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Like anyone who is effective at physical work, my mother learned to work smart, as she put it, to
make every move count. She’d sequence and group tasks: What could she do first, then second, then
third as she circled through her station? What tasks could be clustered? She did everything on
the fly, and when problems arose—technical or human—she solved them within the flow of work,
while taking into account the emotional state of her co-workers. Was the manager in a good mood?
Did the cook wake up on the wrong side of the bed? If so, how could she make an extra request or
effectively return an order?

And then, of course, there were the customers who entered the restaurant with all sorts of needs,
from physiological ones, including the emotions that accompany hunger, to a sometimes complicated
desire for human contact. Her tip depended on how well she responded to these needs, and so she
became adept at reading social cues and managing feelings, both the customers’ and her own. No
wonder, then, that Rosie was intrigued by psychology. The restaurant became the place where she
studied human behavior, puzzling over the problems of her regular customers and refining her ability
to deal with people in a difficult world. She took pride in being among the public, she’d say. There isn’t
a day that goes by in the restaurant that you don’t learn something.

My mother quit school in the seventh grade to help raise her brothers and sisters. Some of those
siblings made it through high school, and some dropped out to find work in railroad yards, factories, or
restaurants. My father finished a grade or two in primary school in Italy and never darkened the schoolhouse
door again. I didn’t do well in school either. By high school I had accumulated a spotty academic record
and many hours of hazy disaffection. I spent a few years on the vocational track, but in my senior year I
was inspired by my English teacher and managed to squeak into a small college on probation.

My freshman year was academically bumpy, but gradually I began to see formal education as a
means of fulfillment and as a road toward making a living. I studied the humanities and later the social
and psychological sciences and taught for 10 years in a range of situations—elementary school, adult
education courses, tutoring centers, a program for Vietnam veterans who wanted to go to college.
Those students had socioeconomic and educational backgrounds similar to mine. Then I went back
to graduate school to study education and cognitive psychology and eventually became a faculty
member in a school of education.

Intelligence is closely associated with formal education—the type of schooling a person has, how
much and how long—and most people seem to move comfortably from that notion to a belief that
work requiring less schooling requires less intelligence. These assumptions run through our cultural
history, from the post-Revolutionary War period, when mechanics were characterized by political
rivals as illiterate and therefore incapable of participating in government, until today. More than once
I've heard a manager label his workers as “a bunch of dummies.” Generalizations about intelligence,
work, and social class deeply affect our assumptions about ourselves and each other, guiding the ways
we use our minds to learn, build knowledge, solve problems, and make our way through the world.

Although writers and scholars have often looked at the working class, they have generally focused
on the values such workers exhibit rather than on the thought their work requires—a subtle but
pervasive omission. Our cultural iconography promotes the muscled arm, sleeve rolled tight against
biceps, but no brightness behind the eye, no image that links hand and brain.

One of my mother’s brothers, Joe Meraglio, left school in the ninth grade to work for the
Pennsylvania Railroad. From there he joined the Navy, returned to the railroad, which was already
in decline, and eventually joined his older brother at General Motors where, over a 33-year career,
he moved from working on the assembly line to supervising the paint-and-body department. When
I was a young man, Joe took me on a tour of the factory. The floor was loud—in some places deafen-
ing—and when I turned a corner or opened a door, the smell of chemicals knocked my head back.
The work was repetitive and taxing, and the pace was inhumane.




