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Tracy Kidder

Among Schoolchildren - Catching Up with Tracy
Kidder
Posted by Sharon McCloskey on 4/09/09 • Categorized as Bookshelf

BY SHARON McCLOSKEY

It’s been twenty years since Tracy Kidder sat at a
desk in Room 205 of the Kelly School, Holyoke,
Mass., witness to a year in the life of Christine
Zajac’s fifth grade.

Yet the class Kidder portrayed in “Among
Schoolchildren” – filled with immigrant children,
most free lunch eligible, testing far below average
and battered by home lives that were transient at
best and abusive at worst – could just as easily exist
today.

“Among Schoolchildren” poignantly illustrates the
complexity of teaching and offers that rare inside
the classroom glimpse of just what goes on in the
course of a school day. Through the eyes of 34-
year-old Mrs. Zajac, Kidder tells the story of one
woman’s near heroic efforts to teach in the face of
daunting odds and diminishing resources, a story
still repeated in classrooms throughout the country.

There’s Clarence, the student already labeled a
problem by teachers before, who continually

disrupts the class and pushes Zajac to sleepless nights. Torn between spending too much time
helping him and paying too little attention to the rest of her students, Zajac struggles with having
to let go.

There’s the frustration of trying to teach to sleepy heads on desks, children with little
supervision at home, up until after midnight watching television. When Zajac resorts to
imitating her students, listless and unresponsive in their desks, the class comes alive and begins
teaching her the math lesson they’ve been ignoring. In a twist of irony, Zajac learns that
sometimes children learn best when they teach themselves.

There’s the sheer lunacy of trying to maintain calm and order in a room filled with adolescents
nearly bursting with the need to move around. When the quirky music teacher arrives – with her
bag full of cowbells and maracas – and has the students making spooky Halloween sounds, the
room erupts into chaos. Zajac arrives back in the room at the end of the lesson to find her
charges flushed with sweat and calmed by their histrionics.

And then there’s the routine unfairness of life, played out so starkly at the school’s science fair,
where the quality of projects reflected the stability of each student’s home life. In Kidder’s
words: “the forlorn projects belonged to the children with no parents at hand. . . the whole event
looked like a rigged election, distressingly predictable, as if designed to teach the children about
the unfairness of life.”
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Thinking back 20 years, what in particular does Kidder still
remember about his time at the Kelly School?

What remains with me still is that science fair stuff – to see the
realization of the unfairness of life played out so starkly
through children. You know, there was no sense of social class
in Mrs. Zajac’s room. There was a kind of equality,
community, caring. I do think our schools have to be a part of
our remedy to that unfairness.

From my reading for the project – maybe it was Mann or
Dewey – it seems that the whole idea of public education in
this country was to create some type of equality of opportunity,
and it hasn’t worked so well. It’s a violation of some type of
pact with our ancestors that we haven’t followed through on
that.

How does Kidder think schools have changed since then?

I’m not sure. There’s enormous variation among public schools. I remember thinking at the
time, from what I read, things didn’t seem much different. At that time in Holyoke, it seemed that
a student from the 19th century wouldn’t feel that much out of place. It was still one teacher,
usually a woman, in a little room.

Is there a remedy to what ails our public schools?

Kids come to schools with all the problems of their communities. We ask schools to do a lot, and
we should, but we can’t ask without giving them the resources. Mrs. Zajac’s room had the
problems of the immigrant community. We can’t pretend that immigration doesn’t put special
stresses on the school system, but the solution is to give them the resources to handle that.

And we should make our schools physically decent places; we’ve got to do a much better job at
that. It’s not just a matter of doing it for the sake of our economy, it has to do with how we treat
each other as human beings. I remember at the Kelly School, the offices had air conditioning,
but the classrooms did not. I never understood that. It got pretty beastly in some of those rooms.

What does Kidder hope for from the Obama administration?

I’d be very hopeful if they didn’t inherit some unbelievable problems. Almost every part of
national life is threatened or has been severely damaged. If they can solve the economic
problems, then I am hopeful about education. I do think their hearts are in the right place, and
more important, that they are really competent. I think they’ll make a sincere effort to fix things.

One thing I’ve seen here in Massachusetts. I’m on the board of a community college up my way,
in one of the most rural counties. Our governor really wants to help the community colleges,
and I’m encouraged, because I do think that community colleges should be the absolute
cornerstone of higher education.

What was it like, spending a year in the classroom?

I was there 178 days out of the required 180 days – one day I was sick, and another I played
hooky. I tried to fade into the landscape, which isn’t hard to do with fifth graders. Kids at that
age are so beautiful, and so funny too. Generally I was amused, but I was also heartbroken from
time to time. Outside of class, I spent a lot of time with Chris Zajac, getting to know her, and I
also spent time with certain parents, getting to know their way of life.
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You know, I started out thinking I would write something comprehensive about American public
education, and I ended up writing mostly about the emotional life of a good schoolteacher.

And what of Chris Zajac?

I did stay in touch with her over time. She is now finally retired. And I saw her recently. Holyoke
has the second largest St. Patrick’s Day parade in the country, and this year she was the grand
marshal. So I went to a dinner in her honor the night before. Some students and parents came
back. Chris told me that even Clarence had come back to see her one time, and apologized for
causing her so much trouble.

Early on in the evening there was a lovely school chorus singing, but it was hard to hear them
over the chatter in the room. I got up to say a few things about Chris, and here’s what I said
first: ‘those of you making noise over the kids trying to sing, none of you were in Chris Zajac’s
room, because that would just not be tolerated. She was all about good manners.

I’ve heard it said that some teachers are best for some types of students – she was certainly that.

Do you have any advice for the teaching profession?

Since “Among Schoolchildren,” I’ve written about other professions, and I’ve come to think that
the two greatest professions are education and health care, but only if you love them. If you
don’t, those are the kinds of jobs that would torture you every day. I couldn’t be a public school
teacher; I don’t have the patience or the stamina. It’s a really hard job. And we don’t regard
this profession highly enough. Teachers should have the same prestige as doctors do.

And how about advice for education writers?

I have one caution. I remember reading a piece by a well-known author, who had visited a
classroom for one afternoon, who then seemed to feel that that was enough. One of the
fascinating things about schools, I think, is that they are really a reflection of their communities.
For that reason, they are very complicated. Every one of those classrooms is a complicated little
community. You can’t figure out what’s going on, or judge what’s going on, in an afternoon. At
the very least, if that’s all you’ve got, then you’ve got to come at it with a little humility and a
certain amount of respect. Not without some skepticism, though.

How do you choose a book project?

I’ve got no procedure, actually. I’m at that point now, trying to figure out what to do next. Most
of my work has been the result of chance encounter. I just sort of poke my nose in places.

“Among Schoolchildren” came about at the suggestion of my editor’s wife, who was a
schoolteacher. At the time I was writing about stuff close to home, and Holyoke was a troubled
immigrant city. It seemed like a good place to look. So I went to the superintendent there, who
not too long before managed to desegregate the schools, and I asked him for a list of his five
favorite teachers. That’s how I found Chris Zajac.

What is the most fun you’ve had with a book project?

It’s all been fun, but there’s also been something hard with each of them. I had a wonderful time
with Mrs. Zajac, with the carpenters in “House” and with the computer engineers in “Soul of a
New Machine.” I do think, though, that my association with Paul Farmer, from “Mountains
Beyond Mountains,” and the protagonist (also a doctor) from my new book, “Strength in What
Remains,” made my life feel more meaningful.

“Strength in What Remains,” due out in August, has a Columbia connection. From the book
notes, it tells the story of Deo, a boy from Burundi, “who survived a civil war and genocide
before seeking a new life in America. In New York City he lived homeless in Central Park
before finding his way to Columbia University. But Deo’s story really begins with his will to
turn his life into something truly remarkable; he returns to his native country to help people
there, as well as people in the United States.”

How much reporting did you do from Columbia?

Columbia was absolutely wonderful for him – it was one of the places that save him. I did spend
some time with him at Columbia, being around, but we didn’t need that much time. It was all
right there.

Will you make your way back for the book tour?
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New York, probably. But I’m not sure I’ll be at Columbia. I don’t really know my schedule yet.

Any thoughts on the future of journalism?

Being a reporter or a writer is a pretty wonderful job. You get paid for satisfying your idle
curiosity, though it can be a hard way to make a living.

As for what’s going on now, I have no idea where it might wind up, but I want a physical
newspaper, a physical book. I stare at the computer enough when I’m writing.

But I don’t think we’re living in the twilight of the written word.
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