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By David Cooke

Are You Going To Eat That?
I love donuts. I love the way they look, 

the way they smell, the way they taste. Do-
nuts are my weakness. I will spend an entire 
summer working on healthy eating habits 
– resisting all sorts of treats – and then the 
first autumn meeting arrives and there I 
am… seduced by a table full of donuts. If I 
eat one I feel somewhat guilty and generally 
unsatisfied. After eating two I usually feel 
awful and wonder why I thought it would 
be such a good idea to eat any donuts in the 
first place.

The donut is a useful metaphor for un-
derstanding quality instruction. In the quest 
to engage kids, lessons may be constructed 
using the same techniques a baker uses – 
with an eye toward visual appeal rather than 
substance. The lesson may be colorful and 
tempt students with “fun things” to do. Ev-
erybody gets excited not only by the assign-
ment but by the exuberance and effort put 
into the lesson by the teacher. Sprinkle in 
colored pencils and emoticons for a power 
point and kids are all in.

One example of a “donut” lesson is 
the “group PowerPoint presentation” where 
students read their slides to classmates while 
they stand with their partners at the front 
of the room. Another example is coloring a 
map of the United States and then labeling 
it. Although these types of assignments may 
be engaging, they rarely provide enduring 
academic substance. Rather, students are 
enticed by the prospect of working with 
friends, or the pace is slower, or the assign-
ment is a break from routine drills, such as 
vocabulary review. Nevertheless, when these 
types of assignments conclude there may 
be little to show by way of subject matter 
mastery.

So why do we continue to serve “do-
nuts” to our students? One answer is that 
donuts are easy, comfortable, and quick. 
However, there are several alternatives to 
donut lessons and donut activities. One 
alternative derives from the Center for Edu-
cational Leadership 5D+ Teacher Evaluation 
rubrics. Rubric criteria include elements 
that promote substance and engagement, 
such as high-level questioning, ownership 
of learning, expectation and support for 
participation, and substance of student talk. 
Locus of Control is also included as one 
of the rubric criteria and it deserves special 
attention.

Locus of control is the belief that we 
have some control over events that affect us. 
Improving students’ locus of control starts 
with how we view our students. My former 
superintendent used to say “students are 
not file cabinets that we pour information 
into.” Our mindset should be that students 
want to be in our classrooms and that they 
want to learn, regardless of exterior appear-
ances or circumstances. Believing this means 
acknowledging the varied experiences that 
students bring to the learning process.

At the same conference where I indulge 
my love of donuts, I am surprised by how 
good the cafeteria salad is. Normally, I will 
stick with the standard salad of spinach, 
tomato, and carrot with a little sliced turkey 
on top. The cafeteria salad meets my needs 
most every day because it aligns with the 
larger goal of staying healthy. I’ve found that 
salads lend themselves to variety. Different 
ingredients produce different results. Unless 
your salad starts with the word “taco,” there 
are nearly limitless combinations of salad 
ingredients and proportions to maintain 
interest.

I could talk about food all day but 
there is an educational point to this meta-
phor. Educators want what is best for their 
students just like people want to do what 
is best for their health. However, we don’t 
always make the best choices, whether in 
learning or eating. Nevertheless, a question 
inferred by this metaphor is, what is the 
educational equivalent of a thoughtfully pre-
pared salad? The first ingredient is subject 
matter or content. Very often, substantive 
content is practiced using higher level think-
ing skills and collaboration. The sustenance 
acquired by engaging in initial learning 
activities supports future growth, and more 
sophisticated experiences. Variety is another 
ingredient. On their own, carrots, tomatoes 
and croutons are somewhat unsatisfying, 
especially when this is all that’s on the menu 
day after day. The corollary in education is 
that effective learning requires integration of 
challenge and choice. A good place to start 
is to design lessons using a variety of higher 
level verbs from Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom 
& Krathwol, 1956). Some examples from 
Social Studies using the Constitution as 
subject matter follow.

Basic Vegetables
•	 Copy a section of the Constitution in 

your own handwriting.

•	 Turn your paper into 19th century 
parchment by painting it with tea 
water.

•	 Dress up as one of the authors of the 
Constitution and recite the Bill of 
Rights.
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Each of these activities might helpful 
for securing initial student engagement, 
but they lack long-term substance. These 
kinds of activities serve as entry points, but 
they are insufficient on their own. Effective 
teachers build upward with their lessons, 
presenting their students with increasingly 
sophisticated activities to access higher-level 
thinking.

Mixed Greens
•	 Identify the number of amendments 

to the Constitution and interpret one 
in your own words.

•	 List the first three amendments in 
the Bill of Rights and describe their 
impact on citizens.

•	 Define five unfamiliar words from 
the Preamble of the Constitution and 
use them in a sentence.

Similar to the first level (or Basic Veg-
etables), these are useful activities for build-
ing subject matter knowledge. Also like the 
first level, these activities are insufficient on 
their own. The next step is to have students 
use information from the Constitution to 
analyze, synthesize, and evaluate real-world 
situations.

Dinner Salad
•	 Describe a scenario where adults 

disappear from the schoolhouse and 
students organize rule of law.

•	 Present authentic legal cases involv-
ing questions of Constitutionality. 
Have students analyze the case and 
present solutions.

•	 Identify a controversial issue and 
have students develop and defend 
opposing perspectives.

Activities at the third level (or Din-
ner Salad) are the most worthwhile and 
engaging. However, students need some 
understanding of subject matter so that they 
are analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating 
information that is accurate and truthful. If 
content is absent, students rely on opinion 
and prior experience, which may be too nar-
row for deriving meaningful conclusions.

Be the Change You Want to See
Malcolm Gladwell (2008) suggests that 

people who are successful have practiced a 
task for more than 10,000 hours. Success is 
a journey and successful people are continu-
ously strengthening their abilities. An in-
teresting comparison is that each individual 

student will spend more than 10,000 hours 
in school. The question that emerges is, how 
are students being prepared day in and day 
out in the schoolhouse for life-long success? 
Most educators answer this question by cit-
ing common phrases such as critical think-
ing, productive citizens, responsible adults, 
along with the ability to speak and write 
clearly, and calculate accurately. The chal-
lenge is consistently creating and deploying 
lessons that engage students with activities 
that promote these outcomes. To be sure, 
there are no easy solutions. However, one 
step all educators can take is to reflect on 
the substance of their work and commit to 
serving dinner salads rather than donuts.
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