Let’s not repeat agribusiness errors in education

Posted by Jeff Buck Oct 21st, 2010. 

NPK – Nitrogen, Phosphorous, Potassium.

As a result of the so-called “Green Revolution” in agriculture starting in the 1940s and continuing through the 1970s, that’s the recipe for all the food the majority of people eat in this country.

Simple, right? Just dump unnatural quantities of these macronutrients onto scientifically hybridized plants, feed much of the resulting “food” to protein production units (aka, animals), chemically process and reprocess most of the rest and voila, we have a staggering array of visually attractive and comfortingly uniform product available year round throughout most of the country, except in places no longer served by grocery stores, of course.

Unfortunately, a growing number of people find that food produced this way doesn’t really taste all that good. Evidence continues to mount that it lacks something in nutritional value and contributes to a variety of serious health problems. And our industrial approach to feeding ourselves leaves us more susceptible to catastrophic failure than most people seem to realize. Oh, I should also mention the unfathomable damage we’ve done to the planet in the process. Some say that’s just the price of progress.

But I don’t mean to write about food. I mean to write about education. I only bring it up because we have set off in earnest down a similar path in our schools. We have identified the macronutrients literacy and math, which someone has standardized and individually packetized so we can use them in a way surprisingly similar to how we use fertilizers.

For example, we apply them in double blocks when the standard application fails to produce “growth” and we statistically process and reprocess the output (test scores). To the casual observer and to most serious observers this apparently seems eminently reasonable. Some have even suggested we can have “teacher-proof” curricula, I guess in the same way we have chef-proof snacks. Cheese puff anyone?

As in agriculture, when we turn our backs on the micronutrients and the living soil of education, I’m concerned we will find that what looks good (increasing test scores, for example) will bring us unforeseen and unpleasant consequences, much as our food system has.

But what the hell, we have choices. I do not oppose choice but I do not believe it always plays the positive role in the economy that market advocates claim. Americans tend to choose based on short-term considerations (first cost, convenience, annual test scores) rather than long term ones (total cost, sustainability, end result of an education).

In modern, over-scheduled life, choice often goes to convenience well ahead of other considerations. How many people choose to stop for coffee on the way to work at a place they don’t even have to turn off the car and get out? What are the consequences of growing numbers of people making that choice?

Will it ultimately benefit the economy, our health, air quality? If the choices we make turn out to be counterproductive or even destructive, do we have the right to keep on just because we want to? What if the choices we make restrict the choices available to others or eliminate choices for future generations, maybe even for our living children?

And if we choose schools the same way we choose food, for example, what will be the educational analogues of obesity, diabetes and the unimaginable environmental damage our choices cause? If we fail to consider dynamics like these when creating choice in education, in the end we will do far more harm than good.

Market derived ideas like “vote with your feet” applied to educating our young signals the final abandonment of Place as a consideration in our decision making. If I have that right, we have made a grave mistake.

The boundaries we have set for thinking about the problem substantially define our thinking about solutions. We’ve all heard the Einstein quote – it has been variously rendered and absent original material, I will paraphrase: We cannot solve the problems we face with the kind of thinking used while creating them. Almost everything I hear and read about the education reform “debate” sounds an awful lot like the thinking that got us into this predicament in the first place.

For the past 400 years the reductionist paradigm has brought knowledge (but not wisdom, unfortunately) to the human race and we have converted that income into fabulous wealth for less than 10 percent of the world’s population. We have “advanced” our civilization right to the brink of a multi-dimensional, global catastrophe.

And still we waste our time arguing about whether it is unions or for-profit charter management organizations that are the problem. I hope at least one person out there feels as desperate as I do at our failure to do any better than that.

