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CHAPTER ONE

THE HINGE 
FACTOR: 

FEEDBACK

In the 1990s, Arthur Agatston, a cardiologist, identifi ed a hinge 
factor that irrevocably changed his patients’ lives. In the book, 
The South Beach Diet (2003), Agatston describes how his seem-

ingly obvious epiphany that heart-healthy persons tend to be slim-
mer than his patients who battle heart disease led him to fi nd a way 
to be slim without following a typical low-calorie diet. Previously 
Agatston and his patients were unable to successfully lose weight 
because most diets reduced food intake, caused unhealthy metabo-
lism shifts, and resulted in subsequent weight gain. Low-calorie diets 
exacerbated their heart-related blood chemistry results. Agatston 
discovered that the hinge factor for balancing blood chemistry was 
reducing cravings for certain types of foods, which in turn led to 
losing unwanted weight. People who intentionally reduced cravings 
ate, as he described, heart healthy. By eating better, patients’ cardiol-
ogy results improved, and they became slimmer.

Agatston argues that one should not try to lose weight. Instead, 
the South Beach diet provides a protocol for learning how to eat 
to manage cravings and Agatston provides examples to address 
many types. His patients, who became aware of the single issue, 
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cravings, conscientiously changed their habits to become heart 
healthy, and in the process lost weight.

MANAGING FEEDBACK

Can we make an analogy between a diet example and fi nding a 
way to improve student learning, especially for unmotivated or 
disengaged students?

Managing cravings by increasing eating challenged the pre-
vailing notion that dieters need to reduce food intake. To make 
the analogy, there would have to be some factor in the science of 
learning that challenged the conventional wisdom.

More engaged learners achieve better, and to reach goals an 
observer can see that engaged learners actively seek feedback. In 
a very subtle way, this challenges the prevailing notion that only 
the teacher can provide timely and frequent feedback to students. 
Because higher achieving students have learned to seek feedback, 
that action also keeps them engaged throughout lessons. The 
unmotivated or disengaged learner could learn techniques to seek 
feedback that would, in turn, keep them more engaged in class, 
resulting in higher achievement.

Just as most dieters were unaware of managing cravings, I 
fi nd that many students are unaware of tactics to seek feedback. 
When they learn to use simple tools to seek feedback about their 
progress, they become as motivated as any other student, engaged 
in lessons, and are able to perform as self-regulated learners.

PAUSE TO REFLECT

The prevailing notion is that the teacher gives the feedback to the 
student. Can a student learn to receive feedback from self and others 
to be productive in school?
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RESEARCH ON FEEDBACK

In 2001, I coauthored a book about instructional strategies titled 
Classroom Instruction That Works (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 
2001). We posited that teachers at any grade level in any subject 
area could signifi cantly improve learning if they deliberately taught 
students to use high-yield strategies in order to retain knowledge 
better, or learn better. One of the strategies, setting goals and pro-
viding feedback, showed a strong effect on learning (d = 0.61, or a 
23 percentile point gain, considered to be very high) (p. 7).

When we think of feedback, we naturally think about assess-
ment of progress. In our daily lives, we receive feedback about 
our performance on desired goals that we can use to improve our-
selves. Feedback tied to a criterion or goal also clarifi es relevant 
prospects for learning more information or for acting. That action 
intends to improve outcomes and as a result, provides the oppor-
tunity for a newly advanced goal.

Feedback can be the hinge factor for improving student learning, 
but there might be at least two reasons why we have not recognized 
it before. First, most classroom feedback has intentionally been 
directed from the teacher to the student, largely based on a behav-
iorist defi nition of feedback, intended mostly as assessment of stu-
dent progress. Teachers evaluate how well students perform on tasks 
such as classwork, homework, or tests and communicate that to the 
students. When teachers are asked to increase feedback to students, 
they often respond that they are already taxed for time and are giv-
ing as much feedback as they can possibly give. The techniques this 
book suggests are primarily intended for students to use to increase 
feedback for themselves, but that requires teachers to make changes 
to teaching habits in order to provide the opportunities for learners.

Second, most teachers view curriculum goals and objectives as 
the content for the teacher to cover. Teachers provide a curriculum 
goal (and objectives) to students, but not deliberately for explicit 
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FEEDBACK AND GOAL SETTING

Feedback is tied to goal setting. As mentioned in Chapter 1, 
setting objectives and providing feedback show a large effect size 
(d = 0.61), considered to be very powerful to increase student 
achievement. While not a new concept, learning techniques to 
set personal goals can be extremely powerful to advance one’s 
knowledge or skills. It appears that the reason it works is because 
in addition to providing a focus for a person’s attention and 
efforts, it also increases confi dence and promotes persistence 
over time. While just about anyone you know can make a New 
Year’s resolution, for example, your friends who set attainable 
goals and track progress are motivated to stay the course. In 
addition, feedback from others, both peers and experts, helps your 
friend improve the chances of success by adjusting, adapting, and 
seeking information.

As teachers, we have the opportunity at the beginning of 
every class period to teach students to interact with a curricu-
lum goal (engage), to use class time to teach information about 
the content using correctives and clarifi cations from the teacher, 
peers, and self (feedback), and teach self-regulation techniques 
so students learn to advance (achieve) on the curriculum goals. 
What connects engagement to feedback to achievement is 
goal setting.

PAUSE TO REFLECT

Does it help to think of disengaged students as the tell-tales for 
instruction? Do they give warnings to the teacher to adjust the strate-
gies for processing and learning the information?
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behavioral comments until she started to use the goal sheet. When 
Katrina began to self-evaluate and write it down so she could see 
it over a week, she began to respond to feedback about making an 
effort: following along in read-aloud text, answering questions in 
class, or talking during partner interaction. Jenny said:

I could physically see her body language shift during lessons 
as she self-monitored her effort. Because of the feedback 
about effort, students like Katrina learned to self-evaluate or 
self-assess, and that’s a lifelong skill they’ll use in everything 
they do. I knew my objective of teaching effort-understanding 
relationship was effective when students began conversa-
tions with me about their objective sheets. They didn’t simply
fi ll out the template; they wanted to see the feedback that
indicated how their effort paid off, and they wanted to show 
it off to me. 

PAUSE TO REFLECT

Jenny Humble noticed that she became more interested in student 
performances as they evaluated themselves. Would you have similar 
opportunities to view student evaluations during class?

FEEDBACK FROM PEERS 
AND FEEDBACK TO THE TEACHER

Middle school English teacher Katie DeBoer describes one of the 
key ways that student engagement increased in her class was when 
the students used the goal templates with a “turn-and-talk” strategy. 
Just as other teachers indicate the important focus on the goal 
and the transition from one subject to the next, Katie noticed that 
when she directed students to talk to their table partners about their 
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them creates a structure for the beginning and end of every lesson; 
the routine encourages students to begin and end the class by 
having an opportunity to self-assess and receive feedback from 
peers and the teacher.

The goal accounting templates are a great example of forma-
tive assessment, observed Jenny. She said that the written goals 
motivated her to walk around the classroom to see how the chil-
dren score themselves because that gave her feedback from the 
student perspective. As she moved around the room, she was more 
likely to interact with students because they asked or because their 
evaluations gave her the cues she needed to provide instructional 
comments. Teachers who walk around looking at the scores begin 
to track the data on simple charts to document the formative 
assessment, as we will see in a subsequent chapter.

One issue, Jenny said, is that some teachers have curriculum 
documents that lend themselves to effi cient portability to the score 
sheets, but others do not. In order to make the goal accounting tem-
plates manageable, it helps to have a good curriculum document.

A GOOD SET OF GOALS

Setting goals at the beginning of a lesson is not new to teachers, 
but having students interact with the goals is new. Fortunately, 
each state has produced curriculum goals or standards, and they 
are available online. The curriculum standards in math, history, 
art, or any other subject can be adapted for a specifi c grade level 
and unpacked so that the broad statements clearly indicate the 
daily instructional objectives.

When teachers use and unpack curriculum standards, such as 
the new Common Core Standards (articulated by grade levels or 
courses), as the aim for student performance, they stop perceiv-
ing the standards as a checklist for their teaching and begin to 
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valuable process, as it demanded the individual teacher to 
really consider how and why he or she was instructing and 
assessing a specifi c benchmark (course-level standard).

Teachers began to work together to polish assessment 
rubrics, compare notes, and garner more consistency. The 
fear, prior to the beginning of this process, was that teachers 
would become “robots” as we all fought to check off which 
benchmarks we had fulfi lled. Instead, we are gaining a great 
deal of group wisdom as we created common assessments. 
As I have said before, we have different ways of skinning 
the cat through classroom instruction, but the cat always 
ends up skinned!

The assessments still gauge a student’s profi ciency in the 
skills required by the unit. We have gotten to the point, as 
professionals, when we can sit and share our student work 
to “ground ourselves” into the assessment rubric and what it 
means. Even us “old dogs” gain quite a bit of knowledge by 
going through this process and really asking questions of the 
rubrics and the work.

PAUSE TO REFLECT

How does the English department experience compare to your experi-
ence with curriculum revision? The process may be similar, but are the 
expectations for implementation similar?

BETTER FEEDBACK, 
BETTER PERFORMANCE

What matters to the teachers is whether they can succeed in 
improving student achievement. When asked about test scores, 
Trent indicates that they did make about a 7 percent gain, but he 
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