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Education....one pizza at a time... 

A roommate of mine worked in a pizza factory, on the assembly line, making pizzas.  About every two weeks, he would bring home some pizzas that did not pass muster on the line.  They might have deformed crusts, or no sauce, etc.  He told me that there was a giant refrigeration bin of these “rejects” and most were thrown away.  “It’s just business,” his manager told him - and the loss of this did not hurt the bottom line, in fact it was already factored in as part of the cost of doing business in the pizza industry.  I had another friend who worked at a fast-food restaurant.  Each night, they threw away a pretty good portion of sandwiches, fries, onion rings, etc. that weren’t sold or had loitered under the heating lamp too long.  They had to put them in a locked garbage bin to keep away people who may want to get at them.  I tell these two stories because first, it always seemed like such a waste and really played on my sense of fairness when so many in the world are hungry, yet we just see it as a cost of business.  But second, these are business plans that have been incredibly successful.  The fast-food industry in our country made over 42 billion dollars in 2008. The frozen pizza industry over 16 billion dollars in 2007 according to the national Chamber of Commerce website. Wow.  This efficient way of doing business, is wildly successful, obviously.  In recent years, models of fast-food and other successful business strategies have been either overtly or inadvertently tried in education. In fact, right now our U.S. department of education with President Obama’s blessing is focused on merit pay for educators, a business plan mostly opposed by teachers and educators.  It would work this way:  test scores would be the basis for extra pay.  Students would be tested at the beginning of school on some sort of standardized instrument, if they scored higher at the end and also scored higher compared to other schools, a teacher would win more money.  In a business sense, this goes on every day.  If you produce more, if you are ahead of other outside or company competitors, you get more reward.  Seems to make sense, doesn’t it?  Shouldn’t that spur teachers on to better quality of work?  Shouldn’t we be able to put a score on what a teacher does and reward them for improving that score?

Let’s go back to the pizza model.  My roommate made more money if he turned out more quality pizzas.  He found out early though, that if there was a pizza with even a little irregularity, he might as well toss it rather than try to fx it.  It took much less time to make a new pizza then try to fix one that needed fixing.  And, the company was OK with that, they simply wanted more pizzas made and they knew that some were going into the reject bin.  It was the cost of doing business.  So let’s put that in an education model.  To reward teachers for higher scores, wouldn’t it make sense for a teacher to spend a lot more time with the higher-achieving students.  After all, they will score the highest and can then raise the average.  This would make certain the teacher received more money.  The “rejects’ in the class would just be the cost of doing business.  In fact, this has already happened in places where merit pay has been introduced.  My roommate was also supposed to have a particular meat-to-cheese ratio on every pizza.  This made up for the rejects he had to throw away.  If merit pay is introduced, teachers will focus on the meat and cheese ratio, the curriculum that most matches the test.  Tests provide insight on what a student has memorized.  But teachers worth their salt, try to have students develop characteristics of initiative, creativity, imagination, conceptual thinking, curiosity, effort, irony, judgment, commitment, nuance, good will, ethics, reflection, critical thinking…which test measures these things?  And if a teacher wants to earn more money and be seen as successful, in a business model – that teacher must quit teaching the above traits.  The teacher would have to match instruction to the test, which can’t possibly measure the above.  So merit pay, a business model, will do two very important things – toss out the rejects and narrow the curriculum.  I guess it really comes down to:  do you want schools to be assembly lines of products churning out identical items and throwing away the rejects?  Or do you wish for your school to be one that only sees itself as a pathway, a place for processes and discoveries, a place that is hard to quantify but in pursuit of individual diversity that enriches, stabilizes and ambitiously pursues the wonder in a kindergartner’s eyes?  For teachers, it isn’t that they don’t want more pay – it is just that they understand the ramifications of trying to imprint Henry Ford’s ideas on a third grade science class.  It will not work.  Schools are a mass of variables, more complex than any business could ever dream of being.  A business plan, even business ideas, coexist barely in this chaos called school.  And one thing we can never, ever do is substitute efficiency for effectiveness.  No matter how messy, no matter how disorganized at times – that is learning.  Learning is not efficient.  Learning does not punch a time clock.  Learning does not have tangible properties.  We can either respect this, trust that the teachers are doing their best to help every student find what they need – or, we can promote a business model that only serves a few, and destroys the possibility for so many.  The next time a politician or a newspaper or a pundit waves a business idea for education in the air bashing teachers and calling all schools failing, remember the pizza factory and you decide if that is what you want for your children.  I don’t know about you, but if my son doesn’t have enough sauce, I hope a teacher will not toss him in the reject bin.  I hope that teacher will show him where he can get all the sauce and cheese and toppings he needs, and he can pick the kind of pizza he wants to be.

