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Bill Sittig:

Good morning everyone. 

Audience:

Good morning.

Bill Sittig:

Welcome to today’s program featuring Paul Orfalea.  I’m Bill Sittig, chief of the Library’s [Library of Congress’s] Science, Technology, and Business Division, and this event is one in our series in which we learn from important writers, thinkers and practitioners in the various fields of science, technology, business and economics.  

Before I introduce today’s speaker I would like to mention just a few of our upcoming programs.  On March 21, Mark Nash, a realtor and author from Chicago, will speak on his recent book, “1,001 Tips for Buying and Selling a Home.”  On April 3, Dr. Wayne Esaias of the Ocean Science Branch of NASA Goddard Flight Center will speak on honeybees, satellites and climate change, not on having affairs within the agency.  

[laughter]  

And on April 18, Dr. Marion Nestle, professor of Nutrition, Food Studies, and Public Health at New York University, will speak on her book, “Food Politics and Safe Foods.”  I hope you will be able to attend all or some of these programs, which should be interesting.  

I’d also like to take this opportunity to thank Carolyn Larson of our Business Reference staff for all her good work in suggesting and preparing for today’s program.  In addition, Carolyn has prepared a guide for you to take away with you, which is on the table on the side here, for further reading about Mr. Orfalea and about using learning challenges to succeed in business and life.  

It is now my great pleasure to introduce Paul Orfalea, founder of Kinko’s, philanthropist, visiting professor, lecturer, and author.  In his hippie days in California and when he had a thick reddish Afro, Paul founded Kinko’s in Santa Barbara in 1970 with a $5,000 loan and a single copying machine, which had to be lugged out onto the sidewalk of the cramped rented space that had been Carlo’s Hamburger Stand. But thanks to his vision and entrepreneurial spirit, became a $2-billion-a-year company with over 1,500 branches and 21,000 co-workers worldwide.  

This impressive achievement was made more so by the circumstance that Paul, who suffers from attention deficit disorder (ADD) and dyslexia, had struggled through school claiming to have been one of the few people to have failed second grade.  

[laughter]  

In his autobiography, “Copy This,” which I happen to have a copy of here and is on sale here in the back of the room, he details how we use these potential liabilities to develop unorthodox approaches to create a thriving, compassionate, unconventional culture at Kinko’s that made the company, according to “Forbes,” “Fortune,” and other magazines, one of the best places to work in America.  As one of the most prominent American leaders to overcome dyslexia and go on to have illustrious careers, Paul has received numerous awards, including the 1992 Outstanding Learning Challenged Citizen Award given to him by the president of the United States.  Just last year the Attention Deficit Award Association established in his honor the Annual Paul Orfalea Award.  

Paul has of course received much recognition for his success in business.  He was named the 1998 Entrepreneur of the Year by the University of Southern California’s Marshall School of Business, and he was elected to the Collegiate Entrepreneur Organization Hall of Fame, among numerous other honors.

In 2000, Paul retired from his position as Kinko’s chairperson, assuming the role of chairperson emeritus. And when Kinko’s was acquired by FedEx in 2004 he was no longer involved in the company’s business management.  He’s not idle, however.  He is now involved in a wide range of business ventures, as well as with the Orfalea Family Foundation, which supports a variety of philanthropic areas, especially early childhood development and education.  He also frequently teaches and lectures at his alma mater, the University of Southern California, UC [University of California] Davis, UC Santa Barbara, and other schools in California and on the East Coast.  He’s in great demand as a guest lecturer, and we indeed, are indeed fortunate to have him here with us today.  It is my honor to welcome Paul Orfalea to the Library of Congress.  Paul.

[applause]

Paul Orfalea:

[break in audio]

And I’m lucky enough to have four very good qualities -- does that sound a little braggy -- after that wonderful introduction, is it okay to brag?  First, is I’m a horrible reader.  In second grade I had Sister Sheila and had six weeks to go and she realized I had been cheating in my alphabet tests and I didn’t know the alphabet and I was held back in second grade.  And all I remember in the second grade is Sister Sheila had this thing called the blue paddle and she’d just paddle the hell out of me.  

Then, I used to go to a place on Crenshaw Boulevard in Los Angeles called Bronstein’s Memory School and my parents thought I couldn’t recognize the letters because of my memory, and that didn’t work.  Then in third grade I had to go to school with this lady in Hollywood and there were eight kids in the class, I’m nine years old and two of the kids were 18 years old and I kept thinking now, this seems a little weird for a nine-year-old to be in school with 18-year-olds.  And they had, I would say -- very few people I would ever describe as learning disabled, but they had real learning opportunities, more severe learning opportunities.  

And I used to have to go to an eye doctor three days a week and I had to look at these stupid little eye circles and they’d dilate my eyes and I’d do eye muscle exercises.  Wrong -- had nothing to do with bad reading.  I just couldn’t figure out these little letters.  I still have a rough time with the letters.  I don’t understand why S-E-W is sew; it just doesn’t make sense to me.  I mean, people thought -- you took drugs in college, but how did you ever get S-E-W sew?  

[laughter]  

I -- consequently I didn’t do very well in school, I kept getting expelled from every school in Southern California.  School was like a hotel, check in, check out.  Graduated impressively eighth from the bottom of my class of 1,200, and candidly I don’t know how eight people beat me out for number one.  

[laughter]

And, I had a choice getting out of school, out of high school.  And there was this group -- there was actually an organization that thought I was pretty spectacular. And they really wanted me to join their organization -- it was where you wore the same clothes, got to sleep outside, got to wear heavy backpacks, you get to be involved with mud and mosquitoes, bombs, bullets and war.  That was decision A.  Decision B was go to college, flirt with women, and drink beer.  

[laughter]  

Now, I chose B, because I liked women and I liked drinking beer.  So, I decided -- I went to junior college and I went and saw the admissions office at USC and I learned if you want to be accepted by the in crowd you have to dress like a Republican.  

[laughter]  

You don’t have to be a Republican; you just have to dress like one.  So I saw the admissions officer and somehow she said, “Well, if you go to USC Extension” -- that’s night school -- “we’ll let you in.”  And my first class was philosophy 315A with Dr. Robb.  And I walk in the class and there was kind of a visual clue it was going to be an easy class, because there was a lot of football players and I figured they might lower the curve and I could get a good grade, right?  

I walk in and man, I have all summer long, my pen, and I say I’m just as smart as anybody else, I can do this.  And I’m taking notes.  The man is talking in these words. I didn’t understand what he was talking about, these big fancy words, and as if I was raised with Aristotle, Socrates, and Plato and I -- I didn’t know these people from Adam.  And he was lecturing as if I knew all this stuff and everybody’s taking notes frantically, frantically. And I’m feeling more and more dejected because I can’t even follow the conversation.  And it was probably the lowest point of my life, because I remember thinking about what drug shelter I’ll probably die in or whatever. It was just a really discouraging part of my life.  

And right at the break, my friend, my best friend Danny Tiverusian put his pen down and said, “I didn’t understand a word this guy was talking about.”  Everybody was complaining about it.  And then he came back at the break and said, “Well, evidently I’m talking over your head; I’ve been teaching at Yale.”  Now isn’t that stupid?  

What I’ve learned is there’s enough normal words in the vocabulary to just use normal words.  And everybody who tries to impress you in life will use big fancy words.  Did you ever talk to anybody --

[break in audio]

-- 4264; you don’t understand what they’re talking about.  But every group has their own little vocabulary.  And I think a lot of times school deliberately has to make you feel stupid somehow.  Have you ever taken a course or read a book in English and you’re just -- the story. And the teachers just gets up there and says, “Oh yes, don’t you realize the water meant sex?” and you go, “I didn’t get that symbolism; I was just reading the story here.”  

[laughter]  

And it’s like the teacher’s got the symbolism code book and they’re just -- it’s like a crossword puzzle of symbolism.  So, I think every discipline tries to confuse you sometimes and make themselves feel important at your expense.  That’s how I felt at school a lot.  I finally graduated, but that was my first skill -- can’t read well.  

Second very good skill is I have no mechanical ability whatsoever.  I don’t know how to do the stick shift. And I’ll be candid -- I have some of the co-workers from Kinko’s -- I haven’t known how to run a machine -- Kinko’s has been around 37 years -- 35 years -- I haven’t known how to run one machine in Kinko’s.  As long as I was there, people thought I did, but I never knew how to run those machines.  They confused me a great deal.  I do not have e-mail. I don’t have a computer.  And I think that was sort of an advantage, because they’d want to sell me these Xerox machines and I didn’t know how they worked; all I know is what came out of the end I could sell -- that’s all I cared about is I could sell these things.  So, my lack of mechanic ability, I think, gave me a -- probably a pretty good perspective.  Are you impressed right now of my skills?  

[laughter]  

I have another spectacular skill -- I am extremely restless.  I cannot sit still.  Sitting still is not a normal act of a human being, especially a child.  Today everybody says I have ADD.  I think the people that can sit still are the ones that are messed up.  

[laughter]  

I’m sorry -- I just couldn’t sit still.  And I think it helped me a great deal in my business at Kinko’s.  My job wasn’t to stay at the office or stay at the store.  My job was to get out of the store as quickly as possible. And my job was to wander store to store to store. And in wandering you can find and look at what people are doing right.  My job was looking for what people were doing right rather than sitting in that office worrying about what people are doing wrong.  Every one of our Kinko’s stores there was doing something the other stores could learn from.  For an example, have you ever gotten a calendar from Kinko’s where you take 12 little pictures of your family pictures and you put them on the bottom of a calendar?  Well, that one idea was what -- worth how much money, and how much time in the office?  That one idea was worth a lot of money.  My mother used to say, and my father, that “Your ideas and your savings work 24 hours a day, seven days a week.”  Don’t your ideas work harder than you do?  So, I was always worried about what people were doing right and that’s why my restlessness helped me.

I have a -- my fourth good quality is I had great parents.  And I think if my parents emphasized academics too much or compared me to other children I would’ve easily been defeated.  But my -- I was always sort of, well I was -- my brother and sister always made me sure, made me feel like I was sub-human.

[laughter] 

But my parents always reassured me that I wasn’t.  And at our house there was a real emphasis on learning. And they always had very interesting, stimulating conversations around my home.  And there was an emphasis when you went to school to learn, not necessarily memorize.  My brother one time was studying at 9:30 at night and my dad walked in and said, “What are you doing?” And my brother said, “I’m studying, memorizing something for tomorrow.”  And my dad said, “You’ll never remember it, so what’s the good of learning it?”  There was an emphasis on what you’re going to retain and how you’re going to retain it for life.  And so, I was also very lucky that as a child I never knew anybody that ever had a job.  We must’ve had 500 relatives and I never knew a sole that ever worked for anybody else; they always had their own business.  So, I was -- think I was lucky to have that birth canal.

Now, if you’re lucky enough to have my skill sets in life, alright, do you think that -- how do you -- the first person that came to work with me, my attitude was, “God, I’m so happy you’re here; what can I do to make you happier?”  Do you think my motto was -- isn’t my motto in management, “Anybody else can do it better?”  And aren’t I lucky enough to really believe that?  

Have you ever had a job where somebody mistreated you; they went like this, right?  What’d you do back?  You hit them ten times harder?  Workers always have the last laugh, don’t they?  

[laughter]

What can the worker do you to?  They can fudge in their hours, give bad customer service, steal from you, and contaminate all of the other workers with bad vibes, is that right?  And you think you’re the boss or the owner.  No, the people ringing the registers are the owners of your businesses.  Now, my theory was rather than hurting a precious hand ringing a register, was to go like this with the hand.  Do you get the idea happy fingers will ring happy registers?  So, that’s been the motto of how we’ve treated each other.

I think I was very lucky to have my skill sets in life.  I never got -- and I was very lucky in Kinko’s, and I could see it from the very beginning.  Why I can leave my business -- a lot of businesses you can’t leave; you fight your inventory.  My business, our business, Kinko’s -- many of you are patrons of Kinko’s, is that right?  Well you walk in and it’s fair to say you don’t know what you want and you want it yesterday, is that fair to say?  So you kind of have an uptight, confused customer -- is that fair?  So, if we did everything in calm blue, made everything quiet and calm, and -- do you think the customers who are anxiety ridden would relax a little bit?  And we had the workers dress semi-Republican, they would be a little calmer, is that right?  

And the people walk in, customers, and they see all these machines and they say, “I’m sure these machines do something,” so there’s a whole plethora of machines.  But, most importantly of why I can leave our business is, the worker can suggest to a senior person in society, or anybody in society, how to do their project and make it look better.  I mean, doesn’t that make anybody feel good, if they can input to the customer?  The worker could see the manufacturing process, and most importantly they saw the end result and they got a sincere “Thank you” from a customer.  A customer “Thank you” is worth 50 from a super -- anybody in management.  

Most importantly, and when you go back to your businesses remember, there was a sense of purpose the folks at the counter felt.  They were helping somebody get a job. they were helping cure illness, helping somebody do a research project.  When there was a lost little girl in Spokane, Wash., the family went to the police department first, they came to us second. Now that’s an important connection to the planet Earth.  There was a real sense of purpose.  

Now, do you remember the ad with Michelin tires where they put the little baby in the tire?  Was that audience the workers in the factories of Michelin, to say, “You know, if I make a better tire I’ll save people’s lives”?  Whatever we do, if there’s one takeaway from this talk, remind people of their sense of purpose whatever they do in an organization.  People go to work intrinsically to do a good job.  People go to work, believe it or not, to work hard and do a good job every day.  People go to work every day to have a sense of purpose and feel like at the end of the day “I did something to better the place.”  That’s what I’ve found, is people go to work to do a good job.  

I could easily leave my business and if I was -- in my job, my job was to remove obstacles, wasn’t it?  The best definition of management I had ever heard came from my wife, and it’s “Management is to remove obstacles.”  The only reason you have a boss is to make your life easier, not harder.  Let’s just go to the common sense of it.  Does it make sense for a boss to say, “Let’s go out and burden these poor workers to make them more unproductive.” Does that make sense?  Remove the obstacles, and it doesn’t matter if the obstacles only involve work.  If they don’t have good health care they’re going to bring that baggage to work.  If your workers don’t have a pension plan they’re going to bring that baggage to work.  So, that’s the whole enchilada, the whole package you have coming to you that you have to care about.  

Now, when I sold our business, we sold our business, the folks looked -- from New York -- they looked at me like I was a little goofy when I said, “The only competitive advantage we have at Kinko’s is the sparkle in our workers’ eyes,” and I firmly believe that to this day.  Everybody could have these silly little machines and do all that, but it was the sparkle that our people felt that made the business.  And it wasn’t because of the senior folks doing it. It was the fact that the workers and the customers had a good relationship and all we had to do was foster that relationship.  So, once again, my skill sets where I didn’t know how to run these machines, I couldn’t get involved with the details, helped me run my business, isn’t it?  I knew how to get away from it.  The only thing I felt sometimes, the only thing -- I’d go to a store sometimes and they would say, “Do me favor, don’t help behind the counter.”

So, some of -- my biggest challenge, bar none, at Kinko’s, bar none:  When we started we had two and three workers in every store.  Now, the leader of every store -- the characteristic of every leader was one of being obsessive, knowing everything about everything, is that right?  You had two and three workers, you knew every little wire, every little part of that business.  Now, this is the Kinko’s of 34 years ago.  Contrast that to the Kinko’s of today, where you have 40 and 50 workers in a store.  The leader of the stores then knew a lot about things; the leaders of Kinko’s today know a lot about people.  That was the biggest problem I ever faced, is to go from a culture based on things to a culture based on people.  

And you might examine yourself and say, do I really feel more comfortable controlling my environment and being in charge of things?  Or, do I want to be in charge -- work with the ambiguity and the imperfection of human beings?  Because when you’re working with people you’re going to have to deal with their imperfections.  If you do it all yourself it’s always perfect. Now, do you also have to ask yourself do I like eating my alphabet soup alphabetically?  

[laughter]  

And if you do, you might try to limit your exposure to the human being -- I mean in leading people, but we would promote people because they were good with things, not necessarily that they were good with people.  And you’ve got to examine, “Do I personally want to lead people or do I want to be in control of my environment?”  And don’t get an ulcer if -- either one are perfect answers, and you will get an ulcer if you try to do the latter and you’re not good and you can’t do it.  I was -- I had no choice.  

I already went through my skill sets, right?  Did I have any choice but to view the world as a trusting place?  Could you imagine if I had taken my rejections as a child and all of these problems and became bitter and angry?  Would that have been a productive exercise?  Or, did you think I had a frame that the world is a very trusting place and that people want to do a good job?  How do you think my frame of reference shows the world was? It was a trusting place, wasn’t it?  Could you make a lot more money looking at the world as a trusting, wonderful environment or one of cynicism, “Oh it’s dysfunctional.”  

When you think of it, the world is surrounded by success.  The most successful book ever written -- we’re in the wonderful Library of Congress and I want to tell you that everybody in the United States has probably read this book, and this book is the “Yellow Pages,” the most successful book ever written.  Why?  Every page is a success story, isn’t it?  They wouldn’t be there if they weren’t doing something for society.  They wouldn’t be able to pay for the ad, would they?  We are surrounded by success.  Do we look for it?  Do we cultivate our eyes to see it?  

How did I get into Kinko’s in the beginning?  I saw people making Xerox copies at one school -- I figured, well if they’re at one school why wouldn’t they make Xerox copies at the other school?  Was that an amazing amount of mind-boggling discovery?  Do you think I liked reading to begin with, to do Xerox copies?  I don’t like reading.  Why would I even have an inclination to do reading and binding?  I didn’t like to read.  So, I saw the people in line and I figured, well, if they’re in line there why wouldn’t they be in line there?  

So, I had a little store; it was the size of a garage.  We did obviously copies, but it was the main artery of the campus and everybody driving by -- all of the students the first day of school needs notebooks and pens, don’t they?  The first day of school we sold $2,000 a day worth of notebooks and pens by just putting them on the sidewalk.  I mean is that a -- that’s not, I don’t think, a very complicated concept.  Business is usually simpler than we think.  Just like in English -- remember I told you about the symbolism in English, you just want to get the simple little story?  We have mystified business so complicated, and everybody thinks it’s such a complicated issue.  It’s very simple.  You do three things in business; it’s very easy and you all do it pretty well.  You understand your customers, motivate your workers, and balance your checkbook.  That’s all you do in business.  Does that sound pretty easy?

So, I told you about my mother.  My mother said, “In your 20s you try it all, in your 30s you figure out what you do best, in your 40s make money for what you do best, in your 50s don’t do too much.  

[laughter]  

And my Uncle Nick and Uncle Amel were my role models, because at 50 they had saved their money and my mother would say, “Don’t you want to end up like them?  Their biggest decision every day is where am I going to eat lunch?”  Really, it, I think, was kind of cool in your 20s and 30s to have responsibility, but at a certain age responsibility becomes a burden. And I found it in my 40s, I just didn’t want the responsibility of 25,000 workers, 21,000.  And I found that we’re a private company, we were a Sub-S, and I found it hard to balance your checkbook.  

I shouldn’t complain about the taxes in this wonderful -- I see what we pay our taxes for. But when you’re growing a business and you have more money tied up in inventory, you have more money tied up in receivables, more money tied up in leasehold improvements, and the government comes along and says, “Hey, by the way, whatever cash you might have leftover we want.”  I mean, it’s very hard to balance your checkbook in a growing business.  You understand?  It’s -- they’re taking 40 percent of your money; I’m not complaining about taxes, I -- but it’s hard to grow a business and pay your taxes. That’s the hardest thing we did.  

But I think responsibility was cool when you’re young; it becomes a burden when you’re older and the sleepless nights keep you up.  And I reflect back, the hardest problem -- you know, I’m pretty good at getting out of work, aren’t it?  If there’s anything I’m really good at, that’s getting out of work.  Didn’t I have one store; I got out of that job.  Seven stores, 50 stores, 100, 200, 1,000 stores, I got out of all -- I got out of work.  The hardest job for me to get out of was managing ambiguity.  Everybody thought I had answers. I didn’t have an answer any better than anybody else.  And we had to throw the ambiguity farther and farther to the lowest levels of the organization.  

And when you went to Kinko’s in the old days -- I can’t comment on today because I haven’t been inside a Kinko’s in five years. But when we had the business, our counter people could do whatever it took to solve the customer’s complaint.  If the customer walked in and said, really -- whatever issue, we would say to the customer, “Whatever it takes to make you happy.”  Tell us what you think you should pay and we would do it.  That instills that your workers are important, they can solve their problems, and instills the fact that life is ambiguous and the lowest parts of your organization to understand the ambiguity the better.  Why?  Because I liked getting out of work.  It was easier for me not to deal with it.  Do you understand?  And I think a good executive figures out how to get out of their job.  

Okay -- I got the idea -- we got the idea to go to 24 hours a day.  Now, imagine -- let’s go back to when we had these very obsessive managers that knew everything about things, and somebody like me with kinky hair comes along and said, “Hey, by the way, let’s go 24 hours a day.”  What do you think these folks looked at me and said?  “I can’t work 24 hours a day; there’s nothing” -- now we incorporated our company philosophy, and a value that we highly regard, is to be successful in life or to lead people you have to have a balanced life. You have to have work, love and play in balance.  How could you run a 24-hour a day business if you didn’t have a balanced life?  How many of you want to follow a leader that’s tired, haggard, and miserable?  That’s just not a cool thing to -- is that what you want for a leader?  So, we had to incorporate as a primary value a balanced life.  That was a -- once again, to go to a balanced life you have to have a good relationship from things to people.  

So these are all interlocking threads of how we grew our business.  Of course, our customers took us where we had to go, and all these high-tech companies were designing all this wonderful stuff for you customers to use.  You wanted it this way, you wanted it that way, you wanted a computer, you want it digitized, you want it green ink, pink ink, all of that.  We could do it.  And we were just sitting there being the recipient of all of those high-tech companies designing all of that wonderful stuff.  

Now, I’d like to -- in conclusion -- do you have any questions?  Think of your questions.  And I would like to say that really there is only one measure of success in life, and you know what that is?  Your children want to be with you when they’re adults.  Can you imagine being -- not having your kids come home for the holidays?  Kind of tough.  So, can I answer any questions?  Yes?

Female Speaker:

Two questions.  First, how did you come upon the name “Kinko’s”?  And second, could you say a bit about the small businesses or maybe large businesses that your family had and what you learned from their experience?

Paul Orfalea:

Oh, I learned a lot.  Let me answer the second question first.  My parents had their own business; my father manufactured women’s clothes.  Uncle Nick and Uncle Amel came back from World War II and were bartenders, saved their money, lived in my grandmother’s house, and then they were able to buy a bar, another bar, liquor store, then they bought real estate and bought stocks and bonds.  

But, I think where my parents were a little different is my parents never cared about the grades in school but the main thing was, “Honey, are you saving your money?”  That was the big thing in our house, savings.  You only have two things a child can do, they’re either going to be good at school or they’re going to have to be good with money.  You’d better make sure the child has one or the other real good at.  I -- so, the emphasis was on managing your financial affairs.  We all went to college, all of my cousins and everyone else went to college, but I can honestly say we learned a lot in school.  When you think of it, if your child, what we might be doing wrong -- I’m digressing from the second question, but I have dyslexia so I can do it.  

[laughter]  

When a child comes to you with a painting from school and they’re five years old, you’re most inclined to say, “Gee, that’s a wonderful painting, honey.”  That’s absolutely the worst thing you could tell a child.  What you want to tell a child is, tell me about the painting and why did you do it?  Because what we do with children is we teach them to please others rather than to please themselves.  And I was always -- I think, in our parents’ home it was always please yourself.  “Honey, don’t compare; you’ll always find someone better,” my mother would always say.  Be content.  So, that was the family.  And I think if your always comparing you’re always going to want to work a little too hard and you’re never going to get content with just enjoying your family, probably.  

Now, how I got my -- the name of the business is -- my mother said that babies always remember strong consonants -- goo-goo, ga-ga -- and you think of businesses you’ll always remember, Kodak, Xerox, Google.  Once you hear the name Kinko’s with strong consonants you’ll never forget it.  And my nickname was “Kinko” because of my hair, I had this kinky hair, and that’s how I got the name of the business.

Male Speaker:

After starting your business and growing it, what prompted you to leave it, or to sell it?

Paul Orfalea:

Oh, probably a coronary.  Yeah, I think -- oh yeah.  Sleepless nights, coronary, oh yeah.  And I enjoy, you know, I think you work -- I was very lucky.  I think I was lucky to have these advantages in life -- those four advantages I talked about.  There was a lot of people that get seduced by their career, you know, they have those little Venn diagrams?  I have no reason to remember them from algebra, but I sort of did.  But you remember how you had those two little circles and when they overlap it’s kind of a big overlapping?  I always kept my circles different.  There was Paul and there was Kinko, and I was very lucky to have a family business where -- your business was the instrument to make you happy.  You aren’t your business.  

You have to be very objective about what the heck’s going on there, and I was very lucky to keep that distance.  And I always psychologically -- because probably the only thing I ever did well was Kinko’s, was to keep a healthy distance between being seduced by Kinko at the expense of Paul.  And I always wanted to keep me and my personality in the equation, and it’s very easy to get seduced by your business for your ego.  Very easy.  But for some reason, I didn’t find it lucrative to be seduced by your ego, nor very enriching or spiritual.  So, I kept a healthy distance between me and my business.  Very important, and most men don’t do that.  Women keep -- seem to have a better balance, I think, than men, with their perspective of what they do.  

Female Speaker:

When you were hiring people, what were the qualities that you were looking for when you began your business?

Paul Orfalea:

Now, here’s how I interviewed.  I always take somebody out to dinner and made sure they drank.  

[laughter]  

In Latin, there is something called in vito veritas, “in wine there is truth.”  And I would ask them the question, how they got along with their parents.  And if for whatever reason they didn’t get along with their parents or they weren’t thoughtful on the holidays, I would X them, I wouldn’t work with them.  And to our credit we have California, you know -- well I guess on the East Coast you think we’re kind of flaky.  But of the 200 most senior people we had at Kinko’s, we only had seven divorces. And it wasn’t because we were spiritual or antidivorce or just -- it’s because I think people, if you like your parents, that’s probably a good quality and you’re going to get along where you work.  

And I think a good question now is to find out if they have credit card debt.  I don’t know how to do that. But I was just thinking, if you have credit card debt that might not be a good quality of being a good money manager.  I mean, if you want to go in business -- if you have any credit card debt it’s not a good prerequisite of knowing how to manage your money.  I don’t know how to ask that now, but I’d love to.  

Female Speaker:

How would you change the educational system?

Paul Orfalea:

Oh, that’s a great peeve of mine.  First of all, if you’re -- oh -- a child access to their a second language.  If you think your first language -- I don’t know if this is true, I heard it.  But, your first language is domiciled in the left hemisphere; your second language is domiciled in the right hemisphere.  So, it’s your second language, you do a lot of mental gymnastics to go through the first and second language, especially if the second language has a verb with a noun after the verb.  You can improve a child’s IQ by six years old three percent by teaching them a foreign language.  When do we teach foreign language?  In high school, way after cognitively they’re ready.  I mean, come on, where’d you get this one?  

Why do we have athletics start at 4 o’clock?  Why wouldn’t they be better off doing athletics at 8:00 in the morning and be alert when they go to school?  What’s the idea of having a Coke machine at a school and the idea of bad nutrition and no protein in the morning for a child?  How do you learn? -- they feed -- guess what?  People visit the lions after they’ve been fed, like a child might not learn after they’ve been fed and have a little bit of protein.  We’re cutting out nutrition mid-morning for children.  They don’t get any protein.  

Where do you start with -- like where have you been?  You’re measuring the heck out of these poor kids.  Little boys go to school, clearly, and this is not a sexist comment -- they do not have the language skills little girls do. And little boys feel like idiots from day one when they go to school. And now we wonder why 57 or 58 percent of the enrollment in college is female.  Little boys don’t feel good about themselves.  

This emphasis on memorization is way overboard.  My mother -- my father would always say, “Why remember something you can look up?”  But, it’s way overboard.  This No Child Left Behind and stigmatizing these poor schools, I don’t know -- it’s just ridiculous.  As if they’re not college graduates teaching in a classroom.  We have the federal government, we’ve got the State of California, the Board of Education, the principal, the parents -- how -- these poor teachers, let them teach.  Get the parents out of the classroom, get the administrators out of the classroom, and let these poor teachers teach.  

We all talk about -- I don’t know what’s going on, but I see the byproduct because I teach at the university, and these kids are a bunch of trouts nowadays.  You know what a trout does?  It’ll bite the hook of a trout fish, 17 minutes later it’ll bite the same hook because that’s how long their memory is.  We’re producing a bunch of test-takers, not cognitive thinkers that know how to put in relationship one thing to the next.  I could tell you from my family the only thing my mom cared about was you’re getting a good night’s sleep, hell or high water.  And I think there’s something very important about a good night’s sleep in education.  You learn it, you build your little spider webs of knowledge at night, and you can retrieve it better.  So, not letting our children sleep, judging themselves by others constantly, destroying their -- making them feel insecure.  

I’m sorry, these poor kids, by the time they graduate how many of them want to -- like the second verse of “Summertime,” “You’re going to spread your wings and reach for the sky”?  How many of -- are we emancipating our children to think for the sky?  Are we destroying so many children?  We wonder how many kids survive our school system intact?  I hate to say this, but every time you look at a toll booth operator -- I mean that’s not exactly -- I hate to say this, but that’s not a thrilling job.  Is that a failure of education?  This world is so interesting, so intriguing.  We couldn’t have intrigued these kids, made them more interested in the world?  This world is a very interesting place to live in and are we cultivating questions in education or are we cultivating answers?  

Isn’t it the questions you ask more than the answers you give that’s a sign of a good education?  Can’t parents decide at the dinner table if their kids are asking “Why?” enough?  “Why” is the most precious word in the vocabulary.  Do you know, the first -- am I getting my dander up?  I’m going to calm down.  The first quality a baby learns is empathy.  The last quality you lose in Alzheimer’s is empathy.  Do you know why a two-year-old stops asking “Why?”  Not because they’re not curious anymore; because they’re so sensitive to human beings they know it bugs them.  Is that the most precious word you want in the vocabulary?  “Why,” it doesn’t make sense, why?  Wasn’t my business, Kinko’s, a bunch of unanswered questions?  Isn’t life -- the essence of being an adult and enjoying life is the questions you ask and the unanswered questions.  Isn’t that the cool “why” you ought to live or is it the answers you give?  And the more questions you ask the cooler life becomes.  

No, I’ve got a real peeve with school, eating their alphabet soup alphabetically.  This obsession with grading these kids and making them feel terrible about themselves.  Let them breathe.  And, as a parent you know you have more to worry about, according to Mel Levine, as a straight-A child than a D-student, because the straight-A child cannot handle the reversals in life.  Do you want a resilient child or do you want a people-pleasing child?  

Now, how many of us have known straight-A types that did everything perfectly in high school that failed in life?  How many of us know how much courage it took to survive a bad love affair?  Did that take every ounce of resilience that possibly inside your soul?  In my case, I had a good reservoir of rejection and resilience to bounce back on.  But, if I hadn’t and I was always pampered and praised my whole life, would I have had the resilience to overcome that one?  By far, the hardest thing on earth.  Are we training resilient children?  Are we celebrating failure in our children?  

Now, I have a whole pet peeve about parenting right now.  I think we have children because they’re toys, not because we have them.  They’re little bragging rights.  So, I think we ought to lighten up with our children a little bit, let them breathe.  Kids know what to do instinctively.  Why aren’t kids playing in grass enough?  Why aren’t kids having creative play?  Why -- no, kids need more play.  As if we think that free time is bad for children; bologna.  They’re always learning, interacting.  They just know what to do instinctively.  It’s the adults that are over thinking it.  Just like in my business management is to remove obstacles, parenting is to remove obstacles.  Let them breathe.  Let a child sleep.  We wake them up on Saturdays to play soccer and Sundays to go to church. When are they sleeping?  

So, you got my pet peeve.  Let them breathe.  Children know what to do instinctively.  And they’re innately curious.  So, I’m a little upset about school and it’s overboard.  As if the SAT has some determinant of how successful you’ll be in life.  None.

Why don’t we have classes in school? -- you got my pet peeve.  

[laughter] 

We’re at the final, you just say, “After taking this class what did you -- what other questions do you now want to ask?”  Wouldn’t that be a cool final?  Just a final on questions.  How many kids nowadays know how to shake hands and look you in the eye?  And everybody nowadays wants business, business, business.  My chocolate lab has business wired.  The best business I know -- what does a dog do when it sees you?  Shows enthusiasm and establishes trust.  What is business?  I’m enthusiastic, I know how to carry a conversation, and I’m trustworthy.  Business is I shake your hand and I deliver.  Look at your dog; that’s business.  

[laughter]  

So --

Speaker:  [low audio]

What?  Oh, oh I teach school at UC Santa Barbara and I think we should be teaching history backwards.  Why -- read the paper and say how’d it get this way?  Kids are very intrigued that way.  I teach -- every day I don’t know what I’m going to say, I go get the paper and we start talking about current events.  How many kids are fluent in current events?  If I tell you -- I’m not going to tell you which university I gave a current events test in -- these are 1,400 SAT types -- 50 percent of them knew that Baghdad was the capital of Iraq, and I have documentation right there -- am I right?  How many of them couldn’t circle Nebraska?  

Male Speaker:

Three out of 10.

Paul Orfalea:

I mean what are -- we had one kid that was born -- a native Californian, couldn’t circle Arizona. 

[laughter]  

I mean -- current events is, I mean, why we don’t inject more current events in our curriculums?  Current events is cool and it really keeps you grounded on why it is the way it is.  You know, I always look at knowledge, if it’s a bunch of isolated stuff and you don’t connect it it’s ridiculous, but current events grounds you on why you’re studying something.  And you ever taken those history classes you never got to the current; it was always stopped at like World War I.  

[laughter]  

So -- 

Female Speaker:

What do you like to do for pleasure?

Paul Orfalea:

Oh, my kids are cool.  I really like it.  You know, I have a big scar from a lemon fight, I got hit right here -- nailed.  I probably, my wife says I think I’m one of the children at home, but I really like being around the kids.  I’m fundamentally a 15-year-old.  

[laughter]  

But I think the rapture of being an adult is you always have the 13-year-old and the adult and they’re always kind of arguing. And I like going back to the 13-year-old.  It’s insecure.  I mean think about your 13-year-old, isn’t it the insecure, vulnerable.  The adult says, “Oh, you shouldn’t be that way.”  But, it’s also fun loving and mischievous.  

Female Speaker:

My son graduated from high school and in New Albany, Ohio, which is suburban Columbus, and it has a Kinko’s in the high school.

Paul Orfalea:

Oh, good.

Female Speaker:

It was a prototype and I just thought it was an amazing concept, because the students didn’t have to go to the local Kinko’s to get their copies; it was right in the library.  And they learned just all kinds of things to do with that Kinko’s and I just thought it was a great idea.  Did you have a role in that prototype or…?

Paul Orfalea:

Not really, it just kind of -- I manage people very flexibly and -- I did; I didn’t.  You see I was in a good business, Kinko’s, because mistakes didn’t cost me anything and so I was always trying to get people to stick their neck out.  And so, that would be a natural byproduct of sticking your neck out.

What happens in an organization is you get people telling you stuff to advance their career; they don’t tell you the truth.  And so my dad had his own business and he would always say, “A good salesperson sells you broke,” meaning if you listen to them too much you can have too much inventory, too much in your product line.  But, if you have your own business, you want candor, you want people sticking their neck out.  What happens in the big corporations is a mistake costs you more than the sweetness of success.  So, I’m not surprised we did it because our, the folks at Kinko’s, have a lot of latitude to go where the bread -- to go where the band is playing. 

Now, I can’t comment -- I haven’t been in a store in five years, so I don’t know what it’s like today, nor do I ever want to go to another store.  You understand, it’s hard.  I don’t think you understand; it’s very painful for a founder to go back.  I don’t understand.  It’s hard, because you -- I can’t explain it.  You’d think it -- like Colonel Sanders probably enjoyed going back to Colonel Sanders, I’m sure -- I don’t enjoy going back there.  And you know what else, I enjoy my life so much more now.  But I don’t -- I just -- it brings back a lot of like responsibility.

Male Speaker:

A West Coast library inspired me to name the programs that I worked the “access programs” rather than “programs for people with disabilities”, and you seem to cringe at the word “disability” and I’m wondering, you know, how -- 

Paul Orfalea:

Oh -- 

Male Speaker:

 -- you know, how does that term affect you and do you have other suggestions?

Paul Orfalea:

Okay.  Yes.  I remember as a child they didn’t have this dyslexia, they didn’t call me disabled, they didn’t have ADD, but I could tell you right now if you called me disabled I -- that’s a horrible word.  I’m disabled?  Bologna -- what do you mean I’m disabled?  That’s just a -- innately a horrible word, and I was thinking of another government word.  What was the other government word we heard yesterday that I hated?  Some other government word that is very disempowering.  What was it?

Male Speaker:

Handicapped?

Paul Orfalea:

Handicapped.  I mean, come on, where’ve you been?  You don’t call people dirty names.  Like, these big shot politicians will call people bureaucrats.  I mean, we the people of the people decided to hire these people and how can you be the leader of these organizations and call them a bureaucrat?  That’s like calling somebody a dirty name.  I mean, where did you get this one?  I mean a lot of times we just throw these little words out because it’s government nonsense or somebody makes us say these words, but don’t ever call anybody disabled.  Kick ’em in the shins.  Don’t ever call somebody a bureaucrat.  Don’t ever call somebody handicapped.  You can say it ‘finessefuly’; I have a learning opportunity.  And I think they’re all.  My mother would say, “All five fingers are different for a reason.” School wants to make you all the same, Celebrate your uniqueness. We have to wrap this up?  Okay.  We have one last question or you want me to?  Yes?

Female Speaker:

If you don’t mind telling us, what are the things you’re working on in your future?

Paul Orfalea:

Oh, I love what I’m doing now.  You know, I think, found the world so interesting.  I like teaching school; it’s my favorite thing I’ve ever done and if I could have been a good reader I think I would’ve been a college professor.  I can’t think of a cooler job.  But, I like teaching school; I have various businesses.  One, we manage people’s money, another one we do real estate development, another one is a non-profit consulting -- I don’t know how I got in that one but I did.  We do -- oh, I -- as I pulled out of Kinko’s, on college campuses we started a chain of espresso/cappuccino places, about 25 of them in the Midwest called Espresso Royale.  It was a great business, another addictive product; you have copies and you have coffee, aren’t they addictive?  

[laughter]  

And I do a lot of work -- I try to do work in philanthropy.  And my biggest issue, and it comes from my ‘dysfunctionality’ as a parent -- I hated being with my children when they were about zero to three.  I couldn’t stand any time with them, and I felt so horrible I kept thinking, “How does a single mother ever do it, or a single father?”  So the sweet spot for us is single parents; we do a lot with daycare, we do a lot with lactation.  Our interest in our foundation is probably young children zero to five.  And one of the things, I don’t know if you do it here at the Library of Congress, is they’re a nice place for a woman to lactate, very important.  The rates -- you know it helps with dyslexia, lactation, because a kid, baby tracks with their eyes.  So, it’s a very, very helpful thing.  Helps with the mother preventing diabetes.  So, those are the causes.  

We were very -- I’m very -- one of the things I’m real proud of is that our local hospital, they would send children home, babies home with that cow milk or whatever that formula is, and I told them I wouldn’t give them any money if they did that anymore and now they’ve changed their policy to breastfeeding friendly.  But, you can make a big difference just lobbying your own organizations.  Lactation, I think, is where the rubber hits the road in an institution, and how they are to their babies.  I mean as wealthy as we are in this country, you know, it’s – elderly. You’ve got golf courses, casinos, nice hospitals, wonderful restaurants for elderly that -- but, you look at these poor babies; the mother gets six weeks off in this wonderful society, that’s all we give them?  Where’ve you been?  

Now, do you want my last little pearl of wisdom?

[laughter]

Do I have time for another pearl of wisdom?  In my family, we always had our own business.  There was a basic word in my family’s vocabulary. You know what that word was?  It’s “deductible.”

[laughter]

Every other word was a deductible.  Now, in my business, our business Kinko’s, our co-workers thought we were spectacular because we had free lunches on Friday.  Now, let’s do the math.  If I was to pay somebody $2.00, which it cost us $2.00, wouldn’t it cost me $3.00 as an employer to write somebody a net check for $2.00 because you have the government withholdings, the this, that, and the other.  Doesn’t it cost $3.00 to write somebody a check for $2.00?  Now, in my income tax bracket, if I saved $2.00 I’d have to pay the government $.90, so it cost me $1.10 or it cost them $3.00.  Do you think I couldn’t pass up the bargain with a free lunch?  

Now, to carry it further with deductibility, we had a program at Kinko’s, we had a day care center with 100 kids at the headquarters.  We had great health benefits, great pension benefits, deductible, and I was really proud.  We had a program to help people with a down payment of their home.  But this is the one I was real proud of.  It’s a group out of Minnesota and you get the money tax deductible going in, and the beneficiaries are your workers’ children for the tax-deductible education coming out.  So, that’s a college education at, what, 40 percent cost?  One of the things I always thought was kind of cool is if you worked with Kinko’s long enough we’d pay for your college education for your children.  I mean, isn’t that a cool benefit?  And it’s deductible.  Why would I want to pay somebody after-tax money to pay for their children’s tuition?  So, anytime I could deduct something I took advantage of it.

[laughter]  

Thank you.  

[applause]

[end transcript]

