( l-,'I'ht: Business of Teaching

MAKE-up Music

L ESSONS FROM AN
EcoNoMIST’S POINT OF
VIEW

BY VicKky BARHAM, Pu.D.

s a parent of children enrolled in Suzuki music lessons, [
would like to explain to other parents why I feel quite
strongly that it is unreasonable of us to expect teachers
to make up lessons we miss. I know as well as other parents just
how expensive lessons are and how vital the weekly contact with
the teacher is. I think it is natural for parents to share the point
of view that students should have their missed lessons resched-
uled. However, if we were to “walk a mile” in our teachers' shoes,
we might change our minds about what is reasonable for us to

expect.

Like many parents, | pavin advance {or lessons each term. In
nyv mind, what this means is that [ have reseived a regular spotin
‘e bus schedules of miy sons’ teachers. | understand—fully—
hatif ] .c:;n't make 1t to the lesson one week (perhaps one of my

s is sick, or we are away on holidav, or there is some major
eventat school) then we will pay for the lesson. My teacher is
under no obligation to find another spot for me that week, or to
refund me for the untaught lesson. This is the way it should be.

[n my “other life".I am an cconomist who teaches at our local
university. Students pay good money to attend classes at the uni-
versity, but if they don’t come to mv lecture on Monday morn-
mng. l’mn not going to turn around ancl give them a private l\llOf‘i.\!
on Tuesday afternoon. When I go o the store and buy groceries,
I'may purchase something that does nor get usecl. Days or months
later, I may end up throwing itout. I don’t geta refund from l.hc
grocer store for the unused merchandise. If [ sign up myv child
for swi»mming lessons at the local pool, and s/he refuses to re-
twrn after the first lesson, [ can’t get my monev back. So there
AU many situations in our evenvday lives where we pay in ad-
vinee for goods or services. If we end up not using wha we have
purchased, we have to Just “swallow owr Josses.™ On the ul}u'r
hand. il T purchase an item of clothing and change iy mindd
when [gethome. I ean ke it hack wnd expecteitherarefund or
vstore credit.

So why do Ibelieve that music lessons fall into the categon of
nont C(til'nnl)lc"? Spc‘\l\'ing NOW as i cconomist items like cloth-
mg are “durable goods"—mecaning. they can be returned and
then resold ag the original price. Music lessons. on the other hand,
are "non-durable” goods—meaninge. once v Mondavslotat 3:‘110
IS gouce. v son’s teacher cannat tarn around and sell i arain,
f'l;v onh \\';x\ she would be able v give hime o lesson Later in the

cek would be for hervwo gove up e thatwas scheduled for her

viprivate life.and thatsecms prevc anreasonable, Tean't think

ot iy emplovees who would e ihiitled i thenr bosses were 1o

mnotiice that they couldi’t work fram 3:30 (6 4-30 this after-
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noon, but would they plcase stay until 6:30 on Thursday, be-
cause there would be work for them thenl

Many teachers hesitate to refuse requests to shift lesson
times (our busy schedules do change), because unless they
keep us happy, we will decide to take our child somewhere
else for lessons, and they will lose part of their income. This is
particularly true in areas with lower average incomes where it
can be particularly difficult to find students. Rather than tell-
ing us, “Well, actually, the only time when I'm not teaching is
during the time [ set aside each week (o go for a long soul-
cleansing walk," they agree to teach us at a time that really

doesn’tsuit their schedule. Teachers whoare "nice” in this way |

often, in the long run, end up exhausted and feeling exploited.

Too few parents ask to switch only when absolutely neces-
sary. Many parents want lesson changes for their own conve-
nience. The only time that I would feel entitled to request a
change would be: 1. An obligation at the Suzuki School con-
flicts with our lesson time. 2. The teacher were to ask us to
participate in some other activity (e.g. orchestra, etc.). If the
conflict arises because my child is in the school play, and they
have their dress rehearsal during his lesson time, then I feel we
must choose between the two activities. If he attends the dress
rehearsal, my private lesson teacher does not owe me anything.

During May, my cldest son will be missing three lessons.
He is accompanying me on a trip to New Zealand to visit his
great-grandparents. [ don't expect myson's tcacher to refund
me for these missed lessons, or (o reschedule them by “dou-
bling up” lessons in the weeks before or after our departure.
Since there will be sufficient advance notice, I might ask her
to consider preparing a special “practice tape” for that pe-
riod, or to answer My questions via e-ail. If she doesn’t have
the time and has to refuse, that's fine., | certainly do not ex-
pectherto credit me with three make-up lessons. There is no
way for her o find a student to fill a three-weck hole in her
schedule created by our absence. Instead, [ hope that she will
enjov the extra hour of rest during those three weeks, and
that we will all feel renewed enthusiasim when we return to
lessons at the end of the trip. &
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