
descriptions are moving and inspiring,
just as their descriptions of horrible teach-
ers in regular public schools are depress-
ing and infuriating. I would rather have
my children in a KIPP school, chanting,
identical blackboards, and all, than in a lot
of schools in America’s largest cities
(where a majority of black and Latino
children live). But can an e≠ort to expand
these “little islands of true heroism” really
solve the problem that the Thernstroms
laid out so elegantly in the first chapter of
No Excuses?

In principle, yes. As they point out, it
requires no new funds or changes in the
governance structure of schooling for all
parents, teachers, and principals to simply
decide that henceforth they will tolerate
no disruption and will demand academic
excellence from all students. But that is
unlikely to happen, to put it mildly. Thus
we need a more careful examination of the
nature of the test-score gap, its causes,
and the available solutions, before signing
on to their program. 

For one thing, the racial gap is at least
partly a class gap. The Thernstroms con-
cur, but before and after an elegant analy-
sis of the role of social and economic
standing in the achievement gap, they
drop the point. By their reckoning, a third
of the test-score gap is due to di≠erences
in family background. But their mea-
sures of family background pay no atten-
tion to levels of wealth (which is vastly
more unequally distributed than income,
and which has been shown to have an im-
pact on schooling achievement); to an as-
sessment of the education of both parents
(rather than just of the parent with the
higher level of schooling); or to other vari-
ables that could plausibly raise the ex-
planatory power of class to, say, half of
the gap. Class does matter, a lot: data
from the Digest of Education Statistics, 2001,
show that the test-score gap in math be-
tween 17-year-old students whose par-
ents completed college and those whose
parents did not complete high school is
now greater than the comparable test-
score gap between Anglos and African
Americans. In addition, the social and
economic status of one’s schoolmates
matters a great deal. Middle-class chil-
dren achieve more than poor children do
when both are in schools with mostly
poor classmates. However, middle-class
children in poor schools achieve less than
do middle-class children in mostly mid-

dle-class schools—sometimes, in fact,
they fare worse than poor children do 
in mostly middle-class schools.

The Thernstroms’ solution to the
achievement gap might remain the same
even if they focused on class rather than, or
in interaction with, race and ethnicity.
After all, plenty of scholars argue that 
poor Americans lack the right culture for
“connect[ing]…to the world of academic
achievement.”  But perhaps new solutions
would become available with this new lens
on the problem. Attention to class dispari-
ties, for example, would allow many dis-
tricts to “desegregate” high- and low-
achieving students in a way that the
Thernstroms insist is not possible with re-
gard to racial desegregation. (They take
school-district boundaries as given, rather
than seeing them for what they are, a con-
stitutionally malleable creation by a state.)

Or perhaps the racial gap is at least
partly a state-policy gap. The Digest of Edu-
cation Statistics also shows that if we com-
pare eighth graders in central cities to

those in the “ urban fringe and large
towns,” the average national disparity in
reading scores is 12 points. But in Con-
necticut, New York, and Minnesota, the
disparity is double that, whereas in Cali-
fornia, Florida, and Delaware it is half that
or less. If states are acting so di≠erently
that children in some big cities are less
harmed by their urban residence than are
children in other big cities in di≠erent
states, appropriate policy recommenda-
tions for closing the test-score gap would
look very di≠erent from those o≠ered by
the Thernstroms.

Even if we accept that a large part of the
reason for the achievement gap really is cul-
tural, the Thernstroms’ solution is in-
su∞cient. Pace their single statement to the
contrary, the evidence has been strong and
consistent for four decades that children’s
classmates have an enormous impact on
their commitment to learning, on the envi-
ronment in which they learn, and on the
outcomes of their schooling. Culture mat-
ters. If black students need to absorb
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A correspondence corner for not-so-famous lost words

Frederick Wegener hopes someone
can supply an earlier source for the re-
mark “[I]t is often the higher nature
that yields, because it is the most gen-
erous,” which appears in Sarah Orne
Jewett’s 1884 novel A Country Doctor.

Janice Weiss would like the source of
the line, “Why do we feel so little at
home in the world, which is the only
home we’ve ever known?”

Jill Tallmer is trying to track down a
statement, possibly by James Thurber,
“ that dogs naturally came to love 
humans because the human hand is 
ideally designed for petting dogs.”

Robert Nicholson requests a precise
citation from Saint Augustine for “Love
calls us to the things of this world,”
credited to the saint by Richard Wil-
bur, who used it as the title of a poem.

C.A. Kolbe seeks a poem by Randall
Jarrell, possibly titled “Poem for Daugh-
ters” and published in the Atlantic Month-
ly in the late ’50s or early ’60s. It con-

tains the line, “When the camp says ‘dig
graves now,’ I’ll know, and be with you.”

“confused on a much higher plane”
(March-April 2003). Christopher Hen-
rich has forwarded two more variants.
An epigraph (“Posted outside the math-
ematics reading room, Troms∅ Univer-
sity”) from Bernt ∅ksendal’s Stochastic
Di≠erential Equations: An Introduction with
Applications, runs: “We have not succeed-
ed in answering all our problems. The
answers we have found only serve to
raise a whole set of new questions. In
some ways we feel we are as confused as
ever, but we believe we are confused on
a higher level, and about more impor-
tant things.” In Terry Pratchett’s novel
Equal Rites, the character Cutangle says,
“While I’m still confused and uncertain,
it’s on a much higher plane, d’you see,
and at least I know I’m bewildered
about the really fundamental and im-
portant facts of the universe.”

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware
Street, Cambridge 02138.

Browser.final  2/7/04  5:10 PM  Page 27




