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Abstract

Most of the events in this book take place between 1988 and 1990 in poor urban and less affluent suburban schools across America.   Jonathan Kozol presents a vivid account of the conditions of the communities and schools.   Interviews with students, administrators, staff, and members of the community express the problems encountered in schools.   These problems include inequalities in funding, facilities, materials, educational opportunities, and staff in poor schools.  He raises the question that the poor children in his study were given “less real education, less hope, and less of our concern”. (Kozol from back flap of dust cover)

Reading Reaction: Savage Inequalities


Jonathan Kozol  takes the reader on a journey to six poor urban American communities between 1988 and 1990 to examine the inequalities in their school’s facilities, resources, and teachers. His documentation illustrates how less is spent on students who need more educational opportunities in order receive an equal education.   In order to better understand the author’s statements it is important to discuss some of his findings.  

 Chapter 1

 Life on the Mississippi: East St. Louis, Illinois

The author describes East St. Louis as a black community on the Mississippi floodplain. The air smelled of burning garbage and foul chemicals from nearby industries. Residents are exposed to raw sewage, toxic waste, and the dangers of lead poisoning. 

Sister Julia of the Sisters of Mercy goes with Kozol on his interviews with several East St. Louis children. The children’s’ narratives describe an 11 year old girl being raped, murdered, and her body being dumped between the new and old school.   Sister Julia and Kozel leave the neighborhood before dark because St. Louis taxies refuse to come to East St. Louis after dark. (Kozol p.11-14)

Kozel returns with a young reporter Sarif Ahmed of the Post-Digest to investigate the neighborhood.  He finds black children living in “Third World” conditions surrounded every day by “all the worst things in America- gambling, liquor, cigarettes and toxic fumes, sewage, waste disposal, and prostitution”(Kozol p.20).  The neighborhood has the highest fetal death rate, most premature births, and is third among infant deaths in Illinois. Children who need dental care suffer in pain for weeks.  Poor nutrition and lack of childhood immunizations are cause for alarm.  The poor children’s fear from living in a high-risk homicide and possible riot zone is very real. 

The school buildings are in need of major repairs and renovation.  On his first visit to the area Sister Julia said that the new school was sinking from the stress of the roof being too heavy. (Kozol p.14).  Martin Luther King Junior High, according to the Post-Dispatch had to be evacuated for the second time in the spring of 1989 because of sewage fumes, backed-up toilets, and sewage in the bathrooms, kitchen, and basement.  (Kozol p.23)

In his interviews with students and administrators the question of inequalities in classes, teachers, and facilities are discussed.  Black students are required to go to school in East St. Louis without the hope of being transferred or bussed to a better school. 

East St. Louis schools have serious financial problems.  They are running out of money for supplies, paychecks are late, and there is a threat of personnel cuts.  There is no money to repair, maintain, or replace buildings.  There is a shortage of equipment for classrooms and labs. 

The author sees East St. Louis as “a scar of sorts, and ugly metaphor of filth and overspill and chemical effusions, a place for blacks to live and die within, a place for other people to avoid when the are heading for St. Louis “(Kozol p.38).

Chapter 2 

Other Peoples Children North Lawndale and the South Side of Chicago


North Lawndale and the South Side of Chicago are poor communities with high unemployment, gangs, crime, and abandoned factories.  The author visited segregated schools in the area where Dr. Martin Luther King once lived.  He not only found urban schools with inadequately trained teachers, but he also found some excellent teachers like Corla Hawkins who used excellent teaching strategies to motivate their students. Mrs. Hawkins used her own money to provide materials and supplies for her classroom.


Kozol found a need for teachers, lack of substitutes, shortage of supplies, and 50 percent dropout rate in the crime-ridden urban Illinois communities. Funding for schools in Illinois range “from $2,100 on a child in the poorest district to above $10,000 in the richest”.  (Kozol p.57)

Less money was available in poor districts for counselors, library books, and extracurricular activities.  Teacher’s salaries and the quality of curriculum were lower in the poor districts. 

Chapter 3

The Savage Inequalities of Public Education in New York


In the poor New York City schools Kozol found that the average spending in 1987 per student was $5,500 compared to  $11,000-$15,000 in the suburbs and affluent areas.  The least qualified teachers were often employed in the schools.  The poorer public schools have inadequate equipment, supplies, textbooks, counselors, and   libraries.  Classrooms were overcrowded.


Public School 261, an elementary school in North Bronx, is housed in a former skating rink.  Most of the overcrowded classrooms had no windows.  There were 26 computers for 1,300 children who are 90 percent black and Hispanic and 10 percent Asian, White, or Middle Eastern.    

In contrast the author visits neighboring suburban schools. At Rye he finds a school, which resembles a “New England prep school” (Kozol p.125).  The school has adequate resources, good administration, and offers an advanced curriculum.  The majority of the students are white.  Kozol learns later that there are a number of Hispanic students and 1 or 2 percent black attending the school. Above $12,000 is spending annually on Rye students.

Chapter 4

 Children of the City Invincible: Camden, New Jersey


“Camden, New Jersey, is the fourth-poorest city of more than 50,00 people in America”. (Kozol p.137) One his first visit to Camden the air smells like burning trash. When he returns the next day there is “the smell of ether, or some kind of glue, that seems to be emitted by the paper factory”. (Kozol p.138)  High unemployment, high taxes, and reduced property values add to the community’s problems.


Camden schools have fewer computers, books, supplies, and books than the district’s suburban schools.  The buildings aren’t as attractive as those in more affluent communities.  Teachers are paid less in the poor schools.  The author finds Camden schools “separate and unequal, under funded, with large classes, and with virtually no Head Start.” (Kozol p.143) There is a 58 percent dropout rate at Camden’s Woodrow Wilson High School.


An East Side High in Paterson, N.J. school official, who ate dinner with Kozol, shared his thoughts about the Joe Clark a former East Side High principal. Clark was once on the cover of Time magazine and whom U.S. Education Secretary William Bennett praised.  “The administrator believed that Bennett created Joe Clark for the white people. In certain respects, this set the pattern for the national agenda.  Find black principals who don’t identify with civil rights concerns but are prepared to whip black children in line.  Throw out the kids who cause you trouble. It’s an easy way to raise the average scores.  Where do you put these kids once they’re expelled?  You build more prisons. Two thirds of the kids that Clark threw out are in Passaic County Jail”.  (Kozol p.162-163)

The administrator went on the discuss the popular approach in our schools that the suburban schools received more while the poor segregated urban schools were provided less to educate their children. There were inequalities in buildings, teachers, computers, and books. and class selections.

Chapter 6

The Equality of Innocence: Washington, D.C.


The author interviews, Delabian Rice-Thurston who discusses visiting a number of poor D.C. schools, which were  “92 percent black, 4 percent white, and 4 percent Hispanic and some other ethnics.” (Kozol p.184) Crime and drugs are part of the ghetto community. Children are surrounded by “death, decay, and destruction.” (Kozol p.187)  Kozol found overcrowded schools in need of serious repairs.  There were shortages of teachers, supplies, and books.  
. 


Chapter 6

The Dream Deferred, Again, in San Antonio


Kozol discusses a “foundation program” which provides funds to provide funds to poor school districts to bring their schools up to “minimum” or “basic” education. (208).  The funds are still not enough to provide the poor children buildings, teachers, materials, and educational opportunities equal to communities with more wealth. 


Many of the poor live in low-income housing.  At Cooper Middle School 96 percent of the children qualify for subsidized lunches. The school is 99.3 percent Hispanic.  Only $2,800 is provided for each child’s education.  In classes of 28 to 30 students 72 percent of the children read below grade level. In middle school 10 percent of the students drop out while “51 percent drop out in high school.” (Kozol p.225)

Discussion


The conditions of the poor communities and their schools in Zozol’s book nearly 40 years after the Brown decision are shocking.  In every case significantly less was spent per student to educate the less advantaged students than students in the more affluent suburban schools. (Kozol p.235-237) The overcrowded schools in poor districts needed to be repaired or rebuilt. The disadvantaged children had fewer qualified teachers, not enough supplies, little technology, insufficient library books, and too few textbooks.   These children who needed more from the educational system in order to catch up academically with the rich schools received less.  They had little hope of receiving the academic opportunities to equip them to rise above the filth, crime, and poverty in their communities. 

Reaction


How long will these conditions be allowed to continue in any school in our nation?  Educators and legislatures agree that they want to improve student achievement.  Narrowing the gap between the poor and affluent districts is long overdue.  A whole generation of children have been deprived an equitable education. Revamping the Elementary and Secondary Education Act enacted in 1965 is long overdue.  This savage inequality needs to be stopped now before more damage is done to our poor children.  Hopefully, the new educational reform law “No Child Left Behind” is the hope needed for students in poor schools.   Every child needs to be given the opportunity to succeed in school. (U.S. Department of Education p.1-3)  


Personally, I feel that children need more to become successful productive members of society.  In my opinion, Hendry County needs to identify the dangers to which we are allowing our children to be exposed. I feel that children have the right to have safe drinking water, clean air, and not to be exposed to dangerous toxins.  They need positive role models in their lives who can help them to develop positive social skills. 


 When I first moved to LaBelle six years ago I felt as if I had moved to a “Third World” country.  The city sent letters advising you to boil the water from their plants.  There was a high incidence of cancer among longtime residents on my block.  In six years two assistants at my school have died of cancer.   A teacher and assistant who have worked at the school for a number of years have had serious cancer surgery.  One student died and another is struggling with brain cancer.  One of the student I taught in the after school tutorial in third grade committed suicide in the fourth grade. The odor from the processing plants and sewage lift stations often fills the air on humid mornings.  The Caloosa Belle and speakers from health agencies often state that Hendry County has the highest teen pregnancy rate and is among the highest unemployment rate in the state of Florida.  


Kozol’s book made me feel uncomfortable.  I donate money for missions and help with holiday projects for the needy, but I see more of a need in our community.  Small community politics are often very complicated. Some of the changes that need to be made would affect some of the Hendry County’s largest employers.  In Lee County I was a union organizer and president of the educational support union and organized the first black and integrated Girl Scout troops.  I feel guilty that I am not willing to risk my career in order to save the children of this community. 
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