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For Julia Walker and her children




This nation needs to be a family, and a family sits down for its dinner at a table, and we all deserve a place together at that table. And our children deserve to have a place together in their schools and classrooms... No matter what the present mood in Washington is like, no matter what the people who are setting policy today believe, or want us to believe, no matter what the sense of temporary hopelessness that many of us feel, we cannot give up on the struggle we began and on the dream that brought us here.

john lewis,
 in conversation with the author
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Introduction

by Randi Weingarten

Jonathan Kozol is without a doubt one of the most important thought leaders on the past, present, and future of public education in America. And, as you’ll see in these pages, his clarion voice is more vital than ever. For our sake, and the sake of our children and grandchildren, I hope more and more parents, policymakers, and concerned Americans will heed Jonathan’s wisdom and warnings.

This book emerges within an increasingly ominous context. For decades, public education in the United States has been under attack by elitists and extremists who plainly oppose providing all of America’s children with educational opportunity. As Jonathan points out, these forces purport that different outcomes between poor students and rich students, or between Black students and white students, are not the product of our political choices as a society but rather some sort of predetermined inevitability. The far-right extremists who defund public education operate from a premise of universal public-school distrust. As they have told us, they want to end public education as we know it and the pluralism that comes with it.

Between drastic cuts to food stamps, Medicaid, and rural health care; the lengthy shutdown of the federal government; and the harms caused by the Republicans’ tax bill, the second Trump administration and their allies have made it clear that they don’t care about kids, especially from marginalized communities. This administration has acted without congressional approval to try and gut the federal Department of Education. Why? This isn’t just about cutting government spending. The federal government’s role in public education significantly expanded in the wake of Brown v. Board of Education and Plyler v. Doe, which formally required educational opportunity for all students in the United States. Far-right extremists opposed this federal government intrusion then, just as they do now. That is the undeniable message of the Trump administration’s attacks on “diversity, equity, and inclusion.” Misrepresenting basic decency as some sort of nefarious agenda is a classic case of the pot calling the kettle black. In a vision of the world that relies on public deference to a single authoritarian leader, pluralism and critical thinking and a diversity of voices are obviously threatening. The difference in this moment is that, while a generation ago the federal government represented a vital check on the worst impulses of fringe extremists in America, today those fringe extremists are the ones in power at the highest levels.

But one of the things Jonathan Kozol does so well, in this book and always, is to find hope in the work of good, courageous teachers. Even now, under the noxious efforts of Trump and company to restrict freedom of speech and the freedom to teach, Jonathan points to example after example of visionary, creative, dedicated public school teachers in every corner of our nation who truly believe in all of their students and work tirelessly to nurture their full potential. This has always been the case, especially in low-income schools and communities of color, where every signal from our society preaches fatalism and defeat. But it’s all the more important and heroic now, as teachers face a rising tide of threats and warnings from the Trump administration. 

In New Hampshire, when the state passed a law prohibiting teachers from teaching so-called “divisive concepts,” a far-right vigilante group offered a bounty rewarding anyone who provided evidence of teachers, for example, teaching about the history of slavery—which is a very real part of American history. In Oklahoma, the former far-right state school superintendent proposed an “America First Test” that would screen teachers from so-called “woke” states like New York and California applying for teaching jobs in the state, screening not for teaching credentials or skills but for loyalty to conservative ideology.

We ought to ask the question: Who, in our nation’s history, did not fear critical thinking? The answer, of course, is our Founding Fathers. It was John Adams who wrote, “Liberty cannot be preserved without a general knowledge among the people.” And James Madison called education “the only Guardian of true liberty.” And throughout history, those who have strengthened our nation also did not fear critical thinking. For instance, abolitionists like Frederick Douglass not only fought for liberty for all, but profoundly understood the connection between literacy, education, and liberation. “Education … means emancipation,” Douglass said. “It means light and liberty. It means the uplifting of the soul of man into the glorious light of truth, the light only by which men can be free. To deny education to any people is one of the greatest crimes against human nature.”

As I wrote in my book Why Fascists Fear Teachers, our founders clearly understood that the critical abilities of citizens are essential in a democratic nation. That’s why teachers work so hard to instill those abilities in the children whom they teach. And that’s also why the Trump administration and his far-right allies are fighting so hard to destroy public education as we know it, because they also want to destroy democracy as we know it. In his presidential campaign, Donald Trump boasted, “We won with poorly educated. I love the poorly educated.” As education scholar Diane Ravitch points out, “His plans for his second term guarantee that there will be more of them to love.”

I’m a history teacher so of course I’m always inclined to want to mine what we can from our past to shine light on our present—which of course requires teaching and understanding the truth about that history, even when it’s difficult. What Jonathan so strikingly details in the pages that follow is fundamentally about what kind of country we want to be in the future. Do we want to be a country that devolves even further into extremes of inequality, where a small handful have all the resources and power to control and constrain the rest of us and suppress our ability to achieve our dreams or even voice our discontents? Or do we want to be the country promised at our founding, where each of our votes matters as much as each of our voices, and the potential for our children and grandchildren is boundless? Public education at its best promises that limitless potential. Autocracy at its worst—the autocracy the Trump administration seems to be pursuing at a breathless pace—dismantles opportunity and perpetuates inequity.

At fraught moments such as this, it is more important than ever that we have sage and trusted guides. Jonathan Kozol has always been such a guide for me and for teachers everywhere. I am painfully aware that this may be the last great book from this great thinker, which is all the more reason we should pore over every single page, relishing not only the beauty of his writing and the stories he shares, but also the delightful way in which he interacts with even the most vulnerable children. 

One of my favorite quotes from the Talmud, an important Jewish religious text, is, “The highest form of wisdom is kindness.” In every word he writes and the body of his life’s work, Jonathan has always stood, above all, for kindness—kindness toward students who look like “us” and those who do not, students who share our beliefs and cultural roots as well as those who do not. Kindness, I have always believed, is the quality that most defines Jonathan as a friend to children but also as a moral intellectual, calling all of us to rise above intolerance and the tyranny we are now confronting. May the wisdom in Jonathan’s writing help to guide us on our way.

Randi Weingarten is president of the American Federation of Teachers and a lifelong champion for children and teachers in our public schools.





Foreword

by Theodore Shaw

For over sixty years, Jonathan Kozol has been shining a light on the dark corners of racially separate and financially unequal education in American public schools. He never succumbed to the cynicism and racism that led so many Americans to betray the promise of Brown v. Board of Education. Even while, in American jurisprudence, Brown is hallowed but hollow, Kozol’s crusade for bringing our children together in their classrooms has never wavered.

I have always thought the title of Jonathan’s first book, Death at an Early Age, vividly captured the lives and experiences of many of my childhood friends from public housing projects like the one in which I grew up in the Bronx, and from segregated schools and neighborhoods throughout the country. Too many had their intellectual lives snuffed out by the savagely unequal education they were given in their public schools.

In the culminating work of a remarkable career, Jonathan recounts the rigid and mechanical way in which segregated Black schools prioritize discipline and punishment over cognitive capaciousness, killing off the power of their students to do independent thinking and to ask discerning questions about their place in our society. 

The use of corporal punishment as a method of control, an especially Southern phenomenon which Jonathan describes in painstaking detail, is particularly disturbing. Jonathan reminds us that the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 1977 that corporal punishment in public schools does not violate the Constitution. Still, he asks, is it a coincidence that corporal punishment is most common in the regions of the country stamped by slavery and Jim Crow segregation—and that Black and brown children are disproportionately subjected to this punishment?

“The states and counties where lynchings were most common,” as he writes, “are those in which Black and Latino children are most likely to experience these physical transgressions at the hands of school officials.” He writes of Black and brown children, sometimes as young as six or eight years old, who are criminalized in public schools that have become pathways to the prison system. He also writes of squalid schools that have long been left in dangerous and ugly disrepair. Of the students who attend these schools, he adds, “Squalor and decrepitude soil their mentalities.”

The routine degradation these children undergo echoes the conditions in racially segregated public schools prior to Brown. These separate and unequal schools are no longer mandated under state or federal law, but they are, nonetheless, permanent features of our urban landscapes.

In 1974, in Milliken v. Bradley, the Supreme Court erected almost insurmountable obstacles to the pursuit of school desegregation in the federal courts, thus leaving all-Black school systems surrounded by white suburban schools as a hallmark of American metropolitan areas. And the court has also ruled, in San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez (1973), that school funding based on local property value that replicates economic inequalities between school districts is constitutionally acceptable. Taken together, Rodriguez and Milliken leave racially separate and financially unequal public schools beyond the reach of federal law.

Thus, Black students are legally in a worse position than they were under Plessy v. Ferguson, when at least in theory they were entitled to equally funded, even if racially segregated, schools. State courts offer us some hope. In some cases, state-level litigation, seeking to enforce educational adequacy, “thorough and efficient education,” or other clauses in state constitutions (for example, in Massachusetts, North Carolina, and New York), has met with limited success, but has rarely led to meaningful remedial orders from the courts.

Tired of chasing white people and rejecting the spurious notion that their children must sit next to white children in order to learn, many Black people have given up on the idea of school desegregation and would opt for adequately funded schools within their own communities. Yet segregated schools have never worked well for most African American students, not because all-Black institutions are per se inferior, but because segregation has always been accompanied by other forms of organized injustice.

Most white Americans, as evidenced by their unwillingness to enroll their children in schools with large numbers of Black and brown students, have never embraced the promise of Brown. Kozol correctly asserts that parents of white students have had no problem with school bus transportation to bring their children to their local school. “Busing” became a pejorative term only when the bus was bringing children of color to those schools.

Jonathan Kozol is a rarity. He taught at a segregated public school in Boston in the decade following Brown. He believed in the intellectual potential of the children in his fourth-grade class and struggled to help them overcome the miserable conditions that they faced. Six decades later, he remains an unrelenting advocate for school desegregation. He also points to voluntary and successful inter-district integration programs in which he has been personally involved. The Boston-area METCO program is one such success story with a long history, and Jonathan describes the experience of dozens of children he has known who have flourished in the program and have since gone on to college and rewarding adult lives.

Jonathan will no doubt be criticized, as he has been before, by those who believe that the educational failures and shortcomings of Black students are the consequences of familial pathology and individual failures of responsibility. These critics deny the existence and importance of structural and institutionalized racism. They have been staunch opponents of school desegregation and will continue to see his strong convictions to be anathema to the policies and practices they defend. Just as Jonathan was fired by the Boston schools for reading his students a poem by Langston Hughes in his first year as a teacher, these critics will doubtless try to silence him again. But, if it is true that we are known by the enemies we make, Jonathan Kozol remains in good company. He has walked with and among the great civil rights leaders and advocates of America.

Now, as the Trump administration has begun its furious attack on public education and every effort to achieve diversity and equal justice within our children’s classrooms, it is all the more difficult to look to the future with any realistic hope that this nation will attempt to heal the festering racial sickness that Jonathan has described. Still, we will struggle on together and we will pray that the younger generation of advocates and activists will battle back in the decades now ahead to batter down the walls that make our children strangers to each other.

Theodore Shaw is the distinguished former chief counsel of the NAACP/Legal Defense Fund who tried some of the most decisive cases on racial equity and affirmative action before the federal courts. He has since been teaching at the University of North Carolina School of Law.





TO THE READER

The names and identities of principals and teachers whose schools I have described are usually disguised—and the schools in which they work are generally not named—in order to protect their privacy. In a very few cases, I identify a school, but only when the name in itself has particular significance or is included in a document I’m citing. Sources for all statistics and matters of public record cited in these pages are provided in the endnotes, which begin on page 117.





WE SHALL NOT BOW DOWN





Prologue

The following volume is an old schoolteacher’s candid and unflinching look at the cognitive assault on the young mentalities of low-income children of color, which I describe in Chapter 1 as a racially targeted “disparate agenda”—an agenda that denies far too many children the power of independent thinking and places a priority on autocratic and punitive control. But it also describes the ignorant assault upon the dignity of teachers who, in my belief, are the front-line soldiers in the struggle for democracy.

I began my career as a teacher when I was twenty-eight years old in a segregated fourth-grade class in Boston’s Black community. At the end of the year, I felt compelled to testify to the desecration of the hearts and minds of children that I had witnessed at firsthand. Now I feel compelled to testify again to the unabated and resurgent inequalities and racial isolation in schools I’ve been revisiting over the course of the most recent fifteen years—schools that have become increasingly more impoverished and austere since Donald Trump and his associates have begun to launch their savage attempts to do away with the struggle for diversity and equal opportunity and to attack the very essence of public education in America.

The title of the book draws upon the words of a group of African-American teenage girls at a desolate and authoritarian and all-Black school who were singing an age-old freedom song, “We Shall Not Bow Down.” As I watched these girls singing
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