Savage Inequalities:
Children in America’s
Schools

JoNATHAN KoOZOL

13 ast of anywhere,” writes a reporter for the been employed as dump sites. In the spring of 1988
Louis Post-Dispatch‘often evokes the othera policeman tells a visitor that 40 plastic bags of
side of the tracks. But, for &rst-time visitor trash are waiting for removal from the backyard of
suddenly deposited on its eerily empty streets, Easgt mothels house. Public healthffals are con
St. Louis might suggest another worldlhe city cerned the garbage will attract a plague of flies and
which is 98% black, has no obstetric services, modents in the summerhe policeman speaks of
regular trash collection, and few jobs. Nearly a thifdats as big as puppies” in his motteyard.They
of its families live on less than $7,5@0year; are known to the residents, he says, as “bull rats.”
75% of its population lives on welfare of som&lany people have no cars or funds to cart the trash
form. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urbaand simply burn it in their yard$he odor of smoke
Development describes it as “the most distressidm burning garbage, says tRest-Dispatch“has
small city inAmerica.” become one of the scents of spring” in East S

Only three of the 13 buildings on Missourl‘ou'S'

Avenue, one of the city’major thoroughfares, are Railroad tracks still used to transport haz
occupied.A 13-story ofice building, tallest in the ardous chemicals run through the citilways
city, has been boarded up. Outside, on the sidewalkesent,” says th€ost-Dispatch “is the threat of
a pile of garbage fills a ten-foot crater chemical spills.... The walil of sirens warning resi
ents to evacuate after a spill is commarné most

The city which by night and day is clouded b : p

the fumes that pour from vents and smokestacks@{ent spill, the paper says, "was at the Monsanto
0
3

the Pfizer and Monsanto chemical plants, has one mpany p_Iant...._ Nearly 300 gall_ons of phospho
the hiahest rates of child asthmadimerica us trichloride spilled when a railroad tank was
9 ) overfilled. About 450 residents were taken t S

It is, according to a teacher at the University dflary’s Hospital....The frequency of the engen
Southern lllinois, “a repository for a nonwhite popcies has caused Monsanto to have a ‘standing
ulation that is now regarded as expendabléhé& accountat S. Mary’s.”...

Post-Dispatcldescribes it as “America’Soweto. The dangers of exposure to raw sewage, which

Fiscal shortages have forced the ldyof backs up repeatedly into the homes of residents in
1,170 of the citys 1,400 employees in the past 1East $. Louis, were first noticed in the spring of
years.The city which is often unable to buy heatind 989 at a public housing projettila Griffin. Raw
fuel or toilet paper for the city hall, recentlysewage, says theost-Dispatch overflowed into a
announced that it might have to cashier all but 108tayground just behind the housing project, which
of the remaining work force of 230. In 1989 thé home to 187 children, “forming an oozing lake of
mayor announced that he might need to sell the city tainted watel Two schoolgirls, we are told,
hall and all six fire stations to raise needed caskxperienced hair loss since raw sewage flowed into
Last year the plan had to be scrapped after the dhgir homes.”
lost its city hall in a court judgment to a creditor
East $. Louis is mortgaged into the next century bll'(Bss
has the highest property-tax rate in the state.

While local physicians are not certain whether
of hair is caused by the raw sewage, they have
issued warnings that exposure to raw sewage can
Since October 1987, when the c#tyjarbage provoke a cholera or hepatitis outbreAlSt. Louis
pickups ceased, the backyards of residents hdnaalth oficial voices her dismay that children live
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2 Savage Inequalities: Childn inAmericas Schools

with waste in their backyards. “The development of “There go my cousins,” Smokey says, pointing
working sewage systems made cities livable a huo two teen-age girls above us on the hill.

dred years ago,” she notes. “Sewage systems sepa The day is warm, although we're only in the

rate us from th&hird World.”... second week of March; several dogs and cats are
The Daughters of Charitywhose works of playing by the edges of the marsh. Sl lot of

mercy are well known in th€hird World, operate a squirrels here,” says Smokeéyhere go one!”

mission at th&/illa Griffin homes. On an afternoon

in early spring of 1990, Sister Julia Huiskamp meeﬁttI

me on King Boulevard and drives me to the f@rif

homes. None of the children can tell me the approxi

ate time that school begins. One says five o’clock.

As we ride past blocks and blocks of skelet . .
structures, some of which are still inhabited, s%ene says six, another says that school begins at

slows the car repeatedly at railroad crossimys. oon.

seemingly endless railroad train rolls past us to the When | ask what song they sing after the flag
right. On the left: a blackened lot where garbage hgiedge, one says “Jingle Bells.”

been burning. Next to the burning garbage is a row
of 12 white cabins, charred by fire. Next: a lot th

“This here squirrel is a friend of mine,” says
e Sister

Smokey cannot decide if he is in the second or

holds a heap of auto tires and a mountain of tin ca '.rd ST,
More burnt houses. More trash fireBhe train Seven-yeapld Mickey sucks his thumb during
moves almost imperceptibly across the flatness tbe walk.

R The children regale me with a chilling story as
Fifty-years-old, and wearing a blue suit, whiteve stand beside the marsh. Smokey says his sister
blouse, and blue head-coveS6ister Julia was raped and murdered and then dumped behind
points to the nicest house in sigfihe sign on his school. Other children add more detalils:
the front reads MOTEL. “I a whorehouse,” SisterSmokeys sister was Ikyears-old. She was beaten
Julia says. with a brick until she died’he murder was comnmit

When she slows the car beside a group of teére‘](—j by a man who knew her mother
age boys, one of them steps out toward thetican The narrative begins when, without warning,
backs away as she is recognized. Smokey says, “My sister has got killed.”

The 99 units of th¥/illa Griffin homes—two- “She was my best friend,” Serena says.
story structures, brick on the first flooyellow
wood above—form one border of a recessed paﬁn
and playground that were filled with fecal matte
last year when the sewage mains exploddte “She was hollering out loud,” says Little Sister
sewage is gone now and the grass is very green and
looks inviting.When nine-yeapold Serena and her,
seven-yeaold brother take me for a walk, howeyer,

“They had beat her in the head and raped her
okey says.

| ask them when it happened. Smokey says,
Last year’ Serena then corrects him as she says,

I discover that our shoes sink into what is still A_ast S
sewage marshAn inch-deep residue of fouled “It scared me because | had to,tisays Little
water still remains. Sister

Serena brother is a handsome, joyous little  “The police arrested one man but they didn’
boy, but troublingly thin.Three other children join catch the othet Smokey says.
us as we walk along the marsh: Smqkeyo is nine
years old but cannot yet tell time; Mickeyho is
seven; and a tiny child with a ponytail and big But Smokey objects, “He werdmio kin to me.
brown eyes who talks a constant stream of worHe was my momma’friend.”
that | cant always understand.

“Hush, Little Sistey” says Serena. | ask for her _ )
name, but “Little Sister” is the only name the ehil ~ Serena describes this sequence of events:
dren seem to knaw “They told her go behind the schodlhey’ll give

Serena says, “He was some kin to’her

“Her face was busted,” Little Sister says.
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Savage Inequalities: Childn inAmericas Schools3

her a quarter if she ddhen they knock her downneighborhood. In the setting sun, the voices of the
and told her not to tell what they had did.” children fill the evening air Nourished by the
p . . ” sewage marsh, a field of wild dedlils is blooming.
I'ask, "Why did they kill her? Standing here, you wouldtthink that anything was
“They was scared that she would tell,” Serenarong. The street is calmThe poison in the soill
says. cant be seenThe sewage is invisible and only
makes the grass a little greerigikes thrown down
by children lie outside their kitchen doors. It could
be an ordinary twilight in a small suburban town.

“One isin jail,” says SmokeyThey cant find
the other

“Instead of raping little bitty children, they

should find themselves a wife,” says Little Sister Night comes on and Sister Julia goes inside to

telephone a cab. In another hailwe $. Louis taxis
“I hope,” Serena, “her spirit will come backwill not come into the neighborhood....

and get that man. East $ Louis—which the local press refers to

“And kill that man,” says Little Sister as “an inner city without an outer city"—has some

e - f the sickest children iAmerica. Of 66 cities in

Give her another chance to live,” Serena Saly%ﬂnois, East $ Louis ranks first in fetal death, first

“My teachercame tdhe funeral says Smokey in premature birth, and third in infant deatimong

tpe negative factors listed by the c#tyiealth direc

For are the sewage running in the streets, air that has

been fouled by the local plants, the high lead levels
“My grandma was murdered,” Mickey says outoted in the soil, povertyack of education, crime,

of the blue. “Somebody shot two bullets in heatilapidated housing, insfigient health care, unem

head.” ployment. Hospital care is deficient tachere is no

place to have a baby in East Bouis.The materni

ty ward at the citys Catholic hospital, a 100-year
“She dead all right,” says MickeyShe was old structure, was shut down some years dge.

layin’ there, just dead.” only other hospital in town was forced by lack of

funds to close in 1990 he closest obstetrics serv

ice open to the women here is seven miles away

he infant death rate is still rising....

“When a little child dies, my momma say a st
go straight to Heaven,” says Serena.

I ask him, “Is she really dead?”

“I love my friends,” Serena says. “I darcare
if they no kin to me. | care for them. | hope hi
mother have another bakyjyame her for my friend
that's dead.” Compounding these problems is the poor autri
tion of the children here—average daily food
expenditure in EasttSLouis is $2.40 for one

“Snakes hate rabbits,” Mickey says, again fahild—and the underimmunization of young ehil
no apparent reason. dren. Of every 100 children recently surveyed in
East $. Louis, 55 were incompletely immunized for
polio, diphtheria, measles and whooping cough. In
“It' s a lot of hate,” says Smokey this context, health @€ials look with all the more
uneasiness at those lagoons of sewage outside pub
i‘c housing.

“I have a cat with three legs,” Smokey says.

“Cats hate fishes,” Little Sister says.

Later at the mission, Sister Julia tells me thi
“The Jeferson School, which they attend, is
decrepit hulk. Next to it is a modern school, erected On top of all else is the very high risk of death
two years ago, which was to have replaced the dme homicide in EasttSLouis. In a recent year in
that they attend. But the construction was not doméich three cities in the state of roughly the same
correctly The roof is too heavy for the walls, angize as EasttSLouis had an average of four hemi
the entire structure has begun to sink. It td& cides a piece, there were 54 homicides in East S
occupied. Smokey’sister was raped and murderedouis. But it is the heat of summer thafichls
and dumped between the old school and the npéte particularly dreadThe heat that breeds the
one.” insects bearing polio or hepatitis in raw sewage also

As the children drift back to their homes foheighten asthma and frustration and reduced
supper Sister Julia stands outside with me and talkaitience. “The heat,” says a man in public housing,
about the health concerns that trouble people in tlian bring out the beast....”
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4 Savage Inequalities: Childn inAmericas School

The fear of violence is very real in Eadt Steacher with five classes each day and between 150
Louis. The CEO of one of the lge companies outand 175 students..., $t'going to have a devastating
on the edge of town has developed an “evacuatieffect.” The school system, it is also noted, has been
plan” for his employees.t&e troopers are routine using more than 70 “permanent substitute teachers,”
ly sent to East S Louis to put down disturbancesvho are paid only $10,000 yearhs a way of sav
that the police cannot control. If the misery of thisig money
community explodes someday in a real riot (it has

happened in the past), residents believe that s?&t GovernorThompson, howevetells the press

he will not pour money into East. $ouis to
Ive long-term problems. Eadt Souis residents,

e says, must help themselves. “There is money in
the community the governor insists. “I$’ just not

The problems of the streets in urban areas, l@sng spent for what it should be spent’for

teachers often note, frequently spill over into public
schools. In the public schools of EastISuis this
is literally the case.

and federal law-enforcement agencies will have
hesitation in applying massive force to keep the vi
lence contained....

The governgrwhile acknowledging that East
St. Louis faces economic problems, nonetheless
refers dismissively to those who live in East S
“Martin Luther King Junior High School,” Louis. “What in the communify he asks, “is being
notes thePost-Despatclin a story published in thedone right?” He takes the opportunity of a visit to
early spring of 1989, “was evacuated Friday aftethe area to announce a fiscal grant for sewer
noon after sewage flowed into the kitchenThe improvement to a relatively wealthy town nearby
kitchen was closed and students were sent home.”
On Monday the paper continues, “East. $ouis
Senior High School was awash in sewage for t
second time this yedrThe school had to be shu
because of “fumes and backed-up toilets.” Sewal
flowed into the basement, through the flaben up

In East $ Louis, meanwhile, teachers are +un
ing out of chalk and papeand their paychecks are
riving two weeks latelhe city warns its teachers
expect a cut of half of their pay until the fiscat cri
S has been eased.

into the kitchen and the studenbsithrooms.The The threatened teacher lajgare mandated by
backup, we read, “occurred in the food preparatidime lllinois Board of Education, which, because of
areas.” the city’s fiscal crisis, has been given supervisory

School is resumed the following morning at thv§ontrol of the school budgetwo weeks later the

. tate superintendent partially relents. In a tone very
high school, but a few days later the overflo ifferent from that of the governohe notes that

{he meals cltributod o eveny student in the ity 4EgS! S LOUIS does not have the means to sove it
y y ucation problems on its own. “There is no natural

prepared in the two schools that have been flooded, . « : e
School is called déffor all 16,500 students in the y" he says, that "EasttSLouis can bring itself

district. The sewage backup, caused by the failu? t of this situation.” Several cuts will be required

; . . . in any case—one quarter of the systeneachers,
of two pumping stations, forcesfiafals at the high . .
school to shut down the furnaces. 75 teacher aides, and several dozen others will be

given notice— but, the state board notes, sports and
At Martin Luther King, the parking lot andmusic programs will not be faicted.

gym are also flooded. “i'a disastet says a legis East & Louis, says the chairman of the state

are being emitted from the pipes nder the schoolgu2rc: 1S SIMPIY the worst possible place I can
9 PIp irhagine to have a child brought up.The commu

S Sy Tkl BE0 )G LS nity is in desperate circumstances.” Sports and
In the same week, the schools announce tmeisic, he observes, are, for many children here,
layoff of 280 teachers, 166 cooks and cafeterithe only avenues of success.” Sadly enough, no
workers, 25 teacher aides, 16 custodians and rh8tter how it ratifies the stereotype, this is the truth;
painters, electricians, engineer and plumb&le and there is a poignant aspect to the fact that, even
president of the teachergiion says the cuts, whichwith the class size soaring and one quarter of the
will bring the size of kindegyarten and primary system$ teachers being given their dismissal, the
classes up to 30 students, and the size of 4th to 1&#te board of education demonstrates its genuine
grade classes up to 35, will have “an unimaginatideit skewed compassion by attempting to leave
impact” on the students. “If you have a high schosports and music untouched by the overall austerity


bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight


Savage Inequalities: Childn inAmericas Schools5

Even sports facilities, howeveare degrading the toughest place there is to teach. See if you like
by comparison with those found and expected iat I'm still here....”
most high schools iAmerica.The football field at

East $ Louis High is missing almost everything— ne O;Zagg?rriitggeu C“ﬂrassoéoan;f&fsorg?fn Itnelllor;/]ve_
including goalpostsThere are a couple of meta '

pipes—no crossbajust the pipes. Bob Shannonréat they feel cut éfrom educational developments

the football coach, who has to use his perso (amodern public schools. ", it's amazing,

omon says. “l have done without so much so
funds to purchase footballs and has had to cut q g that, if | were assigned to a suburban school,

an not sure I'd recognize what they are doilge
re utterly cut df”

rake the football field himself, has dreams of havi
goalposts somedalie’d also like to let his students
have new uniformsThe ones they wear are niné
years old and held together somehow by a patch “Very little education in the school would be
work of repairs. Keeping them clean is a problerapnsidered academic in the suburbs. Maybe 10 to
too. The school cannot fard a washing machine.15% of students are in truly academic programs. Of
The uniforms are carted to a corner laundromat withe 55% who graduate, 20% may go to fgear
fifteen dollars'worth of quarters.... colleges: something like 10% of any entering class.

In the wing of the school that holds vocation _nother 10 to 20% may get some (_)ther k|n_d_ B
classes, a damp, unpleasant odor fills the hHElts. ﬁlgher” educationan equal number join the mli
school has a machine shop, which cannot be ué%'a'
for lack of staf, and a woodworking shophe only “Sometimes | get worried that I'm starting to
shop that occupied this morning is the auto-bodigurn out. 8ll, | hate to miss a dayrhe department
class.A man with long blond hair and wearing drequently cart find a substitute to come here, and
white sweat suit swings a paddle to get children my kids dont like me to be absent.”

their chairs. “What we need the most is new equip .
ment,” he reports. “I have equipment for alignment Solomons$ advanced class, which soon comes

for example, but we donhave money to install it. Into the room, includes some lively students with

We also need a better form of egrés. bring the strong views.

cars in through two other classes.” Computerized *“l don’t go to physics class, because my lab has
equipment used in most repair shops, he reportsnés equipment,” says one student. “The typewriters
far beyond the high schoslbudget. It looks like ain my typing class doh’work. The womers tor
very old gas station in an isolated rural town. lets....” She makes a sour face. “I'll be honest,” she
says. “l just dort'use the toilets. If | do, | come back

The science labs in East $ouis High are 30 ér}]to class and | feel dirty

to 50 years outdated. John McMillan, a soft-spok
man, teaches physics at the school. He shows me his “l wanted to study Latin,” says another student.
lab. The six lab stations in the room have emptut we dont have Latin in this school.”
g(r)(-!;ea? i\évc\gi gtljpve\;tgregaeyznhc/lia?ltg%h?q it would be “We lost our only Latin teach&rSolomorsays.
A girl in a white jersey with the messages DO
E RIGHT THING on the front raises her hand.
Y ou visit other schools,” she says. “Do you think
he children in this school are getting what we’d get
hiQra nice section oftSLouis?”

Leaving the chemistry labs, | pass a doublq.—H
sized classroom in which roughly 60 kids are sittin
fairly still but doing nothing. “This is supervise
study hall,” a teacher tells me in the corridBut
when we step inside, he finds there is no teac
“The teacher must be out todakie says. | note that we are in a @igrent state and city

In Solomon$ history classes, which | visit “Are we citizens of East tS Louis or
next, have been described by journalists who covemerica?” she asks....
East $ Louis as the highlight of the school. . . .
Solomon, a man of 54 whose reddish hair is turnigghog:?;ktﬂ:né%r High School is regarded as the top
white, has taught in urban schools for almost y
yearsA graduate of Brandeis University in 1961, he | visit, in part, at the request of schodlicifls,
entered law school but was drawn away by a comho would like me to see education in the city at its
cern with civil rights. “After one semestdrdecid very best. Even here, howey#rere is a disturbing
ed that the law was not for me. | said, ‘Go and firgense that one has entered a backwat@mafrica.
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6 Savage Inequalities: Childn inAmericas School

“We spend the entire eighth grade year prepachool. On a day in early June of 1990, | enter the
ing for the state exams,” a teacher tells me in a tgqghool and am directed by a student to tHieaf
ranked English clas3he teacher seems devoted to
the children, but three students sitting near me sl
through the entire periodhe teacher rouses one 0
them, a girl in the seat next to me, but the stud
promptly lays her head back on her crossed ar
and is soon asleep again. Four of the 14 ceili g
lights are brokenThe corridor outside the room i
filled with voices. Outside the windowhere | see
no schoolyard, is an empty lot.

The principal, a relaxed, unhurried man who,
thike many urban principals, seems gratified to
ve me visit in his school, takes me in to see the
ditorium, which, he says, was recently restored
h private charitable funds ($400,000) raised by
rentsThe crenellated ceiling, which is white and
spotless, and the polished dark-wood paneling con
trast with the collapsing structure of the auditorium
at Morris High.The principal strikes his fist against

In a mathematics class of 30 children packede balcony: “They made this place extremely
into a space that might be adequate for 15 kidslid.” Through a windowone can see the spread
there is one white studerthe first white student | ing branches of a beech tree in the central courtyard
have seen in Eastt.9. ouis, she is polishing herof the school.
nails with bright red polistA tiny black girl next to

X . X : . In a student lounge, a dozen seniors are relax
her is writing with a one-inch pencil stub. g€,

ing on a carpeted floor that is constructed with a
In a seventh grade social studies class, the onlymber of tiers so that, as the principal explains,
book that bears some relevance to black concernsthey can stretch out and be comfortable while read
its title is The American Negr— bears a publica ing.”
tion date of 1967The teacher invites me to ask the
class some questions. Uncertain where to start, | % k
the students what they've learned about the ci
rights campaigns of recent decades.

The library is wood-paneled, like the auditori
. Sudents, all of whom are white, are seated at
Y-' ivate carrels, of which there are approximately 40.

Some are doing homework; others are looking

A 14-yearold girl with short black curly hair through theNew Yrk Times Every student that |

says this: “Every year in February we are told wee during my visit to the school is whiteAsian,
read the same old speech of Martin Luther Killg. though | later learn there are a number of Hispanic
read it every yeafl have a dream...It does begin students and that 1 or 2% of students in the school
to seem—what is the word?” She hesitates and tree black.

she finds the word: “perfunctafy According to the principal, the school has 96

I ask her what she means. computers for 546 childreifhe typical student, he
p : : says, studies a foreign language for four or five
We have a school in East &ouis named for AP P g
Dr. King,” she says. “The school is full of sewe cars, beglr_mlng in the Junior .h'gh S.ChOOI’ andaa
water ar{d the doors are locked with chains. Eve gcond(f)?rilfg Ianguageg(zl_atln IS avallab:le)dzt\)ﬁr’]two
: . : : years. seniors, are not enrolle
_sotEgeonr: r']?sttgg; sl s g celiiles cliarilelig classes. Maximum teacher salary will soon reach
J $70,000. Pepupil funding is above $12,000 at the
It startles me to hear her words, but | am-staime | visit.
tled even more to think how seldom any press .
. . The students | meet includelth and 12th
reporter has observed the irony of naming segreg adersThe teacher tells me that the class is +ead

ed schools for Martin Luther King. Children reac .
. 0 Robert Coles, t8ds Terkel, Alice Walker. He
the heart of these hypocrisies much quicker than s me | will find them more than willing to

oL LY Glie dis Cudiis aug engage me in debate, and this turns out to be cor
rect. Primed for my visit, it appears, they arrow in

PuBLIC EDUCATION IN NEW YORK directly on the dual questions of equality and race.

o Three general positions soon egeand seem
The train ride from Grand Centratafion 10y, o accepted widelyThe first is that the fiscal
suburban fze, NewYork, takes 35 to 40 minutes,nequalities “do matter very much” in shaping what
The high school is a short ride from the station. school can &r (“That is obvious,” one student
Built of handsom_e gray stone and set in a {angays) and that any loss of funds ipeRas a poten
scaped campus, it resembles a New England ptiglp consequence of future equalizing, would be


bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight

bwaddell
Highlight


Savage Inequalities: Childn inAmericas Schools7

damaging to many things the town regards as quatled speak more awkwardhEthical challenges
essential. seem to threaten theirfe€tiveness.There is the
L o . sense that they were skating over ice and that the
The second position is tHEEEE mtegratlon.—sues we addressed were safely frozen underneath.

: . |
lelf el 12, 97 Wile Loeilrte) i [eliatss @allelion fro'gy/hen they stop to look beneath the ice they start to

tmhz eilt\yvi?r: astrr]grr: W?g; ;tg?:é;b tgntg 'fhsecrr]g : ;W\,?,ﬂl mble.The verbal competence they have acquired
9 ' re may have been gained by building walls

not simply be the fear that certain standards mi .

decline.The reason, several students say straig ound some regions of the heart.
forwardly, is “racial” or, as others say it, “out-and- “l don’t think that busing students from their
out racism” on the part of adults. ghetto to a dierent school would do much good,”
one student says. ®Yl can take them out of the

The third position voiced by many students nvironment, but you cantake the environment

but not all, is that equity is basically a goal to b% ;
. t of them If someone grows up in the South
desired and should be pursued for moral reaso onx, hes not going to be prone to learn.” His

but “will probably make no major ddrence” since . .
poor children “still would lack the motivation” andh@me is Max and he has short black hair and speaks

% T F ith confidence. “Busing didbh'work when it was
Woglld gty Bl Ey CE8E JOREUER & Oth%\fied ” he says. | ask hirrgl] how he knows this and he
problems.” ' '

says he saw a television movie about Boston.

At this point, | ask if they can truly say “it
wouldn’t make a diierence” since i§ never been
attempted. Several students then seem to reth
their views and say that “it might work, but it would:
have to start with preschool and the element !
grades” and “it might be 20 years before we’'d seg
difference.”

“l agree that i unfair the way it is,” another
S %dent says. “WhaveAP courses and they dan’
ur classes are much smalldut, she says, “put
ng them in schools like ours is not the answer
hy not put som@&P classes intoheir school? Fix
roof and paint the halls so it will not be so
depressing.”

At this stage in the discussion, several students
speak with some real feeling of the present inequgl u
ities, which, they sayare “obviously unfaji and 9
one student goes a little further and proposes t
“we need to change a lot more than the school
Another says she'd favor racial integration “by A student named Jennifewhose manner of
whatever means—including busing—even if mgpeech is somewhat less refined and polished than
parents disapprove.” But a contradictory opiniotmat of the others, tells me that her parents came
also is expressed with a good deal of fervor andhisre from Newyork. “My family is originally from
stated by one student in a rather biting voice: the Bronx. Schools are hell thefienat's one reason
don't see why we should do it. How could it be ahat we moved. | doh'think it's our responsibility
benefit to us?” to pay our taxes to provide fohem | mean, my

Throughout the discussion, whatever the vie rents used to live there and they wanted to get out.

the children voice, there is a degree of unrealiwheerrzsszﬁog?s'n;rg coming to a place like this,

. . good, and then your taxes go
about the whole exchangé&he children are lucid back to the place where vou begin.”
and their language is well chosen and theguar P y gn.
ments well made, but there is a sense that they are | bait her a bit: “Do you mean that, now that
dealing with an issue that does not feel very viviglou are not in hell, you have no feeling for the-peo
and that nothing that we say about it to each oth@e that you left behind?”
really matters since & “just a theoretical discus ) .
sion.” To a certain degree, the skillfulness and clev . 't nas to be the people in the area who want an
emess that they display seem to derive precis&gucation. If your parents just dorare, it wort
from this sense of unrealituestions of unfairnessdo any good to spend a lot of mon&pmeone else
feel more like a geometric problem than a matter &Nt want a good life for yowou have got to want
humanity or consciencé few of the students doit for yourself.” Then she adds, howeyét agree
break through the note of unrealitut, when they that everyone should have a chance at taking the
do, they cease to be so agile in their use of worglsme courses....”

The students know the term “separate but
al,” but seem unaware of its historical associa
ions. “Keep them where they are but make it
é ual,” says a girl in the front row
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8 Savage Inequalities: Childn inAmericas School

| ask her if she’d think it fair to pay more taxegou’d do it, pay more taxes or whateveut of obli
so that this was possible. gation.You would do it just because ... it is unfair
the way it is.” He falters on these words and looks a
bit embarrassed. Unlike many of the other students
It occurs to me how hard it would have beewho have spoken, he is somewhat hesitant and
for anyone to make that kind of statement, even seems to choke up on his words.eNVit's easy for
the wealthiest suburban school, in 1968. Her elasse to be sitting here and say I'd spend my parents’
mates would have been unsettled by the voicingmbney I'm not working. | dont earn the money
such undisguised self-interest. Here yeRn 1990, don't need to be conservative until | do. | can be as
she can say this with impunit§hes an interesting open-minded and unrealistic as | want to Yeu
girl and | reluctantly admire her for being s@an be a liberal until you have a mortgage.”
straightforward.

“I don’t see how that benefits me,” she says.

I ask him what he’'d likely say if he were ten
Max raises a diérent point. “I'm not con years older‘Hopefully,” he says, “my values would

vinced,” he says, “tha&P courses would be valuedremain the same. But | know that having money

in the Bronx. Not everyone is going to go to-codoes dkect you.This, at least, is what they tell me.”

lege.” Spurred perhaps by David'words, another

Jennifer picks up on this and carries it a littlstudent says, “The biggest tax that people pay is to
further “The point,” she says, “is that you cannahe federal governmentVhy not take some money
give an equal chance to every single person. If yrom the budget that we spend on armaments and
did it, you'd be changing the whole economic-sysise it for the children in these urban schools?”
tem. Lets be honest. If you equalize the magney
someones got to be shortchanged. | dodbdubt that o
children in the Bronx are getting a bad deal. But (5'0
we wanteveryoneto get a mediocre education?” w

A well-dressed student with a healthy tan,
wever says that using federal taxes for the poor
ould be like giving charity and *“charitable
things have never worked.... Charity will not instill

“The other point,” says Max, “is that you neethe poor with self-respect.”
to match the money that you spend to whether chil
dren in the school can profit fromWe get twice as .
much as kids in the South Bronx, but our schoolé'
more than twice as good and thebecause of who
is here. Money ist'the whole story..”

Max returns to something that he said before:
he environment is everything. $t'going to take
mething more than monéye goes on to speak
of inefficiency and of alleged corruption in the New
York City schools. “Some years ago the chancellor

“In New York,” says Jennifer‘rich people put was caught in borrowing $100,000 from the
their kids in private school. If we equalize betweesthools. | am told that he did not intend to pay it
New York and Re, you would see the same thingpack.These things happen too much in N€éark.
happen here. People would pull out their kids. Sord¢hy should we pour money in, when they are wast
people do it nowSo it would happen a lot more.” ing what they have?”

An 11th grader shakes her head at this. “Poor | ask him, “Have weany obligations to poor
children need more monelf’s as simple as that,” people?”
she says. “Money comes from taxes. If we have it,

we should pay it “I don’'t think the burden is on us,” says

Jennifer again. “@xing the rich to help the poor—
It is at this point that a boy named David pick&e’d be getting nothing out of it. | ddninderstand

up on a statement made before. “Someone said justv it would make a better educational experience

now that this is not our obligation, our responsibilfor me.”

ty. I dont think that thas the question. | donthink
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