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I decided to read The Shame of the Nation by Jonathan Kozol because I see the quality of 

K-12 education as a significant factor in my work in student affairs and because I have had some 

personal experience working in a number of schools that were segregated. One of the trends 

within higher education is the increased racial diversity of student populations. With this comes a 

need for increased multicultural competency and also an increased understanding of the unique 

needs of various populations. According to the 2007 Oregon State Freshman Intake Survey, 

students of color generally express a greater need for assistance in both academics and adjusting 

to college life. I think that Jonathan Kozol’s book describes a number of scenarios that may 

explain this survey data and also helps to explain why OSU and the majority of other universities 

in the country still have predominately white student populations. As someone who has worked 

in two segregated schools in the Southeastern United States, I could relate to some of the 

frustrations and humiliations faced by both the teachers and the students in Kozol’s book. I was 

never in these schools long enough to see the long-term effects of segregated schooling, but I can 

attest to the struggle to achieve classroom order and accountability as well as the tremendous 

redeeming power of teachers whose love for her children transcended the poor conditions. 

Kozol focuses his book on exploring the concept of the Brown vs. Board of Education 

Supreme Court decision that deemed the concept of  “separate but equal” in K-12 schools 

unconstitutional. When this decision was first handed down by the courts, during the Civil Rights 

movement, there was a huge push to integrate schools, but as time has passed schools have 

become increasingly segregated institutions. Kozol spends the majority of the book explaining 

the various ways in which segregated (loosely defined as schools where a large majority of 

students are students of color), inner-city schools defer from schools where the majority of 

students are white. Kozol focuses his attention on showing the differences between how much 

money is spent on students and the teaching faculty, the safety and quality of the schools 



infrastructure, the teaching methods applied in the classroom and the end goals of receiving an 

education in these different schools. Kozol reports that “New York’s Board of Education spend 

about $8,000 yearly on the education of a third grade child in a New York public school” (p.45). 

This is in comparison to Kozol’s findings that a student in typically white suburb of New York

who received $12,000 a year in public education and a student in the wealthiest areas of New 

York who received $18,000 a year. Not only are students in inner-city, segregated schools 

shortchanged but so are their teachers. Specifically, Kozol found that during the 2002-2003 

school year the average salary for a first-year teacher in New York City’s public schools was 

$53,000. The figure jumped to $87,000 for a typical white suburb and $95,000 for a teacher in a 

wealthy school district. In addition, teachers in New York’s inner-city schools are far less likely 

to have degrees in education, have taught for more than a couple of years, and/or have advanced 

degrees. 

In addition to a lack of money spent on student and faculty salaries, segregated schools 

often have significant infrastructure problems that create extremely poor and oppressive learning 

environments. Kozol visits schools where overcrowding has led to there not being enough desks 

for every student in a class, where module trailer classrooms without windows or bathrooms are 

commonly used as classrooms, and where students are forced to endure drastic temperature 

extremes due to lack of heating and air conditioning. Kozol finds that these conditions are not 

conducive to learning and that they are often the cause of physical and personal embarrassment 

for many students. A vivid example of this is provided by students at Fremont High School in 

Los Angeles. They explain that they are treated like animals because their school does not have 

enough restrooms for all students to be able to use the facilities in between classes. One student 

comments that she feels “embarrassed when I have to stand there and explain it to the teacher” 

and another students adds “even animals need to relieve themselves sometimes” and yet another 

students says “it humiliates you… the school provides solutions that don’t actually work” 

(Kozol, p. 178). This concept of solutions that don’t work is taken up by Kozol as well as



numerous students, teachers, and administrators with regards to accountability measures and 

subsequent classroom dynamics.

The No Child Left Behind act is the latest in a series of measures handed down by the 

federal government to try and hold individual schools accountable for the education they provide 

their students. Unfortunately, this measure along with others like it, have had devastating effects 

on inner-city, segregated schools that rely heavily, if not exclusively, on government funding. 

Schools in poor neighborhoods have been forced to embrace new teaching systems based on 

strict systems of rewards and sanctions. Kozol identifies the typical mantra of these systems as 

“If you do what I tell you to do, how I tell you to do it, when I tell you do it, you’ll get it right… 

If you don’t, you’ll get it wrong” (p. 64). This highly structured system has been touted by many 

administrators and government officials as the solution to poor test scores, unruly classrooms,

and inexperienced teachers found in inner-city schools. However, Kozol finds that this solution 

comes at an incredible price. Students are no longer allowed to learn anything for its own sake, 

the diversity of curriculum is extremely limited and teachers loose autonomy and confidence in 

their own teaching abilities. Ultimately this system is responsible for Kozol’s assessment that 

many segregated schools are no longer responsible for producing well-rounded, intelligent, self-

motivated students but instead is responsible for creating a new labor pool for entry level, poor 

paying jobs. 

Marilyn Frye’s model of oppression is well documented in Kozol’s book. One of the key 

components of Frye’s model is the concept of the double bind, where people have “options 

reduced to a very few and all of them expose one to penalty, censure or deprivation” (Frye, 

p.30). One example of a group people who is in double bind within Kozol’s book are the 

students who live in the inner-city. On the one hand, they can attend segregated schools near 

their homes and face the consequences of a substandard education or they can try and switch to a 

better school further from their homes. If they choose the second option they are often forced to 

pay expensive application and interview fees and will still face unlikely odds of receiving one of 



the limited number of spaces for out of district students. In addition, students of color who are 

integrated into primarily white schools must deal with racism and feelings of otherness in order 

to receive a better education. Another group that is in a double bind in Kozol’s book is school 

administrators. One on hand, they can choose to accept and follow the strict rules and regulations 

set forth by both the federal, state and local government and in doing so subject their students to 

learning that is limited in its scope and ultimately geared towards producing consumers, not 

intelligent beings. On the other hand, they can choose to ignore government regulations, thus 

providing more joyous, diverse education, but also subjecting their schools to even less 

government funding. Neither of these groups is given a solution or answer that does not subject 

them or their students to adverse conditions and therefore they are both in a double bind. 

Besides the double bind concept, Frye uses the image of a birdcage to describe 

oppression. In this analogy, the wires of the birdcage form “barriers which are not accidental… 

but are systemically related to each other in such a way as to catch one between and among them 

and restrict or penalize motion in any direction” (Frye, p.31). This restriction of motion is 

defined as oppression by Frye. There are a number of restrictions that are placed in front school 

children in segregated schools which prevent their overall success. According to Kozol, some of 

the forces that restrict students include lack of access to preschool education as well as safe, 

clean, and spacious places to learn, lack of college preparatory curriculum and unregulated, 

unstructured learning opportunities, and limited chances to interact with students from diverse 

backgrounds. In addition, government programs like Head Start, a low cost pre-school program 

have seen drastic cuts due to recent presidential policies and therefore have created additional 

barriers or wires to restrict student success among low income families. This brings up 

potentially the largest barrier that these students face: living in poverty. Many of the students 

who attend segregated schools are living in homes where there is a daily struggle to provide 

basic necessities and therefore they are coming to school ill clothed, ill feed and ill equipped to 

take on the academic tasks ahead of them. 



According to Frye’s model, a person who chooses to look at only one wire of a birdcage 

or only one force that is keeping a student from succeeding in school is taking a microscopic 

view of the situation. An example of the microscopic view would be a person who says that 

oppression within the school system could simply be eliminated by allowing children from poor 

performing schools to transfer to higher performing schools. This viewpoint fails to take into 

account the application fees and interviews that are often required of students before they 

transfer schools and how students who live in poverty probably can’t pay these fees. It also fails 

to recognize the tremendous pressure from parent and neighborhood groups to keep students of 

color out of predominantly white schools. However, when all the wires of a birdcage or all of the 

forces that keep a student from succeeding are seen at the same time, which is what Kozol tries 

to do in his book, it becomes increasingly obvious that an oppressive education is not something 

a student can easily break away from. As one can see there are number of barriers, economic, 

governmental and educational that these students face and therefore according to Frye’s model 

they would be oppressed.

There are several times within Kozol’s book where the children in segregated schools 

explain to him how the educational system has taken away their dignity and self-respect.

Specifically the infrastructure prevents students from having control over their most basic need: 

the ability to use the bathroom when necessary. In addition, the system of standardized tests 

reduces a student’s value to a test score and course work that seeks to create a labor pool insults 

the intelligence of students who have dreams of going to college. This “maiming of a person’s 

dignity, the crushing of a person’s self-respect” is the first requirement in Hallie’s model of 

institutional cruelty and specifically defines substantial cruelty (p.2). It is easy to make the 

argument that these students are experiencing the other three requirements needed to prove

institutional cruelty as well. Kozol shows how this substantial cruelty is build into our society’s 

institutions by highlighting the effects that Supreme Court decisions, government programs, 

poverty and segregated living communities have all had on the education of students of color. 

This cruelty is definitely working on the edge of society’s awareness which is evident by the fact 



that when Kozol interviews students and administrators who do not attend or work in segregated 

schools they have very little, if any knowledge of the disparities that are present. It is also 

evident that the media and the government are trying to keep this cruelty on the edge of 

awareness because otherwise the public would be aware of the physical disrepair and dangerous 

learning environments in segregated schools and the fact that programs like Head Start have 

actually been cut in recent years despite a greater need than ever for their existence. Lastly, it is 

easy to see that the students and staff members at these segregated schools have far less 

institutional power than others within society. They have far less money and hence little to no

economic power and they are not well represented within the courts or government offices. 

Based on all of these factors it is easy to define the conditions in these segregated schools as 

institutional cruelty.

Kozol also speaks to one of the Common Elements of Oppression: internalized 

oppression, which Suzanne Pharr references in her piece Homophobia: A Weapon of Sexism.

Pharr defines internalized oppression as “when the victim of the oppression is led to believe the 

negative views of the oppressor” (p.14). In Kozol’s book there are numerous times when he 

indicates that students in segregated schools begin to believe that they aren’t as smart or able to 

learn as white students. Middle and high school students who have their sights set on college are 

placed in home economics courses, given internship credit for fast food jobs, and shifted into job 

academies that due little but prepare them for manual, entry level work. After which, students 

begin to believe that this type of work is all they are cut out for and as such lose sight of their 

college goals. Another example is the constant comparison between student test scores from 

segregated schools and the scores of other students. The disparities are shown to students as a 

way to motivate them to do better, but instead it just reinforces the understanding that they aren’t 

as good as other students. 

I have very few criticisms of the book. I think Kozol did a good job of showing the many 

areas in which students of color are underserved by both the public school system and those who



control it. With that being said, it would have been interesting to get Kozol’s feelings on his own 

white privilege and how it played a part in the way in which he went about collecting his 

research. I think the fact that Kozol could even write this book and have it published is in some 

ways a reflection on his privilege. He was privileged to become a new, inexperienced teacher 

during the 1960’s, privileged enough to travel the country doing his research and privileged 

enough to leave the segregated, rundown schools at the end of his research. I also question 

whether or not the students of color would have answered differently or had different responses 

to another person of color doing this research. The only other thing that I think deserved more 

attention in Kozol’s book is the effect that poverty has on students within the education system. I 

know that Kozol is primarily concerned with things having to do with education, but I think the 

economic hardships of the students have a larger role in their success as students than was 

mentioned. 

Having read this book I think I have greater insight into the challenges that students of 

color in the K-12 system face when trying to receive a high quality education that will prepare 

them for college. I think that this insight will be helpful to me as I work with students of color at 

the college level. Although every student’s experience is different, I will in all likelihood be 

advising students who have been forced to learn in less than ideal conditions and faced numerous 

hardships in even getting to college. I must be willing to listen to their stories and give them the 

proper amount of support to help them overcome some of the unique challenges they will face in 

the college environment. I was also glad to read this book, because it helped me to make sense of 

some of the policies and procedures I had witnessed during my time working in segregated 

schools. I also think that anyone who reads this book will have a good understanding of why 

Affirmative Action cannot eliminate discrimination within the work place. Affirmative Action 

requires that two people are equally qualified for a job in order for race to factor into the hiring 

process and there is little chance that a student from one of the schools mentioned in the book 

will ever be equally qualified for a position as a student from a primarily white school. 
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