4

wo million people are in prison in the US, The

majority of them are black. This is slavery in a new

form, as is the scandalous quality of the education-
al resources meted out o the heirs of Brown » Board of
Educasion. The artack on freedom and the arvack on litera-
cy are, of course, related. Many thousands have gone the
way of incarceration, and few have ever had the experience
of a decent school.

Many, far o many, of our urban schools resemble pris-
ons. Visit one of these schools and you will see how chil-
dren’s dreams are killed at an early age. Dreamns are killed by
educators who sometimes do not love the children they
have promised to educare. Dreams are killed by an educa-
Hon-industrial complex that too often creares conditons
that make such love aimost impossible to imagine. Dreams
are killed 25 an ever-more colorlined nation abandons the
twin dreams of education and emancipation altagether,

Many, far too many, of these dreamless children find
themselves leaving their loveless schools only w land in
prson. Qur failing schools, like our failing prisons, are
overwhelmingly and unconscionably bladc. Failure of the
school and failure of the prison together create the color-
line. The new slavery—linked to the old by the colorline—
is the product of this two-stranded fiture.

Failing schools produce illiceracy just as surely as failing
prisons produce recidivism. The failure of thes institudons
always scems to escape serious examination. In the antebel-
lurn South the dream of the literate slave was always eman-
cipation just as the dream of the emandipated slave was
always literacy. Reading and freedom have always been con-

necred in the minds of former slaves and slavemasters in the

US. Witness the rals and wibulations of Frederick Dou-
glass. Our schools fail. Our prisons fail. The former pro-
duces illiteracy while the latter produces recidivism and
both kill dreams of an emancipated future in the US.
‘When institutions fail year after year we must reexamine
what we mean by failure. When the reformers respond to
this year’s failure with last year’s failed solutions we must
teexatnine what we mean by reform. These failed prisons,
these failed schools, and all these failed, recycled reforms
actually succeed in continuing the colorlines division of the
US into two nations: black and white, separate and
unequal. And there seems w be no exit from this cyde.

What is to be done?

Turn the prisons into schools.

We can begin by reforming the probadon system. This
is being done in Dorchester, Massachusetts. Since 1994, we
have conducted a literature program for men and women
who have been convieted in the Dorchester Districr Court
for vartous offenses.

“The Dorchester experiment is part of a statewide pro-
gram called “Changing Lives Through Literacy,” founded
by English Professor Robert Waxler of the University of
Massachusetts at Darmmouth and Judge Robert Kane '72.
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The Dorchester players include Judges Sydney Hanlon and
Thomas May; Probation Officers John Christopher, #
Deirdre Kennedy, Yvonne Nelson, John Cwens, Theres; ™

Owens, and James “Bobby” Spencer; along with English
Professors Ann Murphy of Assumption College and Taylor
Stochr of the University of Massachusetts at Boston, ang
myself. In addition, 2 number of Boston College Law
School students like Gretchen Hunt *99 have distnguished
themselves as program facilitators over the years.

The program has been an ourstanding success.

Most of the participants experienced the program as the
first dme they ever read a book from cover to cover. Many
have confessed to me their late realization that reading
could be liberating and enjoyable. They speak of joy in dis-
covering the pleasures of the wrinten word and of anger thar
the doorway to the world’s imagination, the book, was hid-

. den from them in school. They took back in anger ar the .
ways in which they both failed in school and were failed by -

their schools. They realive ways their schools succeeded in
causing them to fail themselves. They realize, more impor-
tantly;, thar they can read and that they have ideas abour grear
lirerature, And this causes them to look forward with hope,

At the end of each term we hold a graduarion ceremo-
ny in the district court. The graduates invite their families
and friends. Most yeass, one or more of the graduates gives
a short valedictory speech to the audience. Each graduate is
named in court and presented with a diploma. Afterwards,
everyone joins the judges in chambers for tea.

A literarure program is just the beginning. Dorchester is
jusst the beginning. If a university-level liceramure course can
be taught a5 probation, then anything can be taught any-
whete. Probation offices all over the nation can be trans-
formed into schools. Prisons too can be transformed, urter-
Iy, into places of elementary, secondary, and university edu-
cadion. And with success in the transformation of our failed
prisons into successful schools must come success in our
failed schools. Cur schools have become prisons. Qur pris-

. ons, all of them, must be transformed into schools. If this
" seems like a dream, it is no less real than the collective

_ nighunare we have made of our schools and prisons. If this
. seems like a dream, it is no less real than the nightmare we
.7 will live i our nation remains half-slave and half-free. One
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program is not cnough. All our prisons need to become
schools. Al our schools need to become limitless palaces
worthy of the boundless imaginations of youth. To break
the colorline, to savé our bodies and souls from the night-
mare 1o come, to renounce the past and create a decent
saciety at long last, we must all join the liberaion move:
ment and fight for literacy and emancipation, as for bread

. and roses, Which side are you on? m

Associate Professor Anthony Farley was an Asistant US
Attornzy for the District of Columbia before joining Bosion
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