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UNDERSTANDING KOZOL SAVAGE
INEQUALITIES: A DEEP DIVE INTO
AMERICA’S EDUCATIONAL DIVIDE

In 1991, Jonathan Kozol published a book
that  wou ld  fo rever  change  the
conversation about  public  education in
the  United  States.  Tit led  Savage
Inequalities:  Children  in  America’s
Schools,  the  work  exposed  the  brutal
disparities  between  wealthy  suburban
school districts and impoverished urban

ones. More than three decades later, the
term  Kozol  Savage  Inequalities
remains  a  powerful  shorthand  for  the
systemic failures that continue to shape
the  educational  landscape.  This  article
explores  the  origins,  key  themes,  and
lasting relevance of Kozol’s work, while
offering  a  clear-eyed  look  at  the
structural  forces  that  perpetuate
educational  inequity  today.
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The Genesis of
Savage

Inequalities
Jonathan  Kozol,  a  former  teacher  and
lifelong activist, had already established
himself as a fierce critic of the American
education system with earlier works like
Death  at  an  Early  Age.  But  Savage
Inequalities marked a turning point. For
this project, Kozol traveled to more than
30  school  districts  across  the  nation,
visiting classrooms in cities such as East
St.  Louis,  Chicago, New York, Camden,
and  Washington,  D.C.  He  juxtaposed
what  he  found  there  against  the
resources  available  in  affluent  suburban

districts just a few miles away.
What Kozol documented was not merely
a gap in funding but a chasm in basic
human  dignity.  In  East  St.  Louis,  he
found schools  plagued by raw sewage
leaking  into  classrooms,  unheated
buildings in winter, and textbooks so old
that they fell  apart in students’ hands.
Meanwhile, in nearby suburban districts,
students enjoyed state-of-the-art science
labs, newly built gymnasiums, and class
sizes small enough to allow for individual
attention.  The  term  Kozol  Savage
Inequalities  became a rallying cry for
educators,  activists,  and  parents  who
recognized  that  these  disparities  were
not  accidental—they  were  the  direct
result  of  policy  choices  rooted in  race
and class.
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The Role of
School Funding
in Perpetuating
Inequality
At  the  heart  of  the  inequities  Kozol
described  is  the  way  American  public
schools  are  funded.  In  most  states,  a
significant  portion  of  school  funding
comes  from local  property  taxes.  This
means  that  schoo ls  in  wea l thy
neighborhoods—where  property  values
are high—can raise far more money than
schools in poor communities. The result
is  a  self-perpetuating  cycle:  wealthy

districts  offer  better  resources,  attract
more families, and see property values
rise further, while poor districts struggle
to  prov ide  even  the  most  bas ic
educational  materials.
Kozol’s  reporting  brought  this  funding
mechanism into sharp focus. He showed
how a single school district could spend
more  than  $15,000  per  student  while
another,  just  a  few miles  away,  spent
less than $3,000. In many of the schools
he visited, students lacked toilet paper,
working  drinking  fountains,  and
adequate heating. Teachers often spent
their own money on classroom supplies,
and  in  some  cases,  the  buildings
themselves  were  hazardous.
The  concept  o f  Kozol  Savage
Inequalities  is  therefore  inseparable
from  the  question  of  school  finance
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reform. Kozol argued that the reliance on
loca l  proper ty  taxes  c reated  a
fundamentally  unjust  system  that
punished children for the poverty of their
parents.  He  called  for  equalization
formulas  that  would  redistribute  state
funding  to  ensure  that  every  child,
regardless of zip code, had access to a
high-quality education.

Race,
Segregation, and
the Legacy of

Redlining
Kozol  also  emphasized  that  these
inequalities  were not  race-neutral.  The
poorest  schools  he  vis i ted  were
overwhelmingly attended by Black and
Latino  students,  while  the  wealthiest
schools were predominantly white. This
racial segregation was not a relic of the
past  but  an  active,  ongoing  reality
shaped  by  decades  of  discriminatory
hous ing  po l i cy ,  red l in ing ,  and
exclusionary  zoning.
I n  Savage  I nequa l i t i e s ,  Kozo l
documented  how  school  segregation
persisted long after the Brown v. Board
of  Education  decision.  He  described
schools that were as racially isolated as
any in the Jim Crow South, yet located in
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the  supposedly  progressive  North.  The
term Kozol Savage Inequalities  thus
carries a racial dimension that remains
deeply relevant today, as schools across
the  country  grow  more  segregated
rather  than  less.
Kozol’s work challenged the comfortable
narrative that educational opportunity is
a  matter  of  individual  effort.  He showed
that  for  millions  of  children,  the  deck
was stacked from the start. No amount
of grit or determination could overcome
a school  system that  lacked the basic
infrastructure  to  teach—let  alone
inspire—its  students.

The Human Cost:
Voices from the
Classroom
One  of  the  most  powerful  aspects  of
Savage  Inequalities  is  Kozol’s  use  of
firsthand  testimony.  He  let  students,
teachers,  and  parents  speak  for
themselves,  and  their  words  are
heartbreaking. In East St. Louis, a high
school student told Kozol that she used
to dream about becoming a doctor, but
after years of inadequate schooling, she
no longer believed that was possible. A
teacher in the Bronx described how her
students came to school hungry, tired,
and  traumatized  by  violence  in  their
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neighborhoods,  yet  were still  expected
to  perform at  the same level  as  their
suburban peers.
These  voices  give  the  term  Kozol
Savage  Inequalities  a  human  face.
The  statistics—dollar  amounts,  test
scores, graduation rates—are important,
but  they  cannot  capture  the  daily
indignities that students in underfunded
schools  endure.  Kozol  showed  that
inequality is not an abstract concept; it
is  a  lived  experience  that  damages
children’s sense of self-worth and limits
their future possibilities.
Consider  the  example  of  a  school  in
Camden, New Jersey, where Kozol found
a biology lab with no microscopes and a
library with fewer than 1,000 books. The
students  there were bright  and eager,
but they had been failed by a system

that  re fused  to  invest  in  them.
Meanwhile,  just  across  the  river  in  a
wealthy  Philadelphia  suburb,  students
had  access  to  advanced  placement
courses,  college  counselors,  and
extracurricular  activities  that  opened
doors  to  elite  universities.

Policy Responses
and the Struggle
for Equity
In  the  years  since  Savage  Inequalities
was  published,  there  have  been  efforts
to  address  the  disparit ies  Kozol
documented.  Numerous  states  have
faced lawsuits over their school funding
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systems,  and some have implemented
reforms  aimed  at  creating  more
equitable  distribution  of  resources.
However,  progress  has  been  uneven,
and  in  many  cases,  the  fundamental
structure  of  the  system has  remained
unchanged.
The term Kozol  Savage Inequalities
continues to be invoked by advocates for
school finance reform. Organizations like
t h e  E d u c a t i o n  T r u s t  a n d  t h e
Advancement Project have used Kozol’s
framework  to  argue  for  increased
funding for high-poverty schools, as well
as  for  policies  that  address  the  root
causes  of  inequality,  such  as  housing
segregation and concentrated poverty.
At  the same time,  critics  have argued
that funding alone is not enough. They
point  to  schools  in  affluent  districts  that

a l s o  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  s t u d e n t
disengagement and poor outcomes, and
they  suggest  that  cultural  and  family
factors  play  a  larger  role  than  Kozol
acknowledged.  But  even  these  critics
tend  to  agree  that  the  extreme
disparities  Kozol  documented  are
mora l ly  unacceptable  and  that
something  must  be  done  to  level  the
playing field.

The Relevance of
Kozol’s Work in
the 21st Century
It  would  be  tempting  to  view  Savage
Inequalities  as  a  historical  document,
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relevant only to the era in which it was
written.  But  a  closer  look reveals  that
the  patterns  Kozol  identified  have  only
intensified  in  the  decades  since.  The
COVID-19  pandemic,  for  example,
exposed  and  worsened  exist ing
educational  inequities.  Students  in
underfunded districts were far less likely
to have access to reliable internet, quiet
spaces  for  remote  learning,  or  the
mental  health  support  they needed to
cope with the crisis.
Moreover, the rise of charter schools and
schoo l  cho ice  has  created  new
dimensions  of  inequality.  While  some
charters  have  provided  high-quality
options for low-income students, others
have  siphoning  resources  away  from
traditional  public  schools,  exacerbating
the very disparities Kozol critiqued. The

term Kozol Savage Inequalities is now
used not only to describe funding gaps
but also to critique the broader system
of  educational  privatization  that  often
leaves  the  most  vulnerable  students
behind.
Another  area  where  Kozol’s  insights
remain vital is in the debate over school
segregation.  Research  by  scholars  like
Sean  Reardon  and  Erica  Frankenberg
has  shown  that  American  schools  are
resegregating  at  an  alarming  rate,
particularly  for  Black  and  Latino
students.  This  resegregation  is  closely
tied to housing policy, gentrification, and
the decline of desegregation orders that
were  once enforced by  federal  courts.
Kozol’s work serves as a reminder that
separate is  still  inherently  unequal,  no
matter how much money is spent.
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What Can Be
Done: A Path
Forward
Address ing  the  Kozol  Savage
Inequalities  requires  a  multi-pronged
approach. At the most basic level, states
must  reform  their  school  funding
formulas to ensure that all children have
access  to  adequate  resources.  This
means moving away from a reliance on
local  property  taxes  and  toward  a
system that distributes funding based on
student need. Several  states,  including
California  and  Massachusetts,  have
made  progress  in  this  direction,  but
many others have not.

Beyond  funding,  policymakers  must
tackle  the  root  causes  of  segregation
and  poverty.  This  includes  affordable
housing, universal healthcare, and early
childhood education.  Kozol  himself  has
argued that schools cannot solve these
problems alone, but they can be part of
a broader social  movement for justice.
The term Kozol Savage Inequalities is
ultimately a call  to  action—a reminder
that  the way we educate  our  children
reflects our deepest values as a society.

Equitable School Funding:
Replace property-tax-based
systems with need-based formulas
that prioritize the most
disadvantaged districts.
Desegregation Initiatives: Use
housing policy, magnet schools,
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and transportation to create more
integrated schools.
Community Investment: Fund
health services, nutrition
programs, and after-school
activities in high-poverty
neighborhoods.
Teacher Support: Provide higher
salaries, better training, and more
resources for teachers in
underfunded schools.
Accountability and
Transparency: Require states to
report spending and outcome data
by district so that disparities are
visible and actionable.

Reflections on a
Legacy
Jonathan  Kozol’s  Savage  Inequalities
remains  one  of  the  most  important
works  in  the  canon  of  American
educational  criticism. Over thirty  years
after its publication, the title still  rings
true. The inequalities Kozol documented
were indeed savage—not in the sense of
being  wild  or  uncivilized,  but  in  the
sense of being cruel, violent, and deeply
unjust. They continue to shape the lives
of millions of children, and they continue
to demand our attention.
The term Kozol Savage Inequalities is
not just a phrase from a book; it is a lens
through which  we can understand the
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systemic  failures  that  undermine
American democracy. It challenges us to
ask uncomfortable questions about who
we are and what we owe to one another.
And it insists that every child, regardless
of race or wealth, deserves a school that
honors their potential.

CONCLUSION

Jonathan  Kozol’s  Savage Inequalities
is  more  than  a  crit ique  of  school
funding—it  is  a  moral  indictment  of  a
society  that  tolerates  profound
disparities in educational opportunity. By
documenting the ways in which poverty,
race, and geography combine to create

radically unequal learning environments,
Kozol  gave  voice  to  children  and
c o m m u n i t i e s  t h a t  h a d  b e e n
systematically  ignored.  While  some
progress  has  been  made  since  the
book’s  publication,  the  core  issues  it
raised  remain  unresolved.  School
funding remains inequitable, segregation
persists,  and the futures of  millions of
children continue to be shaped by the
circumstances of their birth. The legacy
of  Kozol  Savage Inequalities  serves
as both a warning and a call to action. It
reminds us that a truly just society must
ensure that every child has access to a
high-quality education, not as a privilege
for the few, but as a right for all.


