America’s educational apartheid
: By Jonathan Kozol

any Americans who live far from our
major cities and who have no firsthand knowledge
of the realities to be found in urban public schools
seem to have the rather vague and general
impression that
the great extremes
of racial isolation
that were matters
of grave national
significance some
thirty-five or forty
years ago have
gradually  but
steadily dimin-
ished in more re-
cent vears. The
truth, unhappily,
is that the trend,
for well over a
decade now, has ‘
been precisely the reverse. Schools that were al-
ready deepiy seg

) Other schools around the country that

been integrated either voluntarlfy of BY the force
of 1A% h € been rapidly resegrepating,
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87 percent of public-school enrollment was black
or Hispanic; less than 10 percent of children in
the schools were white. In Washington, D.C.,

94 percent of children were black or Hispanic; less
than 5 percent were white. [n St. Louis, 82 per-

cent of the student popylation were black or His-
panic; in Philadelphig and Cleveland, 79 per-
cent; in Los Angeles/ 84 percent, in Detroit, 96
percent; in Baltimorg, 89 percent. In New York
City, nearly three
quarters of the stu-
dents were black
or Hispanic.
Even these sta-

istics, as stark as
they are, cannot
begin to convey
how¥jeeply isolat-
“edchildren m the'

corest and most ¥
segregated sections
of these cities have
become. In the
typically colossal
high schools of the
Bronx, for instance, more than 90 percent of
students {in most cases, more than 95 percent)
are black or Hispanic. At John F. Kennedy High
School in 2003, 93 percent of the enrollment of
more than 4,000 students were black and His-
panic; only 3.5 percent of students at the school
wete white. At Hagry S. Truman High School,
biack and Hispanic students represented 96 per-
cent of the enrollment of 2,700 students; 2 per-
cent were white. At Adlai Stevenson High
School, which enrolls 3,400 students, blacks and
Hispanics made up 97 percent of the student
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population; a mere eight tenths of one percent
were white.

A teacher at P.S. 65 in the South Bronx once
pointed out to me one of the two white children
[ had ever seen there. His presence in her class was
something of a wonderment to the teacher and

£ the other pupils. [ asked how many whire kids

she had taught in the South Bronx in her career.
“I've been at this school for eighteen years,” she
said. “This is the first whire student [
have ever taught.”

¢ of the most disheartening experiences
for those who grew up in the years when Martin
Luther King Jz. and Thurgood Marshall were alive
is to visit public schools today that bear their
names, or names of
other honored fead-

"THE WORD “DIVERSE” HAS BECOME ~ e15 of the integration

struggles thar pro-

A EUPHEMISM FOR A MUCH duced the temporary
PLAINER WORD THAT HAS BECOME ~ Progress that took
. place in the three
UNSPEAKABLE decades after Brown
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v, Board of Educarion,
and to find out how
many of these schools are bastions of contempo-

" rary segregation. It is even more disheartening

when schools like these are not in deeply segre-

gased RRer-city neighborhoods but in zacially

fiTxed areas where the inteoration of a public
echiooL wouid seem to be mosthatur rai, and where,
inceed, it Con s effort on the part Cof
pm%chool officials in these 1sr1cts to
avmd_the infegration option that 15 OTfen Tight at

a Seattle neighborhood that 1 visited in

2002, for instance, where approximately half the
families were Caucasian, 95 percent of students at
the Thurgood Marshall Elementary School wete
biack, Hispanic, Native American, or of Asian ori-
gin. An African-American teacher at the school
told me—not with blttemess but wistfully—of
seeing clusters of white p: _thei
dren each moming on the corner of a street close
O THE school, walting for a bus that took the chil-
d:en to a predominanily white school. ‘
At | hurgood Marshall,” according to a big
wall poster in the school’s lobby, “the dream is
alive.” But school-assignment practices and fed-
eral court decisions that have countermanded
long-established policies that previously fostered
integration in Seattle’s schools make the real-
ization of the dream identified with Justice Marz-
shall all but unatrainable teday. In San Diego
there is a school that bears the name of Rosa
Parks in which 86 percent of students are black
and Hispanic and only some 7 percent are white.
In Los Angeles there is a school that bears the
name of Dr. King that is 99 percent black and His-
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panic, and another in Milwaukee in which black
and Hispanic children also make up 99 percent
of the enrollment. There is a high school in
Cleveland that is named for Dr, King in which
black students make up 97 percent of the stu-
dent body, and the graduation rate is only 35
percent. In Philadelphiz, 98 percent of children
at a high school named for Dr. King are black. At
a middle school named for Dr. King in Boston,
black and Hispanic children make up 98 percent
of the enrollment,
In New York City there is a primary school
named for Langsten Hughes {99 percent black
and Hispanic), a middle school named for Jack-
ie Robinson (96 percent black and Hispanic),
and a high school named for Fannie Lou Hamer,
one of the great heroes of the integration move-
ment in the South, in which 98 percent of stu-
dents are black or Hispanic. In Harlem there is
yet another segregated Thurgood Marshail School
{also 98 percent black and Hispanic), and in the
South Bronx dozens of children I have known
went (o a segregated middle school named in
honor of Paul Robeson in which iess than half of
one percent of the enrollment was Caucasian.
There is a well-known high school named for
Martin Luther King Jr. in New York City too.
This school, which I've visited repeatedly in re-
cent years, is located in an upper-middle-class
white neighborhood, where it was built in the
belief—or hope—that it would draw large num-
bers of white students by permitting them to walk
to school, while only their black and Hispanic
classmates would be asked to ride the bus or com
by train. When the school was opened in 197
less than a block from Lincoln Center in M
hattan, “it was seen,” according to the New Y
Times, “as a promising effort to integrate wh
black and Hispanic students in a thriving nei
borhood that held one of the city’s cultural gey
Even from the start, however, parents in
neighborhood showed great reluctance to p
mit their children to enroll at Martin Lut
King, and, despite “its prime location and
name, which itself creates the highest of exp
tations,” notes the Times, the school before 1
came to be a destination for black and Hisp
students who could not obtain admission i
more successful schools. It stands today as on
the nation’s most visible and problemaric symbdi
of an expectation rapidly receding an
a legacy substantially betrayed.

ethaps most damaging to any serious effort to
address racial segregation openly is the refusal of
most of the major arbiters of culture in our north-
ern cities 1o confront or even clearly name an

obvious reality they would have castigated with ag
passionate determination in another section o
the nation fifty years before—and which, more




over, they still castigate today in retrospective
writings that assign it to a comfortably distant
and allegedly concluded era of the past. There is,
indeed, a seemingly agreed-upon convention in
euch of the media today not even to use an ac-
curate descriptor like “racial segregation” in a nar-
rative description of a segregated school. Lin-
guistic sweeteners, semantic somersaults, and
surrogate vocahularies are repeatedly employed.
Schools in which as few as 3 or 4 percent of stu-
dents may be white or Southeast Asian or of Mid-
dle Eastern origin, for instance—and where every
other child in the buiiding is black or Hispanic—
are referred to as “diverse.” Visitors to schools
like these discover quickly the eviscerated mean-
ing of the word, which is no longer a proper ad-
jective but a euphemism for a plainer word that
has apparently become unspeakable.

School systems themselves repeatedly employ
this euphemism in describing the composition
af their student populations. In a school I visic-
ed in the falt of 2004 in Kansas City, Mis-
souri, for example, a document distrib-
uted to visitors reports that the school’s
curriculum “addresses the needs of chil-
dren from diverse backgrounds.” But as {
went from class to class, [ did not en-
counter any children who were white or
Asian—or Hispanic, for that matter—
and when [ was later provided with pre-
cise statistics for the demographics of the
school, I learned that 99.6 percent of stu-
dents there were African American. lna
simitar document, the school board of an-
other district, this one in New York State,
referred to “the diversity” of s student
population and “the rich varistions of
ethnic backgrounds.” But when 1 looked
at the racial numbers that the district had
reported to the stare, [ learned that there
were 2,800 black and Hispanic children
in the system, [ Asian child, and 3 whites.
Wards, in these cases, cease to have real
meaning; or, rather, they mean the opposite of
what they say.

High school students whom I talk with in
deeply segregated neighborhoods and public
schools seem far less circumspect than their eiders
and far more open in their willingness to confront
these issues. “It's more like being hidden,” said a
fifteen-year-old giri named Isabel! I met some
years ago in Harlem, in attempting to explain to
me the ways in which she and her classmates un-
derstood the racial segregation of their neigh-
bothoeds and schools. “It's as if you have been put
in 2 garage where, if they don't have room for
something but aren’t sure if they should throw it

! The names of children mentioned in this article have
been changed to protect their privacy.

out, they put it there where they don't need to
think of it again.”

[ asked her if she thought America truly did not
“have room” for her or other children of her race.
“Think of it this way,” said a sixteen-year-old
girl sitting beside her. “If people in New York
woke up one day and leamed that we were gone,
that we had simply died or left for somewhere
else, how would they feel?”

“How do you think they'd feel? [ asked.

“I think they’d be relieved,” this
very solemn girl replied.

any educators make the argument today

that given the demographics of large cities like
New York and their suburban areas, our only re-
alistic goal should be the nurturing of strong, em-
powered, and well-funded scheals in segregated
neighborhoods. Black school officials in these
situations have sometimes conveyed to me a bit-
ter and clear-sighted recognition that they're

being asked, essentially, to mediate and render
functional an uncontested separasion between
children of their race and children of white people
living sometimes in a distant section of their
rown and sometimes in aimost their own imme-
diate communities. Implicit in this mediation is
a willingness to set aside the promises of Brown
and—though never stating this or even thinking
of it clearly in these terms-—to settle for the
promise made more than a century ago in Plessy
v. Ferguson, the 1896 Supreme Court ruling in
which “separate but equal” was accepted as a tol-
erable rationale for the perpetuation of a dual
system in American society.

Equality itself~—equality alone—is now, it
seems, the article of faith to which most of the
principals of inner-city public schools subscribe.
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And some who are perhaps maost realisric do not
even dare to ask for, or expect, complete equali-
ty, which seems beyond the realm of probability
for many years to come, but losk instead for
only a sufficiency of means—"adequacy” is the
legal verm most often used today-—by which to win
those practical and finite victories that appear to
be within their reach. Higher standards, higher ex-
pectations, are repeatedly demanded of these ur-
ban principals, and of the teachers and students
in their-schools, but far lower standards—cer-
tainly in ethical respects—appear to be expected
of the dominant society that isolates
these children in unequal institutions.

Pear Mr. Kozol,” wrote the eight-year-old,
“we do not have the i

C ,EEEM‘—WYOU have a clean
bithroom. We do not have thatm
et WE A ot have Patks,
You have all the thing and
we do not have all the
thing. Can you help us?”
The letter, from a child
named Alliyah, came ina
fat envelope of cwenty-sev-
en letters from a class of
third-grade children in the
Bronx. Other letters that
the students in Alliyah’s
classroom sent me regis-
tereg some Gf the same

simings. “We

sw
places o play,” one child
seﬁ%ﬁa way to fix

this Problem!” Another
noted a concern one hears
from many children in
such overcrowded schools:
“We have a gym but it is
for lining up. | think it is
not fair.” Yet another of

A Alliyah’s classmates asked

me, with a sweet misspelling, if I knew the way
to make her school into a “good” school—"like
the other kings have”and ended with the hope
that [ would do my best to make it possible for “all
the kings” to have good schools.

The letter that affected me the most, howev-
er, had been written: by a child named Elizabeth.
“It is not fair that other kids have a garden and
new things. But we don’t have that,” said Eliza-
beth. “I wish that this school was the most beau-
tiful school in the whole why world.”

“The whole why world” stayed in my thoughes
for days. When I later met Elizabeth, I brought her
letter with me, thinking [ might see whether, in
eading it aloud, she'd change the “why” to “wide”

or leave it as it was. My visit to her class, however,
proved to be so pleasant, and the chlidren seel
so eager to bombard me with their questi
about where [ iived, and why I lived there rat
than in New York, and who I lived with, =
how many dogs | had, and other interesting qu
tions of that sort, that [ decided not to interrc
the nice reception they had given me with que
tions about usages and spelling. I left “the who
why world” to floar around unedited and unrevise
in my mind. The letter itself soon found a rest
ing place on the wall above my desk. '
In the years before I met Elizabeth, I had vis
ited many other schools in the South Bronx and
in one northern district of the Bronx as well. [ had
made repeated visits to a high school where a
steeam of water flowed down one.of the-meia
stgirwells Gia rAley-semacn.and where green
fungus molds were prowing in the o

students went -
" large blue barrel was

posizioned to collect rain-
warter coming through the
ceiling. In one makeshift
elementary school housed
in a former skating rink
next to a funeral estah-
lishment in yet another
nearly all-black-and-His-
panic section of the Bronx,
class size rose to thirgy-four
and more; four kinder-
garten classes and a sixth-
grade class were packed in-
ro a single room that had
no windows. The air was
stifling in many rooms, and
the children had ne place
for recess because there
was no cutdeor playground
and no indoor gym.

In znother elementary
school, which had been
built to hold 1,000 chil-
dren but was packed to "
bursting with some 1,500, the principal poured out
his feelings to me in a room i which 2 plastic
garbage bag had been atrached somehow to cov-
er part of the collapsing ceiling. “This,” he told
me, pointing to the garhage bag, then gesturing
around him at the other indications of decay and
distepair one sees in ghetto schools much like it
elsewhere, “would not bappen o white children.”

Libraries, once one of the glories of the New
York City school systerm, were either nonexistent
or, at best, vestigial in large numbers of the ele-
mentary schools. Art and music programs had
also for the most part disappeared. “When [ began
to teach in 1969,” the principal of an elementary
schootl in the South Bronx reported to me, “every




school had a full-time licensed art and music
teacher and librarian.” During the subsequent
decades, he recalled, “1 saw all of that destroyed.”

School physicians also were removed from el-
ementary schools during these years, In 1970,
when substantial numbers of white children still
attended New York City’s public schools, 400
doctors had been present to address the health
needs of the children. By 1993 the number of
doctors had been cut to 23, most of them part-
time—a cutback that affected most severely chil-
dren in the city’s poorest neighborhaads, where
medical facilities were most deficient and health
problems faced by children most extreme. Teach-
ers told me of asthmatic children who came in-
to class with chronic wheezing and who at any
moment of the day might undergo more serious

. attacks, but in the schools I visited there were no
dactors to atzend to them.

[n explaining these steep declines in services,
politicai leaders in New York tended to point to
shifting economic factors, like a sericus budget cri-
sis in the middle 1970s, rather than to the chang-
ing racial demographics of the student population.
But the fact of economic ups and downs from
year to year, or from one decade to the next,
could not convincingly explain the permanent
shortchanging of the city's students, which took
place routinely in good economic times and bad.
The bad rimes were seized upon politically to
iustify the cuts, and the money was never re-
stored once the crisis years were past.

“If you close your eyes to the changing racial
composition of the schools and look only at bud-
get actions and political events,” says Noreen
Connell, the ditector of the nenprofit Educa-
tional Priorities Panel in New York, “you’re miss-
ing the assumptions that are underlying these
decisions.” When minority parents ask for some-
thing better for their kids, she says, “the as-
sumption is that these are parents who can be
discounted. These are kids who just don’t coung—
children we don’t value.”

This, then, is the accusation that Alliyah and
her classmates send our way: “You have ... We do
not have.” Are they right or are they wrong? Is
this a case of naive and simplistic juvenile exag-
geration? What does a third-grader know about
these big-time questions of fairmess and justice!
Physical appearances apart, how in any case do
you begin to measure something so diffuse and
vast and seemingly abstract as having more, or
having less, or not having at all?

Atound the time | met Allivah in the school
B e e T
U cou TOOPE iyah up out of the
neighborhood where she was born and plunked her
dowm in a fairly typical white suburb of New Yorl,

ould ha j ic. education wort
about $12,000 a year. If you were to lift her up once

TioTe and set her down in one of the wealthiest
white suburbs of New York, she would have re-
ceived as much as $18,000 worth of public edu-
cation every year and would likely have had a
third-grade teacher paid approximately $30,000
more than her teacher in the Bronx was paid.
The dollars on both sides of the equation have
increased since then, but the discrepancies be-

tween them have remained. The present per-pupil
cpending level in. the Nes Yare Ciry sehosf
$11,700, which may be compared with a per-pupil
et T T ens

_—.—Fm—‘-—f"_\'/

FEEO L0

a_g_—_g—,o;,ububan
istrict s~
TLong Island. The
eIt New York
City level is, indeed,
almost exactly what
Manhasset spent per
pupil eighteen vears
ago, in 1987, when that sum of money bought a
great deal more in services and salaries than it can
buy today. In dollars adjusted for inflation, New
York City has not yet caught up to where its
wealthiest suburbs were a quarter-century ago.
Gross discrepancies in teacher salaries berween
the city and its affluent white suburbs have re-
mained persistent as well. In 1997 the median
salary for teachers in Alliyah's neighborhood was
$43,000, as compared with $74,000 in suburhan
Rye, $77,000 in Manhasset, and $81,000 in the
town of Scarsdale, which is only about eleven
miles from Alliyah’s school. Five years later, in
2002, salary scales for New York City’s teachers
rose to fevels that approximated those within the
lower-spending districts in the suburbs, but salary
scales do not reflect the actual salaries that teach-
ers typically receive, which are dependent upon
years of service and advanced degrees. Salaries
for first-year teachers in the city were higher than
they'd been four years before, but the differences
in median pay between the city and its upper-
middle-income suburbs had remained extreme.
The overall figure for New York City in 2002~
2003 was $53,000, while it had climbed to $87,000
in Manhasset and exceeded $95,000
in Scarsdale.
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il here are expensive children and there are
cheap children,” wrires Marina Warner, an es-
sayist and novelist who has writteny many books
for children, “just as there are expensive women
and cheap women.” The governmentally ad-
ministered diminishment in value of the chil-

dren of the poor begins even before the age of five
ot six, when they begin their vears of formal ed-

ucation in the public schools. It starts during

“WE DO NOT HAVE THE T
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their infant and toddler years, when hundreds of
thousands of children of the very poor in much
of the United States are locked out of the op-
portunity for preschool education for no reason
but the accident of birth and budgetary choices
of the government, while children of the privi-
leged are often given veritable feasts of rich de-
velopmental early education.

In New York City, for example, affluent parents
pay surprisingly large sums of money to enroll
their youngsters, beginning at the age of two or
three, in extraordinary early-education programs
that give them social competence and rudimen-
rary pedagogic skills unknown to children of the
same age in the city’s poorer neighborhoods, The
most exclusive of the private preschools in New
York, which are
known to those who

p

MaNY PEOPLE SEEM TO BE can afford thera as
“Baby Ivies,” cost as

ATTRACTED TO THE ARGUMENT  nuch as $24,000 for
THAT MONEY MAY NOT MATTER 2 full-day program.
Competition for ad-

MUCH AT ALL mission to these pre-

)

K schools is so ex-

treme that private
counselors are frequently retained, at fees as high
as $300 an hour, to guide the parents through the
application process.

At the opposite extreme along the economic
spectrum in New York are thousands of children
who receive no preschool opportunity at all. Ex-
actly how many thousands are denied this op-
portunity in New York City and in other major
cities is almost impossible to know. Numbers that
originate in governmental agencies in many states
ate incomplete and imprecise and do not always
differentiate with clarity between authentic pre-
K programs that have educative and develop-
mental substance and those less expensive child-
care arrangements that do not. But even where
states do compile numbers that refer specifcally
to educative preschool programs, it is difficult to
know how many of the children who are served
are of low income, since admissions to some of the
state-supported programs aren't determined by
low income or they are determined by a compli-
cated set of factors of which poverty is only one.

There are remarkable exceptions to this pattern
in some sections of the nation. In Milwaukee,
for example, virtually every four-year-old is now
enzolled in a preliminary kindergarten program,
whith amounts to a full year of preschool edu-

san, prior to a second kindergarten year for
r-olds. More commonly in urban neigh-

& borhoods, large numbers of low-income children

are denied these opportunities and come into
their kindergarten year without the minimal so-

very modest early-learning skills as knowing hov
to hold a crayon or a pencil, identify perhaps :
couple of shapes and colors, or recognize that
printed pages go from left to right.

Three vears later, in third grade, these children
are introduced to what are known as “high-stakes
tests,” which in many urban systems now detet-
mine whether students can or cannot be pro-
moted. Children who have been in programs like
those offered by the “Baby Ivies” since the age of
rwo have, by now, received the benefits of six or
seven years of education, nearly twice as many as
the children who have been denied these op-
portunities; yet ail are required to take, and will
be measured by, the same examinations. Which
of these children will receive the highest scores?
The ones who spent the years from two o four in
lovely little Montessori programs and in other
pastel-painted settings in which tender and at-
tentive and weil-trained instructoss read to them
from beautiful storybooks and ntroduced them
very gently for the first time to the world of num-
bers and the shapes of letters, and the sizes and
varieties of solid objects, and perhaps taught them
te sort things into groups or to arrange them in
a sequence, or to do those many other interest-
ing things that early childhood specialists zefer to
as pre-numeracy skills? Or the ones who spent
those years at home in front of a TV or sitting by
the window of a slum apartment gazing down
into the street? There is something deeply hyp-
ocritical about a society that holds an eight-year-
old inner-city child “accountable” for her per-
formance on a high-stakes standardized exam but
does not hold the high officials of our government
accountable for robbing her of what they
gave their own kids six or seven
years eatlier.

rhaps in order to deflect chese recognitions,
or 0 soften them somewhat, many people, even
while they do not doubt the benefit of making
very large investrnents in the education of their
own children, somehow-—paradoxical as it may
seem~——appeat to be attracted to the argument
that money may not really matter that much ac all.
No matter with what regularity such doubts about
the worth of spending money on a child’s educa-
tion are advanced, it is obvious that those who
have the money, and who spend it lavishly to
benefit their own kids, do not do it for no resson.
Yet shockingly large numbers of well-educated
and sophisticared people whom [ talk with nowa-
days dismiss such challenges with a surprising
ease. “Is the answer really to throw money into
these dysfunctional and failing schools?” I'm often
asked. “Don’t we have some better ways to make
them ‘work’? The question is posed in a variety
of forms. “Yes, of course, it's not a perfectly fair sys-

Yssem as it stands. Put money alone is surely not the
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sole response. The values of the parents and the
kids themselves must have 2 role in this as well—
you know, housing, health conditions, social fac-
tots.” “Orher factors”-a term of overall reprieve
one often hears—“have got to be considered, too.”
These latter points are obviously true but always
seem to have the odd effect of substituting things
we know we cannot change in the short tun for
obvious solutions like cutting class size and con-
structing new school buildings or providing uni-
versal preschool that we actually could put in
place right now if we were so inclined.
Frequently these arguments are posed as ques-
rions that do not invite an answer because the an-
swer seems to be decided in advance. “Can you
really buy your way to better education for these
children!” “Do we know enocugh to be quite sure

that we will see an actual return on the invest-

ment that we make?” “Is it even clear that this is
the right starting point to get to where we'd tike
to go? It doesn't always seem to work, as | am sure
that you already know,” or similar ques-
tions that somehow assume [ will agree
with those who ask them.

Some people who ask these questions,
although they live in wealthy districts
where the schools are funded at high lev-
els, don’t even send their children to these -
public schools but choose instead to send
them to expensive private day schools.
At some of the well-known private prep
schools in the New York City area, ition
and associated costs are typically more
than $20,000 a year. During their chil-
dren’s teenage years, they sometimes send
them off to very fine New England schools
like Andover or Exeter or Groton, where
tuitions, boarding, and additional expenses
rise to more than $30,000. Often 2 fam-
ily has two teenage children in these
schools at the same time, so they may be
spending more than $60,000 on their
children’s education every year. Yet here
I am one night, a guest within their home, and
dinner has been served and we are having coffee
now; and this entirely likable, and generally sen-
sible, and beautifully refined and thoughtful per-
son looks me in the eyes and asks me whether
you can really buy your way to better
education for the children of the poor.

4 s racial isolation deepens and the inequal-
ities of education finance remain unabated and
take on new and more innovative forms, the prin-
cipals of many inner-city schools are making
choices that few principals in public schools that
serve white children in the mainstream of the
nation: ever need to contemplate. Many have
been dedicating vast amounts of time and effort
to create an architecture of adaptive strategies

that promise incremental gains within the limits
inequality aliows.

New vocabulaties of stentorian determination,
new systems of incentive, and new modes of cas-
tigation, which are termed “rewards and sanc-
tions,” have emerged. Curriculum materials that
are zlleged to be aligned with governmentally
established goals and standards and parricularly
suited to what are regarded as “the special needs
and learning styles” of low-income urban children
have been introduced. Relentless emphasis on
raising rest scores, rigid policies of nonpromo-
tion and nongraduation, a new empiricism and
the imposition of unusually detailed lists of named
and numbered “outcomes” for each isolated par-
cel of instruction, an oftentimes fanarical insis-
tence upon uniformity of teachers in their man-
agement of time, an openly conceded emulation
of the rigorous approaches of the military and a
frequent use of terminology that comes out of
the world of industry and commerce—:these are

just a few of the familiar aspects of chese new
adaptive sirategies.

Although generically described as “school re-
form,” most of these practices and policies are
targeted primarily at poor children of color; and
although most educators speak of these agendas
in broad language that sounds applicable to all,
it is understood that they are valued chiefly as re-
sponses to perceived catastrophe in deeply seg-
regated and unequal schools.

“If you do what  tell you o do, how I tell you
to do it, when I rell you to do i, you'll get it
right,” said a determined South Bronx principal
observed by a reporter for the New York Times.
She was laying out a memorizing rule for math o
an assembly of her students. “If you don't, you'll
get it wrong.” This is the voice, this is the tone,
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this is the thythm and didactic certitude one
hears roday in inner-city schools that have em-
braced a pedagogy of direct command and ab-
solute control. “Taking their inspiration from
the ideas of B. F. Skinner. .. ,” says the Times, pro-
ponents of scripted rote-and-drill curricula ar-
ticulate their aim as the establishment of “fault-
less communication” between “che teacher, who
is the stimalus,” and “the students, who respond.”

The introduction of Skinnerian approaches
{which are commonly employed in penal insti-
tutions and drug-rehabilitation programs), as a
way of altering the attitudes and learning styles
of black and Hispanic chiidren, is provocative,
and it has stirred some cutcries from respected
scholars. To actually go into a school where
you know some of the children very, very well
and see the way that these approaches can af-
fect their daily lives and thinking processes is
even more provocative.

On a chilly November day four years ago in the
South Bronx, [ entered P.S. 65, a school I had

been visiting since 1993. There had been major
changes since I'd been there last. Silent lunches had
been instituted in the cafeteria, and on days when
children misbehaved, silent recess had been intro-
duced as well. On those days the students were
obliged to sit in rows and maintain pesfect silence
on the floor of a small indoor room instead of go-
ing out to play. The words SUCCESS FOR ALL, the
brand name of a scripted curriculum—better known
by its acronym, SFA—were prominently posted
at the top of the main stairway and, as | would Jat-
er iind, in almost every room. Also frequently dis-
played within the halls and classtooms were a num-
ber of adiministrative memos that were worded
with unusual didactic absolureness. “Authentic
Writing,” read a document calied “Principles of
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Learning” that was posted in the corridor close to
the principal’s office, “is driven by curriculum and
instruction.” | didn’t know what this expression
meant. Like many other undefined and arbitrary
phrases posted in the school, it seemed to be a dic-
tum that invited no interrogation.

T entered the fourth grade of a teacher T will call
Mr. Endicortt, a man in his tmid-thirties who had
arrived here without ¢raining as a teacher, one of
about a dozen teachers in the building who were
sent into this school after a single summer of
short-order preparation. Now in his second year,
he had developed a considerable sense of confi-
dence and held the class under a tight control.

As I found a place to sit in a far comer of the
room, the teacher and his young assistant, who
was in her first year as a teacher, were beginning
a math lesson about building airport runways, a
lesson that provided children with an opportunity
for measuring perimeters. On the wall behind
the teacher, in large letters, was written: “Portfolio
Protocols: 1. You are responsible for the selection
of [your] work thar enters your portfolio.
2. As your skills become more sophisti-
cated this vear, you will want to revise,
amend, supplement, and possibly replace
items in your portfolic to reflect your in-
tellectual growth.” On the left side of the
room: “Performance Standards Mathe-
matics Curriculum: M-5 Problem Solving
and Reasoning. M-6 Mathematical Skills
and Tools...”

My attention was distzacted by some
whispering among the children sitting o
the right of me. The teacher's response o
this distraction was immediate: his arm
shot out and up in a diagonat in front of
him, his hand steaight up, his ingers flat,
The young co-teacher did this, too. When
they saw their teachers do this, all the
children in the classroom did it, too.

“Zero noise,” the teacher said, but this
instruction proved to be unneeded. The
strange salute the class and teachers gave
each other, which turned out to be one of 2 num-
ber of such silent signals teachers in the school
were trained to use, and children to obey, had
done the job of silencing the class.

“Acrive listening!” said Mr. Endicott. “Heads up!
Tractor beams!” which meant, “Every eye on me.”

On the front wall of the classroom, in hand-
written words that must have taken Mr. Endicotr
long hours to transcribe, was a list of terms that
couid be used to praise or criticize a student’s work
in mathematics. At Level Four, the highest of
four levels of success, a child’s “problem-solving
strategies” could be described, according o this list,
as “systematic, complete, efficient, and possibly el-
egant,” while the student’s capability to draw con-
clusions from the work she had completed could
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he rermed “insightful” or “comprehensive.” At
Level Two, the child’s capability to draw con-
clusions was to be desctibed as “logica [ly unsound”;
ar Level One, “not present.” Approximately 50
separate categories of proﬁc‘iency, or !a(:’k of such,
were detailed in this wall-sized tabulation.

A well-educated man, Mr. Endicott later
spoke to me about the form of classroom man-
agement that he was using as an adaptation
from a model of industrial efficiency. “It's a
kind of ‘Taylorism’ in the classroom,” he ex-
plained, referring to a set of theories about the
management of factory employees introduced
by Frederick Taylor in the early 1900s. “Primi-
cive urilitarianism” is another term he used
when we met some months later to discuss
these management techniques with other
teachers from the school. His reservations
were, however, not apparent in the classroom.
Within the terms of what he had been asked to
do, he had, indeed, become a master of control.
It is one of the few classrooms I had visited up
to that time in which almost nothing even
hinting ar spontanecus emotion in the chil-
dren or the teacher surfaced while [ was there.

The teacher gave the “zero noise” salute
again when someone whispered to another
child at his table. “In two minutes you will
have a chance o talk and share this with your
partner.” Communication between children in
the class was not prohibited bue was afforded
time slots and, remarkably enough, was formal-
ized in an expression that 1 found included in
a memo that was posted on the wall beside
the door: “An opportunity . .. to engage in Ac-
countable Talk.”

Even the teacher’s words of praise were framed
in terms consistent with the lists that had been
posted on the wall. “That’s a Level Four sugges-
tion,” said the teacher when a child made an ob-
servation other teachers might have praised as
simply “pretty good” or “interesting” or “mature.”

ere was, it seemed, a formal name for every
cognitive event within this school: “Authentic
Writing,” “Active Listening,” “Accountable
Talle.” The ardor to assign all items of instruction
or behavior a specific name was unsettling me.
The adjectives had the odd effect of hyping every
item of endeavor. “Authentic Writing” was, it
seemed, a more important act than what the chil-
dren in a writing class in any ordinary school
might try to do. “Accountable Talk” was some-
thing more self-conscious and signif-
cant than merely useful conversation.

A Fince that day at P.S. 65, | have visited nine
other schools in six different cities where the same
Skinnerian curricalum is used. The signs on the
walls, the silent signals, the curious salute, the
same insistent naming of all cognitive particu-

tars, became farniliar as I went from one school to
the next.

“Meaningful Sentences,” began one of the
many listings of proficiencies expected of the
children in the fourth grade of an innex-city el-
ermentary school in Hartford {90 percent black,
10 percent Hispanic) that [ visited a short time
later. “Noteworthy Questions,” “Active Listen-
ing,” and other designations like these had been
posted elsewhere in the room. Here, too, the
teacher gave the kids her outstretched arm, with
hand held up, to reestablish order when they
grew a little noisy, but | noticed that she tried to
soften the effect of this by opening het fingers and
bending her elbow stightly so it did not look quite
as forbidding as the gesture Mr. Endicott had
used. A warm and
interesting woman,
she later told me she
disliked the regimen
intensely.

Over her desk, |
read a3 “Mission
Statement,” which
established the pri-
orities and values for
the school. Among the missions of the school, ac-
cording to the printed statement, which was pose-
ed also in some other classrooms of the school, was
“to develop productive citizens” who have the
skills that will be needed “for successful global
competition,” a message that was reinforced by
other posters in the room. Over the heads of a
group of children at their desks, a sign ancinted
thern BEST WORKERS OF 2002, ’

Another signal now was given by the teacher,
this one not for silence but in order to achieve
some other form of class behavior, which I could
not quite identify. The students gave exactly the
same signal in response: Whatever the function
of this signal, it was done as I had seen it done in
the South Bronx and would see it done in other
schools in months to come. Suddenly, with a
seeming surge of restlessness and irritation-with
herself, as it appeared, and with her own effective
use of all the tricks that she had learned—she

turned to me and said, “I can do this
667 with my dog.”

here's something crystal clear about a
number,” says a top adviser to the U.S. Senate
commiztee that has jurisdiction over public edu-
cation, a point of view that is reinforced repeat-
edly in statements coring from the office of the
U.S. education secretary and the White House. “]
want 1o change the face of reading instruction
across the Unired States from an art to a science,”
said an assistant to Rod Paige, the former educa-
tion secretary, in the winter of 2002, This is a
popular position among advocates for rigidly se-

S}LENT LUNCHES HAD BEEN
INSTITUTED IN THE CAFETERIA
AND, WHEN CHILDREN MISBEHAVED,
SILENT RECESS
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Do x1ps wHO GO TO SCHOOLS
LIKE THESE ENJOY THE DAYS THEY
SPEND IN THEM? IS SCHOOL A
HAPPY PLACE TO BE!

quential systeras of instruction, but the longing to
turn art inte science doesn’t stop with reading
methodologies alone. In many schools it now ex-
tends to almost every aspect of the operation of the
school and of the lives that children lead within
it. In some schools even such ordinary acts as
children filing to lunch or recess in the hallways
or the stairwells are subjected to the same deter-
mined emphasis upon empirical precision.

“Rubric For Filing” is the printed heading of a
lengthy list of numbered categories by which
teachers are supposed to grade their students on
the way they march along the corridors in another
inner-city district |
have visited. Some-
one, in this instance,
did a lot of work to
fiv che filing profi-
ciencies of children
into no more and no
less than thirty-two
specific slots:

“Line leader con-
fidently leads the class....Line is straight.... Spac-
ing is tight. ... The class is stepping together. ...
Everyone shows pride, their shoulders high ... no
slumping,” according to the strict criteria for fil-
ing at Level Four.

“Line is straight, but one or two people {are] not
quite in line,” according to the box for Level

Three. “Line leader leads the class,” and “almost

everyone shows pride.”

“Several are slumping. ... Little pride is show-
ing,” says the box for Level Two. “Spacing is un-
even. ... Some ate talking and whispering.”

“Line leader is paying no attention,” says the
box for Level One. “Heads are rurning every way.
...Hands are touching. ... The line is not straight.
... There is no pride.”

The teacher who handed me this document be-
lieved at first that it was written as & joke by
someone who had simply come to be fed up with
all the numbers and accounting rituals that clut-
ter up the day in many overreguiated schools.
Alas, it turned out that it was no joke but had
been printed in a handbook of instructions for the
teachers in the city where she raught.

In some inner-city districts, even the most

‘pleasant and old-fashioned class activities of ele-

mentary schools have now been overtaken by
these ordering requirements. A student teacher in
California, for example, wanted to bring a pumgp-
kin to her class on Halloween but knew it had no
ascertainable connection to the Californis stan-
dards. She therefare had developed what she
called “The Mulri-Modal Pumpkin Unit” o teach
science (seeds), arithmetic (the size and shape of
pumpkins, I believe—this detail wasn't clear),
and certain items she adapted out of language
arts, in order to position “pumpkins” in a frame of
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state proficiencies. Even with her multi-modal
pumpkin, as her faculty adviser told me, she was
still afraid she would be criticized because she
lnew the pumpkin would not really help her chil-
dren to achieve expected goals on state exams.

Why, I asked a group of educators ar a semi-
nar in Sacramento, was 2 teacher being placed in
a position where she'd need to de preposterous
curricular gymnastics to enjoy a bit of seasonal
amusement with her kids on Halloween? How
much injury to state-determined “purpose” would
it do to let the children of poor people have 2
pumpkin party once a year for no other reason
than because it's something fun that other chil-
dren get to do on autumn days in public schools
across most of Americal

“Forcing an absurdity on teachers does teach
something,” said an African-American profes-
sor. “It teaches acquiescence. It breaks down
the will to thumb your nose at pointless proto-
cols—to call absurdity ‘absurd.”” Writing out
the standards with the proper numbers on the
chalkboard has a similar effect, he said; and do-
ing this is “terribly important” to the principals
in many of these schools. “You have to post the
standards, and the way you know the children
know the standards is by asking them to state
the standards. And they do it—and you want o
be quite certain that they do it if you want to
keep on working at that school.”

In speaking of the drili-based program in effect
at P.S. 65, Mr. Endicott told me he tended to be
sympathetic to the school administrators, more so
at least than the other teachers [ had talked with
seemed to be. He said he believed his principal
had little choice about the implementation of
this program, which had been mandated for all el-
ementary schools in New York City that had had
rock-bottom academic records over a long peri-
od of time. “This puts me into a dilemma,” he
went on, “because I love the kids at P.S. 65.7
And even while, he said, “I know that my teach-
ing SFA isa charade ...if I don'tdo it I won't be
permitted to teach these children.”

Mr. Endicott, ke all but two of the new re-
cruits at P.5. 65—there were abour fifteen in
all—-was a white person, as were the principal
and most of the administrators at the school. As
a resule, most of these neophyte instructors had
had little or no prior contact with the children of
an inner-city neighborhood; but, like the others
I met, and despite the distancing between the
children and their teachers that resulted from
the scripted method of instruction, he had de-
veloped close attachments to his students and
did not warnit to abandon them. At the same time,
the class- and race-specific implementation of
this program obviously troubted him. “There’s
an expression now,” he satd. ““The rich get rich-
er, and the poor get SFA."" He said he was still




trying 1o figure out his “professionat ethics” on the
problem that this posed for him.

White children made up “only about one per-
cent” of students in the New York City schools
in which this scripted teaching system was im-
posed,? according to the New York Times, which
also said that “the prepackaged lessons” weze in-
tended “z0 ensure that all teachers—even novices
or the most inept”—would be able to teach read-
ing. As seemingly pragmatic and hardheaded as
such arguments may be, they are desperation
strategies that come out of the acceptance of in-
equity. If we did not have a deeply segregated
system in which more experienced instructors
teach the children of the privileged and the least
experienced are sent to teach the children of mi-
norities, these practices would not be needed and
could not be so convincingly defended. They are
confections of apartheid, and no matter by what
arguments of urgency or
practicality they have
been justified, they cannot
fail to further deepen
the divisions
of society.

& here is no misery in-
dex for the children of
apartheid education. There
ought to.be; we measure
almost everything else that
happens o them in their
schools. Do kids who go to
schools like these enjoy the
days they spend in them?Is
school, for most of them, a
happy place to be? You do
not find the answers to
these questions in reports
about achievement levels,
scientific methods of ac-
countability, or structural
revisions in the modes of
governance. Documents
like these don’t speak of
happiness. You have to go back to the schools
themselves to ind an answer to these questions.
You have to sit down in the little chairs in first and
second grade, or on the reading rug with kinder-
garten kids, and listen to the things they actual-
ly say to one another and the dialogue between
them and their reachess. You have to go down to
the basement with the children when it’s time
for lunch and 1o the playground with them, if
they have a playground, when it's time for recess,

2 SEA has since beer discontinued in the New York City
public schools, though it is sall being used in 1,300 U.S.
schools, serving as many as 650,000 children. Similar
scriped systems are used in schools (overwhelmingly mi-
nority in population) sevuing several million children.

if they still have recess at their school. You have
o walk into the children’s bathrooms in these
buildings. You have to do what children do and
breathe the air the children breathe. I don't think
that there is any other way to find out what the
lives that children lead in school are really like.

High school students, when [ first meet them,
are often more reluctant than the younger chil-
dren to open up and express their personal con-
cerns; but hesitation on the part of students did
not prove to be a problem when I visited a tenth-
grade class at Fremont High Scheal in Los
Angeles. The students were told that | was a
writet, and they tock no time in getting down to
matters that were on their minds.

“Can we talk about the bathrooms?” asked a
soft-spoken student named Mireya,

In almost any classroom there are certain stu-
dents who, by the force of their directness or the
unusual sophistication of
their way of speaking, tend
tO capture your attention
from the start. Mireya lat-
er spoke insightfully about
some of the serious acade-
mic problems that were
common iz the school, but
her observations on the
physical and personal em-
barrassments she and her
schoolmates had o under-
go cut to the heart of ques-
tions of essential dignity
that kids in squalid schools
like this one have to deal
with all over the nation.

Fremont High School,
as court papers filed in a
tawsuit against the state of
California document, has
fifteen fewer bathrooms
than the law requires. Of
the limited number of
bathrooms that are working
in the school, “only one or
two . . . are open and unlocked for girls to use.”
Long lines of girls are “waiting to use the bath-
rooms,” which are generally “unclean” and “lack
basic supplies,” including toilet paper. Some of
the classrooms, as court papers also document,
“do not have air conditioning,” so that students,
who atrend school on a three-track schedule that
runs vear-round, “become red-faced and unable to
concentrate” during “the extreme heat of summer.”
The school’s maintenance records report that rats
were found in eleven classrooms. Rat droppings
were found “in the bins and drawers” of the high
school’s kitchen, and school records note that
“hamburger buns” were being “eaten off {the}
bread-delivery rack.”

REPORT

51



No matter how many tawdry details like these
P've read in legal briefs or depositions through
the years, 'm always shocked again to learn how
often these unsanitary physical conditions are
permitted to continue in the schools that serve
our poorest students—even after they have been
vividly described in the media. But hearing of
these conditions in Mireya’s words was even more
unsettling, in part because this student seemed so
fragile and because the need even to speak of
these indipnities in front of me and all the oth-
er students was an additional indignity.

“The problem s this,” she carefully explained.
“You're not allowed to use the bathroom during
lunch, which is a thirty-minute period. The
only time that you're allowed ro use it is between
your classes.” But “this is a huge building,” she
went on. “It has long corridozs. If you have one
class at one end of the building and your next
class happens to be way down at the other end, you
don’t have time 1o use the bathroom and still get
to class before it starts. So you go to your class and

then you ask permission from your teacher to go
to the bathroom and the teacher tells you, No.
You had your chance between the periods. ..

“I feel embarrassed when [ have to stand there
and explain ir to a teacher.”

“This is the question,” said a wiry-looking boy
named Edward, leaning forward in his chair. “Stu-
dents are not animals, but even animals need o re-
lieve themselves sometimes. We're here for eight
bours. What do they think we're supposed to do?”

“It humiliates you,” said Mireya, wheo went on
to make the interesting statement that “the school
provides solutions that don't actually work,” and
this idea was taken up by several other students
in describing course requirements within the
school. A tall black student, for example, told
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me that she hoped to be a social worker or a doc-
tor but was programmed into “Sewing Class” this
year. She also had to take another course, called
“Life Skills,” which she told me was a very basic
course—"a retarded class,” to use her words—
that “teaches things like the six continents,”
which she said she'd learned in elementary school.

When [ asked her why she had to take these
courses, she replied that she'd been told they were
required, which as [ later learned was not exact-
Iy so. What was required was that high school
students take two courses in an area of study cailed
“The Technical Arts,” and which the Los Angeles
Board of Education terms “Applied Technology.”
Ax schools that served the middle class or upper-
middle class, this requirement was likely to be
met by courses that had academic substance and,
perhaps, some relevance to college preparation.
At Beverly Hills High School, for exampie, the
technical-arts requirement could be fulfilied by
raking subjects like residential architecture, the de-
signing of commercial structures, broadcast jour-
nalism, advanced computer graphics, a
sophisticated course in furniture design,
carving and sculpture, or an honors course
in engineering research and design. At
Fremont High, in contrast, this require-
ment was far more often met by courses
that were basically vocational and also
obviously keyed to low-paying levels
of employment.

Mireya, for example, who had plans to
go to college, told me that she had to take
a sewing class last year and now was told
she'd been assigned 1o take a class in haie-
dressing as well. When | asked her teacher
why Mireya could not skip these subjects
and enroll in classes that would help her to
pursue her college aspirations, she replied,
“It isry't a question of what students want.
['s what the school may have available. If
all the other elective classes that a student
wants to take are full, she has to take one
of these classes if she wants to graduate.”

A very small girl named Obie, who had big
blue-tinted glasses tilted up across her hair, in-
terrupted then to tell me with a kind of wild gus-
to that she'd taken hairdressing twice! When I ex-
pressed surprise that this was possible, she said
there were two levels of hairdressing offered here
at Fremont High. “One is in hairstyling,” she
said. “The other is in braiding.”

Mireya stared hard at this student for a moment
and then suddenly began to cry. *I don't want o
take hairdressing. I did not need sewing either. [
knew how to sew. My mother is a seamstress in
a factory. I'm trying to go to college. I don't need
to sew Lo go to college. My mother sews. [ hoped
for something else.”

“What would you rather take?' [ asked.



o] wanted to take an AP class,” she answered,

Mireya's sudden tears elicited a strong reac-
tion from one of the boys who had been silent up
cill now: a thin, dark-eyed student named Forti-
no, who had long hair down to his shoulders. He
suddenly rurned directly o Mireya and spoke in-
to the silence that followed her last words.

af jsten to me,” he said. “The owners of the
sewing factories need laborers. Cotrect?”

“] guess they do,” Mireya said. ‘

“I¢'s not going to be their own kids. Right?”

“Why not?” another stedent said.

“Sp they can grow beyond themselves,” Mireya
answered quietly. “But we remain the same.”

“You're ghetto,” said Fortino, “so we send you
to the factory.” He sat low in his desk chaiz, lean-
ing on one elbow, his voice and dark eyes loaded
with a cynical intelligence. “You're ghetto—so
you sew!”

“There are higher positions than these,” said a
seudent named Samantha.
' *You're ghetto,” said Fortino unre-
lentingly. “So sew!”

4 dmittedly, the economic needs of a soci-
ety are bound to be reflected to some rational
degree within the policies and purposes of pub-
lic schools. But, even so, there must be something
more to life as it is lived by six-year-olds or ten-
year-olds, or by teenagers, for that macter, than
cancerns about “successful global competition.”
Childhood is not merely basic training for utili-
tarian adulthood. It should have some claims
upon our mercy, not for its future value to the eco-
nomic interests of competitive societies but for its
present value as a perishable piece of life itself.

Very few people who are not involved with
inner-city schools have any real idea of the ex-
tremes to which the mercantile distortion of the
purposes and character of education have been
taker: or how unabashedly proponents of these
practices are willing to defend them. The head of
a Chicago school, for instance, who was criti-
cized by some for emphasizing rote instruction
that, his critics said, was turning children into “ro-
bots,” found no reason to dispute the charge.
“Did you ever stop to think that these robots will
never burglarize your home?” he asked, and “will
never snatch your pocketbooks. . .. These robots
are going to be producing taxes.”

Corporate leaders, when they speak of education,
sometimes pay lip-service to the notion of “goad
critical and analytic skills,” bur it is reasonable to
ask whether they have in mind the critical analy-
sis of their priorities. In principle, perhaps some
do; but, if so, this is not a principle that seems to
have been honored widely in the schools I have
been visiting. In alf the various business-driven
inner-city classrooms | have observed in the past
five years, plastered as they are with corporation

£

brand names and managerial vocabularies, [ have
yet to see the two words “labor unions.” Is this an
oversight? How is that possible? Teachers and
principals themselves, who are almost always mem-
hers of a union, seem to be so beaten down that
they rarely even question this omission.

It is not at all unusual these days to come into
an urban school in which the principal prefers to
call himself or herself “building CEQ" or “building
manager.” In some of the same schools teachers are
described as “classtoom managers.” [ have never
been in a suburban district in which principals
were asked to view themselves or teachers in this
way. These terminologies remind us of how wide
the distance has become hetween two
very separate worlds of education.

t has been more than a decade now since
drill-based literacy methods like Success For All
began to proliferate
in our urban schools.
It has been three
and a half years since
the systems of as-
sessment that deter-
mine the effective-
ness of these and
similar practices
were codified in the
federal legislation, No Child Left Behind, that
President Bush signed into law in 2002. Since
the enactment of this bill, the number of stan-
dardized exams children must take has more than
doubled. It will probably increase again after the
year 2006, when standardized tests, which are
now required in grades three through eight, may
be required in Head Start programs and, as Pres-

3 A school I visited three years ago in Coliumbus, Ohio, was
littered with "Help Wanted” signs. Starting in kindevgarten,
children in the school were being asked to think about the jobs
that they might choose when they grew up. In one classroom
there was a poster that displayed the names of several retail
staves: J. C. Penney, Wal-Mart, Kmart, Sears, and a few
others. “It's like working in a store,” a classroom aide ex-
blained. “The childven are learning to pretend they're
cashiers.” At another school in the same district, children were
encovraged to apply for jobs in their classrooms. Among the
job positions open to the childrer in this school, there was
an “Absence Manager” and a “Behavior Chart Manager,”
a "Form Collector Manager,” a “Paper Passer Quter Man-
ager,” a “Paper Coilecting Manager,” a “Paper Resurning
Manager,” an. “Exit Ticket Manager,” even ¢ “Learning
Manager,” a “Reading Comer Manager,” and a “Score
Keeper Manager.” I asked the principal if there was a spe-
cial reason why these two words “management” and “man-
ager” kept popping up throughout the school. “We want every
child to be working as a manager while ke or she is in this
school,” the principal explained. “We want to make them
wnderstend that, in this country, companies will give you op-
portunities to work, to prove yourself, no matter what
you've done.” [ wasn't sure what she meant by “no mat-
ter what you've done,” and asked her if she could explain
it. “Even if you have a felony arrest,” she said, "we want
you to understand that you can be o manager someday.”

“ STUDENTS ARE NOT ANIMALS,”
SAID ONE BOY. “BUT EVEN ANIMALS
NEED TO RELIEVE THEMSELVES
SOMETIMES”
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ident Bush has now proposed, in ninth, tenth, and
eleventh grades as well.

The elements of strict accountability, in short,
are solidly in place; and in many stares where
the present federal policies are simply reinforce-
ments of accountability requirements that were
established long before the passage of the feder-
al law, the sarme regimen has been in place since
1995 or even earlier. The “tests-and-standards”
partisarss have had things very much their way for
an extended period of time, and rhose who were
convinced that they had ascertained “what works”
in schools that serve minorities and children of
the poor have had ample opportunity to prove
that they were right.

What, then, it is reasonable to ask, are the
results?

The achievement gap between black and
white children, which narrowed for three
decades up until the late years of the 1980s—the
period in which school segregation steadily de-
creased—started to widen once more in the ear-
ly 1990s when the federal courts began the
process of resegregation by dismantling the man-
dates of the Brown decision. From that point on,
the gap continued to widen or remained essen-
tially unchanged; and while recently there has
been a modest narrowing of the gap in reading
scotes for fourth-grade children, the gap in sec-
ondary school remains as wide as ever.

The media inevitably celebrate the periodic
upticks that a set of scores may seem to indicare
in one year or another in achievement levels of
black and Hispanic children in their elementary
schools. But if these upticks were not merely tem-
porary “testing gains” achieved by test-prep regi-
mens and were instead authentic education gains,
they would carry over into middle school and
high school. Children who know how to read—
and read with comprehension—do not suddenly
become nonreaders and hopelessly disabled writ-
ers when they enter secondary school. False gains
evaporate; real gains endure. Yet hundreds of
thousands of the inner-city children who have
made what many districts claim to be dramatic
gains in elementary school, and whose principals
and reachers have adjusted almost every aspect of
their school days and school calendars, forfeiting
recess, canceling or cutting back on all the so-
called frifls (art, music, even social sciences) in or-
der to comply with state demands—rthose stu-
dents, now in secondary school, are sitting in
subject-matter classes where they cannot com-
prehend the texts and cannot set down their ideas
in the kind of sentences expected of most fourth-
and fifth-grade students in the subusbs. Students
in this painful situation, not surprisingly, tend to
be most likely to drop out of school.

In 48 percent of high schools in the nation’s
100 largest districts, which are those in which
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the highest concentrations of black and His-
panic students tend to be enrolled, less than
half the entering ninth-graders graduate in four
vears. Nationwide, from 1993 to 2002, the
number of high schools graduating less than
half their ninth-grade class in four years has in-
creased by 75 percent. In the 94 percent of dis-
tricts in New York State where white children
make up the majority, nearly 80 percent of stu
dents graduate from high school in four years
In the 6 percent of districts where black and
Hispanic students make up the majority, onl
40 percent do so. There are 120 high schools i
New York, enrolling nearly 200,00C minority
students, where less than 60 percent of enterin
ninth-graders even make it to twelfth grade.

The promulgation of new and expanded in®
ventories of “what works,” ne matter the enthu-
siasm with which they're elaborated, is not going
to change this. The use of hortatory siogans chant-
ed by the students in our segregated schools is not
going to change this. Desperate historical revi-
sionism that romanticizes the segregation of an
older order (this is a common theme of many
separatists today) is not going to change this.
Skinnerian instructional approaches, which de-
capitate 2 child’s capability for critical reflection,
are not going to change this. Posters about “glob-
al competition” will certainly not change this.
Turning six-year-olds into examination soldiers
and denying eight-year-olds their time for play at
recess will not change this.

“I went to Washington to challenge the soft
bigotzy of low expectations,” said President
Bush in his campaign for reelection in Septem-
ber 2004. “It’s working. It’s making a differ-
ence.” Hete we have one of those deadly lies
that by sheer repetition is at length accepted
by surprisingly large numbers of Americans.
But it is not the truth; and it is not an inno-
cent misstatemnent of the facts. It is a devious
appeasement of the heartache of the parents of
the black and brown and poor, and if it is not
forcefully resisted. it will lead us further in a
very dangerous direction.

Whether the issue is inequity alone or deepen-
ing resegregation or the labyrinthine intertwin-
ing of the two, it is well past the time for us o start
the work that it will take to change this. If it takes
people marching in the streets and other forms of
adamant disruption of the governing civilities, if
it takes more than litigation, tore than legisiation,
and much more than resolutions introduced by
members of Congress, these are prices we should
be prepared to pay. “We do not have the things you
have,” Allivah told me when she wrote to ask if |
would come and visit her school in the South
Bronx. “Can you help us?” America owes that lit-
tle girl and millions like her @ more honorable an-
swer than they have received. B



