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Death at an Early Age

The Destruction of the Hearts
and Minds of Negro Children
in the Boston Public Schools

Jonathan Kozol

S tephen is eight years old. A picture of him standing in front of the
bulletin board on Arab bedouins shows a little light-brown person star-

ing with unusual concentration at a chosen spot upon the floor. Stephen is
tiny, desperate, unwell. Sometimes he talks to himself. He moves his mouth
as if he were talking. At other times he laughs out loud in class for no apparent
reason. He is also an indescribably mild and unmalicious child. He cannot
do any of his school work very well. His math and reading are poor. In
Third Grade he was in a class that had substitute teachers much of the year.
Most of the year before that, he had a row of substitute teachers too. He is
in the Fourth Grade now but his work is barely at the level of the Second.
Nobody has complained about the things that have happened to Stephen
because he does not have any mother or father. Stephen is a ward of the
State of Massachusetts and, as such, he has been placed in the home of
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some very poor people who do not want him now that he is not a baby any
more. The money that they are given to pay his expenses every week does
not cover the other kind of expense—the more important kind which is the
immense emotional burden that is continually at stake. Stephen often comes
into school badly beaten. If I ask him about it, he is apt to deny it because
he does not want us to know first-hand what a miserable time he has. Like
many children, and many adults too, Stephen is far more concerned with
hiding his abased condition from the view of the world than he is with
escaping that condition. He lied to me first when I asked him how his
eye got so battered. He said it happened from being hit by accident when
somebody opened up the door. Later, because it was so bruised and because
I questioned him, he admitted that it was his foster mother who had flung
him out onto the porch. His eye had struck the banister and it had closed
and purpled. The children in the class were frightened to see him. I thought
that they also felt some real compassion, but perhaps it was just shock.

Although Stephen did poorly in his school work, there was one thing
he could do well: he was a fine artist. He made delightful drawings. The
thing about them that was good, however, was also the thing that got him
into trouble. For they were not neat and orderly and organized but entirely
random and casual, messy, somewhat unpredictable, seldom according to
the instructions he had been given, and—in short—real drawings. For these
drawings, Stephen received considerable embarrassment at the hands of the
Art Teacher. This person was a lady no longer very young who had some
rather fixed values and opinions about children and about teaching. Above
all, her manner was marked by unusual confidence. She seldom would
merely walk into our class but seemed always to sweep into it. Even for
myself, her advent, at least in the beginning of the year, used to cause
a wave of anxiety For she came into our class generally in a mood of
self-assurance and of almost punitive restlessness which never made one
confident but which generally made me wonder what I had done wrong. In
dealing with Stephen, I thought she could be quite overwhelming.

The Art Teacher’s most common technique for art instruction was to pass
out mimeographed designs and then to have the pupils fill them in accord-
ing to a dictated or suggested color plan. An alternate approach was to stick
up on the wall or on the blackboard some of the drawings on a particular
subject that had been done in the previous years by predominantly white
classes. These drawings, neat and ordered and very uniform, would be the
models for our children. The art lesson, in effect, would be to copy what had
been done before, and the neatest and most accurate reproductions of the
original drawings would be the ones that would win the highest approval
from the teacher. None of the new drawings, the Art Teacher would tell me
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frequently, was comparable to the work that had been done in former times,
but at least the children in the class could try to copy good examples. The
fact that they were being asked to copy something in which they could not
believe because it was not of them and did not in any way correspond to
their own interests did not occur to the Art Teacher, or if it did occur she did
not say it. Like a number of other teachers at my school and in other schools
of the same nature, she possessed a remarkable self-defense apparatus, and
anything that seriously threatened to disturb her point of view could be
effectively denied.

How did a pupil like Stephen react to a teacher of this sort? Alone almost
out of the entire class, I think that he absolutely turned off his signals while
she was speaking and withdrew to his own private spot. At his desk he would
sit silently while the Art Teacher was talking and performing. With a pencil,
frequently stubby and end-bitten, he would scribble and fiddle and cock his
head and whisper to himself throughout the time that the Art Teacher was
going on. At length, when the art lesson officially began, he would perhaps
push aside his little drawing and try the paint and paper that he had been
given, usually using the watercolors freely and the paintbrush sloppily and a
little bit defiantly and he would come up with things that certainly were
delightful and personal and private, and full of his own nature.

If Stephen began to fiddle around during a lesson, the Art Teacher gen-
erally would not notice him at first. When she did, both he and I and the
children around him would prepare for trouble. For she would go at his
desk with something truly like a vengeance and would shriek at him in a
way that carried terror. “Give me that! Your paints are all muddy! You’ve
made it a mess. Look at what he’s done! He’s mixed up the colors! I don’t
know why we waste good paper on this child!” Then: “Garbage! Junk! He
gives me garbage and junk and garbage is one thing I will not have.” Now
I thought that that garbage and junk was very nearly the only real artwork
in the class. I do not know very much about painting, but I know enough
to know that the Art Teacher did not know much about it either and that,
furthermore, she did not know or care anything at all about the way in
which you can destroy a human being. Stephen, in many ways already
dying, died a second and third and fourth and final death before her anger.

Sometimes when the Art Teacher was not present in our classroom, and
when no other supervisory person happened to be there, Stephen would
sneak up to me, maybe while I was sitting at my desk and going over
records or totaling up the milk money or checking a paper, so that I would
not see him until he was beside me. Then, hastily, secretly, with mystery,
with fun, with something out of a spy movie, he would hand me one of his
small drawings. The ones I liked the most, to be honest, were often not
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completely his own, but pictures which he had copied out of comic books
and then elaborated, amended, fiddled with, and frequently added to
by putting under them some kind of mock announcement (“I AM THE
GREATEST AND THE STRONGEST”) which might have been something
he had wished. I think he must have seen something special and valuable
about comic books, because another thing that he sometimes did was just
cut out part of a comic book story that he liked and bring it in to me as a
present. When he did this, as with his paintings and drawings, he usually
would belittle his gift by crumpling it up or folding it up very tiny before
he handed it to me. It was a way, perhaps, of saying that he didn’t value it
too much (although it was clear that he did value it a great deal) in case
I didn’t like it.

If the Art Teacher came upon us while he was slipping me a picture he
had drawn, both he and I were apt to get an effective lashing out. Although
she could be as affectionate and benevolent as she liked with other children,
with Stephen she was almost always scathing in her comments and made no
attempt at seeming mild. “He wants to show you his little scribbles because
he wants to use you and your affection for him and make you pity him but
we don’t have time for that. Keep him away. If you don’t, I’ll do it. I don’t
want him getting near you during class.”

For weeks after that outburst, when we had been caught in the act of
friendship, he stopped coming near me. He stopped bringing me his drawings.
He kept to his seat and giggled, mumbled, fiddled. Possibly he felt that he was
doing this for my sake in order not to get me into further trouble. Then one
day for a brief second he got up his nerve and darted forward. He crumpled
up some paper in his fist and handed it to me quickly and got back into his
chair. The crumpled paper turned out to be more funnies that he had
painstakingly cut out. Another time he dropped a ball of crunched-up math
paper on my desk. On the paper he had written out his age—eight years old—
and his birthday—which I seem to remember came at Christmas. I also
remember that once he either whispered to me or wrote to me on a note that
he weighed sixty pounds. This information, I thought, came almost a little
boastfully, even though it obviously isn’t a lot to weigh if you are almost nine,
and I wondered about it for a time until it occurred to me that maybe it was
just one of very few things that he knew about himself, one of the half dozen
measurable facts that had anything to do with him in the world, and so—like
all people, using as best they can whatever they’ve got—he had to make the
most of it.

I think that much of his life, inwardly and outwardly, must have
involved a steady and, as it turned out, inwardly at least, a losing battle to
survive, he battled for his existence and, like many defenseless humans, he
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had to use whatever odd little weapons came to hand. Acting up at school
was part of it. He was granted so little attention that he must have panicked
repeatedly about the possibility that, with a few slight mistakes, he might
simply stop existing or being seen at all. I imagine this is one reason why he
seemed so often to invite or court a tongue-lashing or a whipping. Doing
anything at all that would make a teacher mad at him, scream at him, strike
at him, would also have been a kind of ratification, even if it was painful,
that he actually was there. Other times, outside of school, he might do
things like pulling a fire alarm lever and then having the satisfaction of
hearing the sirens and seeing the fire engines and knowing that it was all of
his own doing and to his own credit, so that at least he would have proof
in that way that his hands and his arm muscles and his mischievous imagi-
nation actually did count for something measurable in the world. Maybe
the only way in which he could ever impinge upon other people’s lives was
by infuriating them, but that at least was something. It was better than not
having any use at all.

I remember that the Art Teacher once caught him out in the back, in the
hallway, in front of a big floor-length coat-closet mirror. She grabbed him
by the arm and pulled him into the classroom and announced to me and to
the children in the classroom that he was “just standing there and making
faces at himself and staring.” While she talked, he looked away and examined
the floor with his eyes, as he did so often, because he was embarrassed by
being exposed like that. I thought it was needlessly cruel of her to have
hauled him before the children in that manner, and surely a little hesitation
on her part might have given her a moment to think why he might like to
see himself in a mirror, even if it was only to see a scratched reflection. I
didn’t think it was shameful for him to be doing that, even to be making
funny faces. It seemed rather normal and explicable to me that he might
want to check up on his existence. Possibly it was a desperate act, and cer-
tainly a curious one, but I do not think it was unnatural. What did seem to
me to be unnatural was the unusual virulence of the Art Teacher’s reaction.

Another time, seeing him all curled up in one of the corners, I went over
to him and tried to get him to look up at me and smile and talk. He would
not do that. He remained all shriveled up there and he would not cry and
would not laugh. I said to him: “Stephen, if you curl up like that and will
not even look up at me, it will just seem as if you wanted to make me think
you were a little rat.” He looked down at himself hurriedly and then he
looked up at me and he chuckled grotesquely and he said, with a pitiful
little laugh: “I know I couldn’t be a rat, Mr. Kozol, because a rat has got to
have a little tail!” I never forgot that and I told it later to a child psychiatrist,
whose answer to me made it more explicit and more clear: “It is the absence
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of a tail which convinces him that he has not yet become a rat.” Perhaps
that is overly absolute and smacks a bit of the psychiatric dogmatism that
seems so difficult to accept because it leaves so little room for uncertainty
or doubt; yet in this one instance I do not really think that it carries the
point too far. For it is the Boston schoolteachers themselves who for years
have been speaking of the Negro children in their charge as “animals” and
the school building that houses them as “a zoo.” And it is well known by
now how commonly the injustices and depredations of the Boston school
system have compelled its Negro pupils to regard themselves with something
less than the dignity and respect of human beings. The toll that this took was
probably greater upon Stephen than it might have been upon some other
children. But the price that it exacted was paid ultimately by every child, and
in the long run I am convinced that the same price has been paid by every
teacher too.

Jonathon Kozol is an author, winner of the National Book Award, and a former
teacher.
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