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            For Maya, who is one of my greatest teachers already.

            And for every kid who isn’t her. Who deserves

just as much.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            It is not a racial problem. It’s a problem of whether or not you’re willing to look at your life and be responsible for it, and then begin to change it.

            That great western house I come from is one house, and I am one of the children of that house. Simply, I am the most despised child of that house. And it is because the American people are unable to face the fact that I am flesh of their flesh, bone of their bone, created by them. My blood, my father’s blood, is in that soil.

            —James Baldwin, I Am Not Your Negro

             

            
                

            

            How exactly do you cure bad blood?

            —Yaa Gyasi, “1932”

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Preface

         

         WHEN I WAS A little girl, I went around and asked my neighbors for donations for the homeless. They handed me their loose change, and I listened as the metal hit the glass bottom of the jar satisfyingly.

         I didn’t actually know anyone who was experiencing homelessness. Or even anybody who was serving those who were. Where I live now, in Oakland, people who are unhoused are everywhere—under the highway a block away and even closer, under the stoop at the Glorious Kingdom Primitive Baptist Church across the street from our house. Once even in our black cherry Prius in our driveway, as happened when my husband, John, left it unlocked overnight.

         John found an elderly Black man sleeping in the passenger seat, my daughter’s favorite book on CD—Man on the Moon—in his hand. John tried to wake him gently and asked him to get out. The guy looked up, clearly disoriented, and said, “Ah, sorry, man. Is this mine or yours?”

         “Ours,” John said. “It’s ours, man.”

         Even at seven and eight and nine, I was confused about why some things were ours—my family’s, my friend’s, my neighborhood’s—and some weren’t. Even in that far less unequal time, there were dramatic differences between what I’d heard called the haves and the have-nots. I was a have. I was born into a “have family”—not a trust-fund family, but a have family nonetheless.

         I had a hunch that being a have had something to do with being White. And no one made much of an effort to explain it to me. We weren’t supposed to notice race—not others’ race, for sure, but not even our own. That would be racist.

         I look back at that little White girl—frizzy hair, pile of friendship bracelets on her wrist, magenta high-top Chucks on her feet—and I feel love and outrage. She was overcoming her shyness, circling the block in a misguided attempt at redistribution. From whom and to whom, she wasn’t exactly sure. But she sensed something.

         She needed truth. But she got loose change.

         Unsure of what to do with the money, racked by guilt that she had asked for it but had no idea where to take it, she buried that jar of change in the dirt near her playhouse in the backyard.

         This book is about the jar of good intentions that so many of us carry around these days. We set it on our bookshelves next to our copies of Ta-Nehisi Coates and Isabel Wilkerson. We put it by our tasteful succulent gardens next to our BLACK LIVES MATTER signs or on our nightstands. We stare at the ceiling in the dark, genuinely wondering why it feels so hard to be on the right side of history.

         I left that sweet neighborhood in Colorado Springs when I was eighteen and went to Barnard College, in New York City. In new forms, I did lots of circling the block. I went to protest marches. I read slam poetry at the Nuyorican Poets Cafe. I made a short film about gentrification in Harlem. I joined the campus hip-hop club. I studied abroad in South Africa and lived in a township with a Black family. I graduated and moved to Brooklyn, as one does, and lived there for a decade. I wrote a book about activism.

         The White moral life remained elusive. I was almost getting used to the idea that I would never have it, that it was a definitional impossibility. To have White skin and economic security in America was to be tangled up in the sin of what historian Aristotle Kallis calls the “hierarchy of human life.”1

         And then I became a mother.

         And it was as if the universe dared me both to give up altogether on this quest for the White moral life, which felt like frivolous intellectual bullshit in the face of my kid’s real needs, and simultaneously to double down. The gift of adulthood is not a mortgage, I realized, but the freedom to pursue a moral life on your own terms, even if you are White, especially if you are White, and to let your children witness you trying.

         This is the story of that trying.
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            A Note on the Making of This Book

         

         I HAVE AGONIZED OVER the ethics of telling this particular story at this particular time.

         Journalists claim that they are objective, that once you interview a person, you have every right to use anything they’ve said. That’s obviously bullshit.

         Memoirists claim that they are subjective, that once you’ve witnessed or experienced something, you have every right to tell it your way. That’s obviously bullshit.

         So here I am, somewhere in between, trying not to give you, my reader, or the people who got entangled in my decisions any bullshit.

         I changed the names of all the kids except my own, and most adults, too. (Maya and Stella are already in the public record because the poor fools have a writer for a mom; don’t worry, I’m saving up for lots of therapy.) I kept the names of people who are public figures.

         I showed sections of this manuscript to many of those described in these pages, which wasn’t always easy. I tried to write no angels or villains, which wasn’t always easy. I believe that our kids will do better when we, grown-ups, do the hard stuff of seeing one another’s humanity, even when we passionately disagree, and telling the truth about our own confusion and failures within education.

         I’ve capitalized ethnic designations throughout the manuscript, including White. I’m following the lead of sociologist Eve L. Ewing, who writes that by not capitalizing White, we conspire with the myth that White people are “normal, neutral, or without any race at all, while the rest of us are saddled with this unpleasant business of being racialized.”1

         This book is very much about racializing White people, myself included. I attempt to write with a “white double-consciousness,” as the philosopher Linda Martín Alcoff puts it, which is to say, I attempt to see myself “through both the dominant and nondominant lens, and recognize the latter as a critical corrective truth.”2

         I got feedback from many friends, among whom are brilliant anti-racist organizers, professional editors, and experts in education. I learned so much from them. You will see footnotes throughout the book from one critical friend in particular: Dr. Dena Simmons. Dena, a Black woman, and I met a decade ago when I was reporting my book Do It Anyway: The New Generation of Activists, and have since developed a rich friendship. She supports schools, districts, and other organizations at the intersection of social and emotional health, racial justice, and healing with her organization, LiberatED. By including her feedback here, I’m essentially “showing my work” so you can learn from my mistakes and shortcomings. This thing, after all, is called Learning in Public.

         I believe that writers, especially White and/or privileged writers, need to reach for more honest ways to think about our own power when crafting stories and about our own access to those who decide what stories get told. It is my experience that much of what we claim is journalistic convention is a way of skirting our own discomfort with hard conversations and our accountability to the people we write about.

         Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel writes: “It is in deeds that man [person] becomes aware of what his life really is, of his power to harm and to hurt, to wreck and to ruin; of his ability to derive joy and to bestow it upon others; to relieve and to increase his own and other people’s tensions.…What he may not dare to think, he often utters in deeds. The heart is revealed in the deeds.”3

         The process behind the making of this book, not just the thing itself, is my deed. I hope it reveals my heart.

      

   


   
      
         
            Part I

            Choosing

         

         
            The quality of light by which we scrutinize our lives has direct bearing upon the product which we live, and upon the changes which we hope to bring about through those lives.

            —Audre Lorde, “Poetry Is Not a Luxury”

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1

         

         LIKE MANY NEW PARENTS, I took wandering walks in our neighborhood when Maya, my first of two daughters, was a baby. I would listen to podcasts—So. Many. Podcasts.—and think about how my life had been obliterated, in both good ways and bad. In retrospect, I think I had postpartum anxiety—vigilance about her health that left me exhausted and unrecognizable to myself. I just couldn’t turn my physiological volume down. The walks didn’t solve the problem, but they helped. I walked by our neighborhood public school over and over again.

         I first noticed the giant vine with sweet purple flowers covering the tall wrought-iron fence. It cascaded down in a pleasing V-shape, shielding the kids playing inside from view. But if I walked a little farther, I could see the blacktop, where mostly Black and Brown kids were running, jumping, screaming, doing what kids do when they are finally released from stuffy classrooms that contain their days. I would pull out an earbud so I could listen to the sound of their joy.

         As the months wore on, I noticed more about the school. There were beautiful murals everywhere, a couple of playgrounds, a huge redwood in one corner of the campus. There was a neglected Little Free Library, often stuffed with books that kids would never pick up—Preston Bailey’s Design for Entertaining and Modern Architecture: A Critical History by Kenneth Frampton.

         There were also, I noticed, a few White kids running, jumping, screaming, doing what kids do. Not many, but a few.

         I was genuinely confused. Temescal, the neighborhood where I moved with my husband, John, when I was pregnant, was multiracial. My daily strolls left the impression that there were plenty of multigenerational Black families in the neighborhood but also lots of White newcomers, too. Where did most of the White children go to school?

         In Colorado Springs, Colorado, in the 1980s, I went to my neighborhood school. Learn where you’re planted. No big fuss. I’d never heard the phrase school choice.

         I’d come to find out that learning where you’re planted was never as innocent as it seemed and also was from an era long gone. Our neighborhood school with that towering redwood and the murals and the beautiful children shouting—Emerson Elementary—was “failing,” according to all the official weights and measures. Wondering where the White kids were on that playground was the start of a journey of a thousand moral miles.
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         LIKE A GOOD MILLENNIAL parent, I turn to the Internet. On GreatSchools.org, the go-to source for school rankings particularly among White affluent parents, Emerson gets a 1 out of 10. Maybe that’s why there aren’t many White kids on the playground. The rating, it turns out, is mostly based on standardized test scores.

         A Scantron form filled with a seemingly infinite number of tiny bubbles from my own school days flashes through my head. I was mediocre at math. I scored well in English, but my dominant experience of those tests was thinking up the thirteen ways one could make an argument for how each answer could be the right one.

         The text below Emerson’s ranking reads: “This school is rated below average in school quality compared to other schools in California. Students here perform below average on state tests, are making below average year-over-year academic improvement, and this school has below average results in how well it’s serving disadvantaged students.”

         If I were a different kind of person, I probably would have looked this information up before we moved into our house. But I hadn’t. When we moved cross-country from Brooklyn to Oakland, I was a couple of months pregnant, and all I could think about was finding an obstetrician.

         When John got what appeared to be his dream job in San Francisco, I agreed to move, but only on the condition that we land in Oakland, which reminded me of my beloved Brooklyn (where I’d lived for over a decade after college). San Francisco always struck me as too White and too self-satisfied. The East Bay has more of a ragtag feel that I liked—mom-and-pop bookstores and Rastafarian vegan eateries and hipster coffee shops. What sealed the deal was getting wind of an opening in a cohousing community in Temescal, a neighborhood we’d both loved after visiting frequently over the years. I’d always been intrigued by intentional living, and this was our chance to try it. We’d been so in awe of our luck at landing a space in a cohousing community and so freaked out by buying a home for almost $500,000 that we didn’t think about much else.

         But here I am, four years later and all that mortgage paperwork behind me, with a new test: Getting my kid into the “right” school. She also has a two-year-old little sister, Stella, which means that getting Maya into the “right” school gets Stella into the “right” school; twice the pressure.

         I return to that little phrase in Emerson’s ranking—“compared to other schools in California”—and decide to quickly look up the other two schools that I’ve heard neighbors and friends talk about. First, Chabot Elementary, a happy green circle with a 9 out of 10 inside. Second, Peralta Elementary: same, same. I guess this means Chabot and Peralta kids don’t struggle in the face of those damn Scantron forms (do kids even still take those tests?). What is happening at these two schools that isn’t happening at Emerson? And does it matter if my kid doesn’t get whatever that magical thing is?

         I decide I’m not going to tell John about any of this. At least not yet. He’s all gut when it comes to big decisions like these. He’d see that “1” and run in the other direction, as I’m sure do most White parents in our neighborhood. He might even say, “So, which is the school with the highest ranking, and how do we get her in?” Which, again, is a logical, and I’m sure common, way to approach this whole thing.

         But it’s not my way. I have a gut of my own, and it’s telling me that this is one of the most important decisions we’re going to make, not just as parents but as citizens.
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         LIKE MANY CITIES THAT have become hip, Oakland is attractive for the very reasons it is also plagued by inequity and hypocrisy, and the resentment born from both.

         It has cultural cachet via its rich history (birthplace of the Black Panthers and Bruce Lee) and its contemporary treasures—great, relatively affordable food (including BBQ, Burmese, and Ethiopian), fantastic music venues, gorgeous beaches and hikes within a short distance of the city center, and so much else.

         It’s the second most racially diverse city in the nation (nearby Stockton is the first).1 According to the Census Bureau, there are over 400,000 people living in Oakland, and 35.5 percent of them are White, 27 percent are Latinx, 23.8 percent are Black, and 15.5 percent are Asian. The median household income, despite being in proximity to all the tech money of San Francisco and Silicon Valley, is just $73,692, and 16.7 percent of people are living in poverty.2

         Oakland is also known for being profoundly progressive. In Alameda County, only 10 percent of the population identifies as Republican, so pro-choice bumper stickers and billboards for weed-delivery services abound, and Pride marches are packed. There’s a general consensus, so widely held that it’s rarely articulated explicitly, that its residents are anti-Trump, anti-yuppie, and anti-racist.

         Oakland, like so many cities, is also deeply segregated—not by accident, but by design.

         The World War II era defined Oakland’s contemporary neighborhoods in many ways. A predominantly White region became far less so during the boom times of war, when the population as a whole increased—almost 100,000 new people arrived between 1940 and 1945, many of them from the South—and the Black population went from 8,462 to 21,770.3 All these new Oaklanders had to live somewhere, of course. Enter the Federal Housing Administration.

         The federal government built more than thirty thousand public housing units in the East Bay. Black families were steered toward poorly constructed housing near the shipyards where they worked, near railroad lines, or in the flatlands. White families were steered toward new suburbs and farther inland to the hills, where the houses were sturdier. Richard Rothstein, author of The Color of Law, writes: “Racially explicit government policies to segregate our metropolitan areas are not vestiges, were neither subtle nor intangible, and were sufficiently controlling to construct the de jure segregation that is now with us in neighborhoods and hence in schools.”4

         The flatlands and the hills are real places but also mythic constructs in the Oaklander’s imagination. The hills are quiet and full of money; spacious homes built vertically clutch the earth that reaches for the sky, with views of the Pacific and industrial Oakland far below; you need a car to get down and around. The flatlands are, well, flat as hell. You can ride your bike block after block, find vibrant murals alongside abandoned grocery carts filled with what look like all of someone’s worldly possessions, grab an IT’S-IT ice-cream sandwich at the corner store, and have a sweet chat with the guy behind the counter. The homes, at least the original homes, are pretty small. It’s never quiet. But the sun almost always shines.

         Almost every American city has hills and flatlands—the part of the city where the White and upwardly mobile folks go, and the part where the Black and economically marginalized stay. We find ourselves on one of these dividing lines, not by accident or desire, but by design. Our cities were planned this way. Which means our schools are planned this way. As the educational historian Jack Schneider writes, “Buying a home means buying a school.”5

         Between 1961 and 1966, Oakland lost 10,000 manufacturing jobs, and people fled.6 The city’s overall population fell by about 23,000 between 1950 and 1970; the majority that left were White.7 A group called the Oakland Redevelopment Agency spearheaded new construction in the middle of historic, and almost entirely Black, West Oakland, as well as the expansion of Interstate 880, which cut through the neighborhood. Between 1960 and 1966, more than 7,000 housing units in Oakland were destroyed, and almost 5,100 of them were located in West Oakland. Many of those displaced moved to East Oakland.

         Amid this destruction and the outrage that followed, together with the larger fomenting of the civil rights movement, the Black Panther Party was born. It was founded in 1966 by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale, both students at Merritt Community College. Newton and Seale were intellectually radicalized by their involvement in the Afro-American Association and other groups on campus and by reading the words of Malcolm X.8

         But it was their paid jobs running youth service programs at the North Oakland Neighborhood Anti-Poverty Center that first planted the seed that caring for kids, what they would come to call “survival programs,” could and must also be part of the revolution.

         Their famous free-breakfast program, established in 1969 at St. Augustine’s Episcopal Church in West Oakland, quickly grew. Eventually Black Panthers were feeding tens of thousands of kids in the U.S.—from Des Moines to Detroit—before they went to school every morning. It wasn’t just about meeting a fundamental need; it was also about shining a light on how inadequate the government efforts were to show up for hungry children—the most innocent of America’s victims.9 Put to shame by the Panthers, the federal government eventually committed to feeding kids breakfast at schools with high poverty levels. A direct line can be drawn between Newton and Seale’s vision in 1966 and the little carton of milk that sits in front of kids every morning in Title I public schools today all over the country.

         Black Oakland wasn’t the only community being radicalized. In the Fruitvale neighborhood, Latinx folks were organizing, pushing back against police violence and army recruitment, and creating community clinics and other programs to weather increasing poverty. The Brown Berets, as some activists were known, collaborated with the Black Panther Party on bringing free breakfast to their kids.

         In the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s, the city hemorrhaged jobs—particularly in manufacturing, transportation, and utilities—as was the case in so many industrial cities.

         More White families left (90,000 between 1970 and 1990), and now quite a few Black ones have, too. Downtown Oakland was gutted—department stores disappeared and storefronts stood vacant for months. There was a sense that the radical sparkle of the late 1960s, the cohesiveness of so many communities, was fading. Oaklanders were strained by the systematic disinvestment in the city—again, not a naturally occurring phenomenon but a choice on the part of policy makers from the federal level on down.

         Where there is economic deprivation, there is collective vulnerability and precarity. Oakland was brutalized by gang-controlled drug operations and violence, starting in the 1970s. By the end of that decade, Oakland’s per capita murder rate was twice that of New York City.

         But in the 1990s, crime began to decline steadily. After three decades of the city’s population dwindling, Oakland got bigger again—going from about 339,000 in 1980 to over 430,000 in 2010.10 The Latinx population surged, and recent immigrants from a wide range of countries showed up. Oakland Chinatown, which had also been decimated by the creation of Interstate 880 and years of disinvestment, started to revive.

         The East Bay—like so many cities across the U.S.—grew attractive to White and/or privileged folks who might have passed it over in earlier decades. There was a resurgence of interest in living in cities, particularly by those whom the economist Richard Florida dubbed “the creative class”—designers, artists, writers, photographers, architects, and the like—who clustered in urban centers once eschewed by their parents.11 They valued walkability, not white picket fences.

         Today in Oakland, the creative class is everywhere—people who sometimes seem to have no job at all other than hanging out at coffee shops all day, taking conference calls in the back garden, and drinking espresso. But it also has a tech layer—the dot-com boom led to an abundance of jobs for recent college grads. Google, Facebook, and other tech behemoths started chartering buses back and forth to Silicon Valley. Before long, downtown Oakland was experiencing its own little tech building boom.

         When our cohousing community was founded in 2000, the land and the buildings on it (which at the time were pretty decrepit but would eventually constitute five units of varying size and value, plus a bunch of shared amenities) went for an asking price of $110,000. When we moved in, in 2013, we were lucky to get our 1,300-square-foot unit for just under $500,000. Today, it is valued closer to $1 million.

         Neighbors gossip about all the underwhelming homes that sell for close to or even over $1 million, all cash. Even my friends who are lawyers and doctors talk about never being able to compete in a housing market where a cash offer or an offer over asking price has become a prerequisite. The tech money feels like a noxious, odorless gas, seeping into every major financial decision in the Bay Area, even for those who have nothing to do with the companies directly.

         Of course White middle-class precarity is nothing compared to experiencing poverty. In Oakland, only 41 percent of residents own a home, rent has skyrocketed (a two-bedroom will run, on average, nearly $4,000 a month),12 and there is an infamous dearth of affordable housing units (even as luxury condos are being built at an unprecedented rate, high, high into the sky).13 True instability—the I-can’t-make-my-rent-and-buy-food kind, the I’m-one-car-accident-away-from-losing-my-home kind—is a thought experiment for the vast majority of White Oakland, not a lived or even an adjacent experience.

         We, White progressives, love Black Oakland; we just don’t actually know anyone who is Black who is from Oakland. We move here, at least in part, for the music, the radical politics, and the laid-back vibe, but we are estranged from the actual humans who made it what it is. The multigenerational Oakland families that arrived in the 1940s and were pointed toward West Oakland by the federal government? The silver-haired Black Panther grandmamas who saw the Victorians around them go from being unaffordable at $25,000 in 2000 to positively alien at over $1 million cash in 2020?

         We don’t know them.

         Sure, we have Black friends, but they tend to be the Black upper middle class—the software engineer who rides beside us on the bus to Palo Alto, the woman who went to our same college, the nonprofit director whose radical rhetoric we cheer on at an otherwise predominantly White polite dinner party.

         We’ve moved here for the progressive cred that proximity to a “real” American city offers, but we don’t know the names of Black families who lived in Oakland before it was hip. We don’t know the taste of their food or their sense of humor. Their particular pains or dreams.
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         I HAVE ADOPTED A sort of parasitic approach to parenting. I befriend maximizers (people who tend to weigh every single option before making a decision), and then I watch what they do: What kind of car seats do they purchase? At what age do their kids make their first visit to the dentist? What kinds of rules do they have for screen time? A satisficer to the core (meaning I am typically satisfied with a little research and a “good enough” choice), I watch and then copy the more diligent parents (usually mothers) around me. It leaves me slightly uninformed on a range of parenting topics, but it saves a lot of time and energy. At first glance this seems like the perfect hack for choosing a school, too.

         Before Maya was potty trained, I’d gotten the message that there were two schools I was supposed to want my children to go to: Peralta or Chabot. The bizarre, but I think fairly common, thing is that I don’t even remember a moment when I learned that this was what White and privileged parents did in Oakland. It was as if the knowledge wafted into my brain during breezy playdates or seeped into my bloodstream via the breakdown of the BPA-free plastic plates in my house. The directive was—as it is with hegemony—so powerful, I don’t even remember when it entered my consciousness.

         Studies show that most parents look to their friends when trying to make educational choices for their kids—what psychology and marketing professor Robert Cialdini coined “social proof.”14 We want to know what those around us, those who look and shop and talk like we do, think is the safe thing to do. Especially when it comes to our kids.

         The majority of my White friends seem to be proceeding as if “How do we get our kids into Peralta or Chabot?” is the right question to be asking. There are a few other schools that White parents reference as “up-and-coming” or “hidden gems”: Kaiser, Glenview, and Sequoia. A few are touring Park Day, the neighborhood private school, and various charter schools.

         Even the friends who most often proclaim to be committed to racial justice—the kinds of people who direct nonprofit organizations or run political campaigns for progressive candidates—don’t seem to be considering Emerson.

         I’m told that I should register our interest in Peralta or Chabot with the Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) enrollment office before the deadline for applications—that this is what is called “school choice” (such an innocent sounding phrase, isn’t it?). We get to choose up to four schools. We should definitely not put Emerson, our zoned school, on that list, I am warned, because then we will definitely get it. (Our feelings about Emerson are irrelevant; this is now a game that must be won.)

         We might get it anyway. Even if we don’t put it on our list. It’s not time to freak the fuck out, I am reassured by parents who have already been through this complex dance of avoidance (and quite likely freaked the fuck out). It is time to start buying doughnuts. Lots and lots of doughnuts. It makes logical sense that the enrollment office will assign Emerson to us at first, just to see if our will is weak; it’s under-enrolled, and everyone wants to get into the other two schools that we chose (the demand rate for Peralta is 149 percent and for Chabot, 205 percent).

         We will show them that our will is not weak. We will show them through emails and phone calls and in-person visits to the enrollment office, said doughnuts in cheerful pink boxes in hand. We will exhaust them with our soft power. We will, if necessary, come up with convoluted rationales for why Emerson is not a “good fit” for our child, who is gifted, highly sensitive, a Scorpio, the big sister of someone who is these things, allergic to things, scared of things, and did I mention highly sensitive? The rationales can and will become very creative—like a Mad Lib of terrifically fragile White children.

         None of this, mind you, is formally written anywhere. The official OUSD website takes the party line: Enroll your student in “4 easy steps!” The steps are: Explore, Apply, Confirm, and Register. When I hit on the FAQ under Apply, I am transported to a Google doc with the revealing name “Public Facing—OUSD Enrollment FAQs” (where is the “private facing” one, and what does it say?). The answers are short, plucky, clearly designed to ward off the doughnuts and the soft-power approach at any and every turn. Under “How can I learn more about public schools in Oakland?” there are two disingenuous recommendations: (1) “Look for schools based on program offering or by location,” and (2) “Contact schools of interest to find out the best times to visit and learn more.”

         I am reading a handbook written in the invisible ink of obfuscation and maneuvering so that I might get my already deeply advantaged White kid into the best possible school, while kids with less White, less rich, less available parents are not. (White people believe passionately, and erroneously, that we are the busiest humans on Planet Earth.) These less resourced parents are also talking to their friends and neighbors and doing whatever they can to get their kid a shot at a great education, but their handbook says nothing about doughnuts or highly sensitive children.

         Elite parenting is a process of piecing together the unwritten rules about how to advance your child through a broken system. The system itself is rarely considered. School choice becomes a game of telephone, where you pass along the questions you are supposed to be asking and the answers you are supposed to be satisfied by. It’s a strategic scramble, not a moral investigation.

      

   


   
      
         
            5

         

         Thirteen Ways of Asking the School Question

(after Wallace Stevens’s “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird”)

          

         
            Where do we want to send our kid to school?

            How does that choice align with or depart from our values?

            Does that even matter? (I mean, does integration actually work?)

            What is a school?

            What is education for?

            What are we afraid of?

            Who are we—as parents, as (White) people—and what does this choice say about that?

            (To us? To everyone else? To Maya?)

            Where will Maya learn and feel loved?

            Where do Oakland kids learn and feel loved?
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         I’M FILTHY WITH FRIENDS and surrounded by caring neighbors. I have ten women whom I can text right now to ask which diaper cream they think actually works (Weleda) or whether earthquake insurance is worth it (nah). So far, I haven’t found one White friend who is seriously considering our neighborhood public school.

         Maybe the repulsion to Emerson is the result of living in the shadow of Silicon Valley and the comparison it invites. Even if we’re economically secure by any rational calculation, even if we’re rich, for that matter, we have a way of feeling always in danger of becoming noncompetitive. What if we are unable to buy a house or get our precious children the most humanizing, beautiful educational experience possible? What if we are actually ordinary or, worse, helpless? Or as philosopher Alain de Botton writes in Status Anxiety, “Amid such uncertainty, we typically turn to the wider world to settle the question of our significance.”15

         The wider world, for White and/or privileged Oakland, is economically freakish. While the average worker in the city makes a bit over $40,000, the average Facebook employee makes well over $200,000 a year, with a luxurious suite of benefits (at least luxurious in a country that has no federal paid family leave). When you sit in birth class beside someone who is not only getting paid six times what you are but will enjoy six full months off work, paid, while you have no paid leave at all, it’s hard not to feel envious and small.

         My friends with little kids are too stressed and too wrapped up in their own feelings to entertain any but the most strategic questions. But whenever I bring up school choice and racial equity with White parents who have older kids, a resigned malaise settles on their faces, and they almost always sigh audibly. These parents of pimply, emotionally manipulative teenagers appear to see me, the parent of ratty-haired, emotionally raw toddlers, as well intentioned but also in need of humbling. Just keep your kids off drugs, they seem to be saying with their eyes. That’s enough work for one parenting lifetime.

         At a potluck dinner, I bring up with a Black friend my conflict over enrolling Maya at Emerson. I’ve been listening to This American Life episodes on the anniversary of Brown vs. Board of Education by the brilliant journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones. I’ve been thinking about integration. And my friend says, “Don’t send your kid to a shitty school on my account!”

         The record scratches in my brain. I want to ask her a million questions, but this is not the time for me to do my usual annoying thing of being way too serious at a really fun party. My friend’s words echo in my head for weeks afterward—unprocessed, so powerful.

         I flash back to anxious preschool tours. I can’t help but wonder: Are all those White parents going on all those tours actually part of the problem? Is the real issue not that parents of color should be on the tours but that school tours shouldn’t be a thing at all? Are these anxious White and Asian-American parents the ones who are wrong, while everyone else is just trying to live a decent life?

         Every person has to come to terms with—even if just for themselves—the gap between what they believe and how they live their lives. And if you happen to be a parent, the gap can feel particularly wide and meaningful, the rationalizations even more garbled and urgent. Ultimately you’re not answering to just your own conscience but to your children, too. They will want to know—they might already want to know—why you did what you did. Why send them to this school? Why make the sometimes soul-crushing effort to get them into clean clothes and in these particular pews on a Sunday morning? Why live in this neighborhood? Why befriend these people but not those? Why care so deeply about certain rules and let other things go? Kids ultimately care, not just about how you shape them but also how your shaping of them shapes the world.

         I suspect that White economically privileged and well-intentioned people have shirked our moral responsibility to the common good for decades under the cover of responsible parenting. In a time of eroding public institutions and soaring economic inequality, we have normalized private solutions whereby our children won’t have to endure the most broken American systems—public education, health care, the courts. By doing so, we’ve inadvertently created one of the country’s biggest problems: increasing and unconscionable inequity. We act mystified by this inequity, all the while propping it up with our choices.

         Or as the poet and essayist Hanif Abdurraqib, puts it, “Not everything is Sisyphean. No one ever wants to imagine themselves as the boulder.”16
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         MEET JOHN, MY HUSBAND, Maya’s father. He’s the handsome guy sitting on that Eames chair in the corner, with beautiful thick hair that he shampoos expensively because his mom never let him use her fancy stuff as a kid, light brown eyes you can get lost in, dark eyebrows, and a back a little lopsided because his parents lost track of his scoliosis.

         When we got engaged, we decided that we each would get to pick three things that we wanted at some point in our marriage. His: a Dyson vacuum; a weekend convertible car; and a train caboose. (Like a real train caboose, yes, to make a clubhouse “for the kids”; he searches for them on Craigslist and eBay almost every night.) Mine, thanks for asking: one of those floor-to-ceiling bookshelves with a ladder; a claw-foot bathtub; and a week alone by myself every year. So far, he’s got the vacuum, and I’ve got the bookshelf (with no ladder), so we’re getting there after nine years, slowly but surely.

         At this very moment, John is huddled over his laptop, catching up on work after the girls have finally gone to bed. He’s trained as an architect but has spent most of his career advocating for architecture and design for the public good instead of for the small sliver of people who can afford it. He’s run nonprofits, as he does now, persuaded wealthy people to be more philanthropic, written books, and challenged the nearly all-White boards of organizations that uphold architecture’s classist, racist, sexist roots.

         But honestly, he’s not much help with this school thing. He’s not a boulder, exactly, because he’s not blocking the way. And for this I am very grateful. I can imagine how hard it would be to persuade a fearful partner that considering a “failing” school was justifiable.

         But he’s not pushing anything up a hill with me either. He’s not making spreadsheets or perusing GreatSchools.org. He’s not waking up in the middle of the night, flooded with worry that we’ve missed all the tours. His running buddies aren’t sweating it out while talking about school admissions strategies.

         He’s the kind of guy who, if he’s into something, he’s really into it, like all-out obsession (Eames furniture, classic cars, and his daughters—writ large—fall into this category), and if he’s not, he’s 100 percent not (this category features some of my own obsessions, like long, sad movies, sociology, and dance parties).

         But I think his lack of attention to our family’s school choice is about more than his all-in or all-out personality. I think it’s also due to his class background and educational history. John started working at the age of ten so that he could escape his very full house (he is one of six kids, plus Grandpa lived with them for years). There was a lot of love but also a lot of noise. And Johnny, as they called him with their heavy Wisconsin accents, didn’t like noise. He was sensitive and precise and a highly strategic kid, a kid who put his Legos in his mom’s saucepans, and then slept with them in his tiny twin bed so no one would mess with them.

         After caddying for three years at a country club, he turned to flipping butter burgers for a while at a joint owned by one of the wealthiest couples in the suburbs where his family lived. Shining golf balls and slinging burgers, thus began his shrewd, almost anthropological journey in understanding how rich people behave. He became an Honor Caddy in record time because he endeared himself to one of the rich guys, whom he asked for rides to the golf course; that way he could bypass the line of his bored teen peers waiting on the picnic table to be the next to caddy. He just smugly strolled onto the first tee with the rich guy who gave him a ride.

         John went to mostly White Catholic schools, where he never felt smart enough or athletic enough. He managed the basketball team, something his own father had also done when he was young, earning his dad a full ride through college. Freshman year, the mostly Black team adored and made fun of John in equal measure. They once took him to the clothing store in downtown Milwaukee where they all shopped—it was called Johnnie Walker’s—and dressed him up in Karl Kani jeans and Cross Colours T-shirts. They all laughed together as he emerged from the dressing room and spun around. Or at least that’s how he remembers it.

         He got into the University of Minnesota on a probationary basis. His high school grades were mostly Cs. And then he discovered this thing called architecture, and for the first time ever, his internal world mirrored the external world. The way his mind worked, which he’d never before even known was a recognized type of intelligence, suddenly had a home, a building on a college campus where he could carve out his own future for the very first time. He graduated summa cum laude, at the top of his class, and was the commencement speaker.

         In other words, John has had a perfect storm of experiences that make choosing a school for his daughter a frightening prospect. He never wants her to feel unseen like he did. He never wants her to feel dumb like he did. Basically, he never wants her to suffer.

         I’ve done some really absurd things in the spirit of preventing my kids’ “suffering”—like so many red-eye flights (less time away) and nursing them both with a sort of religious fervor. I was the one who had to sit on the porch and drink an IPA while John listened to Maya cry when we finally decided to sleep-train her.

         Which is all to say, I get where he’s coming from deep in my bones (or uterus or something) and I still don’t want to make this decision from a place of fear. I tell him this, collapsed into the couch across from him, huddled over my laptop, reading Nikole Hannah-Jones’s moving essay in the New York Times about choosing where to send her daughter to school.

         “Babe, I don’t want to make this decision from a place of fear,” I say.

         “Yeah, I get that,” John says genuinely but absentmindedly. He doesn’t look up.

         Nikole Hannah-Jones, the nation’s most read and most respected journalist on education, struggled with the question of where to send her Black daughter to school and writes about it with a powerful blend of personal narrative and historical analysis. Maya was just three years old when the piece in the New York Times came out. When I first read it, it felt like an intellectual pleasure, a sort of abstract provocation. Now, two years later, I hang on every word.

         Even Hannah-Jones struggled. She writes: “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel pulled in the way other parents with options feel pulled. I had moments when I couldn’t ignore the nagging fear that in my quest for fairness, I was being unfair to my own daughter. I worried—I worry still—about whether I made the right decision for our little girl. But I knew I made the just one.”17

         I look over at John, tapping away at his keyboard. He has a Jesuit heart—a heart that rebelled against the trappings and hypocrisy of the Catholic Church but was nevertheless shaped by the deeper waters. No matter that the jocks and the geniuses got all the attention; John still absorbed the message that good people are of service to larger goals, not just to their own betterment. He hammered away on Habitat for Humanity houses, paid off friends’ debt in secret, and never met a quiet child he didn’t fall a little in love with.

         But I’m guessing school choice is too fraught for him; it’s too painful to revisit his own school days or imagine Maya experiencing anything like them.

         “Did you know school integration hit its peak in 1988? That’s when you and I were in, what, second grade or something?” I ask.

         “Crazy,” he responds.

         “It says here that ‘the difference in Black and White reading scores fell to half what it was in 1971. As schools have since resegregated, the test-score gap has only grown.’ And listen to this: ‘The improvements for Black children did not come at the cost of White children. As Black test scores rose, so did White ones.’”

         Nothing.

         “Babe, isn’t that interesting?” I prompt.

         “Sorry, can you say it again?” he asks, finally looking up from his screen. I reread the words.

         His bottom lip protrudes, and he nods his head, “Wow, that is interesting.”

         “And now Black children are more segregated than they’ve been in half a century,” I go on.

         “Jesus. That’s crazy,” he says. Then, after a few moments, he adds, “I’ve told you how badly I did on tests, right?”

         “I think so.”

         “Like pathetically bad. I got a 20 on my ACT, three times in a row. That was out of 36 at the time.”

         “Damn.”

         “I hope Maya isn’t as bad at taking tests as I was. I mean for her sake. I don’t care if she doesn’t score well, but I don’t want her to feel bad about it,” he says.

         There it is—the no-suffering instinct.

         “We can explain that we don’t care, that it’s not one of our family’s values. We can reassure her,” I reassure him.

         “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

         “So what are you thinking on the school stuff?” I ask.

         “Honestly, I’m not thinking about it that much,” he admits. “It seems like you are.”

         “Yeah, I’m thinking about it a lot. Like a lot, a lot,” I say.

         He smiles at me and there’s a whole paragraph in that smile. Something like: I love you, you big nerd, but don’t make yourself crazy with this. And yes, you can take the lead. I’ll follow you. I trust you. I’ll surrender. But don’t let our baby get hurt. And don’t make me feel patronized about this shit. And did I mention I love you, you big nerd?

         He turns back to his work. I turn back to my article. Hannah-Jones: “True integration, true equality, requires a surrendering of advantage, and when it comes to our own children, that can feel almost unnatural.”
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         I LOOK AT BERKELEY Parents Network—a place where you can find out all you’d ever want to know about how terrified White parents feel about schools but also find a New Yorker contributor to teach your kid about Greek philosophy or where to order Gripe Water from Canada (real examples).

         Emerson Elementary has a long list of entries dating back to 2004—most from neighborhood parents with incoming kindergarteners who are inquiring about people’s experiences. They’re not exactly glowing. Some are careful—talking about how much potential the school has, how beautiful the garden is, how “vital” the neighborhood is.

         Others are unabashedly racist: “I’ll be honest and say that the kids are rough, to say the least. I’m not in this situation, but it seems that the other parents may keep their kids out of Emerson to protect them—and I’m not saying that to be snotty. You truly would not want your child [your White child] to be exposed to a lot of the behavior that I see as they [other people’s Black children] walk through the neighborhood after school.”

         There was an effort circa 2006 to get a bunch of parents in the neighborhood to band together and send their kids to Emerson. The Yahoo Group where they coalesced (so 2006) is no longer functional. One entry reads: “Do check out the Yahoo Group (even though it is mostly me talking).”

         The case that the neighborhood parents tried to make was this: “The school has its share of challenges, but it also has some things going for it, including its small size, a decent facility, and a new principal who is dynamic, experienced, and committed. We hope to generate interest in and support for the school by bringing together neighborhood families—will you join us?”

         Apparently “you” wouldn’t. By 2011, when the pleading messages dropped off, there were only 18 White kids at the school of 278.

         No one ever says a word about the racial identity of their own or anyone else’s children in this thread. But the implications are clear. This is White and privileged parents messaging to other White and privileged parents about a Black and Brown school. One woman, the same one monologuing in the Yahoo group, asks her imagined White audience: “Should we all ‘bite the bullet’ together and consider Emerson?”

         Bite the bullet. To force oneself to stop hesitating and do something unpleasant, as if this mostly Black school is some kind of cross to bear.

         By 2008, the once plucky parents have taken on a defeated tone: “It’s been a mixed bag. Efforts to restart a PTA faltered. There were some deeply disheartening racial divisions that kept the PTA from flourishing. On the other hand, there are some parents who are trying to revive the efforts. Hopefully, Emerson’s time will come.”

         It is as if they are suggesting that until a critical mass of White children exists on the campus, Emerson hardly exists at all. Which is sort of true, at least when it comes to the space-time continuum that White parents exist on. A few of my friends—all White parents—offer to send me the spreadsheets they’ve been making about which schools are out there and when the tours are. I scroll through them expectantly. Emerson is nowhere to be found.
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         EVERYBODY WANTS THE BEST for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids. Everybody wants the best for their kids.
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         I DECIDE TO SIT down with my neighbors Mary and Tom and hash it out a bit. Mary has co-owned and run a children’s clothing store in town for decades, and Tom is a lifelong public school educator, specializing in helping the most challenged kids learn to read. They have three boys in their twenties, including one set of identical twins.

         They’re Christian, but unlike the evangelical Christians I grew up surrounded by in Colorado Springs, they live like Jesus, make radical decisions, like sending their youngest to the “failing” elementary school in the neighborhood.

         We sit in their sunlit kitchen and drink tea. Mary has a glow about her. She’s one of those women who are sturdy in their knowing, plainspoken, and often quiet. Gray, curly hair pokes out in every direction, and unfailing kindness rests behind her eyes. Tom is steady, too, but with more of an edge. He’s mad at the world, as he should be. He’s been reading a lot of Wendell Berry and Bill McKibben. He’s been tending to his own little plot of land for twenty years. He’s disappointed by the excesses he sees all around him.

         I explain that we’re thinking about sending Maya to Emerson, but the test scores suck and none of our friends seem to be seriously considering it. I tell them about the doughnuts. I tell them that the conversations I’m having suggest that all parents are charged with getting the best for their kids regardless of their values or beliefs, and that’s just not sitting right with me.

         “It shouldn’t be!” says Tom. “How do I get the best for my kids? How much crap have I already swallowed by even asking this question?

         “Let’s play this out: if best means I need to get into the best preschool, then it also means I need to get into the best elementary school, and middle school, and then high school.”

         Tom’s still going: “And then my kid needs to work super hard to get the best grades so that he’s one of the top two or three percent. So he can get into Cal or go to Harvard. And there’s only a couple of spots. And I always have to be the one that brings the doughnuts. And so by saying I need to do the best for my child, you’re, like, putting him in this dog-eat-dog mindset and then running it through for, you know, maybe twenty years.”

         Holy shit. I don’t want to run it through. I want nothing to do with that cascade of mounting pressure, building on itself year after year. With this approach, my kid would be the dam, broken from the weight of it all.

         “In some ways, that’s essentially the Christian definition of sin,” he goes on. “Because I’m the center and everything has to respond to me. Like I’m the God; it’s me that everything needs to fit around.”

         “And you turn your kids into gods, too,” I add. “You can cast it as self-sacrificing, because you’re the parent and you’re doing anything and everything you need to do for them, but it’s still kind of an ego projection, right?”

         Mary is nodding and quietly affirming: “Right, yes.”

         “I mean, I think Maya is precious, but not in the sense that she deserves more opportunity than any other child. I need her to see me doing whatever I can to make sure as many children as possible have opportunities,” I say.

         “Plus, it’s an important education for kids to grow up with other people who are really different than them,” says Tom. “Which I didn’t.”

         Tom grew up in a mostly White community with a hypercompetitive father who pushed him and his sisters hard in sports and school. But there was, as he would learn, no actual finish line. It left him feeling “like a rat in a maze.”

         I’m reminded of psychologist Alison Gopnik’s work on parenting. She points out that many of us—particularly White and privileged people—approach the role of raising humans like carpenters. In short, we try to carve them into our own image of what a successful adult looks like. Her suggestion? Think of yourself more akin to a gardener—you create the right conditions and let nature do the rest. “Our job as parents is not to make a particular kind of child,” she writes in her book The Gardener and the Carpenter. “Instead, our job is to provide a protected space of love, safety, and stability in which children of many unpredictable kinds can flourish. Our job is not to shape our children’s minds; it’s to let those minds explore all the possibilities that the world allows. We can’t make children learn, but we can let them learn.”18

         If you plant your kids in a monoculture, you can expect less richness, right?

         When Tom became a father, he knew he wanted to be a gardener, not a carpenter. He wanted something slower, smaller, more sustainable. He craved community. That’s why he, along with a dozen or so other families from his church (predominantly a White and Asian-American congregation), teamed up to create a cohousing community about twenty years ago in what was then still a predominantly Black neighborhood. Tom and Mary’s youngest son, Dave, was eight. Many of the other families had even younger children. When the adults cleared the land, which was bought from an old Italian family, with their own hands, their toddlers ran around picking up metal scrap, playing hide-and-seek in the construction site. They prayed over the dirt. They argued about what kind of tree—fruit-bearing or not—to plant in the middle of the land. They prayed some more and decided fruit. That persimmon tree is the one that drops big juicy orange orbs at my daughter’s feet each October.

         Living in cohousing hasn’t always been easy or what they expected. Originally, all the parents intended to send their kids to Emerson. They would work together to make it great, just like they did with the land. But it didn’t work out that way.
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