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About the book

In "Savage Inequalities: Children in America's Schools," Jonathan K ozol
unvells a stark and unsettling portrait of the profound disparities that plague
the educational system in the United States. Through an eye-opening
exploration of underfunded schools in impoverished neighborhoods
contrasted with their affluent counterparts, Kozol sheds light on the systemic
inequities that hinder countless children from realizing their full potential.
This compelling narrative challenges readers to confront the grim realities of
racial and economic segregation within our education system, compelling us
to reflect on the moral implications of allowing such blatant inequalities to
persist. By weaving poignant personal stories with rigorous analysis, Kozol
ignites a crucial dialogue about justice, opportunity, and the undeniable right

of every child to receive a quality education.
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About the author

Jonathan Kozol is an American writer, educator, and activist renowned for
his passionate advocacy for educational equity and socia justice. Born on
September 5, 1936, he grew up in aprivileged environment that contrasted
sharply with the realities faced by marginalized communities. After
graduating from Harvard University, he began his career teaching in
under-resourced schoolsin the Boston area, where he witnessed firsthand the
stark disparities in educational opportunities based on socioeconomic status.
Kozol's firsthand experiences fueled his lifelong commitment to addressing
these injustices through his powerful writing. His books, including " Savage
Inequalities,” expose the systemic inequities within the American education
system and challenge readers to confront the harsh realities of poverty and

racism that continue to perpetuate cycles of disadvantage.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Lifeon the Mississippi

Chapter 1 of "Savage Inequalities’ by Jonathan Kozol presents a stark and
harrowing depiction of lifein East St. Louis, Illinois. The author illustrates
the profound systemic inequalities faced by this predominantly Black
community, highlighting dire socioeconomic conditions, environmental

hazard risks, and inadequate education systems.

1. East St. Louisis characterized as a deeply distressed city, with a
population that is 98 percent Black. The city lacks basic services such as
obstetric care or regular trash collection, which has resulted in families
living in squalor. Nearly athird of families survive on incomes under
$7,500, and 75 percent rely on welfare. The U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development classifies East St. Louis as “the most distressed
small city in America,” underscoring the economic degradation that has

occurred over decades.

2. The city bears the scars of neglect, as noted by the physical decay of
buildings and infrastructure. Occupancy rates plummet to a mere three out of
thirteen buildings on a mgor thoroughfare, while the city grappled with the
fallout from the closure of its garbage collection servicesin 1987. Asa
result, residents resort to using their backyards as dumps, leading to
problems with health and safety as untreated waste accumul ates.
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3. Theair isthick with toxic fumes from nearby chemical plants, and the city
experiences alarmingly high rates of childhood asthma. Public health
officials express concerns about the overall safety and livability of East St.
Louis, which stands in stark contrast to the wealthier, predominantly white

towns nearby that avoid confronting their urban neighbor's struggles.

4. Environmental injustices are rampant in East St. Louis, with railroad
tracks running through the city transporting hazardous materials. Residents
live in constant fear of chemical spills, and reports document alarming
instances of sewage floods affecting schools and public housing,
contributing to health crises, including cholera and lead poisoning among

children.

5. The education system exemplifies the challenges faced in East St. Louis.
Schools operate under dire conditions, characterized by inadequate facilities,
alack of resources, and insufficient staffing. Budget cuts lead to widespread
layoffs of teachers and support staff, while class sizes swell, damaging the
guality of education. The children contend not only with physical and
emotional neglect but also with an under-resourced schooling system that

perpetuates the cycle of poverty.
6. Despite their circumstances, the resilience and aspirations of the children

shine through. Even while dealing with the immediate crises of their

environment, they exhibit hope for better futures and a desire for racia
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integration, underscoring the complexities within their community

narratives.

7. The legacy of systemic racism is further evidenced by an absence of
effective governance. Political |eaders often blame the local black leadership
for East St. Louis's plight while ignoring broader socioeconomic factors at
play. Attempts to address the crippling poverty and inadequate education

systems are met with insufficient support, perpetuating a sense of despair.

8. Solutions to the severe inequalities faced by East St. Louis residents
remain elusive. While some community voices advocate for reform,
fundamental changes to the educational and economic landscape appear
unattainable in the near term. The community remains largely segregated,
with no serious considerations from the state to integrate resources or

funding equitably.

Through vivid imagery and poignant storytelling, Kozol underscores the
urgent need for societal awareness and action to rectify the ongoing
injustices faced by the residents of East St. Louis. The chapter paints a
powerful picture of how systemic inequalities can create a cycle of despair,
vividly capturing the struggles and resilience of its inhabitants amidst

overwhelming challenges.
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Chapter 2 Summary: Other People’ s Children

In "Savage Inequalities,”" Jonathan Kozol presents a stark portrayal of the
systemic disparities in public education, particularly through the lens of
schools located in impoverished neighborhoods like North Lawndale in
Chicago. His poignant observations raise pressing questions about societal
priorities and the value placed on education, particularly for marginalized

children.

1. Societal Indifference Kozol emphasizes the emotional turmoil
experienced by visitors to dilapidated schools in impoverished areas,
particularly East St. Louis and North Lawndale, filled with young, innocent
children who are victims of a societal structure that neglects their basic
needs. He questions why, in a prosperous nation, society fails to address the
educational needs of these children, leaving them to suffer in an

environment filled with poverty, violence, and neglect.

2. Economic Decay: North Lawndale exemplifies the consequences of
decaying industry and systemic neglect; since the exodus of white families,
the area has faced rampant job loss and increased gang violence. The
struggle for survival within this community is palpable, with churches and
residents often bearing the burden of poverty while government institutions

remain indifferent.
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3. Educational Despair: Observations within the schools reveal a stark
contrast to better-funded suburban schools. Classrooms are under-resourced,
teaching methods are uninspired, and the educational environments lack the
richness and stimulation found in wealthier districts. Many children come to
school without the basics, leading to a cycle of failure where only afraction

graduate prepared for college.

4. Inequitable Resour ce Distribution: The financial disparitiesin

education are exacerbated by a system that finances most public schools
through local property taxes. This creates a significant imbalance, as affluent
suburbs raise ample funds per child compared to their poor urban
counterparts. Such systems effectively entrench poverty by failing to provide

equitable funding or support for the children who need it most.

5. Cultural and Systemic Barriers The influence of parental

involvement and socioeconomic status plays a crucial role in educational
outcomes. Children from less affluent backgrounds often lack the necessary
resources and guidance to navigate educational systems— a stark contrast to
their wealthier peers who enjoy an abundance of educational and

extracurricular advantages that prepare them for success.
6. Dire Consequences Kozol presents alarming statistics about dropout

rates and literacy levels, indicating that children in the poorest districts face

increased chances of failure. For instance, schools like Du Sable High
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showcase graduation rates as low as 25%, with many students unprepared

for adulthood and facing bleak prospects.

7. Hope amid Adver sity: Despite the overwhelming challenges, there are
dedicated teachers like Corla Hawkins, who strive to infuse hope and
creativity into their classrooms, demonstrating that meaningful changeis
possible. However, such teachers are often the exception in a broader system

that consistently fails to support educators and students alike.

8. Callsfor Reform: The narrative concludes with the notion that

systemic reform is desperately needed. The persistence of educational
inequity reflects broader societal issues around race and class, which require
urgent attention and action. Kozol argues that merely providing charity or
temporary solutions is insufficient; the focus must shift to ensuring genuine
equity, adequate funding, and a high-quality education for al children,

regardless of their background.

Kozol'sincisive exploration of educational disparities reveasthetragic
consequences of systemic neglect and advocacy for meaningful changesin
Americas public education system. The intertwining factors of race, class,

and policy highlight a pressing need for societal accountability and reform.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Societal Indifference

Critical Interpretation: Kozol's examination of societal indifference
towards the plight of children in impoverished schools serves asa
potent reminder of our human responsibility to advocate for those who
are marginalized. Asyou reflect on the conditions in places like North
Lawndale, consider how your awareness can spark action in your own
life. By recognizing that the well-being and education of all children
should be a priority, you may feel inspired to participate in community
initiatives, support equitable policies, or even engage in conversations
about educational reform. Y ou are reminded that change begins with
awareness and empathy, and it is within your power to challenge the
indifference that perpetuates inequality. In standing up for these
children and their right to a quality education, you help cultivate a

more just society for everyone.
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Chapter 3: The Savage I nequalities of Public Education
In New York

In Chapter 3 of "Savage Inequalities," Jonathan Kozol vividly presents the
stark disparitiesin public education in New Y ork City, highlighting the
harsh realities faced by children in impoverished neighborhoods compared
to their more affluent counterparts. The chapter opens with a poignant
reflection on the American ideal of equality, immediately underscoring the
irony that thisideal often failsto materialize for the nation's poorest
children, especially in cities like New Y ork.

1. The financial disparities in education are apparent, as average
expenditures per pupil in New Y ork City are approximately $5,500, while
affluent suburbs exceed $11,000, with some districts reaching $15,000. This
inequity raises acritical question posed by the city's Board of Education
regarding why its students should receive less funding than those in

wealthier districts. However, as the Community Service Society of New
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Chapter 4 Summary: Children of the City Invincible

In Chapter 4 of "Savage Inequalities," Jonathan Kozol highlights the stark
disparitiesin educational resources and school conditions between affluent
and impoverished communities, specifically focusing on Camden, New
Jersey. The chapter challenges the notion frequently propagated by entities
like the Wall Street Journal that higher spending on education does not
correlate with better student outcomes or achievement, arguing instead that

these assertions ignore the systemic inequalities faced by urban schools.

1. Misleading Gener alizations about Education Funding Kozol critiques
the Wall Street Journal's claims that financial investment in education
doesn’'t yield results. He points out that while per-pupil spending has
increased, it often masks significant disparities, with wealthier districts
spending vastly more on education than impoverished ones. For instance,
while suburban schools may invest over $12,000 per student, schoolsin

economically disadvantaged areas like Camden may spend less than $3,000.

2. Systemic Challengesin Camden: Camden, once a thriving industrial

city, isnow marked by high poverty rates and alack of job opportunities. Its
school system reflects this reality, with significant infrastructural decay,
inadequate teaching materials, and a dearth of essential resources like
nursing care and proper laboratory facilities. The author describes bleak

educational environments where students lack basic supplies and access to
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modern learning tools.

3. TheHuman Cost of Educational Disparities Through hisinterviews
with teachers and school administrators, Kozol reveals the detrimental
impacts of these disparities on the students physical and mental well-being.
Reports of untreated health issues, inadequate classroom settings, and a lack
of emotional and academic support illustrate how children in Camden

endure systemic neglect that hampers their education.

4. Inequitiesin Educational Expectations The chapter discusses how the
educational system's testing regime narrows the curriculum, forcing
teachers to focus on test preparation at the expense of more enriching
subjects such as literature and the arts. This leads to a pedagogical approach
where students learn merely to pass exams rather than to think critically or

creatively, reinforcing cycles of failure rather than encouraging growth.

5. Resistant Attitudes Toward Equity. Kozol describes a pervasive belief
among affluent suburban residents that inequities in education funding are
justified by local control and the assumption that children from poorer
neighborhoods inherently possess less potential. This notion perpetuates an
unequal system where affluent districts consistently receive the resources
necessary to support comprehensive educational programs while urban

schools struggle.
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6. The Impact of Segregation: The chapter illuminates the social and
racial segregation evident within the school systems. Kozol argues that
efforts toward desegregation in educational contexts remain superficial and
ineffective, as the systemic inequalities prevent meaningful integration and

equality of experience between varying districts.

7. Legal and Societal Responses The legal challenges surrounding
educational inequalities are mentioned, including alandmark court case that
sought to address funding disparities. However, Kozol conveys skepticism
about the real impact of legal decisionsin practice, especially in the wake of

public resistance to redistributing funds from wealthier to poorer districts.

8. Desirefor Change Amid Despair: Throughout the chapter, Kozol
captures the voices of students who yearn for the same opportunities
afforded to their wealthier peers, reflecting a collective desire for educational
equity and arecognition of the injustices they face. Despite the
overwhelming obstacles, there is a glimmer of hope as they articulate

aspirations for a system that values and nurtures all learners equally.

In the conclusion, Kozol underscores the urgent need for systemic reform
that goes beyond shallow assessments of spending and recognizes the
fundamental rights of all children to a quality education, regardless of their
economic background. The narrative paints a vivid picture of the detrimental

effects of segregation and systemic inequity on the future of urban children,
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raising critical questions about societal responsibility and the collective

conscience surrounding equal education opportunities.
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Chapter 5 Summary: The Equality of Innocence

In "Savage Inequalities," Jonathan Kozol presents a detailed and intensely
critical view of the educational disparities manifesting in American public
schools, particularly illustrated through the experiences of childrenin
Washington, D.C. The chapter confronts the dichotomy of equity versus
privilege, revealing the systemic injustices that persist in the educational
system.

One of the primary issues addressed is the superficial understanding of
"equity"” in education. Studies often fall short, suggesting only a semblance
of equality rather than true equity, as seen in Maryland's funding
recommendations. For instance, a push for amere 75 percent funding
equality allows for significant divergence in educational resources, ensuring
that the privileged continue to benefit disproportionately. The flawed
argument that such disparities are acceptable because true equality is

unattainable only serves to deepen social and educational divides.

2. Class and Social Destiny: The chapter accentuates how school systems
serve different social classes, creating divergent pathways for children
based on their socioeconomic status. Those in affluent environments are
groomed for positions of power while lower-income students are prepared
for subservient roles, effectively perpetuating a cycle of inequality. Thisis

described metaphorically as a maritime imagery of ships, where the unequal
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distribution of resources ensures that wealthier districts sail ahead while

poorer areas struggle to keep afloat.

3. Children'sInnocence Presented isthe ideathat all children,

regardless of background, share an inherent innocence and potential that is
tragically stifled by environmental circumstances. Kozol notes that societal
attitudes and the acceptance of inequities can lead to amoral detachment
regarding the value of other children’slives, particularly thosein
underfunded urban schools. The acknowledgment of this shared innocence

adds a profound ethical dimension to the arguments for educational reform.

4. Societal Indifference The text reveals how the affluent often

rationalize systemic disparities, attributing them to personal responsibility
and ignoring the broader societal role in creating such inequities. Thislack
of acknowledgment allows privilege to remain unchecked, while neglecting

the needs of children from disenfranchised backgrounds.

5. The Consequences of Neglect: Kozol highlights the tragic outcomes of
educational neglect in urban areas. He captures the daily redlities faced by
students in Anacostia, where dilapidated schools, inadequate nourishment,
and exposure to violence are common. He poignantly illustrates the culture
of hopelessness that permeates their lives, asserting that the failures of the

educational system are compounded by ongoing societal neglect.
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6. Resistance and Resilience Children in these disadvantaged
neighborhoods yearn for beauty and hope, dreaming of making their schools
and neighborhoods better. Despite their surroundings, their voices reflect
innocence and a desire for change. They perceive the injustices around them,
demonstrating a stark awareness of their circumstances that belies their

youth.

7. The Role of Institutional Structures The chapter examines the
governance and administrative structures that reinforce inequalitiesin
education. Policies often designed without consideration of the
disproportionate impact on poorer districts perpetuate a cycle of neglect. The
metropolitan desegregation plan in Michigan, for instance, exemplifies how

judicial rulings can reinforce existing disparities rather than rectify them.

8. The Implications of Funding Disparities Kozol draws attention to the
vast differencesin funding per pupil across city and suburban schools,
stressing that this imbalance reinforces social stratification. Wealthier
districts often resist funding initiatives aimed at leveling the playing field,
arguing that increased funding for poorer schools would disadvantage their
own students, thereby entrenching the very system of inequity they benefit

from.

9. Personal Stories of Students The stories of individuals like Tunisia

and Gregory reveal the resilience of children facing systemic neglect. Their
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candid observations about their schools and aspirations for improvement
underline how deeply they are affected by inequities. Their narratives serve
as apowerful critique of the failures of the educational system and the

complacency of those in power.

10. Societal Responsibility: Ultimately, Kozol callsfor a re-examination

of societal values, urging a collective recognition that equity in education is
amoral imperative and a societal responsibility. The chapter underscores the
need for a commitment to dismantle the structures that perpetuate inequality,
advocating for a genuine investment in the futures of all children, rather than

merely maintaining the status quo that benefits the privileged.

Through vivid narratives and a deeply empathetic approach, Kozol paints a
stark picture of educational inequality, culminating in acall to action for
systemic reform and moral accountability in the pursuit of true equity in

education.
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Chapter 6: The Dream Deferred, Again, in San Antonio

In Chapter 6 of "Savage Inequalities," Jonathan Kozol examines the stark
Inequities present in the American public education system, particularly as
they manifest in San Antonio, Texas. The narrative begins with reflections
on how the legal system, while ostensibly established to promote justice and
equality, has often entrenched the disparities among school districts based on
wealth.

1. The foundation of school funding is criticized as it operates primarily on
local property taxes, which inherently disadvantages poorer districts. This
model fosters an educational system where rich children receive quality
education, while those from impoverished backgrounds are left with
substandard resources. Kozol quotes John Coons, who asserts that the public

school financing system fails miserably in promoting economic freedom and

equality.
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