness and 
equality, we have so much more work to do. And in that vein I am happy to 
share with you that sometime this year we will be airing a remake of Alex Haley's 
story, family story, Roots. 

 
 We have spent the last several months retelling that story in screenplay form 

and this will be a miniseries, four nights of two hours each night, broadcast 
simultaneously on all of the networks of A&E, that is History channel, Lifetime 
and the Arts and Entertainment network with a new cast of actors and actresses 
-- Forest Whittaker, Laurence Fishburne, Anika Noni Rose, Anna Paquin, 
Jonathan Rhys Meyers and amazing young man named Malachi Kirby who plays 
Kunta Kinte. 
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 I'm enormously excited and very proud to be able to bring this story, this 
uniquely American story to a new generation of Americans sometime this year. 
So be on the lookout for that.  

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. 
 
LeVar: If you don't mind. 
 
Nadirah: Yes. And I also know that there is something else to celebrate that you might to 

mention? 
 
LeVar: This year, 2016, is the 50th anniversary of Star Trek. Star Trek came into our 

national consciousness 50 years ago. And so there will be many celebrations 
around the country and in trekdom this year. I'm enormously proud to be a part 
of the storytelling, those of Star Trek. Like I said earlier, it's tremendously 
important to me as a child and continues to be an important part of my life. 

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. Thank you so much, LeVar Burton. Thank you, thank you, thank you. 

I'm so glad that I got to do this interview with you and that you took the time to 
sit down with us to speak with us about Reading Rainbow, about what's going 
on, where we're headed. My heart is full and I'm really appreciative. Thank you 
to you for taking this time and thank you to everyone who's been listening to this 
session. Be sure to join us for the next one. 

 
LeVar: I'm really, really happy that you asked. Thank you. 
 
[0:33:51] End of Audio 
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