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en Boggs, a biology teacher in Tennessee, tells me that
he thinks most teachers today are frustrated with the
very same issue: the unmotivated students in every class.
Sounding a bit discouraged, he observes that there seem to be
about five students in any class any day just not willing to engage
in the lesson even though they have the ability. Engagement means
achievement, he says.
Adrienne Braxton, an elementary teacher in Kentucky, comments that she used to spend so much time encouraging students to participate that she felt like she barely had time to teach.
“Honestly, I felt as though I tried everything to get students to take
out their materials, get focused and participate, and still some of
the students were acting disengaged.”
Darlene Markle, a middle school principal in Wisconsin,
tells me that her staff has read, workshopped, and implemented
everything. Two years ago we spoke about it and she told me she
believed she could do just about anything as a principal, but felt
stymied when observing hard-working teachers in classrooms facing a number of students who just did not seem to care enough
about the lessons to do assignments or do them well. Teachers
worked harder, students may even have worked harder, but any
day in any classroom in their building you could find some middle
school students who disengaged during the lesson.
viii

PREFACE

Some students seem uninspired by daily instruction, even
though they have access to better technology, facilities, and materials than every generation of children before them. Teachers at all
grade levels and across subject areas comment with dismay that
some students choose not to participate in the learning.
During my career, I have spent much of my time working sideby-side with teachers as they plan instruction and with principals
observing and giving feedback to teachers about improving learning. Teachers can get remarkably enthusiastic about trying new
techniques, which makes the work fun as well as satisfying. But
when I started to spend more time in classrooms with the teachers
observing their delivery of the lessons we had planned, I began to
notice that teachers used the new techniques we talked about and
planned for in the lesson, but not all of the students used them.
Some students did, but some did not.
Take a basic example like using a graphic organizer. In a history class, the teacher projected words on the board and asked
students to work together to draw a flowchart connecting the
vocabulary. In a class of twenty-eight students, one student did
not even take out a piece of paper. After about three minutes,
two students stopped writing but did not disrupt any other students. A student quietly put her head on her desk. In five minutes,
three other students had attempted to fill in the organizer, but did
not complete the task. They sat in silence. The teacher was busy.
Having taken attendance, he walked over to one pair of students,
intending, I believe, to make a quick tour of the class, but he
stopped to help them. Noting the time, the teacher returned to the
front of the room to talk about the words while drawing the flowchart on the board. Most of the students copied what he wrote on
the board, or added to their own charts. The five or six students
never really became engaged, but never disrupted the class; they
just stared ahead, watching the teacher.
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FEEDBACK

This book is about how to change engagement in classrooms like this one. A month after I watched that history class
and worked with the teacher on techniques to engage students, I
observed again. Every student participated from bell to bell. Ask
the teacher and he will tell you that it was a challenge for him
to change a few of his teaching habits, but it was worth it to see
students be more interactive in class and perform better on assignments and assessments.
As I observed teachers planning, teachers teaching, supervisors observing, and learners learning, I kept asking myself whether
there was a single criterion common to all of them that could literally open a floodgate of learning. And, if so, could we replicate
it at any level, in any subject area, and in fact, any time a person
wanted to learn something new or learn better? Unlike other best
practices books or reports about reform, this book draws upon
publications in other fields where becoming aware of and changing a single factor results in sustained gains or improvements.
Many of us have read from the genre of books that includes The
Tipping Point, by Malcolm Gladwell (2002), but they did not help
us explain increasing student performance in schools, because a
bottom line in business is not the same as personal achievement
in schools. In business, the term tipping point is used to indicate a situation or episode that dramatically increases a product
sale. Stories about Pet Rocks, Hush Puppies suede shoes, Beanie
Babies, and the Boston Red Sox winning the World Series are
tales of how little things can make big things happen. In schools,
little things should be able to make big things happen, too.
Research shows that the factor to advance student engagement and achievement is not just teaching, nor just learning, but
interlocking the two. A hinge is the device that allows two sides
to swing relative to each other, and feedback seems to be a hinge
that allows for the transfer of information from the teacher to
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the student and back to the teacher again. If we look at learning
research, we find that feedback connects students to teachers in a
way that acts as a hinge, and the result is accelerated productivity
and increased achievement.
The hinge factor to improving student learning in schools is
feedback, and in this book I describe why I think we missed it at
first when searching for school reform solutions, but now how we
can change practices immediately. When we address feedback as
a strategy that teachers can teach students to use, student engagement increases and so does student achievement.

xi

