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A Note



Where people are identified by first names only, those names and sometimes other minor details have been changed to protect their privacy—with the exception of David, in Chapter 6, who I originally interviewed for NPR and agreed to use his real first name only. Heather, in St. Louis, chose the pseudonyms for herself and her children.















INTRODUCTION



In early March 2020, Dr. Dara Kass sat down with her three children at home in Park Slope, Brooklyn, and told them they were going to stay with her parents in New Jersey for a while. “Think of it like summer camp,” she said.


“Am I going to die?” seven-year-old Sammy asked.


A slender goofball who likes to sneak into his dad’s study to use his VR headset, Sammy had a liver transplant when he was two years old to reverse the progress of a rare genetic disorder. Dara was the donor. He still has a compromised immune system, still takes meds daily. It’s not so unusual for him to ask whether something could kill him. “Sammy talks about his mortality—not all the time, but he does understand that his life is, in some way, precious,” his mother says.


Dara had started to see her emergency room fill up with patients with cough, fever, and shortness of breath. She’d also seen the preliminary data from China, showing how easily the novel coronavirus spread within households.


Dark-haired, short, and straight to the point, Dara chose other people’s worst-case scenarios to be her everyday routine. She doesn’t find it “helpful” to dwell on feelings. She’s a problem solver. She has the knowledge and research skills to fuel endless cycles of anxiety and planning, so she tries to avoid spiraling. “My rabbit holes are deep,” she says. “But they’re not frequent, because I go places people don’t even know.”


But with a looming global pandemic, she had no choice. “I started figuring out—I started playing a game in my mind. How do you quarantine your family from you if you’re positive or even exposed? And I started thinking about the floors of my house and the rooms and the bathrooms—and most specifically I want to protect my youngest.”


Dara decided the safest course of action was to quarantine her children with her parents in New Jersey for a few weeks while she continued to work at the hospital. “I put them all together in the same house and said, OK, figure it out and I’m going to worry about work.”


She dropped off Sammy, ten-year-old Charlie, and twelve-year-old Hannah on Friday, March 13, and hugged them tight. Hannah put on a brave face, but she was worried. Dara couldn’t say when she’d see them again.


Dara worked twenty-four hours at an increasingly hectic hospital over the weekend. Monday morning she woke up feeling like she’d been stabbed in the back. Her coffee tasted like hot water.


Across the country in San Francisco, eleven-year-old Jonah and his mother, Maya, walked out of a parent-teacher conference on March 12 that had actually gone well. After two years of phone calls, meetings, lobbying, paperwork, fights, and frustration, he was getting support for his dyslexia in small groups at school. His English scores were up two hundred points in the past few months. A behavioral therapist was coming to the house almost every day to help reinforce desired behaviors like sitting at dinner and taking conversational turns. His team was discussing Jonah “graduating” from his behavioral therapy. A handsome boy with a round face and a mop of brown curls, Jonah spoke up for himself in the meeting and was proud of his progress. Things were getting better at home too. Jonah’s moods were steadier. He was less likely to explode at Maya’s fiancé, Robert, or at Robert’s teenage son, Rust.


Robert works in health education. Lately he had been tasked with designing teaching materials about this novel virus. “Basically, I spent a good part of a week with my colleagues making slide decks for students about washing your hands, staying away from people, social distancing.”


Maya got an alert on her phone as she walked out of the parent-teacher conference: San Francisco public schools announced a three-week closure. It was an “oh shit” moment.


“I’m scared,” Jonah told his mother at bedtime that night, in his upstairs room with a view that peeks at the Bay. He was afraid his progress would disappear without the support he was used to. That without the routine of school, recess, and friends, he would start acting, in his words, “crazy.”


Two days later in rural Oklahoma, on Saturday, March 14, Jeannie teared up in line at the Aldi’s grocery. The guy in front of her looked like he was hoarding. “We call them corn-fed here, like a big farmer guy. He had a cartful of chicken and potatoes. And I thought, I really hope you’re buying that for your elderly grandparents or something because you don’t need to be buying all that out from under everybody else.” Her cart was full, too, but then again she had five kids at home.


Beneath her resentment, Jeannie remembers a spooky, sinking feeling. “I just felt like, this was not the world I’m supposed to be in. Like, never in my life would I ever’ve thought that this would be my life.”


In the Deanwood neighborhood of Washington, DC, a baby boy named Patrick was cranky without his usual routine at daycare and showing physical discomfort. He was born with a genetic disorder called Noonan syndrome, which can cause heart defects, other physical abnormalities, and developmental delays. His physical and speech therapy sessions were all canceled. His older brother, Pete Jr., had cabin fever, running around the house pretending to be Batman.


Their dad, Pete, had to head back out to work at the end of March, after just two weeks at home. His job as a groundskeeper on a golf course had been deemed “essential” by the city. Their mother Patricia’s job as an aide in a special education class was on pause as the district figured out its distance learning plan. Patricia was “in disbelief.”


“My biggest fear as a little girl getting married was always being in the house, having to always clean it. And then I was like, I don’t want to be, like, The Help, either.” For a professional Black woman with a master’s degree, being stuck in the house all day with two little boys felt like being sent back in time. “I would never have been a good house slave. I would have been killed. Right? I know they would have killed me. I felt like I was drowning.”


This is a book about Sammy’s fear of dying and Patricia’s feeling of drowning. Jonah’s support network evaporating. Jeannie’s spooky, sinking feeling.


About the experiences of children and the people who loved them during the first year of the pandemic.


Since 2014, I’ve covered education as a correspondent for National Public Radio. I used to have this mini–pep talk I would give about why education was a worthy beat for a journalist. I would say, This country doesn’t have universal health care. We are profoundly weak at providing subsidized affordable housing, mass transit, or other public goods. We have no childcare system to speak of. No paid family leave. But we do have this beautiful phenomenon where in every neighborhood, in every city, town, and rural community in America, there is a warm, lighted building that children can go to for 180 days a year. There they will be safe, they will be fed, and they are likely to encounter a caring adult or two and maybe even learn something. All for free.


Yes, our schools are segregated, inequitable, and starved for resources. They fail too many. But they have kept the lights on year after year for fifty million children. And in 2020 this was all taken away, with no adequate substitute. Our society did not muster the resources or the will to take care of our children anymore, to offer these basics.


As March 2020 turned to April and then May, it dawned on all of us that, in so many ways, the cavalry wasn’t coming. Institutions and leaders weren’t taking the necessary steps to make sure children’s needs were met, for food, care, education, or connection.


Hundreds of children ultimately died directly of COVID-19. This is a tragedy. We were fortunate that this direct toll was not larger. Instead, the harm of the pandemic for the overwhelming majority of children came in a host of other forms.


A full year into the pandemic, more than four in ten children were still not attending school in person. That was not the norm in most parts of other wealthy countries, regardless of the many different courses of their pandemics.


The federal school lunch program, the second-largest public food program, was reduced to handing out paper bags with sandwiches in parking lots. Child hunger skyrocketed. In April 2020, 17.5 percent of parents told the Census Bureau that their young children actually weren’t getting enough to eat—something that is usually too rare to appear in the data. “It’s just unthinkable,” scholar Diane Schanzenbach told me. “These are just levels that we’ve never seen before.”


Parents lucky enough to have paid jobs had to choose every day between working, sleeping, and taking care of their children and often failed at all three. Mothers were forced out of the workforce by the millions, which will ultimately drive more children into poverty. Domestic workers, nannies, and the other invisible hands who care for children day in and day out were left without income, had little access to government aid, and were driven from the field.


Children missed basic medical care like vaccinations. Depression, anxiety, suicidality, obesity, eating disorders, and diabetes climbed. Nearly two hundred thousand US children were bereaved and orphaned as the uncontrolled pandemic raged on.


Children’s pain seems to command extra attention. But too often people want to wish it away. And so I want to be clear: some, likely even most, of our kids will put this year behind them. But they all had something taken from them.


I’ve been thinking of this book as a little like restorative justice or therapy. It tells the story of 2020 and 2021 in the words of children and teenagers from around the country, especially those who are often overlooked.


This was a time of quarantine, an economy that crumpled like a paper cup, limited in-person school and childcare, fear, anxiety, grief, soul-crushing monotony, traumatic levels of stress, and isolation.


Plus white supremacist terrorist violence, historic antiracist protests, a failed coup and insurrection, rampant anti-science misinformation and disinformation pushed at the highest levels of government. New records in natural disasters, from fires to hurricanes to ice storms. The death of more than half a million Americans from a new virus in a single year (a number that just keeps growing).


It also was a year that many children were able to spend at home with their families. Researchers affirmed that there was a buffer for these children and their caregivers in simply being together.


We, the people who hopelessly love children, filtered 2020 for them as much as we could. Like a mask, we laid down multiple protective layers of love, playfulness, and electronic distraction.


We camped in the backyard, built pillow forts, taught our kids to read, supported them when they struggled. They saw us struggling, too, barking at each other, crying when it all got to be too much. We sang and danced and read stories over Zoom. We returned to the exhaustion we’d known as parents of newborns, discovered new reserves of energy we didn’t know we had, and then burned those up, too, as we wondered when this would ever end.


And against all odds, as they always do, our children grew.


I reported and wrote this book largely from my six-by-eight-foot home office in Brooklyn with one or both of my daughters elsewhere in the house. My husband and I had part-time childcare from the beginning thanks to our downstairs neighbor.


I talked to the families mentioned in this book over Zoom and by phone in the thick of things; we didn’t meet in person until after vaccination.


This book is a testimony of fierce love. Family members, caregivers, teachers, social workers, pediatricians, therapists, bus drivers, classroom aides, food service staff, and crossing guards stretched beyond their limits to protect children throughout this year. Individuals did as much as they could.


But it wasn’t enough.


“This could affect a whole generation for the rest of their lives,” Dr. Jack Shonkoff, a pediatrician and director of the Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, told a reporter in July 2021. “All kids will be affected. Some will get through this and be fine. They will learn from it and grow. But lots of kids are going to be in big trouble.”


Dara’s children were among the luckiest. After she recovered from COVID, they spent most of the pandemic in a three-story brownstone in Park Slope with both parents and an au pair from Mexico. Dara and her husband, Michael, a hedge-fund manager, remodeled their basement into a one-room schoolhouse and hired a “pod” teacher. Sammy was able to do third grade in safe company and see friends in person every day. He also loved seeing way more of his parents than usual.


Their middle child, Charlie, never much cared for school anyway. He liked getting up early, having a bowl of Cinnamon Toast Crunch in peace, speeding through his work, and having plenty of time to dedicate to YouTube. “Mommy, it’s a pandemic, but I’m kind of living my best life,” he told Dara. “Everyone around me is anxious. I’m doing just fine. I like this life, you know? I’m eleven years old. Everything is given to me. I don’t have to leave my house.”


Hannah, their oldest, was by turns despondent and enraged, but not necessarily out of the bounds of normal puberty. She watched all seventeen seasons of the hospital melodrama Grey’s Anatomy in the first couple of months, as her mother was going to work at the actual hospital. Her blowout bat mitzvah was scaled down to a small gathering. “I’m really bored,” she told me. “The isolation aspect is really hard. I think that we lost a lot of hope for things.”


Children like these, the luckiest kids in the country, had to confront death in a way that most privileged children in the United States have not had to for decades.


My own two girls are among them. They lost school, time with their friends, milestones. A year of development, learning, experience was altered beyond recognition. They will be telling this story for the rest of their lives, and it will shape their futures. This book is about them.


Other kids weren’t so lucky. The effects of this year will not be so subtle. And they can’t be waved away with happy talk about “resilience.” Their parents lost work, stood in line for food. Their homes, which they could not leave, were unsafe. They, or their parents, or both, developed serious mental health problems. They regressed without therapies and interventions. There was no one to make sure they went to school on the computer, or online learning just wasn’t doable for them and they disconnected. Their neighborhoods got more violent and more divided. They were quarantined alone. They weren’t allowed to see their families in person for up to a year. This is their story too.


In March 2021, the New York Times asked a group of pediatric infectious disease specialists about the impact on children of this first year of COVID. Their answers formed a litany of woe. “Food insecurity. Socialization. Depression. Isolation.… Children are suffering academically, emotionally, socially and physically.… The long-term consequences may not be fully realized for years.… We are going to have a lost generation—a set of children who will fall behind educationally, with deficits that could affect their entire life course.”


Sound points. Echoed by the experts you will hear from throughout this book. Yet this article ran a calendar year into the pandemic! For most of that time, and since, our country has continued failing to put children at the center of our decision making to prevent or remedy these eventualities, even though they were foreseen from the very beginning.


We did grave harm to children simply by failing to consider their needs at all.


A second category of harm, less infuriating but maybe more confounding, was done out of misplaced care. This disease was novel and unusual. It tricked our intuition and experience by being much, much less of a threat to children than it was to adults. And so, particularly in the most progressive parts of the country, adults prolonged school closures and other restrictions.


We ended up with closed playgrounds next to open dog parks, closed schools next door to open bars, and eventually a nearly opened-up country with no vaccines for children.


All of this was not inevitable. In the words of feminist author and activist Eve Rodsky, it was “super fucking evitable.”


The crisis exposed fault lines that run to the core. Why are our schools left to feed thirty million hungry children? Why does a single public school building in the United States of America lack soap, paper towels, or running water in the bathrooms? Why are one in thirty children homeless? Why do we not provide a public subsidy so that the people who help take care of our children can make a living wage? Why no paid family leave? Why is it such a battle to get legally mandated services for children in special education? Why do children wait years to get mental health care? Why are such heavy government apparatuses set up to incarcerate children and separate them from their families—especially Black, Brown, and immigrant children—and relative scraps dedicated to help those families stay intact?


These are the kinds of questions that require a dive into history. Each chapter will give you some of that background.


I witnessed the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina as a young journalist. What was true then is true of all disasters. When collapses like this happen, fault lines become obvious to everyone. And when we rebuild, there is a chance to remake.


The pandemic isn’t over.


The story of what happened to children during the pandemic isn’t over by a long shot.


The decisions that led us here were made by powerful adults over centuries. The adults of today are at the start of what must be a generation-long process of redressing harms done to children. This is not the last global crisis they are going to see in their lives—this is a perilous world indeed we have brought them into. Our responses now will be decisive going forward.


This story is not over in another way. It’s ultimately up to our children to define their own experiences of what happened this year and why. Not one of them is doomed. And we owe it to them to listen. This book is one attempt at that.
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1 SCHOOLS



We’re prepared, and we’re doing a great job with it. And it will go away. Just stay calm. It will go away.


—President Trump, March 10, 2020


March 10, 2020, US seven-day average of cases: 128


IN OKLAHOMA


A nine-year-old girl named Ruby is standing on a balance beam. Her rope of black hair hangs past her waist. She is crying very quietly. Advanced in skills, she is the tiniest girl in the class. The markers on the beam, showing where she needs to jump for this drill, have been placed too wide for her. At this moment she is afraid of the leap to come.


This is the last gymnastics class before lockdown.


Ruby is growing up in a little white farmhouse on a state highway close to the Cherokee Nation. She lives with her mother, two teenage brothers, and two younger sisters, twins. Her parents are divorced, but her dad still lives in the house too.


Everyone calls her sisters “the babies” and treats them that way, though they are only two years younger than Ruby. The girls’ room is dim, stacked with bunk beds. It reeks from the live crickets Ruby feeds to her three frogs, Janis Hoplin, Green Simmons, and John Froggerty. She likes the frogs’ big eyes, their friendly-looking faces.


The beginning of the pandemic was “weird, like a movie.” They went on spring break and just… never came back. Ruby didn’t really understand what started it. She didn’t know why different people she knew believed different things about it, and why some people didn’t want to wear a mask if that was supposed to keep you safe.


She turned ten in March 2020. No party. Her mom got two different cheesecakes, her favorite, from two different grocery stores, and they watched Jumanji. Her big brothers, Julian and Rob, didn’t bother to wish her a happy birthday. “They hardly come out of their rooms.”


“I ALWAYS HAD SCHOOL”


Ruby’s mom, Jeannie, is a teacher at the only school in town. Just a few miles down the road from the little white farmhouse is a ramble of run-down buildings dating from the 1930s through the 1990s. Many of Jeannie’s students didn’t have computers or internet at home. So when school closed, Jeannie and some colleagues went into the empty main building, which she swears is haunted, to make up paper assignments and use the copy machine. “We kind of just handed out packets and said, you know, good luck.”


The state of Oklahoma ranks forty-eighth in spending per student in its public schools. Jeannie teaches sixth-grade English in a town of less than two thousand people, earning $48,000 a year. She can’t imagine doing anything else. “One reason I went into teaching is for the job stability, because there’s always going to be teachers,” she says. “My school has been my stable point because it’s always there.”


Jeannie doesn’t just teach here—she also went here, as have her children. “I’m forty-one and I want to say, like, thirty-five years of my life have been here. Through my whole life that’s where I went—to school. When my home life was in turmoil, I always had school.”


When Jeannie was four years old, her mom divorced her dad. Her mother was a beauty, petite and dark like Ruby. She soon remarried. “It was back and forth, back and forth. In the summer we would move out and then she’d go back to my stepdad. She had my brother when I was ten or eleven.” Jeannie was raised a lot by her grandmother.


One time Jeannie was driving with her daughters, and they spotted her mother walking by the roadside. “Look, babies,” Ruby said to her little sisters. “That’s Grandma.” The twins pressed their faces to the window of the van to catch a glimpse.


Jeannie and her children are registered members of the Cherokee Nation in Oklahoma, one of nearly six hundred federally recognized Indigenous tribes in the United States. That means they can trace their ancestry back to the Dawes Rolls, a federal census of the Cherokees, Creeks, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Seminoles taken around the turn of the twentieth century. She and her family are among the seven in ten Native Americans who live off reservations.


Jeannie is one-thirty-second Cherokee on her mother’s side, and the rest white. Her ex, George, is more or less the reverse—mostly Cherokee and Cree, just one-thirty-second white. Native identity is complex, and official tribal membership is not the same thing as community acceptance. She and her kids never felt welcome at her in-laws. “All of his brothers and sisters married Native Americans. And so if I were to go over there on holidays and things like that, I would be the only white person over there. And, like, understandably so, they don’t like white people.”


For Ruby, the concept of grandparents is so foggy that when she was little, she got the words “grandpa” and “grandma” mixed up. George’s parents are teachers of the Cherokee language, but his kids aren’t sure whether they feel Native.


So it’s been the school, more than family, that has anchored them to a town whose main street is a row of vacant storefronts.


Jeannie daydreams about moving away. “I think the main reason I haven’t is because I can’t let go of something that’s been my stability all my life. I mean, it’s just always been there.”


SCHOOLS CLOSE AROUND THE WORLD


Always, until 2020. Within a ten-day period in mid-March, schools in all fifty states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico shut their doors. So did schools around the world, affecting 1.4 billion children at the peak.


When schools closed, the virus was still little more than a rumor across much of this country. At the time people spoke in terms of a two- or three-week extended spring break. But only a few hundred of the nation’s fifty-six million K–12 students would see the inside of a school building again that academic year. As of January 2021, a year from the official start of the pandemic, more than half the world’s student population still faced disrupted learning. More than four in ten US students were still in remote school, including a majority of children of color.


Schools closed in some of the US for the influenza pandemic in 1917–1918 and for polio outbreaks in the 1940s. For SARS in Beijing in 2003; for swine flu in Mexico City, some Texas districts, New York City, and elsewhere in the United States in 2009; and regularly, seasonally, through the 2010s for the flu in countries including Russia and Japan. In addition to keeping children from contact with each other in classrooms, closing schools is intended to reduce crowding on public transit and to keep parents home to watch their children. These more recent closures were much shorter and more limited than what happened in the United States during COVID.


While always recognized as costly, school closures weren’t as widespread or disruptive in earlier decades as they were likely to be in 2020. In 1918 and in the 1940s, enrollment overall was much lower. High school graduation rates didn’t cross 50 percent in this country until the end of the Second World War. Fewer women were working and thus reliant on school for childcare.


Since the mid-twentieth century, closing schools nationwide for months on end has happened only during major social breakdowns, like those brought on by a refugee crisis, a war, or a natural disaster. One of the world’s experts on this topic is Rebecca Winthrop, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, who helped popularize “education in emergencies”—the concept that education should be an integral and swift part of international disaster response.


“There is a lot of literature on the impact of crises on children,” she told me in March 2020. “And it’s particularly on children’s psychosocial well-being that school closures, that disruption in routine, [have] the largest effect.”


DISCONNECTED YOUTH AFTER KATRINA


I had eyewitness experience of this. New Orleans is my hometown. In the fall of 2005 and the spring of 2006 I reported on the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. The storm shuttered public schools in the city for several months.


I keep a photo on my computer desktop. I took it outside the River Center, a stadium turned storm shelter in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, on a hot weekday afternoon in September 2005. Three Black boys pose in crisp white undershirts that defy the humidity and the squalor of shelter life. J., the youngest, looks at the camera, arms slung over the shoulders of his cousins. M. has his hands clasped in front of him, fingertips steepled, and gazes pensively off to the side. His older brother S. is looking down.


They told me they had waited out the storm at a Days Inn and were bussed from the New Orleans Superdome to Arkansas, where they attended a few days of school and were bullied for being “storm kids.” Then, for some reason, they were taken back to Louisiana, where I found them tossing a football around.


When I asked them why they were not in school that day, S. shook his head. “I don’t want to. I just don’t want to go. Just don’t.” His cousin piped up, “You’re scared of the kids there!”


Many of Katrina’s children, like these boys, scattered across the map. They went to Baton Rouge, Houston, even Salt Lake City. Doug Harris, at Tulane University, tracked the ones who eventually came back.


Some had been out of classes for only a few weeks. They had almost immediately enrolled in school, usually a better-funded, higher-performing school, elsewhere. Nevertheless, it took them more than two years, until the spring of 2008, to catch up to where they had been academically.


“The disruption and everything that went along with Katrina did hamper them. The lost school time, anxiety, the economic insecurity, all those factors together—it’s hard to isolate the school effect.” Teenagers fared worst. They ran out of time to catch up. They were more likely to have other concerns, like the need to work to support a family.


The collective trauma of the “storm kids” lingered into the next generation. Ten years after the storm, in 2015, New Orleans had one of the highest percentages of “disconnected youth” of any city in the country: almost one in five were neither working nor in school. And even by 2020, fifteen years later, Harris told me, enrollment in New Orleans public and community colleges was still below what it had been. A boy with the same name and age as one of those I met outside the River Center was arrested for homicide there in 2013, at the age of twenty-two.


In the fall of 2021, Hurricane Ida once again closed schools for about 150,000 children for a few weeks in New Orleans and for even longer in the harder-hit outlying parishes. The storm strengthened over the climate-heated gulf with unforeseen speed. Students and teachers went home for the weekend without bringing laptops and hotspots, even if they had them. And then there were the power outages, stretching for up to a month in some areas. Harris told me that the displacement, and the impact of Ida on those children, were likely to last even longer than that of Katrina. We are living in an era where human-induced disasters rain fresh blows on already-bruised skin. We need to get a lot better at education in emergencies.


TWO THINGS CHILDREN AND FAMILIES NEED


“There is a big social shift you have to think about when schools stay closed for long periods of time,” Winthrop told me when we spoke at the very beginning of the crisis. “Amazingly, kids are pretty resilient. But you have to find ways to give them two things.” First:


a normal sense of routine. It doesn’t have to be the exact replica of schooling, but if you give them a normal sense of routine with enough activities throughout the day, it really helps reduce their anxiety and supports their overall psychosocial well-being.


The other thing you need to do is really find deep ways of supporting kids’ caregivers, their parents and their teachers. Often people forget until halfway through the emergency response that parents and teachers are also affected by the crisis and they’re dealing with their own multitude of problems.


During COVID, the United States didn’t do either.


SCHOOL CLOSURE IMPACTS WILL LINGER FOR YEARS


I published a piece on NPR.org on April 2, 2020, outlining measurable consequences that were likely to last for years if schools stayed closed for COVID for even several weeks. It was based on research from New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria, and countries across the world: Afghanistan, Argentina, Myanmar, Pakistan, the Philippines, Rwanda, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Syria, Uganda, and Venezuela.


To sum up: When schools close, children don’t learn as much math or reading. They may forget what they have already learned. It takes years on average to get back on track. Dropout rates rise. Children are at higher risk of abuse from a parent who is depressed or unemployed, or of an accident when playing unsupervised. They miss hot meals, immunizations, and eye exams. They are vulnerable to early marriage or sex work. They may find themselves having to support their families or care for younger siblings.


This is not to say that every day home from school causes measurable damage to every child. The impact of school closures is wildly unequal. For example, four years after a 2005 earthquake in Pakistan that closed schools for around fourteen weeks, students were on average one and a half years academically behind peers in unaffected regions. Yet children whose mothers had completed primary school, putting them at the top of the local socioeconomic ladder, were unscathed.


A DIFFERENT KIND OF DISASTER


The pandemic has been different from a war, refugee crisis, or natural disaster in at least one important way: families didn’t have to flee their homes. Instead, roughly half of workers who were able to work remotely and other caregivers who were out of the workforce, by choice or not, were able to spend more time with their families than ever before. This was an enormous source of solace for many. Love and the daily routines of care buffered us in a terrifying time.


EMERGENCY REMOTE LEARNING: PANIC-GOGY


And of course, the United States did provide a form of education in this emergency. Like the rest of the suddenly remote workforce, teachers had to change everything about how they did their jobs within a matter of days, while being just as sad and scared as everyone else. Teachers around the world made great efforts in a short time to move to “emergency remote learning,” “disaster distance learning,” or what some instructors dubbed “panic-gogy.”


Zoom, the chosen video platform of ninety thousand schools in twenty countries, went from hosting ten million people daily in December 2019 to two hundred million in March 2020.


In these very early days, teachers basked in public approval from parents like the television producer Shonda Rhimes, whose tweet on March 16, 2020, went viral: “Been homeschooling a 6-year old and 8-year old for one hour and 11 minutes. Teachers deserve to make a billion dollars a year. Or a week.”


These efforts were big. But just as the research predicted, they fell short. At Jeannie’s school, as with schools around the country, there were essentially no more grades given out after March. Grades are not identical with learning. But to her the abandonment of grading was a tacit admission that the social contract of school was broken. “Their parents were supposed to sign saying their children had completed the work. They didn’t return it or anything. And that was it. Basically our grades stopped in March. We didn’t hold it against the kids who never did anything. So, I mean, really, here their education stopped in March.”


RAND, an independent research organization, surveys thousands of teachers regularly. In the spring of 2020, it found 88 percent of teachers said they hadn’t covered as much material as they usually would have for the semester, and only one-third were giving out letter grades.


The intention was to avoid penalizing students for circumstances beyond their control. But I also talked to students who complained that loosening requirements sapped their motivation. Like Ricardo, fifteen, who was growing up in foster care in Washington State. “If you’re a student like me that has high grades,” and they take away the grading part, “you tend to not really care about school at all. I notice at school, sadly, it’s not much about learning. It’s about getting that grade, about getting that A. And if you only have that grind and the grind stops, it’s no more point.”


When we talked, Ricardo’s face was flipped upside down; there was something going on with his laptop camera. He had been in quarantine for “three weeks and seven days, to be exact” and was getting through his schoolwork in about two hours a day. Then he’d work out, boxing in the garage.


He said he felt lucky to be in a foster placement with his little brother. “Not many kids get that.” They were opposites, he said—his brother’s passion was basketball. He tried to keep him from focusing too much on the “basketball grind,” and his brother helped him loosen up when he was sweating a test.


Ricardo was meeting over Zoom twice a week with his mentor, Dani, from an organization called Treehouse, which has helped raise the high school graduation rate for foster kids in Seattle significantly. “She’s been helping me emotionally. It’s wonderful what she’s been doing.” Dani helped provide a structure where school could not. She set up an incentive plan where he could earn Amazon gift cards for “self-care” activities, like doing a puzzle.


A lot of the kids and families I talked to described the same moment as Ricardo—the sound of the gears shifting and the grind coming to a halt.


Jeannie said she heard from maybe half of the parents in her class for the rest of that school year. And her own children didn’t fare much better. Ruby mostly did her work without being asked. The boys, thirteen and sixteen, mostly didn’t. And Jeannie quickly gave up pushing the “babies,” twins April and June. “With my first graders, we did the first few weeks. And that’s kind of when it got to the point where I wasn’t handling the whole instability of the world very well. And I said, no, this is too much.”


CHILDREN ARE DIFFERENT, EVEN SIBLINGS


Jeannie’s “babies” were coddled by everyone and never lacked for playmates.


Ruby took over the management of the household. She was alert to, and burdened by, her mother’s state of mind. “She sometimes yells. She cries a little bit. I can tell she’s stressed out. She’s very tired, more than last year. She takes deep breaths and her eyes have bags under them and her glasses, I don’t know, they’re, like, crooked?”


Jeannie wears scratched-up readers from the grocery store, with red or purple frames. She probably needs a prescription but hasn’t bothered to get one.


Rob, a budding metalhead with long hair and black nail polish, had some very dark moments.


Julian, the oldest, is smart and talented. As the research would predict, he was drawn toward paid work and away from academics.


ONLINE LEARNING IS REALLY HARD


Emergency remote learning has been around about as long as broadcast media. During the Second World War, the BBC’s existing School Radio program gained a new importance. Any regional variations were consolidated into a single home instructional service for children, with a five-minute news broadcast that was designed to explain the confusing circumstances. By 1942, half of all British schools were listening.


Teachers created an educational radio broadcast in Sierra Leone during the Ebola outbreak in 2014. And just before the pandemic, Sesame Street was developing programming specifically for children in refugee camps in Syria and Bangladesh.


These efforts are considered worthwhile not because they make up for the loss of in-person instruction. They do not. Teachers and aid workers offer them in the faith that they can buffer the stress of the situation and maintain relationships, routines, and hope for children.


However, it’s a painful irony that these stopgap efforts themselves multiply inequities. A computer or even a television; a quiet space to work; a grownup literate, confident, and with time and energy to support learning—all of these are privileges.


At the outset of the pandemic, an estimated 15 percent of households with children in the United States lacked high-speed internet. In Ward 7 of Washington, DC, the figure was much higher, 55 percent.


That’s where Patricia Stamper lived with her husband, Pete, and their two little boys. Patricia, working at a school, knew how to get her own son a tablet with Wi-Fi, but it took time to get her class set up.


Paper packets were a common fallback plan, and not only in rural areas like Jeannie’s. Los Angeles Unified School District teamed with PBS to broadcast educational TV shows paired with lesson prompts statewide. It was an admission that the second-largest school district in the country was not certain it could reach every child with personal, live online instruction. In the spring of 2020, United Teachers of Los Angeles, the city’s teacher union, agreed to just a twenty-hour workweek for remote teaching. The district reported that on an average day that spring, only about 36 percent of middle and high school students participated in online learning. Rates were even lower for Latinx and Black students, those experiencing homelessness, those in the foster care system, and English language learners.


By one estimate, at least three million students around the country didn’t meaningfully engage with their education from March to September 2020. As in LA, most of those missing were already on the margin: English language learners, students experiencing housing instability, those with learning disabilities, and migrants. Well into the second pandemic school year, in November 2020, tens of thousands of teachers surveyed reported, on average, being in contact with only four out of five students on their class rolls.


The problem with remote school is more than equipment. Prior to the pandemic, very few people thought it was a good idea for students younger than high school age to go to school online.


“Online learning is really hard for a lot of people,” says Justin Reich, director of MIT’s Teaching Systems Lab. When we talked on March 16, 2020, he called online learning a “force multiplier for inequality.”


People do worse in online learning settings. They get lower grades. They’re more likely to drop out and fail. And that “online penalty” is worse for the most vulnerable struggling students in our system.… All of the students who we’re most worried about in the pandemic, the students whose parents are most likely to lose their jobs, to be gig workers who are negatively affected, to have inadequate access to health care. Those are all the students that we would predict in advance would struggle most in the transition to online learning.


In San Francisco, eleven-year-old Jonah, who has autism and dyslexia, had finally found a groove in the classroom. This after years of struggling to get a proper special education plan. When school shut down, he had a Chromebook and high-speed internet. San Francisco schools offered live video teaching. But Jonah lost all interest in reading or writing. He was angry and frustrated most of the day. “He’s really obsessed with electronics. And so to put him on electronics for school is horrible. He’s one of those kids where they’re sucked into YouTube,” said his stepfather, Robert. He was missing his friends, school, and playing outside.


THE DISASTER ON TOP OF THE DISASTER


Free, universal, high-quality public schools increase social mobility, create a space for individual self-determination, and build economic power in communities. That’s the whole point. That’s why marginalized groups fight for access to better schools. That’s why increasing participation in formal education is a major global development goal. Schools aren’t perfect, but on balance they do good.


The converse is also true. Closing school buildings en masse increases inequality and destroys individual hopes and dreams. And the impact can be measured for a generation. That is the disaster on top of the disaster.


BACK TO THE BEGINNING


March 13. It was the vertiginous beginning. The stock market crashed, the NBA canceled its season, Tom Hanks and his wife were diagnosed with coronavirus in Australia.


When Dara, the ER doctor in New York City, was at the nation’s epicenter in mid-March, she got a COVID test and it came back positive. Telling her three kids, who were staying with her parents in New Jersey, was the hardest part. She didn’t want them to be afraid. She missed them so much already. She tried to joke, over FaceTime, “Don’t I make COVID look good?”


“She’s definitely really good with, like, sickness and stuff,” remembers her oldest, Hannah, who was twelve at the time. “And she’s a strong person. But it was kind of scary because I wasn’t seeing her. So I couldn’t actually see how she was doing. And I had to only see her over the phone. And it was kind of hard.”


While she was recuperating, New York was rocketing up the first slope of a surge that peaked on April 4 and would ultimately kill around twenty-three thousand people. “I have [doctor] friends on the phone crying and crying every night. ‘It’s crazy. People are suffocating in the hallway. We don’t have resources.’ And it wasn’t just one hospital in New York. It was every hospital in New York. Brookdale. Elmhurst. This was when we started seeing the refrigerator trucks.” Parked outside the hospitals. Makeshift morgues.


Then Dara was out of quarantine, and it was time to get back into the trenches. “I had been imagining what it was like in the ER without seeing it myself. And then I came back from being quarantined and the hospital was full, full, full, and I was kind of emotionally impaired, because I learned over the two weeks that I was home that people were getting sick, sick, sick. Everywhere. During the height of it. Terrible… the entire ER was an ICU when I got back.”


March 13 was probably too late for schools to have closed in New York City. The Department of Education reported that eighty-seven school-based employees in the city had died of COVID as of fall 2021, overwhelmingly in the first wave of the pandemic before shutdown.


RELYING ON PUBLIC SCHOOL FOR FOOD, LAUNDRY, AND HEAT


One of the reasons that leaders hesitated was that New York City had so many children who relied on school for food. Of the 1.1 million public school students in New York City before the pandemic, three-quarters had qualified for free or reduced-price lunch based on family income until the city decided to simplify things by feeding all comers for free. One in ten was housing insecure.


In New York, media reported that the chancellor, the mayor, and the governor were hesitating to close schools. That was because of the extraordinarily large number of families who “rely on our public schools for more than learning, like food, laundry, and heat,” in the words of Councilman Justin Brannan. Chicago and Los Angeles officials made similar statements about “our obligation to provide essential services that… students and parents depend on.” In the next chapter I’ll get into how schools struggled to keep feeding kids.


When schools closed in San Francisco, Jonah’s parents were worried about his best friend. Khamla and Jonah had met a few years before in elementary school, shortly after Khamla, the only child of older parents who spoke no English, arrived from Laos.


“My first year of school, I have no friends,” Khamla says. “My mom bought me cupcakes to bring to school and give away. When you have good stuff in your lunch, like gummy snacks, like cookies, everyone is asking you for one.” Jonah invited Khamla to his birthday party, and the rest is history. Khamla often counted on Robert and Maya to help him cope with the strangeness of California life. When schools closed, Robert stopped by to make sure he had a school computer, a Wi-Fi hookup, and a grocery card to make up for the loss of school meals.


THE REFRIGERATOR GETS UNPLUGGED


In March 2020 people all over the country and all over the world suddenly understood what schools had been providing, like a giant refrigerator whose background hum you don’t hear until someone pulls the plug. Public school closures went from difficult to devastating as weeks turned into months because when the buildings closed their doors, the US lost its largest, most robust piece of public infrastructure.


In the United States, there is no strong legal establishment or broad cultural understanding of a universal right to afford basic necessities like health care, housing, or childcare for young children. But we do offer twelve years of universal, free public education, including meals and some access to health care and mental health care, to children ages five and older—even for undocumented immigrants. No one is turned away from a public school.


That’s a remarkable anomaly if you stop to think about it.


Schools began as local and voluntary efforts. They have always been highly contested, subject to the whims of local politics, and relatively underfunded. Yet they persisted.


COMBATING THE “OLD DELUDER SATAN”


The first publicly funded schools in North America were founded by and for northern white settlers. They predate the Constitution by more than a century. They established some enduring precedents: schools are to be mandatory, local, funded in common, and dedicated to the moral improvement of humanity, not just basic skills.


The Old Deluder Satan Act of 1647 in Massachusetts stated, “It being one chief project of that old deluder, Satan, to keep men from the knowledge of the Scriptures, as in former times by keeping them in an unknown tongue, so in these latter times by persuading from the use of tongues,” as soon as a town grows to fifty households, a schoolmaster should be appointed to teach the children to read and write.


Oh, and this early law laid down the precedent that schools should be competitively priced: “Those that send their children be not oppressed by paying much more than they can have them taught for in other towns.”


The Constitution itself omitted any mention of education. This may be because the southern colonies had no such early tradition of common schools. Rich white children had tutors in the home or were sent back to England for education. Other white children labored in their own homes or others’. Not until 1705 did Virginia decree, “The master of the [apprenticed] orphan shall be obliged to teach him to read and write.”


Enslaved people learned however they could, by the dispensation of certain enslavers or in defiance and in secret, as Heather Andrea Williams writes in her book Self-Taught: African American Education in Slavery and Freedom. Teaching enslaved people to read was outlawed because education is an essential step in the recognition of humanity and citizenship.


“I was compelled to resort to various stratagems,” wrote the abolitionist Frederick Douglass of his own snatched self-education. “I had no regular teacher.” These stratagems included convincing white children he met in the streets to give him lessons.


Many of the nation’s founders advocated for expanding the common school system. Thomas Jefferson’s Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge was defeated repeatedly in the legislature of his home state of Virginia, and he concluded in disgust, “People generally have more feeling for canals & roads than for education.”


James Madison, for his part, advised, “Schools for the education of all should be placed at convenient distances and maintained at the public expense. The revenues of the State would be applied infinitely better, more charitably, wisely, usefully, and therefore politically in this way than even in maintaining the poor. This would be the best way of preventing the existence of the poor.”


THE FANTASY OF MERITOCRACY


Here Madison introduces an alluring and enduring bipartisan American fantasy: that it is possible to create a meritocratic economy of opportunity through education alone, rather than redistributing wealth. In this way, we can somehow “prevent” poverty in the future, rather than help the people who are already here.


Early Americans pursued education as a means to shape society, founding church and charity schools. Alexander Hamilton and John Jay were among the founders of the Manumission Society, organized in New York for the purpose of “mitigating the evils of slavery, to defend the rights of the blacks, and especially to give them the elements of an education.” Manumission was a gradualist alternative to abolition. The society’s school, the New York African Free School, opened in 1787 near what is now City Hall. That is, the first free school in New York City was for Black children.


“THE MICE HAVE FORSAKEN IT”


In the nineteenth century, the federal government used land grants in the western territories to help pay for common schools. Still, Washington, DC, continued to take a very minor role in funding and directing public education. This was a notable difference from other countries, where public education was highly nationalized and centralized. Up through 2020, under 10 percent of the budget for K–12 education came from Washington.


Absent a constitutional mandate or robust federal funding, schools have always been run on nickels and dimes. New York funded them with state lotteries as far back as 1799, a practice that continues in several states today. New Orleans taxed theaters; Connecticut, liquor licenses; and the nation’s capital appropriated to its schools a special tax on enslaved people and dogs.


This legacy of marginal funding is embodied in the complex where Jeannie teaches and where she attended and her five children go now. The building fronting the highway, which houses the high school, is a stately but run-down graystone built by the Works Progress Administration as part of the New Deal in the 1930s. Other buildings were tacked up in the 1960s, and the latest additions are “temporary” trailers that have been up since Jeannie was in middle school in the early 1990s. She gets riled up when she drives by the prosperous cattle and chicken ranches on the outskirts of town. Her conservative neighbors refuse to vote for bonds to fix up the school.


When people complain about badly built public schools today, they are echoing complaints from hundreds of years ago. Horace Mann was an abolitionist whose résumé included founding the state’s first insane asylum. In 1837 Mann became Massachusetts secretary of education, the first in the nation. He embarked on a grand inspection tour, visiting a thousand common schools on horseback over six years. He found, mostly, neglected, drafty old wrecks. “Ill-constructed shell of a building… uncomfortable seats,” he reported of one building, and memorably of another, “Before the next gale is over, foundation stones would be all that remain of it.… The mice have forsaken it.” Out west on the frontier, schools were sometimes housed in sod dugouts or abandoned saloons.


To an astonishing degree Mann envisioned the public education system we have today. He campaigned to expand common schools, draw wealthier students away from private schools, compel students to attend school, have the state take over charitable schools, and increase local and state taxes to pay for it all. And over the course of the nineteenth century, he largely succeeded.


He pushed for the nation’s first compulsory education law, passed in Massachusetts in 1852. By the year 1870, all states had elementary schools that were free to students, paid for by taxpayers, and that students were increasingly required to attend. The United States, among whites, soon boasted one of the highest literacy rates in the world.


THE END OF THE “COMPULSION” IN COMPULSORY EDUCATION


Requiring students, by law, to come to school is a simple yet revolutionary policy. We don’t have laws forcing people to vote or to otherwise take part in civic life. But education is something we consider important enough to make everyone participate in some way.


Reciprocally, it’s the one service the state must provide to every child. Even teenagers in jail. Even children living in cars. Even children who are chronically ill or nonverbal. Even migrant children detained at the border.


This revolutionary, reciprocal commitment was one of the first things to go away when schools closed.


I learned this from José Luis Vilson. In March 2020, Vilson was teaching middle school math in Washington Heights, the majority-Latinx Manhattan neighborhood made famous by Lin-Manuel Miranda’s musical In the Heights. He was overseeing the education of his own eight-year-old son Alejandro at home. Vilson, who is Black and Latino, is also the executive director of EduColor, an organization dedicated to race and social justice. Like a few other teachers I know, he left the classroom during the pandemic year.


His neighborhood was hard hit by COVID. Many of his students had essential workers in their families. Vilson told me that with students out of the classroom, the “compulsory” part of compulsory schooling was, basically, gone. He had no recourse—other than the relationships he had already built—to make his students listen, learn, or do their work. “[In normal times], if I wanted to get my class to do something, 25 percent of the kids would do it without me having to ask. There’s a broad swath, say, about 50 to 60 percent of the kids, who I’m constantly having to, like, poke and prod.… And then there’s like maybe the 20 to 25 percent of kids who, they have a hard time doing it regardless of whether or not I’m on top of them.”


Those kids were now coping with the stress of a pandemic and the frustration of online learning. Walking out of class was as easy as turning the camera off or wandering away from their seat. Vilson tried to improve engagement by adding riddles and nonacademic questions to his teaching. He says some of his fellow teachers “were extremely frustrated when they realized students were just saying, no, we’re not doing this because we’re not in school.”


The 150-year-old social contract of public schooling in America—you must show up, we must educate you—was broken.


SCHOOLS AS BATTLEGROUNDS


It was foretold long before the pandemic that closed schools would hit differently in different communities based on race, class, and politics.


The expansion of public education into a compulsory and universal institution was propelled not only by progressive reformers like Mann but by ruling-class interest in schools as an instrument of assimilation and social control. The nineteenth century was a time of rising immigration, frontier battles, and abolitionist upheaval. The drive toward compulsory education met resistance from many quarters.


In the big East Coast cities, once they had to send their children to school, immigrant Catholics and Jews started to protest the heavily Protestant curriculum, which was a carryover from the old church-based charity schools. The bishop of New York City’s St. Patrick’s Cathedral, John Hughes, was known as “Dagger John.” He thundered, “We are unwilling to pay taxes for the purpose of destroying our religion in the minds of our children.”


These sectarian curriculum battles sparked nativist, anti-immigrant riots in New York and Philadelphia. New York State offered a compromise: the Maclay Bill of 1842 barred all religious instruction from public schools but provided no state money to denominational, including Catholic, schools. Dagger John retaliated by founding the Catholic parochial school system, which is still the largest alternative school system in the country.


African Americans, meanwhile, petitioned without success for the right to attend the public schools they paid for with their taxes. “These separate schools cost more and do less for the children,” Black citizens wrote to the Boston School Committee in 1846. “The school rooms are too small, the paint much defaced, the apparatus is so shattered it cannot be used.… We therefore earnestly request that our children be allowed to attend schools in the Districts in which we live.”


Frederick Douglass wrote in words that would be echoed by civil rights activists in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, “The point we must aim at is to obtain admission for our children to the nearest school house, and the best school house in their own neighborhood.”


Around the same time, in 1860, the Bureau of Indian Affairs established the first Indian boarding school on the Yakima Reservation in the state of Washington. These schools in name only, run by the military and the church, perpetuated abuse and cultural genocide—intended “to kill the Indian and save the man,” in the infamous words of Captain Richard H. Pratt, founder of the Carlisle school in Pennsylvania.


The boarding schools have left their scars in Jeannie’s corner of Oklahoma. Her ex-husband’s parents met at Haskell, founded in 1884. And even today, some local kids with behavior problems still get sent to the Riverside Indian School in Anadarko, Oklahoma, founded 1871.


In 2020 mass unmarked children’s graves began to be discovered on the property of residential schools in Canada, where they were mainly church run. Secretary of the Interior Deb Haaland, the first Native American cabinet member, announced an inquiry into the corresponding sites in the United States.


In short, public schools (a.k.a. government schools) have always meant different things to different communities, and the feeling they brought wasn’t always gratitude. Far from it. Crumbling, underfunded classrooms; campaigns for access and against segregation; curricula condemned for its cultural erasure; none of these are new.


A public school classroom can be a site of oppression, discrimination, bullying, and indoctrination, as well as of solidarity, love, self-actualization, and collective liberation. Often they have been both. And that is why they are so hard to perfect, to control, and—until 2020—to do away with.


PUBLIC SCHOOLS HAVE CRITICS AND ENEMIES


Public schools have always had critics, like the members of marginalized groups who want them to do better, to be fairer, more democratic, more responsive, more accessible. They also have always had enemies.


The pandemic hit in the midst of a multi-decade, richly funded political effort by the enemies of public education, a movement whose most prominent face in 2020 was the secretary of education.


Opposition to public education as such, now and historically, brings together evangelical Christians (who resist public schools as a stronghold of secular humanism, feminism, and LGBTQ rights), cultural conservatives (who resist exposure to antiracism and other tenets of liberalism), corporate capitalists (who resist them as a remaining bastion of unionism), and libertarians (who resist compulsory education as one of the most significant and extensive government interventions in private life). Then there are millionaires and billionaires who see K–12 education as another “sector” ripe for disruption with for-profit and online alternatives.


In other words, the core constituencies of today’s Republican Party, who are otherwise seemingly so disparate, unite on this one issue. It turns out originally it was Brown v. Board of Education, the Supreme Court decision in 1954 that ordered school desegregation, that brought together these strange bedfellows.


Nancy MacLean tells the story in Democracy in Chains, her essential 2017 intellectual history of the US Right. James McGill Buchanan, a University of Chicago–trained economist and converted socialist, seized on southern white segregationist fervor in the 1950s to establish a broad, powerful anti-majoritarian movement. MacLean writes: “What animated Buchanan, what became the laser focus of his deeply analytic mind, was the seemingly unfettered ability of an increasingly more powerful federal government to force individuals with wealth to pay for a growing number of public goods and social improvements they had no personal say in approving.”


As his logic goes, it is undemocratic to make people of wealth, a minority, ante up for goods and services desired by the majority. “Better schools, newer textbooks, and more courses for Black students might help the children, for example, but whose responsibility was it to pay for these improvements?”


RESIST PUBLIC SCHOOLS, DROWN GOVERNMENT IN THE BATHTUB


Buchanan’s power came from understanding that the moneyed class of white people would prefer to establish and pay for all-white private schools, rather than support the improvement or upkeep of public schools now attended by significant numbers of Black students. And if rich white people could be convinced that they were justified in no longer paying for public schools, it would open the door to resist all taxation, all public goods, and all government. Anti-tax zealot Grover Norquist memorably described the idea this way: “I don’t want to abolish government. I simply want to reduce it to the size where I can drag it into the bathroom and drown it in the bathtub.”


Schools were and are our largest, most broadly accessible welfare institutions. So privatizing and defunding public education became a central plank of a broader anti-majoritarian, anti-regulation, anti–social safety net, and pro–wealth holder platform. Dubbed the “Marx of the ruling class,” Buchanan soon secured the Koch brothers as patrons.


At Virginia Tech and later at George Mason University, Buchanan led the Center for the Study of Public Choice. “Choice,” of course, is the single most familiar word to anyone who has followed education reform conversations in the past two decades. “Choice” is the banner of the political movement that upholds the systemic inequities that teachers like José and Jeannie deal with in their classrooms every day. The agenda is to shift public school money to for-profit and private alternatives; to independently run, nonunion charter schools; or to homeschooling families directly.


This movement could have no better avatar than Betsy DeVos, who grew up in a conservative Protestant enclave in Michigan, married the heir to the Amway direct-sales billions, and as a philanthropist and lobbyist backed private, religious, and for-profit schools. She had never taught in, attended, or sent her children to a public school before President Donald Trump named her secretary of education in 2017.


During the pandemic, she diverted a disproportionate share of federal relief funds to private schools, until a judge declared her actions illegal. She also declined to direct the Department of Education to track or publish information on school reopening plans or COVID mitigation strategies, abdicating responsibility for helping districts reopen safely even as the Trump administration called for them to reopen at any cost.


Corey DeAngelis is a fellow at the Cato Institute—another Koch-funded organization, which also counted Buchanan as a distinguished senior fellow—and is one of the current standard-bearers of conservative thought. And he’s the research director of American Federation for Children, a group founded by the DeVos family that advocates for vouchers and other alternatives to public school.


“One of the main problems with public schools in the US is the monopoly power that you generate through residential assignment,” DeAngelis tells me. Or, in Frederick Douglass’s words, DeAngelis objects that children mostly start kindergarten at “the nearest school house, and the best school house in their own neighborhood.”


When I spoke to DeAngelis in the spring of 2021, he, like many anti–public school conservatives, saw opportunity in the crisis: “2021 could be the year of school choice, partially because of the teachers’ unions’ influence on keeping the schools closed for so long.” His dream is a universal voucher program, where taxpayer funds are parceled out directly to families to spend as they wish, with no public school “monopoly.” Meaning, no collectively funded infrastructure to provide education as a public good.


As Jack Schneider and Jennifer Berkshire argue in their 2020 book A Wolf at the Schoolhouse Door: The Dismantling of Public Education and the Future of School, the anti–public school political movement has grown in strength, taking on new guises, even as the desegregation efforts of the 1960s and 1970s recede. The solidarity established by the common school model of the northern colonies, where local families took up a collection to hire a schoolmaster, has eroded, and an entire political party favors the model that held sway in the southern colonies: children educated privately at home, by churches or charities, or however they can get it.


THE JOB OF SCHOOLS HAS CHANGED


When you think about how devastating it was to close public schools, in small-town Oklahoma, in cities like San Francisco, in places in between, it ought to raise some questions: Why do so many American children rely on public schools for something as basic as a meal? Why do so many lack computers and internet access at home? Why do the least advantaged children go to the most crumbling schools—why not target funding where it’s needed most?


The critics of public education are correct that spending has skyrocketed, even as its supporters say it’s underfunded. Schools are being asked to do more. Their job has gotten more complex and expensive as they’ve been required to provide more equitable services to a more diverse population with more varied and significant needs.


Take the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, first passed in 1975. It guarantees all children a “free, appropriate public education” in the “least restrictive environment” possible. Fourteen percent of public school students are now recognized as having a disability. Serving them appropriately costs more money—often many times more—than serving a student without a disability.


Similarly, one in ten public school students in the United States is learning English. New arrivals to the US were once excluded from public schools or left to sink or swim in English-only classrooms. Reaching growing numbers of English language learners with specialized teaching and materials is what justice demands.


It’s pragmatic: this is the future workforce. It’s also more expensive.


EDUCATION ALONE CAN’T PREVENT POVERTY


US children are relatively more likely to grow up with material hardship than they used to be, compared to older Americans. And educating children in poverty, if you want to do it successfully, costs more than teaching middle-class and wealthy children.


As recently as 1989, about one-third of K–12 students nationwide came from low-income households. Welfare reform gutted support for families in 1996; the Great Recession came in 2008. By 2013, the share of public school students in low-income households crossed 50 percent for the first time.


Existing structures of inequality map onto younger generations. Today’s children are the most racially and ethnically diverse generation of Americans. About half of all children today are not white, roughly double the proportion in the population at large.


Jeannie’s students in Oklahoma reflect this shift. They include resettled Hmong refugees and Spanish-speaking recent immigrants. An increasing number live in trailers out on “the ranch,” an unincorporated piece of property with cheap lots but no water or sewage hookups. Others are closer to town, in public housing or individual homes built or financed by the Cherokee Nation or various US government aid programs.


Before the introduction of Social Security in the 1930s and Medicare in the 1960s, older Americans were the age group most likely to live in poverty. Since then, Americans began living longer, potentially outliving their savings. Wages stagnated, and poverty overall rose.


But thanks to that monthly cash benefit and regular cost-of-living increases introduced in the 1960s, poverty among older Americans has fallen by two-thirds, and now they have the lowest poverty rate of any age group. In 2020, the age group most likely to be living in households earning below the poverty line was children.


James Madison’s ideal, which you still hear repeated today, is that, instead of directly reducing poverty, we should invest public money in education—thus empowering individuals through opportunity, or in his words, “preventing the existence of the poor.”


But there are diminishing returns to this approach. Rampant child poverty undermines the job of schools. This goes beyond the obvious facts of children too hungry, or too tired after a night in an overcrowded apartment or trailer home, to concentrate, or children embarrassed to come to school because their clothes are not clean.


TRAUMA AND EDUCATION


The past few decades have brought major scientific revelations about how children’s early experiences shape their developing brains for a lifetime. Vincent Felitti, then head of Kaiser Permanente’s Department of Preventive Medicine in San Diego, became interested in the number of extremely heavy adults he treated who turned out to have suffered sexual abuse as children. He began what became known as the first Adverse Childhood Experiences Study in 1995, with seventeen thousand participants.


Child sexual abuse, it turned out, is one of ten adverse childhood experiences, or ACEs, as Felitti called them. As he and other researchers documented, an ACE produces what is called “toxic stress.” This is stress that chronically changes the mix of hormones and neurotransmitters in a way that has observable effects on the structure of the brain in critical periods of development. These changes, on average, hurt mental, physical, and emotional health—and in turn, educational attainment and earning power—for a lifetime.


Poverty itself, when it leads to material neglect, is an ACE. And it multiplies the chance of other ACEs. A child growing up in poverty is twice as likely to experience a pile-on of three or more other adverse childhood experiences. These can include a parent’s incarceration or death.


This statistic tells us one stark thing. If our society doesn’t divert its vast resources to lower family poverty, we are actively choosing the mental and emotional suffering of children every single day. And those early days of suffering reverberate for lifetimes, across the entire society and economy.


Well-off children experience ACEs, too, of course. Divorce, a parent’s mental health struggles or substance abuse, and physical or sexual abuse are all on the list.


Could the pandemic itself be considered an ACE? Most of the experts I talked to didn’t think so. A better metaphor is to think about COVID as being like the climate crisis. More heat stress, more energy going into the atmosphere raises the likelihood and the intensity of individual disasters like wildfires and floods. Those disasters, in turn, are visited most intensely on the vulnerable. In the same way, rather than think of COVID as itself an ACE for all children, it raised the background conditions that made ACEs more numerous and more severe, especially for children who are already vulnerable.


TRAUMA MAKES TEACHERS’ WORK HARDER


Jeannie carried ACEs into the classroom with her as a student. Now as a teacher in the same classrooms, she sees her students struggling with them too. When she used to teach high school, the older students kept their home life bottled up, but her sixth graders open up to her about families struggling with mental illness and substance abuse.


As José Luis Vilson told me, so many of his students who resist the demands of the classroom are holding these kinds of burdens. When students are going through trauma, teachers must work hard to establish trust so their students feel safe enough to listen and are therefore capable of learning.


This changes the nature of the job that teachers like Jeannie and José have to perform every day. Their work is so much more than conveying information through intellectually engaging lesson plans. On a good day they are helping students meet basic physical and emotional needs, a role that comes at a psychic cost because the children in their classrooms inevitably need more than they have to give. And on a bad day, just one distressed child, expressing themselves in the only way they can, can bring learning to a halt for a classroom of thirty. This is a reality I’ve witnessed as a journalist for more than a decade.


WE KNEW, OR WE SHOULD HAVE KNOWN


In March 2020, in the United States, people in power knew, or should have known, that keeping schools closed for even a few weeks would have serious, long-term, inequitable consequences. Closing schools is nothing like closing restaurants, gyms, or offices. In a country as unequal as ours, with so many children in need, it is more like closing hospitals or soup kitchens.


And we also quickly knew something about how to mitigate the risks of keeping schools open.


In March 2020, it was apparent that COVID behaved very differently than previous epidemic diseases like polio and influenza with regard to children. This right away undermined the logic of prolonged school closures as an intervention.


Past infancy, people were less severely affected the younger they were. There still is no great explanation as to why. One prevalent hypothesis is that children’s immune systems are simply better tuned to respond to novel viruses, since they are more likely to be encountering any given pathogen for the first time. A second is that they are more primed by frequent exposure to various coronaviruses, such as colds.


In March 2020, we also had some ideas about how to keep both children and adults safer when congregating indoors. A set of safety measures—masks, distancing, handwashing—were immediately improvised where necessary, such as in childcare centers that kept operating for essential workers. Experience showed that these measures reduced spread in settings where children were gathered and that compliance could be good even among young children.


These guidelines were quickly adopted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Our contact tracing was never what it should have been, but evidence mounted around the world that schools and childcare facilities could actually be operated more safely than other types of indoor gathering places like bars, restaurants, factories, or gyms—usually, when these measures were followed, with fewer cases than in the surrounding community.


The potential risks and the immediate harms of closing schools also multiplied and gathered force over time, from learning to mental health, physical health, and economic and emotional stress on families.


And yet our schools—historically underfunded and inequitably funded, governed by more than thirteen thousand separate locally elected boards, contested sites of opportunity, embraced and mistrusted from community to community—were unable to open as quickly as they had shut.


In places where schools opened in the fall, after delays and often with limited in-person days, majorities of parents kept their kids home anyway, mistrusting their safety, particularly if they were Asian American, Black, or Latinx. And, as the pandemic raged on into a third wave and then a fourth, schools closed often and unpredictably, sending many students home to quarantine.


WE STUCK OUT FROM THE WORLD


This limited, inconsistent, and unequal access to in-person schooling is one of the more damaging ways that the US experience during the pandemic stood out globally.


There is an entire genre of best-selling books about why Japan or Finland or whoever is beating the United States in education. In 2020 the answer was simple: those places all had kids in classrooms; we didn’t. The US closed most classrooms for a total of fifty-eight weeks, compared with thirty-three weeks in Finland, twenty-seven weeks in both the UK and China, eleven weeks in Japan, and just nine weeks in New Zealand.


Some parts of the world, mostly in Asia Pacific, got the pandemic under control and therefore were able to reopen schools quickly and safely with a minimum of public conflict. Other places, for example, across Europe, the UK, and Israel, prioritized schools. They reopened as soon as April but certainly by the fall of 2020. They closed classrooms again as little as possible, even when infections were growing. They closed businesses, nightclubs, and other adult gathering places rather than schools and childcare. The United States everywhere failed to prioritize children in this way. The decision on opening schools was determined by political affiliation more than the local course of the disease.


There were also countries that did worse than the US when it came to both schools and the pandemic. In many lower-income countries, school closures lasted past the one-year mark, reversing hard-won recent progress in school enrollment. Combined with the global economic crash, continuous closures in places like Mexico, Kenya, Bangladesh, El Salvador, Uganda, India, and Brazil drove boys into paid work or onto the streets, and girls into paid work, domestic labor, or early marriage.


The World Bank estimated that without heroic remediation, seventy-two million more children worldwide will be illiterate or out of school entirely as a result of these closures. The setback could be devastating. For individuals’ lives and dreams, for economic growth, and even for issues like the climate crisis. Girls’ education in particular, historically neglected in many places, is seen as a key lever for equitable and sustainable development.


Among these diverging global paths, the United States stuck out: a rich country full of poor children, doing one of the world’s worst jobs controlling the pandemic. Prolonged school closures hurt children in this country. Some were deprived of basic needs. Most lost learning time and suffered socially and emotionally. The most vulnerable were indeed hit hardest. Those losses will take time and concerted effort to overcome. And, as a painful twist, it became controversial even to say so.


It may take years to understand what our children lost because of prolonged school closures, just as it may take years to recover.


JEANNIE BROUGHT IT HOME


Jeannie is the one who brought home to me just what school closures did to families like hers. Not just practically but emotionally. She said she was being hard on herself for not coping too well in the first weeks. “I didn’t have to go to work. I was at home and safe and I had everything. Nothing was bad. And I could not figure out why I was so crazy. I was so off.”


And then, one day she was sitting in the car waiting to pick up Ruby from gymnastics when it hit her—the school closures were bringing her back to her childhood trauma. “I’m reliving my mom’s divorces. This is what’s happening. This is why I’ve been crazy, because there’s no stability.”


That flash of insight, in turn, helped her have compassion for her neighbors. Mainly they were Trump supporters. They denied the seriousness of COVID, growing increasingly impatient with teachers like Jeannie over school closures.


We’ve been attacked on Facebook and social media. The parents are upset and I’m mad at them for that. I’m hurt that they would turn on us.


But I also understand. Because most of the people in my area have gone through a lot of trauma as well. We’re poor and uneducated. They grew up in trauma and then they put the trauma on their kids. It’s just a cycle. And so their stable places were taken from them, too. And I don’t want to get angry, because we didn’t provide for them. We didn’t provide that stable place for them this year—or their children.
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