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On September 8, the day most of the nation’s children were scheduled to return to school, the
Department of Education Statistics issued a report, commissioned by Congress, on adult literacy
and numeracy in the United States. The results? More than 90 million adult Americans lacked
simple literacy. Fewer than 20 percent of those surveyed could compare two metaphors in a poem;
not 4 percent could calculate the cost of carpeting at a given price for a room of a given size, using a
calculator. As the DOE report was being issued, as if to echo its findings, two of the nation’s largest
school systems had delayed their openings: in New York, to remove asbestos from aging buildings;
in Chicago, because of a battle over the budget.

Inspired by the report and the delays, pundits once again began chanting the familiar litany of
the education crisis. We’ve heard it all many times before: 130,000 children bring guns along with
their pencils and books

to school each morning; juvenile arrests for murder increased by 85 percent from 1987 to
1991; more than 3,000 youngsters will drop out today and every day for the rest of the school
year, until about 600,000 are lost by June—in many urban schools, perhaps half the enrollment. A
lot of the dropouts will end up in prison, which is a surer bet for young black males than college:
one in four will pass through the correctional system, and at least two out of three of those will
be dropouts.

In quiet counterpoint to those staggering facts is another set of statistics: teachers make less
than accountants, architects, doctors, lawyers, engineers, judges, health professionals, auditors,
surveyors. They can earn higher salaries teaching in Berlin, Tokyo, Ottawa, or Amsterdam th
New York or Chicago. American children are in school only about 180 days a year, as against 2+
or more for children in Europe or Japan. The richest school districts (school financing is |
federal) spend twice as much per student as poorer ones do. The poorer ones seem almos:
help: children with venereal disease or AIDS (2.5 million adolescents annually contract 2 s
transmitted disease), gangs in the schoolyard, drugs in the class room, children doing
of homework, playground firefights featuring Uzis and Glocks.

Clearly, the social contract that obliges adults to pay taxes so that children can
in imminent danger of collapse. Yet for all the astonishing statistics, more astonishing s
no one seems to be listening. The education crisis is kind of like violence on television: the -
it gets the more inert we become, and the more of it we require to rekindle our arrention. We've
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