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THE CHRISTIAN DUE DILIGENCE IN LIBERATING EDUCATION

INTRODUCTION

The art of storytelling is one that every Christian should learn. Jesus spoke almost
exclusively in stories so, 1 for us who seek to be like him, it should teach us that stories are
useful, if not instrumental, in being like him. The desired fruit of these stories is another disciple
of Jesus Christ who, in turn, finds God’s greatest gift and, something an unbeliever likely does
not think of when he thinks of Christianity, liberation. 2 Let us not mistake God’s instruction that
we live with wisdom and righteousness for a form of bondage or control. His request is not a
restriction but, in His view, it adds to our liberation. For God, there is no worse slavery than to
live without Him. By contrast, those who enter in Christ become free from such bondage and live
life. True liberation, in the Christian sense, is to be a slave to God, or as political agapist Timothy
P. Jackson puts it, an instrument for divine grace. 3
There is a patriotic familiarity apparent in this idea. America, being founded on Christian
beliefs, has grounded its establishment on liberty. Freedom from religious control is one of
America’s goals as a nation, 4 and for that and other reasons, our system is designed to contribute
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to the liberation of its citizens and keep them liberated. The point is that each citizen chose his
own path and god for himself and not be forced into a specific future or belief by government.
There is synthesis between early America’s values regarding freedom from religious control and
God’s preferences as they both give us the ability to choose.
God has given each of us the ability to choose what we want for own lives. Presumably,
still assuming that one believes in God, He undoubtedly could make you do what He wants.
However, He seems uninterested in forcing you to follow Him. God’s refusal to do this implies
that His idea of loving you includes giving you the gift to make your own choice. Regardless of
what we say about where it came from, America holds a parallel belief that each of its citizens is
entitled to make their own choices about religion and also about what kind of life they want to
live. True liberation begins with our ability to think and reason and make informed choices and,
if you are further inclined, to be used by God to fulfill His purposes for your life. One of the
primary ways in which a society accomplishes equipping its citizens with the ability to make
informed choices and live a life of freedom is through the gift of education.
My own education is a tale that includes my most cherished memories, housed in sunlit
libraries with bean bag chairs and short book stacks for children. Most of my time as an
elementary student was spent with my face too close to the pages of Shel Silverstein, E.B. White,
and Lucy Maud Montgomery. I spent much time engrossed in stories of a nanny who never did
anything right except make a redemptive lemon meringue pie and bears that lived in middle-class
suburbia. When I realized there were other kids around I was in middle school learning Algebra
and unafraid of math. In between defining cool with thick glasses and fresh braces and making
Honor Roll, I made time to retreat to the dark preteen mysteries of R.L. Stine and Christopher
Pike. By the time I was in contact lenses, I was a student in a magnet high school where one of
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the teachers was rumored to be a descendant of Albert Einstein. He did not have Einstein hair, so
I was not interested. The smartest kid in my class was in the newspaper for his perfect SAT score
and the only achievement gaps involving black boys in my memories are when the start football
player got hurt in college and settled for medical school as his second choice. For me, school was
a place of possibilities and intellectual freedom. I believed, and had patriotic pride in believing,
that almost everyone received a similar education.
After college, in 2011, I was a Teach For America corps member challenged to become a
transformational teacher of students in urban cities. Teach For America was created by a social
justice visionary, Wendy Kopp. 5 This organization enlists leaders from great colleges all over the
country to teach in underserved schools for two years. The goal is for those leaders to become
transformational teachers. A transformational teacher changes the trajectory of her students’
lives, not in the arrogant sense of a human savior, but by becoming a vessel that delivers
opportunity to students who were deprived of it, thereby launching them on a path of more
choices. The other goal is that those leaders who leave the classroom and pursue other careers
will take their memories of the classroom with them and become a persistent advocate for
educational inequity in their respective sectors.
Despite my education and training, I was not prepared for the mediocre education that the
kids I met had received. It is quite a shock as a book nerd to discover that America is creating
children who are in the fifth grade, and regularly attend school, but cannot read. I had read the
stories and knew the statistics but it is quite a different experience meeting the children. This is
perhaps why many of the people who argue for education reform are former teachers. My
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experience with my students changed my perception of education forever. I have not thought of
education or American values the same since this experience.
This comment addresses the failure of our American education system to live up to its
rightful duty to create liberated citizens. It intersects Christian views with American liberal
democracy to reflect on the deficits in our system. It proposes that sanctity, the source of our
need to receive love and our potential to give it, 6 should be the foundation of our public
education system. This idea is found in Timothy P. Jackson’s, Political Agape. Education reform
is an issue of social justice, and as Jackson states social justice is only recognizable and
realizable when agapic love is given its due. 7 He argues that agape is a political virtue, not
simply a private excellence. 8 Theological virtues should not be shielded from application in
political judgements. 9 Both the church and the state shape human souls and both are in need of
God’s redemption to do so. 10 Political agapists believe that our ultimate allegiance is not to
America or Christianity but to God. 11
Paulo Freire, the author of Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 12 adds to this argument because
his work is a depiction of our education system. He discusses how oppression is created and
maintained and describes what is needed to create liberation instead. 13 This comment uses his
reflections as guidance into how to free our education system from one of oppression to one of
liberation.
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In order to accept the basis of the argument, the audience must believe that every
individual has inherent worth, or sanctity, and that because of that worth we are entitled to treat
one another a certain way. Although Jackson’s foundation for sanctity is rooted in Christianity, it
is not necessary for the reader to subscribe to that view in order to agree. As an example, I
parallel this believe with America’s public declaration that it is the land of the free and its
promise in its founding documents that it will establish a union based on liberty. I argue that in
order to create liberated citizens, sanctity must be the foundation for our public education
system. I acknowledge that the reasons for our educational failures vary and, although I believe
many of the fundamental failures in the structure of our education system can be addressed
through honoring sanctity, practice is more complex than the comment can explore. True
pedagogy, or teaching citizens to lead liberated lives, requires education on several levels of
society outside of education including our economic practices and our criminal justice system.
The comment begins with the story of our country’s education. Then, it shares the results
of our efforts in education. It engages Timothy Jackson’s views on sanctity and combines them
with Pablo Freire on oppression along with several authors who have written on the subject of
education reform in America. I accept and use Jackson’s offer that agape is the first political
virtue and that love should be the foundational norm to structure political policies such as the
death penalty, 14 and I add, education.
The comment also discusses why equality is the way in which we practically express
sanctity in a democratic society. It touches central issues that are or have been frequently debated
in education to demonstrate the practical application of sanctity such as, integration, funding, and
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the school-to-prison pipeline. Finally, it encourages federal involvement in the implementation.
It concludes with a reflection on the comment.

BACKGROUND

The Testimony of American Education
It is appropriate at this phase in our journey to tell the story of public education in
America. The preface to America’s notions in education dates back to 360 B.C. in ancient
Greece and ancient Rome when Plato’s writing, Republic, first described the link between the
state and its support of an education system. 15 The Renaissance in Europe had significant impact
on U.S. educational thought and practice. There were also influences by the Dominican monk
and scholar Thomas Aquinas 16 (1224-1536), and Desiderius Erasmus (ca. 1466-1536), who
advanced public education as a means of equity. 17 Other important Western educational thought
contributors include Martin Luther (1483-1546), John Calvin (1509-64), Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-78), and John Locke (1632-1704). 18 Locke’s views, which also influenced the American
criminal justice system, established a strong link between learning and participatory
democracy, 19 implicitly linking education and individual liberty.
The first chapter of America’s public schools begins in 1635 in Boston where the first
public school was established in the British Colonies. 20 In the years leading up to the American
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Revolution, education for the young was growing in the thirteen colonies. 21 The Revolution
helped inspire the newly formed United States to construct its own vison for public education
independent of British influence with Noah Webster and Thomas Jefferson as the primary
architects. 22 Webster vigorously supported legislative action leading to free schools where
children learned the virtues of liberty, hard work, and morality. 23 Jefferson, with results of efforts
unrelated to his presidency, created the 1778 proposal known as the Bill for the More General
Diffusion of Knowledge which called for a state system of free elementary schools to help pave
the way for poor boys. 24 These provisions of the bill were not passed but his advocacy of the bill
helped reduce the stigma of poverty and helped establish an American perception of educational
equity. 25 Thomas Jefferson was also an author of the Declaration of Independence and its
compelling statement that, “we hold these truths to be self-evident that all men are created
equal.” 26 Jefferson, as the original author of this statement originally wrote “sacred and
undeniable” truth 27 rather than self-evident. 28 This, as Jackson points out, is an indication of the
tension between traditional Christianity and emergent American democracy, 29 although the link
in sentiment is still clear.
Ratified in 1789, the U.S. Constitution did not explicitly mention education but the
federal government supported the promulgation of schooling through acts like the Northwest
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Ordinance of 1785, which among other things, reserved a section in each township for schools. 30
States emulated support for these provisions in their constitutions and by the 19th century most
states had set up a system of schools. 31 The states’ responsibility for administering education
operates through the Tenth Amendment with a mandate that if it is to be provided it must be
equal based on the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. 32 However, using this
interpretation to argue the application of equal education has proven challenging. 33 Some have
suggested that our country should make a Constitutional amendment to add equal education as a
fundamental right because, 34 as Justice Brennan states, “there is a close relationship between
education and some of our most basic Constitutional values.” 35
Turning the page to the Civil War, the idea that American liberty is a right based on
something inherent in all of us makes another cameo in our story. This time it is by Abraham
Lincoln in his Gettysburg Address in which he spoke with a moral voice and enunciated a
defense of natural rights and natural law. 36 This is further highlighted by his Second Inaugural in
1865 in which he concluded, “With malice towards none; with charity for all.” 37 As Jackson
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claims this may have been because of Lincoln’s evolving political faith that embraced ideas of
charity for all found in Hebrew-Christian scripture. 38 This elevation from positive and natural
law was because neither was enough to balance the Constitution’s political tenants and the
Declarations’ ethical ideals. 39
By 1870, Massachusetts congressman George Hoar introduced a bill to establish a federal
school system in the southern states. 40 This was in response to the pervasive disruption inflicted
on education in the south after the Civil War. 41 The reconstruction-era attempts to build the
southern education system and instruct the newly freed four million slaves were insufficiently
supported or actively resisted by the southern states. 42 Hoar’s measure was defeated and is an
early indication of the states’ hesitance to grant all authority in education to the federal
government. 43 Despite the unrest in the south, high school populations accelerated in the rest of
the country. 44 This rapid pace of change in the 19th century accelerated in the 20th century. 45
The early 1900s sparked many debates about industrialized education, IQ testing, and
segregation. 46 In 1932, A survey of 150 school districts revealed that three quarters of them were
using intelligence testing to place students on different academic tracks. 47 In 1948, the
Educational Testing Service was formed with huge grants from the Rockefeller and Carnegie
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foundations. These testing services continued the work of eugenicists like Carl Brigham, the
originator of the SAT, who claimed his research proved that immigrants were feeble-minded. 48
In 1957, the Soviet Union led a successful launch of the space satellite Sputnick which
served as a symbol of the inferior quality of U.S. schools. 49 It sparked the 1958 National Defense
Education Act which included unprecedented federal aid for school construction and curriculum
support. 50 Still, dissatisfaction with education in America loomed with blacks and others who
were frustrated by substandard conditions of the largely segregated school system. 51
Although most are familiar with the 1954 unanimous, integration-forcing decision in
Brown v. Board of Education, 52 less discussed is the second Brown case a year later that
attempted to force the actively resistant states to integrate their schools “with all deliberate
speed.” 53 This case illustrates the states’ firmly-planted resistance to heeding the federal
government’s prohibition of discriminatory practices in education. This time period is one of
dramatic social unrest that highlights our resistance to equality and, therefore, our resistance to
honoring the sanctity in each of us.
Brown v. Board, the rise of the middle class, and an increase in awareness about poverty
and inequality were the impetus to the passage of Lyndon Johnson’s 1965 Elementary and
Secondary School Act which created Title I federal funds for poor school districts, 54 a giant step
forward for the role of the federal government in education reform, 55 and a progression towards
honoring equality in education. This act will be the template for several others in our story.
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Although resistance to providing a liberated education system affected all universally, the
racial unrest made it certain that minorities would be disproportionately affected. One of the
ways in which this is apparent is through education funding. The Rodriguez 56 case decided in
1973 is a decisive chapter in our book of education history. In this case, the Supreme Court
overruled a judgement by a district court in Texas and instead held that funding inequalities in
Texas were constitutional. 57 The schools were funded according to a property tax-based system
which allowed for one district to fund its schools well over double the rate of another. 58 It was in
this decision that Justice Powell infamously stated that education was not a fundamental interest
or a right afforded explicit protection in the Constitution. 59 The plaintiffs and opponents of this
case, contend that education is a fundamental personal right because it is essential to the exercise
of all other Constitutional liberties. 60 Thurgood Marshall’s lengthy dissent disagreed that
fundamental interests had to be explicitly guaranteed in the Constitution. He provided as
examples the right to procreate, the right to vote, and the right to criminal appeal. 61 This Court
missed the opportunity to jump the hurdle that states had put up either only minimally enforcing
or flat out refusing to integrate their schools in order to resist equal education. 62 The Court could
have made it clear that it was going to ensure that state’s provided equal education either with
integration or by using funding. Consequently, some still contend that Congress should define
discrimination in education in a way that would render property-tax-based systems, like the one
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in Rodriguez, unlawful because they claim that such systems reproduce racial disparities in
educational resources. 63 Further damage was done the next year, in Milliken v. Bradley with a
Supreme Court, made up of Richard Nixon's appointees, ruled that schools may not be
desegregated across school districts. 64 This effectively legally segregated students of color in
inner-city districts from white students in wealthier white suburban districts. 65
Despite this setback, there was progress in education in the thirty years after Brown. 66
During the desegregation era, there was a sharp increase in minority high school graduation rates
and racial test score gaps narrowed substantially. 67 This progress towards equality, as well as a
gradual progression of federal involvement, stalled and reversed during Ronald Regan’s
presidency in the 1980s who argued that it was the role of the states to be responsible for
designing curriculum, imposing standards, and allocating educational funds. 68 This
administration also repealed the last significant effort towards the goal of integrating schools: a
1972 act by Congress that would have provided financial aid to districts that were actively
desegregating their schools. 69
The next president, George H.W. Bush, had a different tactic, perhaps as a reaction to the
public outcry about the overall quality of education in America at the time. Although Bush did
not want the federal government to control education completely, he set the tone for the
establishment of federal learning standards and laid the groundwork for arguably the most
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famous education act established under his own familial legacy called No Child Left Behind
(NCLB). 70
In 2001, his oldest son, George W. Bush, signed NCLB which became the federal
government’s deepest involvement in education to date. Like some acts before it, it impressively
conditioned the receipt of a state’s Title I funding on the development of challenging academic
content, achievement standards, and its implementation of consistent assessments. 71
Nevertheless, some criticized him for times when he allocated only half the funds that Congress
authorized to enable schools to meet the terms of the act. 72 There were also many repercussions
to NCLB because, even though it accurately found a way to highlight the scope of educational
inequity by requiring states to report scores for students by sub-groups, it put schools that were
already at an academic and economic disadvantage in a position to meet expectations on par with
schools that did not have those setbacks. 73
Recently, in December of 2015, President Barak Obama signed a shiny new education
act. The Every Student Succeeds Act removes the rigorous testing requirements of NCLB, that
were criticized as being an unreasonable burden, but aims to keep high expectations for all
students. 74 History has shown us that this may be another act that has little effect on education
because we have resulted to standards-based reform and school choice, all but ignoring the issues
of segregation and its devastating consequences. 75 This is not a critique of the act because it is an
intuitive reaction to the landscape of education in our nation. It captures the sentiment of high
expectations for every child from NCLB while relieving the teachers and principals involved of
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the pressure of its unrealistic expectations. However, much like NCLB, if fails to give the federal
government the power to correct inequities in funding or infrastructure between wealthier and
impoverished districts nor does it even acknowledge racial isolation. 76 It also fails to
acknowledge the overwhelming evidence that children are being educated without regard for
their worth or potential. America’s story depicts a hypocritical government which preaches
freedom and liberty but cannot seem to break from its inclination to control at least some classes
of people. This is likely the reason the results of America’s efforts have resulted in bondage
rather than freedom and puts American students in an oppressed position. School is the first
impression children get of society. 77 Consider what the following statistics indicate about what
we are telling our children about their worth in society.

America’s Report Card
According to education statistics, 78 American students rank 25th in math, 17th in science
and 14th in reading compared to students in 27 industrialized countries. 79 After World War II,
the United States had the top high school graduation rate in the world. As of 2012, we have
dropped to 22nd among 27 industrialized nations. 80 Approximately half of Americans read so
poorly that they are unable to perform simple tasks such as reading prescription drug labels. 81
As alarming as the overall American student’s stories with the education system are, the
stories from the minority and low-income students are even more disheartening. Eighty percent
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of lower-income fourth-graders do not read at their grade level compared to forty-nine percent of
their wealthier peers. 82 Blacks and Latinos are also twice as likely as whites to not graduate from
high school. 83 These disparities also exist in school discipline practices and further lead to
America’s failure to produce liberated citizens. Studies show that African-American students are
far more likely than their white peers to be suspended, expelled, or arrested for the same kind of
conduct at school. 84 Forty percent of students expelled from school are black and seventy percent
of students involved in in-school arrests or referred to law enforcement are black or Latino. 85
Often times when kids are removed from school, they end up in inferior settings such as
suspension centers, alternative schools, and juvenile prisons. 86 Any child who cannot read
proficiently by the end of the fourth grade have approximately a seventy-eight percent chance of
never catching up and two-thirds of them will end up in jail or on welfare. 87
We can see that these gross disparities have greater impact on the country when we
consider that, as of 2015, poor or low income students make up the majority of the student
population in the United States. 88 By 2022, the number of Hispanic students in public elementary
and secondary schools is projected to grow 33 percent and the number of multi-racial students is
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expected to grow 44 percent. 89 As the percentage of white students in our country shrinks and
the percentage of students of color grows, the U.S. will be left with an education system that fails
to serve the majority of its children properly, aggravating the education gaps and making them
especially problematic. 90
Perhaps as a manifestation of the oppressive nature of our education system it is almost
undisputed at this point that our schools lead many of our children to prison. The school-toprison pipeline is one of America’s greatest shames. It is not a coincidence that our education
system is leading to mass incarceration since prison is a manifestation of the bondage that a lack
of education will create. Eight-five percent of juvenile offenders have problems reading and
three out of five people in America’s prisons cannot read at all, 91 and, of all males in state prison,
sixty-eight percent do not have a high school diploma. 92 This is a pressing issue because by
2020, the United States is expected to face a shortage of 1.5 million workers with college degrees
and a surplus of 6 million unemployed people without a high school diploma. 93 America’s
education crisis is a major policy concern for our country that affects all other areas of public
welfare. A recent Council on Foreign Relations Task Force on Education Reform and National
Security concluded that the country’s “educational failure puts the United States’ future
economic prosperity, global position, and physical safety at risk.” 94
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ANALYSIS

Depending upon how it is used, education has a paradoxical nature in that it serves to
either liberate or oppress. 95 We must realize that our growth as a society depends on our
education system doing the opposite of what it is doing now. We want to create citizens that can
contribute to our intellectual elevation and our social development. Many of the capacities that
we take for granted like rational judgement and critical thinking are historically emergent, and
remain reliant upon the continuation of complex processes of cultural transmission and
education. 96
In his book, Political Agape: Christian Love and Liberal Democracy, Timothy P.
Jackson, presents agape, or love of God and neighbor, as the first political virtue. 97 He argues
that love is the foundational norm that ought to structure political principles and policies. 98 He
explains that although he is a Christian, his aim is to bring both religious faith and liberal politics
under the sovereignty of charity or love. 99 He goes on to argue that the personal dignity that
stems from freely pursuing rational interests depends upon our basic needs and potentials having
been addressed by others. 100 This latter condition for proper personal dignity is what Jackson
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calls sanctity. 101 Sanctity is the main concern of love while dignity is the main concern of
justice. 102 With this in mind, it is intuitive how Jackson’s principles would apply to an institution
like education. Our job in education is to produce citizens capable of exercising dignity allowing
them to pursue their goals and add to our country’s fulfillment. However, if we do not establish
an education system based on the inherent worth of the child, we will fail to develop our
children’s ability to exercise their dignity.
Jackson provides a deeper explanation of sanctity as the sacredness that is inherent to
every individual. 103 The idea stems from the Imago Dei and the core belief in Christianity that
we are all created in the image of God. 104 When we consider sanctity in someone else it should
induce awe in us. 105 This interpretation is distinct from arguments that claim that the Imago Dei
is the source of dignity. 106 What those scholars call human dignity is closely related to Jackson’s
sanctity. It means that as creations of God we have an inherent characteristic that we all
possess. 107 While oppression stems from dehumanizing or devaluing another, honoring another’s
sanctity is a pure act of love. 108 Sanctity also sparks a commitment to the cause of the oppressed
and a commitment to liberation because it develops a need to receive love and the ability to give
it to others. 109 It recognizes that every individual has an inherent worth that should be honored
and protected. 110 It is closely associated with agapic love, meaning to will the good for someone
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independent of his or her dignity. 111 Dignity, how it is used in this paper, is defined by Jackson
as achieved merit based on personal performance. 112 When agapic love reigns, human needs and
potentials rather than personal status or performance are the temporal foci. 113 For this reason
agapic love should be the ruling doctrine in education because of its important function. It is as
fragile as the children it is entrusted to develop, and we must shield it from our corrupting
tendency to control rather than liberate one other.
There are duties associated with both sanctity and dignity. 114 Duties of justice are
founded on personal dignity, while duties of love are based on sanctity. 115 The terms are
interrelated 116 and it bears repeating in this context that neglect of human sanctity will result in a
loss of dignity. The rights associated with sanctity are generated through impersonal needs and
potentials and should include education rights, as well as health care. 117 Jackson says that
personal intellect generates dignity rights which include the right to vote and exercise free
speech. 118 For this reason, dignity is closely aligned with social justice, construed as giving
others what they merit. 119 These insights demonstrate that we should be practice agapic love and
honor the inherent worth of each child we educate with the purpose of leading them to earn,
exercise, and enforce his or her dignity rights. Our current education system honors dignity, or at
least our perception of one’s dignity, and fails to be grounded in honoring sanctity. Dignity
without sanctity results in egotism 120 which results in oppression.
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As it stands, the statistics indicate that our public education system needs more than just a
focus on creating liberated citizens, it must also work to correct the damage it has done by not
focusing on sanctity since its inception. Paulo Freire assists with his 1970 work, Pedagogy of the
Oppressed. In it, he defines oppression as preventing someone from being more fully human. 121
Freire defines the pedagogy of the oppressed as teaching oppressed people to attain their own
liberation. 122
Pedagogy, as this paper defines it, is the art of creating liberated citizens which is the true
command of a democratic education system. Our culture must embrace this truth in order to be
supportive of the structure true pedagogy needs to operate. Cultural assumptions and values that
surround an education system do more to support or undermine it than the system can do on its
own. 123 Our culture must become one that is dedicated to our continued improvement as a
citizenry to produce highly educated liberated individuals that can correct and perfect our world.
We can only do this effectively if we believe, or at least behave as if we believe, that all
individuals have an inherent worth and an ability to contribute to our society. If it is true, as
Freire suggests, that the oppressed need to be a part of their own liberation, 124 then they must be
taught in a way that will achieve that end. And if it is also true that the oppressed must develop
their own pedagogy, 125 or path to liberation, that suggests we have a duty to provide every
student with a high quality education, especially those students who come from a lineage of
oppression, in order for them to lead the charge in their own freedom.
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Despite efforts spanning decades, 126 we have been unable to fix our failing education
system. These problems are far too deeply rooted for us to use constantly changing learning
standards and teacher performance evaluations to mend it. We must address the fundamental
issue which is that our system educates children based on the merit of their circumstances, where
they live and what their parents earn, and not on their worth and potential as human beings.
As Freire states, oppressors are successful in their pursuits to control the oppressed
through prescription. 127 Prescription is a basic element of the relationship between oppressors
and the oppressed. 128 It represents the imposition of one’s individual’s choices upon another and
causes the oppressed to think the way the oppressors want them to think. 129 One of the most
effective ways this prescription is currently accomplished is through our education system. 130
We are prescribing upon our children archaic views which affect what our children think of
themselves and what they become. As Freire explains, self-depreciation is a characteristic of the
oppressed. 131 They become convinced that they are the things the oppressors say that they are. 132
We need to educate students equally so that they can each lead the charge for their own
liberation. 133 In order to release our children from the prescriptions that our history and
educational neglect have created for them, we need to provide education that gives our children
the freedom to make choices. 134 The oppressed yearn for freedom and justice, 135 and once the
oppressed discover that they and we as their oppressors, are both manifestations of
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dehumanization, they become agents of change. 136 One of the results of such an education is a
person who understands and better values his or her own sanctity, and therefore, the sanctity of
others. 137 We need to accept that unless and until we commit to providing a quality education to
every student, we are wasting our resources on mediocre results and threatening our country’s
welfare in the process. An education revolution is necessary for our survival, security, liberation,
sanity, and democracy. 138

Sanctity through Equality
Sanctity is concerned with the divine worth that is common to all humans. 139 Thus, equity
becomes the ultimate way in which we honor sanctity in one another. Education is the great
equalizer 140 and equality is the central component of democracy. One way to express sanctity
though equality in education is to take into account the variety of experiences that children are
bringing into the classroom when we educate them. 141 We must focus on fairness since the
essential mission of a public education is to provide every child, regardless of background, with
a chance to reach his or her full potential, 142 which he or she can only do with proper pedagogy.
Academic environments should aid students in acquiring skills necessary to work successfully
with peers of all races. We should not only teach the students the facts of our history of
oppression, but also address the deceptions that still exist. It is through this process that we show
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our students examples of our vulnerability and error so that a contrary conviction can begin to
grow within them. 143
Sanctity in education can be practiced in a variety of ways which would have little to do
with standards-based reform. 144 Educational interventions that focus exclusively on school-based
remedies, while politically popular, are not necessarily adequate to protect the rights of children
from impoverished communities to have an equal opportunity to receive a sound basic
education. 145 There are many ways this can be accomplished, although the topics I mention
below are those I believe cannot be ignored. This is not an attempt to solve the problem since the
implementation of these would require years of commitment and strict enforcement. These
examples do serve as a way to illustrate how America’s education system can begin to infuse
sanctity in practical terms.

Integration and Funding
Before delving into such contested topics, it is important to emphasize that equality in
education is necessary for all of us. It is necessary in order for us to develop socially and begin
to evolve past many of our long-standing conflicts. Even with the gross disparities, everyone still
suffers and, therefore, everyone will benefit from addressing the gaping holes in the structure of
our education system.
Freire leads our discussion on integration beginning with his claim that oppression is
domesticating. 146 This is especially important because the gravest obstacle to the achievement of
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liberation is that the oppressive reality absorbs those within it and thereby acts to submerge
human beings’ consciousness. 147 As Patrick Sharkey discussed in Stuck in Place, “various forms
of inequality are clustered in social settings like neighborhoods, schools, and political districts,
and these social settings represent crucial sites at which American inequality is generated,
maintained, and reinforced.” 148 It is the cumulative effect that is most severe and creates the high
poverty trap. 149 For many the notion of equal educational opportunity still signifies equality in
one important sense: racial and socioeconomic integration. 150 Scholars like James Ryan continue
to argue persuasively that the social equality achieved through integration is just as important, if
not more important, than resource equity to student achievement. 151 As Ryan stated in Five Miles
Away, “[t]he continued separation of urban and suburban students has been the most dominant
and important theme in education law and policy for the last fifty years. 152 Ryan contends that
separating the poor and politically powerless in their own schools and districts is antithetical to
the idea of equal educational opportunity. 153 Over one hundred years ago, Horace Mann
advocated for common schools to educate rich and poor students together because if wealthy
families did not send their children to common schools, then they would not make sure that
common schools were of high quality. 154 His declaration has proven prophetic. In this way,
integration serves as accountability for us since it is much easier to spot unequal treatment or
educational opportunities when the occurrences happen within the same school buildings rather
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than when they are confined to certain homogenous schools, although unequal treatment will
happen even in integrated schools if we do not purpose to practice sanctity.
Despite the erroneous perception that segregation in our country has improved, schools
that were deeply segregated 25 or 30 years ago are no less segregated now. 155 The leaders of the
movement for integration, like Thurgood Marshall and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., would be
astonished at the lack of it in the schools currently bearing their names. 156 The Civil Rights
Project at Harvard University indicated that nearly three fourths of black and Latino students
attend schools that are predominately minority. 157 It also pointedly stated that giving up on
integration requires us to consciously and deliberately accept segregation which is incompatible
with the healthy functioning of a multiracial generation. 158 Extensive research documents the
harms of racial isolation and the benefits of integration 159 and indicates that successful school
systems develop high expectations for all students 160 and have diverse learning environments. 161
Integration is something we have already been commanded to do but have failed to
enforce. We claim the proud accomplishments of Brown while upholding the shameful bigotry of
Plessy v. Ferguson which upheld the “separate but equal” doctrine and accepted segregation for
the perpetuation of a dual system in American society. 162 We have been warned, encouraged, and
pleaded with by many great minds throughout history about integration, but have continued to
avoid conceding. Jonathan Kozol expresses in The Shame of the Nation, that we are obliged to
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live with the ideals and names of heroes and with words of court decisions that official culture
honors but official actions fiercely disavow. 163 Consequently, integration should be one of our
first and fiercest pushes in education. Our commitment needs to be to unravel these cyclical and
tangling effects of oppression through integrated schools and classrooms. Truly embracing
sanctity in our education system requires a commitment to demonstrate through our classrooms
that everyone is entitled to an education provided on equal terms together with children who are
members of diverse groups representative of our multicultural society. Integration does not imply
that any one race needs another to function but it acknowledges that we all need each other in
order to develop socially. It further allows us to uphold the American ideals of liberty that we
proclaim. In order to heal our conflict with one another, we must begin to give everyone the best
opportunity to contribute to our world.
If we commit to integration, then equitable funding likely becomes a lighter problem.
However, if tackled, Freire proves helpful once again with his insights about what money
becomes to an oppressive society. He says that the oppressors develop the conviction that it is
possible for them to transform everything into objects of their purchasing power; hence their
strictly materialistic concept of existence. 164 Money is the measure of all things, and profit is the
primary goal. 165 For the oppressors, what is worthwhile is to have more, even at the cost of the
oppressed having less or having nothing. 166 Seemingly in concurrence, Jackson says that justice
distributes a range of goods, including money, according to merit whereas charity produces value
in part according to no appraise criterion at all. 167 It is obvious that what we purchase has some
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connection to the worth of what we get. 168 It is no irony that those that so vehemently state that
money does not matter in education make large investments in the education of their own
children. 169 Kozol states that what we spend on our students surely tells us something about what
we think they are worth to us in human terms and in in their future contributions. 170
Some argue that the remedy for unequal spending is either horizontal equity among
school districts, such that per-pupil revenues are roughly equalized by the state, or fiscal
neutrality, such that the revenues available to a school district would not depend solely on the
property wealth of the school district. 171 Another option, vertical equity, or weighted student
funding, is a remedial school finance scheme that aims to mitigate natural and social
disadvantages by allocating greater resources to the neediest students. 172 It is an option worth
considering since it signifies a sense of fairness about the proper determinants for success in life
and, even more fundamentally, about how to treat people with equal concern and respect. 173

The School-to-Prison Pipeline
It would be remiss to discuss the status of our education system because of its
unwillingness to honor sanctity without mentioning the most oppressive of all consequences. The
school-to prion-pipeline is America’s greatest shame. As an appropriate background, in The New
Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander narrates the history, evolution, and adjustments of our system of
oppression in America. She discusses that racism is highly adaptable and states that the racial
caste system that we worked to abolish during the civil rights movement has taken a different
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form. 174 This racial caste system, she argues, now functions through the criminal justice
process, 175 and works to enslave minorities and the poor through mass incarceration. 176 Public
schools have become the classroom of indoctrination into this new racial caste system that
Michelle Alexander describes creating this link called the school-to-prison pipeline.
Oppressed individuals are likely to become individuals that are not capable of
contributing, 177 and in many cases, no longer think they can 178 become supportive members our
nation. Accordingly, citizens must not only know the letter of the law, but also understand why it
is reasonable. 179 If the goal is to value each child enough to educate them equally, then we must
commit to finding alternatives to behavior management that do not diminish the student’s worth
by destroying his or her education. We need to consider the unique needs of students in order to
find ways to instruct them effectively. Instead, we are creating a generation of minds warped by
inadequate and oppressive schooling who are unable to reflectively participate in democratic
discourse. 180
We must also examine existing school discipline policies, the actual practices of schools,
and the impact of those policies and practices on our children. Discipline choices that include
punishment that removes students from the learning environment, or puts them in an inferior one,
should be heavily scrutinized and rarely used. This type of punishment is counterproductive to
pedagogy since the purpose is to produce a liberated citizen that will be able to contribute to the
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economic and social growth of our society and removing students from a proper learning
environment will never achieve that end. In general, the fact that our schools are becoming a
channel for prison is a sounding alarm that we have discounted and discarded students instead of
committing to liberating pedagogy. Fredrick Douglas provides a sobering reminder for us in his
declaration that it is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men. 181

Passing the Test
The scope of the problem is large but not impossible to correct. Our greatest challenge is
not an inability to solve the problem, it will be acting despite our reluctance to do so. As Jackson
reminds us, concentrated power tends to corrupt, no matter what form it takes. 182 As John Taylor
Gatto says, in order to reform our education system, we would have to accept that each
individual has a private destiny. 183 We would need to transfer our faith to such principles and
behave as if it were true. 184 We would have to come to our senses and admit that knowledge is
not a substitute for wisdom. 185 We would have to believe each American has the right to live as
he or she deems wise providing only they do no harm to others. 186
However, as Freire argues, the oppressors have an interest in not freeing the oppressed
and leaving them unaware of the oppressive reality. 187 Once a situation of oppression has been
established, it generates an entire way of life and behavior for those caught up in it—oppressors
and oppressed alike. 188 We possess a strong possessive consciousness which seeks to hold tightly
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to our old ways of thinking. 189 We must recognize and preserve the necessary conditions for the
emergence of our own highest good. 190 We have been bombarded with research and writings that
demonstrate our problems in education and ways to solve them, but we have resisted
implementation. Sanctity will focus our country on educating students despite their
circumstances and upbringing. It will compel us to eliminate the disparities, give our students
equal access to quality education, and allow our children to change the trajectory of our country.
It is a farce to say that we believe that people should be free but do nothing to make that
affirmation a reality. 191 No community can live without some moral and legal commitment to its
own dependent and vulnerable humanity. 192 When we alienate humans from their ability to be
educated and make decisions, we reduce them to objects, 193 and when we dehumanize others, we
ourselves also become dehumanized. 194 However, education can contribute decisively to the
internalization of values and to the emergence of attitudes and conduct reflecting tolerance and
non-discrimination. 195 We must work to repair our current education system into one that
promotes peace and friendly relations between all racial and religious groups. 196

The Need for Federal Involvement
Our resistance at the individual level triggers resistance at the state and national level as
well. Individuals comprise those that make decisions for both. However, it would seem that the
federal government is in a better position than the states to lead the charge. The states have a
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long history of resisting anti-discrimination mandates and it continues to happen now. 197 The
overwhelming majority of states have steadfastly refused to take consistent and meaningful
action to minimize disparities in educational opportunity. 198 This may be because of the local
pressure from parents who are adamant about resisting segregation for many reasons including
that they see no incentive for them to do so. 199 Also, some argue that the scope of the social
problem surrounding education is beyond the ability of the states to correct. Critical race theorist
and comparative law scholar, Daria Roithmayr, explains that inequalities reinforce each other
and then become “locked in” and thus it becomes extremely difficult to remedy. 200 States lack
the capacity to remedy this on its own. 201 The failure is a national one and must be dealt with
accordingly.
So as it stands, there is a strong need for continued federal intervention in education. 202
Some say that the federal government’s power to control education is clear in the Constitution
through equal protection and due process. 203 Inasmuch as equal protection and substantive due
process furthers our understanding of the central precepts of liberty and equality entailed by the
right to marry, they can do the same for the right to education. 204 Regardless, making a decision
to educate our children is a choice that must take place within each of us individually and then
we can advocate collectively to make it happen.

CONCLUSION
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In Jackson’s prophetic conclusion to Political Agape, he honors Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr. for his ability to demonstrate political agape in action by refusing to divorce the secular and
the sacred and for his profound impact on society. 205 King was a personification of Christian
conviction and democratic interpretation. He expresses political agape in education in his paper,
The Purpose of Education:
We must remember that intelligence is not enough. Intelligence plus
character--that is the goal of true education. The complete education
gives one not only power of concentration, but worthy objectives
upon which to concentrate. The broad education will, therefore,
transmit to one not only the accumulated knowledge of the race but
also the accumulated experience of social living. 206
This description highlights the dual responsibility of education to both inform and contribute to
the enhancement of America’s social environment. He also boldly proclaimed, as I do here, that
the goal of America is freedom. It is a sad thing to watch America behave in a way that you
ultimately feel is beneath it. Yet, as it did with Dr. King, this agapic patriotism becomes a
powerful force capable of uniting people and inducing change.
I have come to realize the power of the high expectations that were held for me and other
children like me that grew up in middle-class or upper class diverse communities. 207 I, like many
principals and teachers in inner-city schools, now subscribe and advocate for equality. 208 This is
likely because when you look students in the eye every day the truth of what is happening to
them cannot be ignored. 209 I echo Kozol’s sentiment, “You have to do what children do and

205

JACKSON, supra, note 3, at 383-383.
Martin Luther King, The Purpose of Education, MOREHOUSE COLLEGE THE MAROON TIGER, 1947,
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/33E95C33-A9D1-44D9-AB5C-30C932CCC2D6/0/MiddleSchoolText.pdf.
207
KOZOL, supra, note 57, at 61.
208
Id. at 34.
209
Id. at 62.
206

32

Keisha T. Russell
breathe the air children breathe. I don’t think there is any other way to find out what the lives that
children lead in school are really like.” 210 As a result, we share our testimony and those of the
children we taught in order to give America an honest glimpse into its urban classrooms.
Education and the disparities that exist are so intimately intertwined with our history of
oppression that it is impossible to discuss education and ignore them. However, as I mentioned,
sanctity is necessary for all of us and therefore, all of our students need to be valued. When we
are able to acknowledge what makes us all the same, we are in a better position to treat each
other in a way that reflects that equality. This translates well into our education system because
education is the vehicle we use to shape our children.
Since, as Freire mentions, we are unable to free ourselves from the oppressive society we
have created, we must rely on our children to help us do so. If we are able to shape them into
people who can think critically about the world they live in, they can emerge, released from our
generational curses, and become agents of change against it. It is important that we give our
children an equal opportunity to be liberated from the thinking that perpetuates the cycle of
oppression. Our children will rise to the occasion. It is as Arne Duncan said in his last speech in
December 2015 as United States Education Secretary, “In our nation, talent is much more evenly
distributed than opportunity. And if we as adults commit to delivering opportunity fairly and
honestly and openly, our kids will do very well." 211
Yet, I acknowledge that many who have been close to this problem have recommended
similar solutions. We have become conditioned into ignoring these pleas. My hope is expressed
by Kozol that this ideal of simple justice will not be reduced to an annoying residue of tiresome
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egalitarian ideas. 212 My paper joins the movement to fight for the millions of young people who
have succumbed to the massive desolation of their intellect and spirits and shout my languid
disapproval for this national horror hidden in plain view. 213 We either commit ourselves to our
own individual interests, or we acknowledge that our true duty is to walk in service to one
another. I am inclined to think it is the latter. There can be no shame in wanting this for every
child as this is the true essence of liberation. Whatever you believe about your obligations of will
and emotions under such a belief is of no consequence. The fact remains that such an education
gives each child an ability to choose for themselves whom they will serve. 214 Anything less is
slavery in its most restrictive form. Granting an education, however, is the purest expression of
love. There can be no greater gift.
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