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What can a parent do if a school, or a teacher, is spoiling the language for
a child by teaching it in some tired way? First, try to get them to change, or at
least let them know that you are eager for change. Talk to other parents; push
some of these ideas in the PTA; talk to the English department at the school;
talk to the child’s own teacher. Many teachers and schools want to know what
the parents want.

If the school or teacher cannot be persuaded, then what? Perhaps all you
can do is try not to let your child become too bored or discouraged or worried
by what is happening in school. Help him meet the school’s demands, foolish
though they may seem, and try to provide more interesting alternatives at
home—plenty of books and conversation, and a serious and respectful audi-
ence when a child wants to talk. Nothing that ever happened to me in English
classes at school was as helpful to me as the long conversations I used to have
every summer with my uncle, who made me feel that the difference in our ages
was not important and that he was really interested in what I had to say.

At the end of her freshman year in college a girl I know wrote home to her
mother, “Hooray! Hooray! Just think—I never have to take English any more!”

But this girl had always been an excellent English student, had always loved

books, writing, ideas. It seems unnecessary and foolish and wrong that English
teachers should so often take what should be the most flexible, exciting, and
creative of all school courses and make it into something that most children
can hardly wait to see the last of. Let’s hope that we can and soon will begin to
do much better.

QUESTIONS

1. Mark the anecdotes that Holt uses and describe how he orders them in time and by
theme. Consider the advantages and disadvantages of his organizing this essay to reflect
his own learning.

2. “[Flor most children,” Holt observes, “school was a place of danger, and their main
business in school was staying out of danger as much as possible” (paragraph 12). Locate
instances in which he makes this point explicit and instances in which he implies it.

3. Holt’s “Composition D_érby" and Hayakawa’s “Non-Stop” are now usually called free
writing. Have your teachers used free writing? In what grades? From your own experi-
ence, how much has the teaching of writing changed since 1967, when Holt wrote this
essay?

4. Holt begins this essay by describing the “game of wits” played by teachers and stu-

dents alike: teachers ask students what teachers want students to know and students

ask teachers for clues about what teachers want (paragraph 1). Do you recognize this

game? Do you remember learning to play it? Do you think you play it well? Do you like

playing it> Write an essay that answers these questions. Be sure to include anecdotes
 from your own experience.

JonaTuan Kozor Fremont ngZ’L School

REMONT HiGH ScmooL in Los Angeles enrolls

almost 5,000 students on a three-track schedule,

with about 3,300 in attendance at a given time.

The campus “sprawls across a city block, between

San Pedro Street and Avalon Boulevard in South

" Central Los Angeles,”" the Los Angeles Times observes.

A “neighborhood fortress, its perimeter protected by an eight-foot steel fence

topped by spikes,” the windows of the school are “shielded from gunfire by

thick screens.” According to teachers at the school, the average ninth grade

student reads at fourth or fifth grade level. Nearly a third read at third grade

level or below. About two thirds of the ninth grade students drop out prior to
twelfth grade. : :

There were 27 homerooms for the first-year students, nine homerooms for
seniors at the time I visited in spring of 2003. Thirty-five to 40 classrooms,
nearly a third of all the classrooms in the school, were located in portables.?
Some classes also took place in converted storage closets—“windowless and
nasty,” said one of the counselors—or in converted shop rooms without black-
boards. Class size was high, according to a teacher who had been here for six
years and who invited me into her tenth grade social studies class. Nearly 220
classes had enrollments ranging between 33 and over 40 students. The class I
visited had 40 students, almost all of whom were present on the day that I was
there.

Unlike the staggered luncheon sessions I observed at Walton High, lunch
was served in a single sitting to the students in this school. “It’s physically
impossible to feed 3,300 kids at once,” the teacher said. “The line for kids to get
their food is very long and the entire period lasts only 30 minutes. It takes them
15 minutes just to walk there from their classes and get through the line. They
get 10 minutes probably to eat their meals. A lot of them don't try. You've been
a teacher, so you can imagine what it does to students when they have no food
to eat for an entire day. The schoolday here at Fremont is eight hours long.”

For teachers, too, the schedule sounded punishing. “I have six classes
every day, including my homeroom,” she said. “I've had more than 40 students
in a class some years. My average class this year is 36. I see more than 200
students every day. Classes start at seven-thirty. I don’t usually leave until four
or four-thirty. . . . .

High school students, when I meet them first, are often more reluctant than
the younger children are to open up their feelings and express their personal

From The Shame of the Nation: The Restoration of Apartheid Schooling in America
(2005), a book documenting the recent resurgence of social and racial inequities in America's
public schools.

1. Former designation of an area of Los Angeles associated with poverty and crime; in
2003 the area’s name was changed to “South Los Angeles.”

2. Portable classrooms; temporary buildings or trailers used for classroom space.
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concerns; but hesitation on the part of students did not prove to be a problem
in this class at Fremont High. The students knew I was a writer (they were told
this by their teacher) and they took no time in getting down to matters that
were on their minds.

“Can we talk about the bathrooms?” asked a student named Mireya.

In almost any classroom there are certain students who, by force of the
directness or unusual sophistication of their way of speaking, tend to capture
your attention from the start. Mireya later spoke insightfully of academic
problems at the school, but her observations on the physical and personal
embarrassments she and her schoolmates had to undergo cuts to the heart of
questions of essential dignity or the denial of such dignity that kids in squalid
schools like this one have to deal with.

Fremont High School, as court papers document, has “15 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 bathrooms,” which are generally “unclean”
and “lack basic supplies,” including toilet paper. Some of the classrooms “do not
have air-conditioning,” so that students “become red-faced and unable to con-
centrate” during “the extreme heat of summer.” The rats observed by children in
their elementary schools proliferate at Fremont High as well. “Rats in eleven . . .
classrooms,” maintenance records of the school report. “Rat droppings” are
recorded “in the bins and drawers” of the high school’s kitchen. “Hamburger
buns” are being “eaten off [the] bread-delivery rack,” school records note.

No matter how many times I read these tawdry details in court filings and
depositions, I'm always surprised again to learn how often these unsanitary
physical conditions are permitted to continue in a public school even after
media accounts describe them vividly. But hearing of these conditions in
Mireya’s words was even more unsettling, in part because this student was so

fragile-seeming and because the need even to speak of these indignities in

front of me and all the other students seemed like an additional indignity.
“The problem is this,” she carefully explained. “You're not allowed to use
the bathroom during lunch, which is a 30-minute period. The only time that
you're allowed to use it is between your classes.” But “this is a huge building,”
she went on. “It has long corridors. 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 to 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 I have to stand there and explain it to a teacher.”
“This is the question,” said a wiry-looking boy named Edward, leaning
forward in his chair close to the door, a little to the right of where I stood.
“Students are not animals, but even animals need to relieve themselves some-
times. We're in this building for eight hours. What do they think we're sup-
posed to do?”
“It humiliates you,” said Mireya, who went on to make the interesting
statement that “the school provides solutions that don’t actually work,” and this
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idea was taken up by other students in describing course requirements within
the school. A tall black student, for example, told me that she hoped to be a
social worker or a doctor 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 I asked her why she had to take these courses, she replied that she’d
been told they were required, which reminded me of the response the sewing
teacher I had met at Roosevelt Junior High School gave to the same question.
As at Roosevelt, it turned out that this was not exactly so. What was required
was that high school students take two courses in an area of study that was
called “the Technical Arts,” according to the teacher. At 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 example, the technical arts
requirement could be fulfilled by taking subjects such as residential architec-
ture, the designing of commercial structures, broadcast journalism, 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 requirement was far more likely to be met by courses
that were basically vocational.

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 to take a class
in hair-dressing as well. When I asked the teacher why Mireya could not skip
these subjects and enroll in classes that would help her to pursue her college
aspirations, she replied, “It isn’t a question of what students want. It'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 interrupted then to tell me with a kind of wild gusto that
she took hair-dressing twice! When I expressed surprise that this was possible,
she said there were two levels of hair-dressing offered here at Fremont High.
“One is in hair-styling,” 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 to take hair-dressing. I did not need sewing either. I 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 to go to college. My mother sews. I hoped for something else.”

“What would you rather take?” I asked.

“I wanted to take an AP class,”* she answered.

Mireya’s sudden tears elicited a strong reaction from one of the boys who
had been silent up to now. A thin and dark-eyed student, named Fortino, with

3. Main public high school for Beverly Hills, an affluent city in the Los Angeles area.
4. A class that prepares students to take one of the College Board’s “Advanced Place-
ment” examinations, for which students may receive college credit or placement in
advanced classes.



370 JonaTHAN KoZOL

long hair down to his shoulders who was sitting on the left side of the class-
room, he turned directly to Mireya.

“Listen to me,” he said. “The owners of the sewing factories need laborers.
Correct?”

“I guess they do,” Mireya said.

“It’s not going to be their own kids. Right?”

“Why not?” another student said.

“So 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 chair, leaning on one elbow, his voice and dark eyes loaded with a cyni-
cal intelligence. “You're ghetto—so you sew!”

“There are higher positions than these,” said a student named Samantha.

“You're ghetto,” said Fortino unrelentingly to her. “So sew!”

Mireya was still crying.

Several students spoke then of a problem about frequent substitute teachers,
which was documented also in court papers. One strategy for staffing classes
in these three- and four-track schools when substitutes could not be found was
to assign a teacher who was not “on track”—that is, a teacher who was on
vacation—to come back to school and fill in for the missing teacher. “Just yester-
day I was subbing [for] a substitute who was subbing for a teacher who never
shows up,” a teacher told the ACLU® lawyers. “That’s one scenario. . . .”

Obie told me that she stopped coming to class during the previous semester
because, out of her six teachers, three were substitutes. “Come on now! Like—
hello? We live in a rich country? Like the richest country in the world? Hello?”

The teacher later told me that three substitutes in one semester, if the stu-
dent’s words were accurate, would be unusual. But “on average, every student
has a substitute teacher in at least one class. Out of 180 teacher-slots, typically
25 or so cannot be filled and have to be assigned to substitutes.”

Hair-dressing and sewing, it turned out, were not the only classes students
at the school were taking that appeared to have no relevance to academic edu-
cation. A number of the students, for example, said that they were taking what
were known as “service classes” in which they would sit in on an academic class
but didn’t read the texts or do the lessons or participate in class activities but
passed out books and did small errands for the teachers. They were given half-
credits for these courses. Students received credits, too, for jobs they took out-
side of school, in fast-food restaurants for instance, I was told. How, Ilwondered,

was a credit earned or grade determined for a job like this outside of school?
“Best behavior and great customer service,” said a student who was working
in a restaurant, as she explained the logic of it all to ACLU lawyers in her
deposition.

The teacher gave some other examples of the ways in which the students
were shortchanged in academic terms. The year-round calendar, she said, gave

5. The American Civil Liberties Union, a nonprofit organization founded in 1920 to
protect rights guaranteed to individuals by the U.S. Gonstitution.
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these students 20 fewer schooldays than the students who attended school on
normal calendars receive. In compensation, they attended classes for an extra
hour, up until three-thirty, and students in the higher grades who had failed a
course and had to take a make-up class remained here even later, until six, or
sometimes up to nine.

“They come out of it just totally glassed-over,” said the teacher, and, as
one result, most teachers could not realistically give extra homework to make
up for fewer days of school attendance and, in fact, because the kids have been
in school so long each day, she said, “are likely to give less.”

Students who needed to use the library to do a research paper for a class
ran into problems here as well, because, as a result of the tight scheduling of
classes, they were given no free time to use the library except at lunch, or for 30
minutes after school, unless a teacher chose to bring a class into the library to
do a research project during a class period. But this was frequently impossible
because the library was often closed when it was being used for other purposes
such as administration of examinations, typically for “make-up tests,” as I was
told. “It’s been closed now for a week because they’re using it for testing,” said
Samantha.

“They were using it for testing last week also,” said Fortino, who reported
that he had a research paper due for which he had to locate 20 sources but had
made no progress on it yet because he could not get into the library.

“You have to remember,” said the teacher, “that the school’s in session all
year long, so if repairs need to be made in wiring or something like that in the
library, they have to do it while the kids are here. So at those times the library
is closed. Then, if there’s testing taking place in there, the library is closed.
And if an AP teacher needs a place to do an AP prep, the library is closed. And
sometimes when the teachers need a place to meet, the library is closed.” In
all, according to the school librarian, the library was closed more than a quar-
ter of the year.

During a meeting with a group of teachers later in the afternoon, it was
explained to me in greater detail how the overcrowding of the building limited
course offerings for students. “Even when students ask to take a course that inter-
ests them and teachers want to teach it,” said one member of the faculty—she
gave the example of a class in women’s studies she said she would like to teach—
“the physical shortages of space repeatedly prevent this.” Putting students into
service classes, on the other hand, did not require extra space. So, instead of the
enrichment students might have gained from taking an elective course that had
some academic substance, they were obliged to sit through classes in which they
were not enrolled and from which they said that they learned virtually nothing,

Mireya had asked her teacher for permission to stay in the room with us
during my meeting with the other teachers and remained right to the end. At
five p.m., as I was about to leave the school, she stood beside the doorway of
the classroom as the teacher, who was giving me a ride, assembled all the work
she would be taking home.

“Why is it,” she asked, “that students who do not need what we need get so

il

much more? And we who need it so much more get so much less?
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I told her I'd been asking the same question now for nearly 40 years and
still had no good answer. She answered, maturely, that she did not think there
was an answer.

QUESTIONS

1. Kozol draws on a range of evidence in his portrait of Fremont High School: numeri-
cal data, court documents, comparisons to other schools, and testimony from teachers
and students. How does he combine these various sorts of evidence? Which sort of
evidence does he emphasize? Why?

2. Kozol writes about a number of students, but he gives particular attention to Mireya.
Why?

3. Kozol adopts a journalistic style, but he also puts himself into the story. How does
Kozol use the first person (“1”)?

4. Using Kozol's essay as a model, write a portrait of another school that you know well.

CAROLINE BIrD College Is a Waste
of Time and Money

GREAT MAJORITY of our nine million college students are
not in school because they want to be or because they
want to learn. They are there because it has become
the thing to do or because college is a pleasant place
to be; because it’s the only way they can get parents

or taxpayers to support them without working at a
job they don’t like; because Mother wanted them to go, or some other reason
entirely irrelevant to the course of studies for which college is supposedly
organized.

As I crisscross the United States lecturing on college campuses, I am dis-
mayed to find that professors and administrators, when pressed for a candid
opinion, estimate that no more than 25 percent of their students are turned on
by classwork. For the rest, college is at best a social center or aging vat, and at
worst a young folks’ home or even a prison that keeps them out of the main-
stream of economic life for a few more years.

The premise—which I no longer accept—that college is the best place for
all high-school graduates grew out of a noble American ideal. Just as the
United States was the first nation to aspire to teach every small child to read
and write, so, during the 1950s, we became the first and only great nation to
aspire to higher education for all. During the '60s we damned the expense and
built great state university systems as fast as we could. And adults—parents,

From Bird's book The Case Against College (1975).
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employers, high-school counselors—began to push, shove and cajole young-
sters to “get an education.”

It became a mammoth industry, with taxpayers footing more than half the
bill. By 1970, colleges and universities were spending more than 30 billion dol-
lars annually. But still only half our high-school graduates were going on.
According to estimates made by the economist Fritz Machlup, if we had been
educating every young person until age 22 in that year of 1970, the bill for
higher education would have reached 47.5 billion dollars, 12.5 billion more
than the total corporate profits for the year.

Figures such as these have begun to make higher education for all look
financially prohibitive, particularly now when colleges are squeezed by
the pressures of inflation and a drop-off in the growth of their traditional
market.

Predictable demography has caught up with the university empire builders.
Now that the record crop of postwar babies has graduated from college, the rate
of growth of the student population has begun to decline. To keep their mam-
moth plants financially solvent, many institutions have begun to use hard-sell,
Madison-Avenue techniques to attract students. They sell college like soap,
promoting features they think students want: innovative programs, an environ-
ment conducive to meaningful personal relationships, and a curriculum so free
that it doesn’t sound like college at all.

Pleasing the customers is something new for college administrators. Col-
leges have always known that most students don’t like to study, and that at least
part of the time they are ambivalent about college, but before the student riots
of the 1960s educators never thought it either right or necessary to pay any
attention to student feelings. But when students rebelling against the Vietnam
war and the draft discovered they could disrupt a campus completely, adminis-
trators had to act on some student complaints. Few understood that the protests
had tapped the basic discontent with college itself, a discontent that did not go
away when the riots subsided.

Today students protest individually rather than in concert. They turn

inward and withdraw from active participation. They drop out to travel to India
or to feed themselves on subsistence farms. Some refuse to go to college at all.
Most, of course, have neither the funds nor the self-confidence for constructive
articulation of their discontent. They simply hang around college unhappily
and reluctantly.
) All across the country, I have been overwhelmed by the prevailing sadness
on American campuses. Too many young people speak little, and then only in
drowned voices. Sometimes the mood surfaces as diffidence, wariness, or cool-
ness, but whatever its form, it looks like a defense mechanism, and that rings a
bell. This is the way it used to be with women, and just as society had systemati-
cally damaged women by insisting that their proper place was in the home, so
we may be systematically damaging 18-year-olds by insisting that their proper
place is in college.

Campus watchers everywhere know what [ mean when I say students are
sad, but they don'’t agree on the reason for it. During the Vietnam war some



