Education in To Kill A Mockingbird

Throughout the novel To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee examines the importance of education and different
forms it comes in, such as moral and state education. In this novel, Harper Lee constantly satires the education
system to portray its inability to suit the children of Maycomb’s needs and her dissatisfaction with it. As Scout
and Jem progress through the novel, they are morally educated by many characters, learning key lessons
about empathy and tolerance, while also preparing them for the many hardships of life, such as racism and
prejudice, which have a dominant part in Maycomb. By contrasting the two types of education, Lee
purposefully illustrates how moral education has a far greater impact on the children, teaching them how to

face the real struggles of life.
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In the very first chapter when Scout goes to school, we are immediately
Miss Caroline and the education system.

alerted to the pointlessness of

Miss Caroline

“discovered | was
literature...
looked at me faint
distaste”

This is quite shocking, as this is
the complete opposite of what
a teacher should do. In an ideal
world, you would want school
education to collaborate with
home education. However, she
could feel as if Scout under-
mines her or that she can’t
assert herself on the class,
either way, as a teacher, we see
how she is failing in her role.

This is further revealed when we learn about the children’s backgrounds and her teaching methods.

Need more
practical education

The Great Depression was
a period of economic
crisis, lasting from 1929 to
1939. The US was thrown
into despair on Black
Tuesday, October 29,1929,
the day the stock market
crashed. Due to President
Herbert Hoover taking the
Laissez Freire approach
(doing nothing), the
unemployment rate rise
from 3.2% to 24.9%.

“ragged denim
shirts... chopped
cotton”
“wriggling like a
bucketful of
worms... was
unaware”

Firstly, we can immediately
discover that many of these
children have been affected by
the Great Depression....
However, this also highlights
their resourcefulness as they
make do with what they can.
Miss Caroline serves to
personify education. She, like
the education system as a
whole, is wilfully ignorant of her
ineffectiveness. This also
alludes to the corruption in the
system as the methods of
teaching were useless and
improperly suited to many of

the pupils. Reinforced by simile

Lee purposefully does this to demonstrate her belief that the education system is rigid and need change,
but also to highlight her disapproval of the teaching methods of many educators, and the educational
system itself. Another example of when the system disappoints the children is with Walter Cunningham.

Walter
Cunningham

Like how this system
betrays many people, the
justice system is very
similar. The trials of the
Scottsboro boys, nine
black teenagers falsely
accused of rape in

“the reason |
can’t pass first
grade ... help
Papa with the
chopping”

This is saddening as we a child
eager to learn but being held
back. This further reiterates
how the education system
needs to be suited to their
needs, providing a more




Alabama in 1931, was a
notorious example of a
miscarriage of justice.
Despite the lack of
evidence and many
confusions in Victoria
Price’s testimony, the boys
were all sentenced to
death except a 13 year old
boy (sentenced to life
imprisonment).

vocational and practical
education.

The injustice of trials reflect on
the unfairness the educational
system brings on certain
children.

However, amongst al

gentleman.

| this criticism of school educa

tion, we see how poverty isn’t an excuse for being a

Little Chuck

“didn’t know
where his next
meal was coming
from...born
gentleman”
“now you don’t
fret ma’am”

Here, we see how kind and
respectful Little Chuck is
towards Miss Caroline, further
reinforced by the adjective
born”, suggesting it is natural
and comes from the heart. This
contrasts with Burris who
shares the same poverty, but
are complete opposites in
attitudes, illustrating anybody
can be a gentleman.

Moreover, after the t

rial, in another episode, we see another educating

figure, Miss Gates.

Mob Mentality

“being singled out
... anxious to
return to the

Group”

She is essentially teaching the
children to go with the majority
and the prejudice ways,
preventing them to fight
against prejudice. The noun
“Group” is capitalised to
highlight how it is one big
mindset formed from the Jim
Crow Etiquette. This further
portrays school education as
meaningless and foolish.

Furthermore, our impression of her is slowly being

damaged as her hypocrisy is revealed to us.

Hypocrisy

Lynching was an extra-
judicial execution carried
out by a mob, often by
hanging, in order to punish
an ‘alleged’ transgressor,
or to intimidate/ control a
population of people. It
was essentially a means of
social control and 95% of
the lynching occurred in
the South with 70% being
African American people
(just as in the novel, a
lynch mob gathered
outside the jail in the
Scottsboro case of 1931,
demanding the boys be

“we don’t believe
in persecuting
anybody”

surrendered).

This is a blatantly obvious lie, as
we have just seen the trial and
how Tom Robinson was falsely
acquitted, highlighting how
prejudice makes people go
“stark raving mad” and blinding
their morality. This is also an
apparent reference to lynching
and the lynch mobs.

This further illustrates how the
school educators are blind to
how futile their teaching
methods are.




Throughout the novel, the teachers and the education system are being satired as impotent. Harper Lee
purposefully juxtaposes a school episode with a home episode to highlight the difference in the
educations and how the moral education is more powerful in their lives. Several moral educators like
Atticus, Maudie and Calpurnia teach them about racism, class and prejudice, a key part in their life in
Maycomb.

A key thing to note is a recurring motif of reading that Atticus instils into the children. In many occasions,
we see them reading, even at the very end of the book, highlighting how prejudice can only be destroyed
at the roots, so education is vital.

Moreover, the first time where we see the children gain a moral education is when Walter Cunningham
comes home for dinner. When he pours syrup, a luxury, over his vegetables and meat, we feel
tremendous sympathy as he “ducks” his head in shame, an action exacerbated by Scout’s insensitivity. As
a moral educator and maternal figure, it becomes part of Calpurnia’s role to educate Scout into treating
all people fairly: “That boy’s yo company and if he wants to eat the tablecloth you let him, you hear?”
The aggressive interrogative highlights her anger at Scout’s assertion that he’s “just a Cunningham”, as
does her “stinging smack”, the onomatopoeia and sibilance add aural imagery to her lesson. However,
this counters the stereotype that black people should be under white people and the Jim Crow Etiquette,
highlighting how progressive the Finch household is, as Atticus gives Calpurnia the power. By the end of
the novel, Scout has clearly learnt this lesson as she declares to Jem, “that boy’s not trash”.

Furthermore, Atticus is portrayed as a moral compass for the children, as he helps Scout understand the
truth behind Boo Radley.

Central metaphor in the novel -
teaches Scout that if we try and
empathise with others, we can
eliminate prejudice. The novel
is a plea for tolerance and this
metaphor is a part of the

“you never really
understand a
person until you
climb into his

skin children’s (and our) moral
education of understanding
others.
Teaching Scout to This imperative is not out of
empathise with anger but simply explaining
Boo Boo’s rights as an individual to

stay inside. The children here
are not being malicious but are
falling into the trap of prejudice
“finally see them”: this lesson is
demonstrating that prejudice is
based on ignorance and now
Scout has no fear or ignorance,
she can understand his
benevolence

“stop tormenting
that man”
“most people are
when you finally
see them”

Maudie, like Atticus, recognises Boo as a damaged individual and tries to educate the children to stop
tormenting Boo.

Decl; sense of simplicity;
Maudie doesn’t perpetuate

“His name’s .
, stereotypes; tells the plain truth
Arthur and he’s s
S, Name “Boo” has conns of fear,
alive . ,
. “ ” terror; Maudie doesn’t endorse
Educating about B-Arthur . .
Boo “never begins in; teaching Scout real name
. & This highlights how Scout is
with Old anybody . .
gradually learning, contrasting
... Old Adolf . .
Hitler” to Cecil Jacobs who carries on

without listening to the
correction Miss Gates had given




him. This further reinforces the
idea that the moral education is
far superior to the school
education.

Wasted Potential

Emmett Till, 14-year-old
(same age as Boo),
allegedly wolf-whistled at
Carolyn Bryant. August
31%t, 1955, Till dead,
tortured by Rob Bryant
and J.W.Milam; never
took the stand; set free-67
min trial

“sad house”

Adj “sad”; great potential but
has been wasted, all for a small
mistake

This links back to the idea of
how like the justice system, the
education system also fails to
do its duty.

Similar to how Scout was educated about Boo, Jem is also educated about empathising with others and
tolerance. Although Jem is described to have a “natural tranquil disposition”, he becomes blinded by

anger at Mrs Dubose’s verbal attacks on his father.

Jem’s Tirade

The South was known to
romanticise violence and
being the home of
lynching. The most famous
group was the KKK, an
organisation made up of
white Protestant males.
Their main objective was
to maintain white
supremacy in the South.
Between 1882 and 1968, it
is estimated that 3440
black men and women
were lynched by the Ku
Klux Klan. However, this is
only documented lynching
and the majority were
illegal, causing numbers to
be much higher.

“cuts of the tops

of every camelia

bush Mrs Dubose
owns”

Use of fast paced verbs such as
“snatched”, “snapped”, “threw”
shows an aggressive side to Jem
and an overpowering need for
vengeance - shows the extent
of the effect words had on him
This action was ultimately futile
as the camelias grow back - the
only way to kill them is from
the roots. Mirrors idea that the
only true way to kill prejudice is
by education.

Atticus wants Jem to realise
what true courage it instead of
getting the idea that courage is
a “man with a gun in his hand”.
He doesn’t want Jem to fall into
Maycomb’s ideology of violence
and prejudice, especially with
the upcoming trial

This is again put into

practice, as Jem is forced to read to Mrs Dubose, as a punishment for his actions.

Tolerance

“Jem’s chin would
come up...
cultivated an
expression of
polite and
detached
interest”

Verb “come up” demonstrates
he has put Atticus’ teaching
into practice literally. Verb
“cultivated” has gardening
connotation as if he is growing
tolerance and metaphorically
himself. Adj “polite” and
“detached” still making an
effort to be civil just as Atticus
had advised. Jem learns to hold
his integrity and exercise his
moral strength in a real
situation.

In addition, the amount of education the children receive all together is immense when compared to how little education
the black community receive.




Black community

In the Deep South, school
segregation only legally
ended with the Brown vs
Board of ed on May 17,
1954, however nobody
accepted this, seen in the
Little Rock Nine. This was
a group of nine black
students, who tried to go
to a previous-ly white
school. However, on their
first day, they were
blocked by the National
Guard and soon after sch
decided better to close
than integrate.

“a hundred voices
sang”
“simple harmony”

No hymn books - how the black
comm are uneducated

Context - makes us further
admire how Cal is educated in
situations like this.

The musical imagery here
presents them as mockingbirds
- being benevolent- but shot
down for it; quantifier
“hundred” shows unity of the
community.

Jubilee Hymn: about crossing
river of death with the reward
of heaven afterwards -
sympathetic hoping for
freedom and joy

Throughout the novel, Harper Lee exhibits the theme of education as a significant one. She deliberately
contrasts the impacts of state education with the education the children receive at home, highlighting
the fundamental flaws with the educational system. Moreover, she demonstrates the unequal
opportunities the white community receives in comparison to the black community, making the reader
qguestion whether segregation in education is necessary.




