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	RANT: râ nt 
1. (noun) a loud bombastic declaration expressed with strong emotion
2. (verb) to talk in a noisy, excited, or declaratory manner 
3. (intransitive verb) To speak or write in a angry or violent manner; to rave 4. The episodic musings of a recovering nice girl…
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Dear Reader, 
There are many things that I'm in the mood to rant about SO it is absolutely frustrating to have to pick one. For example: I've been fairly obsessed Wendy's delicious Mandarin Chicken™ Salad for 2 weeks. Weight loss or health effects aside, I felt that I had found a meal so delicious and that made me feel so good that I would eat it for lunch and dinner for the rest of my life. (I'm dramatic like that.) You don't understand-- this salad tastes amazing. Now I know why. 
After I realized that I was seemingly GAINING weight, I decided (duh) to check the salad's nutritional content. Believe me that what you're about to hear has been the most shocking news that I have encountered during this admittedly slow news week -- the salad with almonds, crispy rice noodles and dressing has a whopping 35 grams of fat and 590 calories! At this rate, it would be better for my heart, my PMS and my thighs to just have a friggin' Snickers™ bar, which at 280 calories and 14 grams a fat is practically a date with Lean Cuisine™ comparatively.
Anyway, what is really on my mind is the New York City public education system. I had lunch the other day with my beautiful nephew, Steven, who is 15½ years old, and strangely taller now than when I saw him just a month ago. My nephew told me about a kid being taunted by other kids yelling: "Go back to Iraq," "Bin Laden," etcetera. When the boy revealed that he was in fact from Guyana, the same country that my family is from, Steven echoed that he was also Guyanese, asking what made the boy different. The bullies continued heir assault. The boy was a Guyanese-Indian and my family is of African decent. Understandably, as I have been 15, my nephew left the poor boy to face his foreigner fate alone.
I asked my nephew what kind of counseling they had in school regarding the war. He revealed that neither the school nor teachers even mentioned the war. So much for current events. When pressed to talk more about school, (you understand as you have been fifteen) Steven revealed that there had been absolutely no post-911 counseling either. No one came to ask whether students had lost parents, neighbors or family members, which I'm sure some of them did. No one asked who needed to cry or vent. No counselor appeared with a listening ear. There are many people in that neighborhood who worked in and around the Twin Towers. In fact, I spent all of September 11th in a extra panic because my father, who still lives near Andrew Jackson High, worked down near the World Trade Center. 
The school that Steven attends, Andrew Jackson High School, is in St. Albans, a middle class African-American neighborhood in Queens. Andrew Jackson was so notoriously violent in the eighties that we avoided the entire perimeter even though it was less than 15 blocks away with a fantastic track that would have been fun to play on if there was not a "Jamaicans vs. Blacks War" taking place. Yes, I am aware of the irony. In the nineties, AJ was converted, as the Assemblywoman Barbara Clarke's website notes, "into an impressive and progressive set of four magnet high schools." The project was not a total failure as my cousin Jonelle, a designer attended one of the Jackson mini-schools. In addition, I would gamble that Queens is the borough with the largest Middle Eastern population in New York City. (If not, it's a close second.) Why then was there no ethnicity awareness, sensitivity discussion or counseling at all? 
A quick search on the internet reveals that children had trauma counseling in California, Florida, Texas, and pretty much country-wide. Was the thinking while everyone was hand holding throughout Manhattan that the colored kids in the colored school would just brush off the sight of folks jumping 100 stories and snap back? Snap back they did not. Not surprisingly, statistics show a rise in violence and bias incidents in New York City public schools post nine-eleven.
A brief history on our public educational system as it currently exists. In the early twentieth century, the upper middle class was concerned about the growing immigrant (Irish & Italian) male "hoodlum" population on the streets of NYC. They had no farms to work on, so the objective was to warehouse young people until their parents were home from the factories. In the 1920's, attending school became mandatory, under threat of prison to those who were truant. The objective of the public schools was to prepare poor kids to work in factories. Bells were instituted to parallel whistles, report cards to simulate pay grades. Young people were not taught to think but to memorize and follow orders. The last thing you want is someone asking questions or formulating ideas on an assembly line. Students were taught to respond to authority like Pavlovian dogs, because these were the people that the economy needed.
Except a computer here or there, these schools have looked the same inside since they have been built with an only brushed up curriculum, although the assembly line is largely defunct. Hospitals, banks, grocery stores attended by great-grand children all look drastically different than the institutions that their fore-parents enjoyed. Why have public schools stagnated? New York State's 1991 Teacher of the Year, John Taylor Gatto, says that "School is like starting life with a 12-year jail sentence in which bad habits are the only curriculum truly learned." Not surprisingly, this former teacher of the year is also a huge home schooling advocate.
Here's the thing: There is no wide scale offer of factory employment any longer. So what are our children being prepared for in these public schools? They are certainly not being prepared for today's life, as my nephew does not even have an email address issued from his school. Forty years ago, a person with a high school diploma could still support a family with a "good job." This is no longer true. These public schools continue promote a liberal arts agenda that unless a child is college-bound is useless to them in terms of being able to support themselves or a family. Overwhelmingly, these kids don't go on to college. Check out the dropout rate. Many do not even graduate from High School. So I ask again, for what are they being prepared? Our kids who are not interested in pursuing college do not need to be able recite memorized liberal arts curricula. They need to be employable. They need to learn trades so that they can find jobs or start useful businesses. 
Calling all reformers! Where are you people passionate about education? I mean, because I care intensely today because my nephew is involved, but my business, and my passion, is media. I'm sad to say that rather than fight for a better system, I'll do what all those who can do, never send my child to a NYC public school. What then for all those who have no choice? What then for Steven and his peers?
Right now, in New York City, Mayor Michael Bloomberg is under attack for his cut-the-fat approach regarding our Board of Education. The system is failing drastically so something even more drastic needs to be done. What Bloomberg is saying is let's cut the fat and use more money and resources for our children. Under the new system, principals would be more involved with the children and less involved with the paperwork. However "the fat" has strong unions. "The fat" is people with homes and families, including my mother, who I do not want to lose her job. Also, a lot of "the fat" serves a purpose. A friend who went to public school notes that the schools with less adult bodies will become even more dangerous. She's right; In 1990, I remember spending a day in Springfield Gardens High School with my best friend. It was a day of sheer terror. I don't remember any focus on learning at all; just a day spent with her largely trying to avoid enemies. I even was shaken up for $5, and this was with security, teachers and hall monitors who seemingly couldn't keep a prep school geek from wandering their hallways so Goddess knows who else got in for the day.
Clearly, many people, for better or for worse, have a lot invested in keeping things exactly the way that they are. The only reason that Mayor Bloomberg even has the courage to push forward a such a radical new agenda, which he is being largely lambasted for, is that as a billionaire he does not care whether he wins or loses the next election. Most other politicians are not in that boat, and would rather keep unions and voters happy, so things will pretty much stay as they are. Sadly, the ones who stand to lose the most have no vote today, and will not be able to read enough to vote in the future. 
Coming next month, why quick dry nail polish doesn't last… 
Now if I could just get that ringing sound out of my head. 
Magically, 
Abiola
Abiola Abrams is a writer-director based in El Barrio, NYC. 
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