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RAISING THE STANDARD
 
I spend much of my time explaining to students the need to measure.  Eyeballing may work for television chefs-you seldom see anyone eat any of their food-but most people have not a clue as to how much is in a teaspoon, tablespoon, etc.  Recently a student was chopping herbs for a recipe with abandon.  I kept pointing out that he needed about half of what he had minced.  He is not alone in being inaccurate when guessing a quantity.  
 
Admittedly there are many times when the amount need not be precise adding a little extra onion, a little less fat may not be noticed.  But it takes time and experience to be able to learn how to measure by eye.  Learn how to cook and then think about winging it.   
 
But now you have another problem possibly.  The May-June issue of Cook's Illustrated has an article on measuring cups.  It seems that many of our old favorites have been redesigned and are less accurate.  The traditional Pyrex standard is not only off in its accuracy but is also very difficult to read.  The essay ends with a suggestion that we run off to the nearest shop and by several of the classic cups before they are sold off the shelves. 
 
To my mind part of the problem is that we still use standard measures.  Very few countries still use these outdated measurements.  Standard measures can drive a sane cook to drink.  They make no sense.  In every class I do a test asking students how many teaspoons in a tablespoon.  I have been told anywhere from two to ten with four being most common.  Of course you all know that the correct amount is three teaspoons to a tablespoon.  Who cares? If you read a half a tablespoon you will probably like to know that it is 1 ½ teaspoons and more importantly you cannot eyeball a ball, which is the shape of most measuring spoons.  Or to continue to confuse cutting a ¼ of a cup may make 1/8th but you probably do not have a 1/8th measure.   Actually you do but it is in tablespoons.   I suggest that people read the label on the butter to figure it out.  Since ¼ cup is 4 tablespoons, etc...  Knowing that ¾ of a cup is 12 tablespoons and that 1/3 cup is 5 1/3 tablespoons (close enough to six for any recipe) makes it easier to divide.  Of course many writers have dropped the 1/3 cup measure in favor of 6 tablespoons, which seems like too much work to me.  I think this paragraph demonstrates the point.
 
The real solution would be to use metrics.  Of course it would help if the manufacturers of measuring equipment could be more accurate.  But using metrics would make the oddities of standard measures no longer important.  In the 1960's there was a proposal for the United States to convert to metrics.  It was supported by most businesses and the government.  The anti's insisted that cooks would no longer be able to prepare their recipes and the public would be confused.  The battle went on for months and when Congress finally voted it was voted down.  As I recall it was a Midwest Senator (Everett Dirksen comes to mind) who insisted it was a communist plot.  Ok, it was the tenor of the times everything that was not home grown was a communist plot.  We have moved on but we still have standard measures.  What I do not understand is why the subject has not come up again.  More and more foods are packaged in metrics, medicines are distributed in metrics, most industrial parts are made in metrics and still we hold onto standard measures.  Perhaps it is time for a change.
