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Amother believes that. for all their privilege, private 

school children can miss out on the richness of 

being around kIds who are not so like themselves 

BY PAMELA TOU TANT 

WERE RARE BIRDS IN OUR NEIGHBORHOOD WAS CONFIRMED FOR US 
ABOUT SIX YEARS AGO at a swanky holiday parry thrown by one of our neighbors. 

Dressed in a black Chanel number, my grandmother's pearls and my Ferragamo shoes, I was 
doing my best that night (0 blend in with the flock when I wandered into the frin gt:d and tasseled 

sining room and began a conversation with a fellow Chevy Chase resident. 
He was drinking from a heavy tumbler of dark amber scotch and was, by that point in the 

evening, red-faced and blustery. After some small talk regarding which house we lived in, what 
we did for a living and where we went (0 college, we moved on (0 the other favorite subject among 

parents: our children's schools. 
Wim obvi us pride, my neighbor announced me private schools his children attended, making sure (0 

note their "selectivity" and sports "dominance," language I couldn't help but associate with Darwin. When 
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I mentioned that our two children attended the 
public elementary school right down the street, 
my neighbor's face went blank as though strug
gling to remember an island on a map he hadn't 
looked at in years. Then he recoiled. 

"I would never send my kids to that school!" 
he declared adamantly. 

Although my initial reaction was to feel of
fended, I was also curious. Maybe he knew 
something I didn't? After he made what seemed 
to me an unconvincing argument that the pub
lic school wasn't as good academically as his kids' 

F OR MANY YEARS N OW, 1 HAVE LIVED 
WITH MY FAMILY ON A LONG , LEAFY 
STREET in the heart of this community where 
all of the children are far above average - no 
matter how much money it takes. Even if you 
tried, as I have, it would be hard to escape the 
fact that just below the genteel surface of our 
town is a toiling place, where the herds of Volvos 
and SUVs boast education resumes on their rear 
windows and people practically levitate from am
bition. It is a place where neighbors dress their 
Halloween scarecrows in Harvard sweat shirrs. 

If I sent my children to private school, even If they thrived there, I would be nagged 
by the feeling that I WAS TRADING P R IVATE GAIN FOR PUBLIC GOOD. 

private schools, mainly because of class size, he 
got to what seemed to bother him the most. 

"What I really object to," he said passionately. 
"is that they bus in all those black kids from Sil
ver Spring. They bring them into this neighbor
hood, to see all of our big houses, exposing them 
to things they are never going to have. I juSt don't 
see the point." He was referring to a measure 
launched in the 1970S to achieve greater integra
tion at our neighborhood elementary school and 
a nearby Silver Spring primary school. (And I am 
not making his comments up.) 

Although I was more than a little taken aback 
by the nakedness of his remark, I naively viewed 
it as an opportunity to shift his worldview. Apart 
from the fact that my children had had many 
excellent teachers at their school for the last six 
years. had been challenged and had thrived aca
demically. I explained, there were the social ben
efits of attending a school with economic and 
racial diversity. My husband, who grew up in 
New York Ciry. knew about diverse schools first
hand. Sadly, I did not. 

"I grew up in a completely white, middle-class 
town in rhe Midwest," I explained to my neighbor. 
"Until I went to college, I never met anyone of a 
different race or religion. At times, I still feel unea.'>l' 
around people who are different from me. I don't 
want my children to go rhrough life that way." 

Bur, as I spoke, my neighbor shifted with 
boredom and soon excused himself. back
slapping his way over to the bartender for another 
drink. I stood there staring into my melting ice 
cubes. more of an outsider than I had imagined. 

As education-obsessed as the next pair of 
Montgomery County parents. my husband and 
I have put in our fair share of hand-wringing 
about our two children's educations. Ultimately. 
given the context of our street. we have chosen 
to go counterculture: We send our children to 

the public schools . 
I acknowledge that our choice was relatively 

easy, given that the public schools in our area are 
excellent. Bethesda-Chevy Chase High School 
(B-CC), where my daughter is a senior and my 
son a freshman, with its International Baccalau
reate program and dizzying selection of Ad
vanced Placement classes, is consistently ranked 
by Newsweek as one of the top 100 high schools 
in the country. Yet. with one exception. we are 
the only family on our three-block street whose 
children are enrolled there. Virtually all of the 
other children attend elite private schools 
Georgetown Day. Landon, National Cathedral, 
Sidwell Friends and so on - which has led to a 
sort of neighborhood balkanization. 

Of course, it wouldn't be fair to lump all private 
school parents togerher. And I don't. Although I've 
been pri"y to plenty of elitist comments, none has 
been as extreme as rhose expressed by my neighbor 
at the party. Most of my close friends have at least 
one child in private school. and I tealize that mak
ing rhe choice to send a child to a private school of
ten involves complexities and circumstances that 
no one but the parents can fathom. I also know 
that not evelyone who attends even elite private 
schools is wealrhy. For some families. giving their 
children a private education involves great financial 
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sacrifice, as it would be for us. 
But, for me, here's the rub: 

If! scm my children to private 
school, even if they thrived 
there, I would be nagged by 
the feeling that I was trading 
private gain for public good. 
No matter how progressive or 
egalitarian the private school, 
how much community service 
it promotes, or how large the 
scholarship fund, the fact is 
that some children are let in 
and others are not. Private 
schools also siphon off re
sources - financial, human 
and political- from the pub
lic schools, including those 
that need it most, to benefit 
an advamaged few. 

As someone who has been 
tapped imo the school volun
teer community off and on for 
years, I know firsthand how 
much the energy, talems and 
resources of a relative handful 
of parems can elevate what is 
possible for all students to ex
perience and achieve. Take the 
B-CC program College 
Tracks, which uses an army of 
parem volunteers to support 
students at the school who 
need one-an-one attention in preparing for and ap
plying to college. Or B-CC's Education Founda
tion, which, among other things, awards college 
scholarships to B-CC studems in need. The fact is 
that I am more comfortable contributing to the 
community as a whole than I would be helping to 

sustain or expand an exclusive enclave. Call me a 

The Bethesda-Chevy Chase High School Class of 2006 

graduation ceremony at DAR Constitution Hall. 

the worst parr turned out to be the behavior of 
their children toward my kids and their public 
school friends. 

Shordy after the holiday party conversation, my 

"Our school is much better than yours. " the 9-year-old confidently told 
my children. "... THE PUBLIC SCHOOL IS FOR DUMMIES. " 

hopeless idealist, but isn't this what democracy and 
equal opporrunity are supposed to be about? 

WHILE MY HUSBAND AND I WERE DIS
TURBED TO DISCOVER THE ATTITUDES 
OF SOME PRIVATE SCHOOL PARENTS 

children invited some private school siblings from 
down the street to a play date at our house, which 
culminated in lunch. The morning had gone rea
sonably well, and I was hopeful that new neighbor
hood relationships were being forged. (After all, 
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every mother's dream is to have her chil
dren go on play dates that don't involve 
driving.) But. alas, as I bustled in the 
kitchen making peanut burter-and-jelly 
sandwiches, I overheard a conversation 
that put a dent in that plan. 

"Our school is much better than 
yours," the 9-year-old girl confIdently 
told my kids as her brother nodded his 
head enthusiastically. "My dad says that 
we are getting a much better education. 
The public school is for dummies." 

I tried to control the ego damage to 
my children and enlighten our visitors by 
saying something along the lines of, "You 
are all lucky to go to good schools." But 
when our guests left, both of my children 
felt belittled and asked me nervously if 
what the other kids had said was true. 

While I was able to reassure them, I was 
more rankled than one should be by the ig
norance of elementary school children. 
These friendships soon ended after an inci
dent at our annual block party, when a 
knot of private-school children that in
cluded those visitors told my kids that they 
were not invited to tollow the group into 
one of the houses. Coincidently, it was the 
same home whose owner had recently told 
a small group of neighborhood public 
school parents and our children to stop 
congregating on the sidewalk in front of 
their house while we waited for the school 
bus in the morning because we were "clut
tering" their entrance. 

NOT ALL HAS BEEN BUBBLES 
AND RAINBOWS FOR OUR CHIL
DREN IN THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS. 
My daughter has sometimes felt that her 
fellow students are not always as engaged 
in classroom discussions as she would like 
them to be. Then there was the middle 
school parent-teacher conference from hell, 
when our son's teacher launched into a ver
bally abusive tirade about his study habits. 
Would that have happened if I'd been pay
ing tuition? I had to wonder. But, if any
thing, these difficult experiences have rein
forced my belief that, within reason, a 
certain amount of rough and tumbIc pre
pares children for a world in which they 
will have to advocate for themselves and 
find the inner resources to rise to adversity. 

PRI VA T E v ' P UB LIC 

It's human nature to adapt quickly to 
the pleasures and conveniences of privilege, 
and, soon after, we can start to feel entitled 
to them because we believe we are some
how better than others who are less advan
taged. I've observed that it's C'dSier to slip 
into this trap if you grow up in the cocoon 
of private school. This was made especially 
clear to me recently at a friend's potluck, 
when 1 overheard a group of private school 
kids bitterly and unselfconsciously com
plaining about what they perceived to be 
the unfair admissions advantage given 
African American students at elite private 
high schools .md colleges, At first, consid
ering the economic .md educational advan
tages these kids had experienced, I thought 
they were kidding, When I saw that they 
weren't, I couldn't help but look upon it as 
an unintentional parody of privilege, 

Surrounded by peers from such a wide 
variety of backgrounds, my children know 
pretty well that their comfortable circum
stances simply reflect the luck of the draw, 
My daughter's closest friend in elementary 
school was an African American girl from 
a working-class family, and the relation
ship gave them both the chance to dis
cover that, despite ourward differences, 
they were very much the same. This may 
have happened at a private school, many 
of which try to promote diversity through 
recruiting and scholarships. But the truth 
is that, in contrast to the public schools, 
private schools will never be able to fish 
with more than small nets, 

The other day, as I went on my usual 
round of errands in Bethesda, I pa.~sed by 
B-CC as its 1,600 or so students spilled out 
onto the sidewalks for lunch. Inspired by 
the vision, I lingered at the traffic light and 
watched them stream by: a fizzy mix of 
smarts and sass, hip-hop and jocks, quirky 
and convemional. Seeing the mingling of 
students gives me hope that if we can get in 
on the ground floor with kids, our world of 
division can mend. Some parents fear that 
sending their kids to the public schools will 
cause them to be swallowed up by the un
differentiated masses or cast as inferior, But 
when I look into the faces of those B-CC 
students, I see rich opportunity for all of 
them, affluent arld struggling alike. Ill] 

Pamela Toutant is a freelance writer in Chevy 

Chase. She can be reached at 

Ptoutant@aol.com. 
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school. So we signed on . My eldest 
daughter, Hannah, also had difficulty 
thriving in an atmosphere of regimented 
studies and large classes, bu t Green Acres 
goes no higher than eighth grade. She 
would have only ~vo years there, so we 
kept her in Tilden Middle School and 
decided to hope for the best at Walter 
Johnson High School. Walter Johnson, 
in particular, was said to be the best of 
our neighborhood schools. 

When r first strolled the halls of Green 
Acres, I felt the difference right away. The 
walls teemed with students' paintings, 
photographs, sculptures, masks, reports ::c 

rnand projects. Some were outstanding for 
their display of skill, and others were 
more primitive. But at Green Acres, each 
work was, for better or worse, unique. 

Differences surfaced in other ways. At 
Garrett Park, science bulletin boards 
showed pictures of animals taken from 
magazines and identified them. At Green 
Acres, science bulletin boards often dis
played items collected from back yards, 
such as a ~vig, a fossil and a dead bird, 
and invited the viewer to figure out what 
they were. Instead of drilling students on 
facts, the school invited students to ex
plore: for themselves, reminding them 
that every question usually leads toward 
another q ucstion, 

When school began, I saw the differ
ences even more. Classrooms were filled 
with real books, and teachers wove in 
many approaches to accommodate differ
ent learning styles. Most important, they 
used every occasion - science, history 
and English - to get the children writing 
about their experiences and ideas. And by 
strong writing, they meant writing that 
displayed a command of language and 
thought, not just following a formula. 

Right away, we saw a huge difference 
in Maddy's attitude and schoolwork. She 
had always loved to write. But now she 
threw herself into her assignments again. 
Her teachers worked with her on succes
sive drafts. showing great care in their 
reading and filling the margins with con
structive comments. \1Vhen Maddy was 
asked to write a story about animals for 
one project, in which each story would 
be bound into a book, she filled two 
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