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In every child who is born,
under no matter what
circumstances, and of no
matter what parents, the
potentiality of the human
race is born again. . .

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men
James Agee and Walker Evans



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Contents

List of Tables

Foreword

Preface

Introduction

Conference Participants

Public Education as the Great Equalizer
Fred M. Hechinger

Types of Equality: Sorting, Rewarding, Perform-
ing S.M. Miller

The Equality-Meritocracy Dilemma in Education
Torsten Husén

The Role of Education in the Escape from Poverty
Herbert J. Gans

Education, Life Chances, and the Courts: The Role
of Social Science Evidence Henry M. Levin

Education of the Disadvantaged: A Problem of
Human Diversity Edmund Gordon

Equality and Diversity in Education
Arthur R. Jensen

1Q Differences and Social Policy Carl Bereiter

1Q Tests and the Handicapper General
Thomas R. Pezzullo

Problems without Solutions: Solutions without
Problems Lester C. Thurow

Vil

1X

X1

XV

XVil

XX1

15

45

61

73

101

125

137

147

157



V1il

Chapter 11 Equal Opportunity—Some Promise and a Lack of
Vision Marshall S. Smith 169

Chapter 12 White Flight Research: Its Importance, Per-

plexities, and Policy Implications
Gary Orfield 185

About the Editors 201



5-1

10-1
10-2
10-3
10-4
11-1
11-2

List of Tables

Summary of Evidence in Support of Four Hypotheses
Linking Education to Life Chances of Low Income and
Racial Minority Students

Percentage of Total Variance and Average 1Q Differ-
ence 1n WISC-R Full-scale IQs Attributable to Each of

Several Sources
Distributions of Money Income: 1947-1972

Family Income Shares: 1966
U.S. Distribution of Family Wealth 1n 1962
Distribution of Wealth 1n 1969

Families below the Low-income Level, by Sex of Head

Median Family Income in 1959, 1970, and 1973 for All
Black Families and Black Husband-Wife Families as a

Percent of Corresponding White Families by Age of
Head

1Y

82

129
159
160

161
161

171

173



Foreword

As of 1975 federal aid to education approximates 10 percent of total expen-
ditures at local and state levels combined. But the effect of these funds is to

suggest national goals and priorities for all education. The largest single
categorical aid program supported by federal funds is Title I of ESEA—

Compensatory Education. It follows, therefore, that adding dollars for
programs designed to compensate for educational deficiency related to
poverty 1s the highest policy priority at the federal level. The argument for
compensatory education, simply put, goes something like this:

e Poverty within groups of people in our society and how well they do in
school appear to be connected.

® The economic improvement of individuals in America appears to be
directly related to the amount of education they have.

® And concentrated effort, via the provision of money for increased or

improved school services for poor, unsuccessful children, should help
break the poverty cycle.

Also underlying the Title I ESEA policies is a fundamental commitment
to the elusive goal of equality—the achievement of the good life for all—
with the school being used as the primary vehicle in its pursuit.

The courts, in rulings pertaining to constitutionality, and the Congress,
through the Civil Rights Act, have also viewed schools as primary provid-
ers of equal opportunity to the children they serve. One immediate conse-
quence has been the requirement that traditional attendance patterns in
many school districts be dramatically altered to provide for racial desegre-
gation.

A thread of conviction about the pivotal role that schooling plays in the
development of individuals in our society runs through many federal ac-

tivities. Federal policy in education is, in part, implicitly based on the idea
that schools do have the demonstrated power to reform society in the

direction of more equality through their effect on young people. Yet,
Increasingly, during the late 1960s and early 1970s, arguments which chal-
lenged this view of education as the great equalizer became a subject of
debate. Jenck’s Inequality, based largely on a reanalysis of data collected
in James Coleman’s monumental study, raised serious doubts about the
power of schools to provide the ingredients essential to reducing or

eliminating poverty in our society. In his controversial articles on the
heritability of intelligence Arthur Jensen even questioned whether we
could defend the essentially environmentalist view of human development

X1
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which was implicit in a view of equality that placed so much faith in the
school milieu as a potential equalizer.
During that period, and to this day, those of us in the field ot policy

development and implementation have had a serious problem: all too often
the debates raging around these issues have been heated and tocused on

emotional rather than rational arguments. Communication to us has been at
best unclear, and at worst misleading. We have rediscovered the fact that
education is not immune to the cudgels of the lunatic fringe and, further,
that lunacy 1s not solely the property of the undereducated.

In discussions with Christopher Jencks during early 1973, it became
Increasingly apparent that atleast one cause for the cacophony could be the
heavy reliance on ‘‘open forum’’ discussions as a method of debate and
analysis of these i1ssues. An additional conclusion was that academics tend
generally to communicate best to other academics. Their primary consum-

ers are not necessarily either policy formulators or implementers.
At that point the 1dea of an alternative, invitational forum was con-

ceived and the concept discussed with a number of people who were 1n the
midst of the tempest. There was general agreement that arelatively tranquil
climate for discussion was necessary and that, further, the basic focus
should be on communicating to those who develop and implement national
policy (e.g., congressional committees or state and federal administrators).
With those two purposes in mind, an invitational conference was planned
and conducted in Newport, Rhode Island, in June 1975. This book includes
an edited record of that conference as well as additional papers which were
developed by participants as a consequence of their conference experi-
ence.

In reading this record one should be aware that policy was not de-

veloped or set at Newport—the effect of that meeting will largely be a
consequence of how widely its papers are disseminated and what their

effect is on policymakers. The reader should also keep 1n mind that not all
questions vis-a-vis a given position get asked. This is particularly true when
the number of participants in a conference is limited by its organizers, as
was the case at Newport.

Finally, one meeting 1s not enough to analyze exhaustively the major
issues; the Newport conference was no exception in this regard. A year or
two of cloistered debate would have been preferable to the four days

available to us. But a short period of calmly reasoned argument was, in our
opinion, a major step forward.

In no small measure our gratitude, and the graditude of the readers who
may be enlightened by what they read, is due the George Gund Foundation
of Cleveland, Ohio, which invested both its hope and its capital in this
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venture. We are also indebted to a great many people who generously gave
their time and advice during the planning phase of the conference. To them.,
and to the statf who helped to conduct the event and complete this effort, a
genuine and heartfelt thank-you.

Nelson F. Ashline

October 1975
Springfield, Illinois



The publication of this volume in our bicentennial year is most appropriate.
The1deal of equality has been a key tenet in the promise of America from its

earliest history, and the perception that education plays a crucial role in the
fultillment of that promise has long been recognized.

A reexamination of our thinking in regard to the role of education in
achieving this country’s egalitarian ideals is particularly timely in light of
the controversy that has surrounded this topic in the past decade. The
Increasing number of studies by social scientists into the effects of heredity,

family background, race and social class, integration and compensatory
efforts 1n learning, and on social and economic mobility has deepened the

debate. Some of our most cherished assumptions have been sorely chal-
lenged by these inquiries.

There 1s an urgent need for quiet discussion of the critical issues that
confront public education in the 1970s. Both researchers and policymakers
must be part of that discussion, for the social scientists have often failed to
confront the policy implications of their research findings. This book and
the conference which was its genesis are to be commended because they
attempt to make that connection. Itis written with the policymaker in mind.

Its goal 1s to establish a historical and philosophical perspective on the
education inequality link and to clarify the issues which impinge on it

today. Beyond that, the book seeks to delineate the alternatives suggested
by the various interpretations of recent social science findings and ulti-

mately to assist us in achieving a more equitable society. This goal is worth
our most strenuous efforts.

Frank Newman

November 1975
Kingston, Rhode Island
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Introduction

T'he belief in education as the means of achieving social mobility and
economic equality in this country has a long and respectable history. The
public school has been seen as a primary vehicle for the fulfillment of our
egalitarian ideals. It was assumed that, if given equal access to both
education and an ever-expanding economy, everyone would be included in
the ever-improving standard of living. This faith has been tested in the last
decade. When we rediscovered poverty in this country in the early 1960s

and declared war on it, it was not surprising that the school was designated
as the primary arena for waging the battle. Other targets, including housing

and employment, were also selected, and community action programs
were 1naugurated. However, these efforts were politically more sensitive,
and more and more of the burden in the War on Poverty was shifted to the
school. Former teacher Lyndon Johnson was quoted by an economist who

sat at the planning table as saying

T'his 1s going to be an education program. We are going to eliminate poverty with
education, and I don’t want anybody ever to mention income redistribution. This is

not going to be a handout, this is going to be something where people are going to
learn their way out of poverty. [paraphrased]

As aresult, Congress passed the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESEA) 1n 1965. The bill authorized grants for elementary and second-
ary school programs for children of low-income families, school library
resources, textbooks, and other instructional materials for schoolchildren.

It also sought to strengthen state education agencies, educational research,
and research training.

During this same period, the results of several major research efforts
severely challenged the assumptions of ESEA and the underlying faith in
school as the equalizer. Sociologist James Coleman’s massive study
Equality of Educational Opportunity (1966) was commissioned by Con-
gressin 1964 to investigate the availability of equal educational opportunity
in the U.S. Coleman found, as expected, that for the most part blacks and
whites attended different schools. The schools, however, were much more
alike than had been predicted in terms of measurable inputs such as teacher
education, chemistry labs, number of volumes in the library, etc. Yet there
were significant differences in the achievement levels of the two groups:

the blacks began school with a one-year deficit in comparison to their white
peers and ended with a three-year deficit by the 12th grade. By graduation,

blacks were reading, on the average, at a 9th grade level and achieving at a

XVIil
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7th grade level in math. School differences, such as they were, had little
impact on these achievement differences; school similarities made even
less difference. Furthermore, the achievement differences were within
schools, not between schools. Coleman concluded that family background
and social context were much more significant variables than school
facilities and services as far as academic achievement was concerned.
Arthur Jensen, educational psychologist and psychometrist, published
an article ‘‘How Much Can We Boost IQ and Scholastic Achievement?’’ in
the Harvard Education Review (1969). This article provided one possible
explanation for the disparity in achievement between blacks and whites
and added another dissenting opinion to the education equality link. Jen-
sen’s lengthy article reviewed all the previous studies on twins separated at
birth. He found that regardless of environmental influence, intelligence
remained fairly constant. This led him to advance the hypothesis that
intelligence as measured by IQ tests was primarily inherited (80 percent
heritability ratio). Because blacks tended to score lower than whites on 1Q
tests, Jensen surmised that the gene pool from which blacks in this country
draw is inferior to that of whites, in regard to IQ. This was admittedly a
tentative hypothesis. It was also heresy in the liberal academy with i1ts

environmental orthodoxy. And the reaction from academia was loud and
emotional. The faith in the efficacy of compensatory efforts in education to

achieve greater equality had been dealt another damaging blow. However,
as can be seen in Chapter 7, Equality and Diversity in Education, Jensen
has shifted his emphasis from group to individual differences as the appro-
priate focus for educational intervention.

The final major research effort, Christopher Jenck’s Inequality: A
Reassessment of the Effect of Family and Schooling in America, was
published in 1972. Jencks and his colleagues at the Cambridge Policy
Studies Institute reanalyzed both Coleman’s and Jensen’s data and other
studies related to compensatory education, and attacked the education
equality myth head-on. Jencks found that there was very little correlation
between family background, schooling, cognitive skills measured by stan-
dardized tests, and later adult success. Brothers raised in the same
environment differed in economic status about as much as any two ran-
domly selected individuals in society. The factors which contribute to
eonomic and social mobility are apparently idiosyncratic—*‘luck and per-
sonality’’ in Jencks’s terms—and if this is the case, equalizing opportunity
will not do much to reduce economic inequality in America.

Jencks went on to advocate a more direct, more explicit program of
income equalization rather than the manipulation of ‘‘marginal institu-

tions’’ such as the schools. It is his opinion that, unless we are willing to
implement direct measures through taxes and legislation, poverty and
inequality will persist at essentially the same current level. Those with
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more competence and luck would have to subsidize those with less. In
order for this to be accomplished, the equity norms—i.e. , the political and
moral premises to which most of us subscribe—must change. Establishing
political control over economic institutions, socialism, or welfare state
capitalism is called for. Anything short of that, in Jencks’s opinion, is
doomed to fail in achieving greater economic equality.

Add to this the furor surrounding enforced bussing and integration and a
less-than-robust economy, and one has another American institution under
severe pressure. Certainly the policymakers have to be confused by the
controversy and dissent surrounding the school. It would not be surprising
to find them reluctant to authorize additional programs and expenditures
given the lack of agreement among social scientists after ten years and $16

billion 1nvested in policies and programs which in retrospect appear dubi-
ous at best.

It 1s telling that these issues and the resulting controversies have been
the result of the social scientist scrutinizing the public school. The
policymaker must be in some doubt as to the credibility of the various
studies because all too often there is an equally convincing argument for an
opposite conclusion that many times uses the same data base but ends with
a different interpretation. This would lead one to believe that perhaps there
1s a pseudoprecision involved in measuring complex social, psychological,
genetic, political, and economic factors influencing human characteristics
that may not be quantifiable. It is also true that a piece of data, a fact, in
itself does not carry an explanation or interpretation. Judgment or bias
must 1nevitably enter into the evaluation of a given set of data and even
more so into the formulation of policy based on that data. Chapter S,
Education, Life Chances, and the Courts: The Role of Social Science
Evidence, by Henry Levin raises this issue cogently; and it is hoped that

the inclusion of this chapter will help stimulate the debate on his thesis that
Levin calls for.

Diversity 1s a theme which emerged at the conference and which is
evident in several of the chapters of this book. Edmund Gordon can be
credited with helping to shift the emphasis away from the apparently
nebulous goal of equality toward a potentially more appropriate ob-
jective—that of justice in a diverse society. The whole emphasis on
equality 1s fraught with contradictions, perhaps because of the dialectical
tension between it and the promise of liberty that is also a key tenet in our
democracy. By shifting the emphasis to justice and recognizing the unique-
ness and diversity of human beings, we may be able to be more productive
both in the area of educational technology and in the formulation of eco-

nomic and social policy. In Chapters 7 and 8, both Jensen and Bereiter
make a strong case for the individual as opposed to the group as the

appropriate focus for educational intervention. Also, in the afterword to his
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lengthy definitional chapter on equality, Miller makes an important obser-
vation in regard to the limiting effect of a society with a single materialist
standard of success. By narrowing the mncome ranges we Open the
possibility for other avenues of success and achievement and provide the
opportunity for greater diversity and individualization within society.

In his concluding remarks as conference moderator, lTorsten Husen
said. ‘‘educational reform is not a substitute for true social and economic
reform’’—this insight should guide the reader throughout this book. Edu-

cation may be a necessary condition for economic and social mobility, but
it apparently is not a sufficient one. Current research has even begun to

indicate a narrowing of the traditional income gap between high school and
college graduates. This obviously does not suggest that education 1S of no
value but rather than our expectations of it have been inappropriate. The
chapters in this book are offered as an attempt to clarify the school s role 1n
achieving this country’s egalitarian ideals and to bring the multifaceted
topic of equality into better focus. Perhaps if our expectations are more

realistic, we will not be disappointed as often. More importantly, we can be
more effective in achieving a more just and equitable society.

Charles 1. Norris

December 1975
Kingston, Rhode Island
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Public Education as the
Great Equalizer

Fred M. Hechinger”

The new American role of education to strengthen the foundations of
republican government had its origin in the revolutionary vision of Thomas
Jetterson. Few concepts could have been more upsetting to the established
order than Jefferson’s idea of a ‘‘natural’’ aristocracy of talent—the very
opposite of the existing aristocracy of inherited privilege. It was, if Jeffer-
son's dream of the new American society were to come true, nothing less
than the end of the old order.

This 1s not to suggest that Jefferson believed in, or wanted to bring
about, absolute equality. What he was writing about when, at the age of 35,
he drafted a “‘Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge in the State
of Virginia,’” was the need to clear the way for talented children and youths
to continue their education and thus to rise to top positions of responsibility

and power 1n society, without regard to their families’ economic and social
status. It was a plan that would have ensured elementary learning for all
children, district schools for the further instruction of the brightest among
that mass, and guaranteed admission to higher education for the cream of
the crop.

It was an 1dea whose time had clearly not yet come, and when his
blueprint was defeated in 1817, Jefferson acknowledged in sad disappoint-
ment that the members of the legislature ‘‘do not generally possess infor-
mation enough to perceive the important truths, that knowledge is power,
that knowledge is safety, that knowledge is happiness.’’

If Jeftferson had any doubt about the future role of education—and this
ought to be kept in mind for any assessment of America’s education
problems in the second half of the twentieth century—it was whether the
school could muster the strength to counteract what he foresaw as the
problems of an urban society. In 1787 this revolutionary, whose roots were

firmly implanted in the society of the landed gentry, wrote to James
Madison:

I think our governments will remain virtuous for many centuries: as long as they are
chietly agricultural; and this will be as long as there shall be vacant lands in any part
of America. When they get piled upon one another in large cities, as in Europe, they

will become corrupt as in Europe. Above all things I hope the education of the
common people will be attended to: convinced that on their good sense we may rely
with the most security for the preservation of a due degree of liberty.

* Editorial Board, New York Times.



But the urbanization of America was still far in the future. For the

moment, Jefferson’s vision of the power of education to build bridges
between the different levels of society was gaining powerful allies. In 1821,
Daniel Webster said:

For the purpose of public instruction, we hold every man subject to taxation In
proportion to his property, and we look not to the question whether he himself have
or have not children to be benefited by the education for which he pays; we regard it

as a wise and liberal system of police, by which property, and life, and the peace of
society are secured. . . . We do not, indeed, expect all men to be philosophers or

statesmen: but we confidently trust . . . that by diffusion of general knowledge,
and good and virtuous sentiments, the political fabric may be secure as well agalnst

open violence and overthrow as against the slow but sure undermining of licen-
tiousness.

The concept of education as the ladder on which able children from
humble homes might rise to wealth and influence was not readily accepted
in Jefferson’s time, and it continued to be violently opposed by those who
saw it as a threat to the existing power structure and to the quality of
American life and institutions. A proposal to levy a tax in order to finance
public education was violently attacked by Philadelphia’s journal, The
National Gazette, in 1830. To do so, the newspaper warned, would make
moderately successful families feel that ‘‘they had toiled for the benefit of
other families than their own."

“We have no confidence in any compulsory equalizations,’’ said the
editorial. ‘It had well been observed that they pull down what is above, but
never raise what is below. . . . A scheme of universal equal education,
attempted in reality, would be an unexampled bed of Procrustes for the
understandings of our youth. . . .7

But as the process of building a nation and creating the “‘new Ameri-
can’’ became the uppermost concern of many politicians and social phi-
losophers, conservative efforts to maintain elitist restrictions were chal-
lenged by a growing commitment to egalitarian plans for a classless soclety.

Horace Mann was the high priest of a growing faith in education that fell
little short of anew religion. He believed as deeply as Jefterson in the power
of knowledge as the engine of republican government and a democratic
society. Although he admired America’s diversity, he was also fearful of
the ultimate divisiveness of pluralism. In his view, only a new institution,
capable of embracing so diverse a population, could create a sense of
community and ensure enough unity to safeguard the new nation's founda-
tion. Such a common purpose could be achieved only through the common

school.
Before Mann, the term ‘‘common school’’” had always had the connota-

tion of service to the poor—those who had been shunted aside and ex-
cluded from such elite institutions as the academies. Even those earlier



reformers who had begun to plead for more humane treatment of children

had been concerned largely about the fate of the offspring of affluent or
middle-class families; the children of the poor were either ignored or
termed, and treated as, ‘‘vicious.”’ Not even so forward-looking and
humane a philosopher as LLocke had found it within himself to include poor
children among the scope of his liberal proposals, exposing them instead to
the workhouse and whippings.

Mann’s view of America’s future could brook no such dichotomy. On
the contrary, he saw the school as the single most powerful tool with which
to erase the social and economic distinctions. ‘‘Now, surely, nothing but
Universal Education can counterwork this tendency to the domination of

capital and the servility of labor,”” Mann wrote. And he continued:

If one class possesses all the wealth and education, while the residue of soclety 1S
ignorant and poor, it matters ncet by what name the relation between them may be
called; the latter, in fact, and in truth, will be the servile dependents and subjects of
the former. But if education be equally diffused, it will draw property after it, by the
strongest of all attractions; for such a thing never did happen, as that an intelligent
and practical body of men should be permanently poor. Property and labor, in
different classes, are essentially antagonistic; but property and labor, in the same

class, are essentially fraternal. . . . Education, then, beyond all other devices of
human origin, is the great equalizer of the conditions of men—the balance-wheel of
the social machinery.

Mann believed that, even if greed and power were to continue to work
to the disadvantage of the poor, education would give to ordinary citizens
the means to “‘resist the selfishness of other men.’’ Indeed, in Mann’s
approach there was a hint of the strategy of a ‘‘war against poverty’’ that
would become so prominent a feature in American reform politics more
than a century later. Education, Mann said, ‘‘does better than disarm the
poor of their hostility toward the rich. The wanton destruction of the
property of others,—the burning of hay-ricks and corn-ricks, the demoli-
tion of machinery because it supersedes hand-labor, the sprinkling of vitriol

onrich dresses,—is only agrarianism run mad. Education prevents both the
revenge and the madness.”’

While Mann considered it essential to the process of nation building that
the schools inculcate in all children an understanding of government and
politics, he was realistic enough to sense the danger—he called it ‘‘catas-

trophe "—oft a political domination of the educational process. He was less
realistic, however, in foreseeing the difficulty of separating the one (in-

struction about politics) from the other (the politicizing of instruction). The

proper course, he counseled, would be to teach to all ‘‘those articles in the
creed of republicanism, which are accepted by all, believed in by all, and
which form the common basis of our political faith.’’

Not unlike Jefferson and Franklin, Horace Mann was still convinced



that the unifying process of the common school would create sufficient
political consensus to make it possible to teach a generally accepted
““creed”’ of republicanism while avoiding divisive and partisan politics.
Hindsight shows this to have been an idealist’s perhaps inevitable miscal-

culation.
One third philosophical approach—added to the J effersonian concept

of an aristocracy of talent and Mann’s faith in the equalizing capacity of the
common school—must be placed on the table. The exact opposite of
Mann’s effort to insulate the schools against power politics, this view was

given its most concise expression in 1932 by George Counts, one of the
spokesmen of post-Dewey progressivism. Counts “‘dared’” a national con-

vention of teachers to use the schools as the instrument to ‘‘build a new
social order.”” (Dewey himself responded with a warning that political

realities made it impossible for schools to determine the course of political,
intellectual, and moral change in the society at large.)

It is nevertheless against these three philosophical underpinnings—the
school as the ladder that lets the able climb to the top, the school as the
ereat socioeconomic equalizer, the school as the instrument of political
change—that the relative success or failure of public education to accom-
plish its mission and its mandate must be judged.

No assessment of public education’s record as an equalizing force is
possible without a brief examination of the schools’ actual approach to
such a goal in the years between Horace Mann and the contemporary €ra
from the mid-1950s to today.

From the beginning of the period under examination, it was clear that
the educational and political leadership continued frequently (although not
necessarily always) to be satisfied with the education of those who willingly
adjusted to the way of life of the majority and the parallel majority view of
education.

The key to successful education, and its reward of SOC10economic
equalization, was assimilation. Immigrant children were expected to reject
their native culture and cut their ties with the language and the wel-
tanschauung of their families. Children’s names were Americanized by
teachers, often without the parents’ knowledge, let alone consent. [_eonard
Covello, who later rose to a respected position as an educator, recalled his
father’s shock upon learning that his son’s teacher had ordered the *'1"" to
be dropped from the original Coviello, in addition to the Americanization of
““Leonardo.’’ ‘‘We soon got the idea that ‘Italian’ meant something pretty
inferior, and a barrier was erected between children of Italian origin and
their parents,”’ Covello recalled.

In 1851, The Massachusetts Teacher offered this comment on the
effects of immigration, particularly from Ireland:



Will it, like the muddy Missouri, as it pours its waters into the clear Mississippi and
contaminates the whole united mass, spread 1gnorance and vice, crime and disease,

through our native population? Or can we, by any process, not only preserve
ourselves from the threatened demoralization, but improve and purify and make

valuable this new element which is thus forced upon us and which we cannot shut
out if we would?

Adele M. Shaw, in The World’s Work of 1913, quoted a teacher asking a

pupil: ““You dirty little Russian Jew, what are you doing?’’

It would nevertheless be misleading to omit from this account the fact
that untold thousands of immigrant children did find the schools to be that
tool of successful self-advancement and subsequent equalization that
Mann had envisioned. Particularly those who had come from families
which, though poor, enjoyed a long tradition of learning and had main-
tained that tradition even amid the most hostile and threatening sur-
roundings—such as political persecution in Russia and Germany—not only
managed to adjust to the schools’ demands, but did so gratefully and even
joytully. .

For example, Mary Antin, in her book The Promised Land , recalled her
life in an American school in the 1890s:

There was no free school [in Russia] for girls. . . . At the high school, which was
under government control, Jewish children were admitted in limited numbers . . . a
nine-year-old Jewish child had to answer questions that a thirteen-year-old Gentile
was hardly expected to understand . . . and there was no appeal. . . . No, the
Czar did not want us in the schools. Education in America was free. That subject my
father had written about repeatedly, as compromising his chief hope for us children,
the essence of American opportunity, the treasure that no thief could touch, not
even misfortune and poverty. It was the one thing that he was able to promise us
when he sent for us; surer, safer than bread or shelter. . . . No application was

made, no questions asked, no examinations, rulings, exclusions; no machinations,
no fees.

She spoke for countless others for whom the schools were indeed the
escape hatch from poverty. And yet, too many were allowed to fall by the
wayside. Mann’s hope that merely opening the schools’ doors would clear
the way to equality was shown to be optimistic. After a national Investiga-
tion, the Federal Bureau of Education reported in 1914 that ‘‘chaos existed
throughout the nation’s schools. . . . There was no real national policy for
helping immigrants.’’

Even the absence of such a policy, however, was better than the

existing policy of discrimination and exclusions that confronted the chil-
dren of black Americans. For a substantial part of American history, the



black child was not just discriminated against, but invisible. Black educa-
fion was an issue left to Supreme Court decisions; 1t was not part of any
systematic review of American education.

In the South, where so much of the pattern for black education had been
established. the lot of black children was submerged in the educational
deprivation suffered by severely neglected poor white youngsters. In a
society that could characterize its poor as ““white trash,”” the cruelty of
neglect toward the even poorer blacks becomes comprehensible, though
not excusable. Such cruelty was reinforced by the poor whites’ fear that
they would sink even lower if blacks were allowed to rise on the scale of

status and opportunity.
In Plessy v. Ferguson the Supreme Court in 1896 codified educational

inequality by upholding the theory of ‘‘separate but equal™ schooling, the
code word for segregation and inequality. In general, the ruling echoed the
views expressed earlier in Roberts v. City of Boston when the majority had
turned down Charles Sumner’s plea for equal rights in school attendance,
holding that ‘‘legislation is powerless to eradicate racial instincts.”” The
historic tragedy of the Plessy decision was that it rejected Justice John
Marshall Harlan’s prescient warning: ‘‘In the view of the Constitution, in
the eye of the law, there is in this country no superior, dominant ruling class
of citizens. There is no caste here. Our Constitution is color-blind.”” Ac-

ceptance of that fundamental truth was postponed for almost 60 years with
awesome consequences to the nation and the cause of equality.

[t was not until the 1954 Brown decision by the unanimous Warren
Court—*‘We conclude that in the field of public education the doctrine of
‘separate but equal’ has no place. Separate educational facilities are Inher-
ently unequal.”’—that the officially imposed and sanctioned theory of
black inequality was rejected.

Finally, no examination of the dichotomy that assured educational
equality for some children, but denied it to others, would be complete
without reference to the long history of child labor. Without reviewing the
dismal conditions under which children labored in the mines and 1n the
sweatshops, it must be recalled that as late as June 3, 1918, the Supreme
Court, by a vote of 5 to 4, held in Hammer v. Dagenhart that the Keating-
Owens Act prohibiting the worst abuses of child labor was unconstitution-
al. The act, the majority ruled, had given to Congress ‘‘power as to a purely
local matter to which the Federal authority does not extend’’ and which
would threaten henceforth ‘‘all freedom of commerce.”

In a historic dissent, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, reminding his
brethren of the congressional authority to enforce Prohibition, under-

scored the unequal treatment to which children are often exposed. “If there
is any matter,”” Holmes wrote, ‘‘upon which civilized countries have
agreed—far more unanimously than they have with regard to intoxicants



and some other matters over which this country 1s now emotionally
aroused—it is the evil of premature and excessive child labor.”

It was not until the 1930s, when the Depression and a permanently
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