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5
Rewards at Home

Rewards given to children by their parents, some of them given
unknowingly, encourage learning everything from first words to the
importance of deferred gratification and setting high but achievable goals.
Appropriate use of rewards at home also helps create the grit or internal
drive that supports lifelong learning and success.

Early Childhood Learning
Parents are children’s first, most constant, and usually most important
teachers. Parents can help their children remain focused even in the face of
difficult, time-consuming tasks, a valuable trait for sustained success1 and
overcoming beliefs in inevitable failure.2 These parental contributions can
do much to help a child grow and mature psychologically.

Children learn to communicate with their parents well before they learn
to talk, but to communicate well, children require more developed language
skills. In a famous longitudinal study, Betty Hart and Todd Risley found
parents’ interactions with their children both inside and outside the home
were strongly associated with their children’s later IQ scores.3 Children
whose parents gave them more direct attention and involved them in
frequent, high-quality conversations were more likely to develop stronger
language skills over time. Similarly, households in which preschoolers
regularly talked with their mothers, learned new vocabulary, were read to,
and experienced nurturing, structured discipline were better prepared for
school than preschoolers who did not experience such positive learning
opportunities.4
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 Younger children especially benefit from concrete and immediate
rewards for learning behavior. The earlier parents begin carefully planning
goals and aligned rewards, the better for the child.5 Parents can design
meaningful goal-setting and learning habits with household routines and
other activities such as family outings and vacations. 

Parents may impose bans on playing outside or engaging in hobbies
until the day’s homework is done: These are everyday goals and aligned
rewards. Some parents promise and plan entertaining activities such as a trip
to the zoo or park in exchange for finishing homework or good grades in a
child’s most frustrating subject. Rewards can shape children’s daily
household activities as parents reinforce children’s responsibility for their
own learning, especially by encouraging leisure reading and other
academically constructive activities. 

Stanford economist Caroline Hoxby recalls that when she was young
her mother rewarded her with caramels after daily piano practice. After she
developed the self-discipline and music skills to enjoy playing for its own
sake, Hoxby did not even notice she no longer needed the treat as an
inducement to practice. Such acquired persistence pays off in other
circumstances, including schooling. Angela Duckworth and Martin
Seligman found that a student’s level of self-discipline was twice as strong
a predictor of school grades as IQ.6

Intentionally or not, parents set goals for themselves and their children.
By imitating parents, children and adolescents learn how to plan meals, care
for themselves, and manage their time. Parents who rely on authoritarian
discipline expect their children to obey rules without question but deprive
them of practice in setting goals. They may reward good behavior, but they
prevent their child from helping to create cooperative family rules. On the
other hand, excessively permissive parents offer too few guidelines and
their children fall prey to minute-by-minute whims. “Moderate
authoritative” rather than “authoritarian” parenting seems best, along with
teaching children age-appropriate ways to set goals and to self-reward new
learning as it unfolds.7

Eating habits are an early and obvious set of family routines that have
long-lasting effects. When Sarah Anderson and Robert Whitaker looked at
the relation between household routines and obesity among preschoolers
living in the U.S., they found several useful guidelines for reducing child
obesity.8 Children who ate more than five family meals at home per week,
slept at least 10.5 hours per night, and participated in fewer than two hours
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of screen-viewing activities per weekday were less likely than others to be
obese. Adding even one of these routines seemed beneficial, but children
whose families practiced all three were 63 percent less likely to be obese
than those who did none. It is not clear what causes what; perhaps all of
these are simply common indicators of healthy child rearing.

Parents’ responses to their children’s emotions teach children
self-control. Rewards can be a key part of this process. Parents who employ
a problem-solving approach to their children’s emotional outbursts teach
their children how to better control their emotions.9 A parent might say,
“Tell me why you are upset” in response to a child’s screaming or crying,
or “I see that you are angry because you wanted to play with that toy first.
How can we make sure you get a turn? Should I set the timer for ten
minutes for both of you?” Parents who respond emotionally to their
children’s outbursts can reinforce cycles of tension that tend to accelerate
over time. Overly distant and overly controlling parents can limit a child’s
growth.10 Finding humane, thoughtful ways to help children while at home
helps them learn to care for themselves and succeed outside their homes. 

Learning at Home
Nearly all children are “home schooled” during their first four or five years
before being enrolled in a formal school. Growing numbers of students –
approximately 1.7 million to 2.1 million11 – continue to be schooled at
home after they are old enough to attend conventional schools, but in some
capacity all students continue to be, or should be, substantially “home
schooled” for their entire K–12 careers. This is because in their first 18
years, only about 12 percent of children’s time (when they’re not sleeping)
is spent in school.

Some parents do all they can to ensure their children rank first in all
their academic classes in school. Best-selling author Amy Chua, for
example, described herself as a “Tiger Mother” and was much ridiculed for
her impressive and successful efforts to gain her daughters’ entrance to Ivy
League universities and for one to even make a solo performance at
Carnegie Hall.12 Her book, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, noted that
rigorous family emphasis on achievement is common in Asian cultures. It
sparked a national debate about parents’ roles in educating and pushing
children to achieve. 

Research shows children with devoted parents are likely to learn far
more than others.13 Parents can create a learning environment at home by
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having on hand age-appropriate personal or library-borrowed books and if
they can afford it, art supplies, musical instruments, and electronic devices
such as personal computers and tablets, which continue to fall in price.
Many of these items can be purchased inexpensively at second-hand stores,
such as Goodwill. Since children quickly outgrow many of these learning
aids, it is a good idea to get in the habit of buying them used and then
donating them when finished. 

An extensive array of educational software is available from which
parents can choose. Leaders in this field are Broderbund, creator of the
Mavis Beacon typing software and Carmen Sandiego games, and
Knowledge Adventure, with online and downloadable games in all fields
for all age ranges.14 The Core-Learning website offers a treasure trove of
software and other resources for parents along with extensive reviews of
education software.15

Excessive time spent watching television and playing video games is
negatively associated with academic achievement, as well as positively
correlated with child obesity, although the research is somewhat causally
inconclusive.16 While television may appear to be a free substitute for a
babysitter, it can distract children as well as their parents from activities
more likely to prompt learning and instill good habits such as playing board
games, reading, painting, drawing, dancing, and participating in sports. 

Activities that encourage learning should continue all the way through
high school. Even though mom and dad may not be able to help much with
chemistry, biology, and calculus homework, they can make sure there is a
place for quiet study, that books and online resources are available, and that
the usual preoccupations of young adults do not interfere with school work.
At each stage of a child’s development, age-appropriate rewards – from
fruit or a trip to the park for infants to being able to use the car and staying
out late on a weekend night for a teenager – are constructive parts of
parenting. Reward systems need to be deliberately and carefully designed
and then followed so that rewards are reliably given (or withheld) to help
accelerate children’s learning.

Homework
Once a child is enrolled in school, the time for homework starts. Sending
children home from school with homework is a long tradition that has come
under criticism by some psychologists and writers for being a form of
punishment.17 However, a recent review of research published from
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1987–2003 conducted by a team of researchers from Duke University found
“all studies, regardless of type, had design flaws, but there was generally
consistent evidence for a positive influence of homework on
achievement.”18 The strongest effect of homework on achievement occurred
for students in grades 7-12.19

Students who learn to delay gratification while young are most likely
to focus while they complete challenging homework assignments. All
children and adolescents, however, can benefit from parent involvement in
their homework. In a review of more than a dozen studies, such
involvement resulted in higher rates of homework completion, fewer
problems with assignments, and higher levels of achievement.20

Parents who thoughtfully encourage their children during homework
reinforce the learners’ persistence and nurture their evolving self-control.
Such remarks might include “You can do it – it just takes hard work” or
“Do not give up, you’re almost finished.”

Academic homework can be assigned by parents as well as by teachers.
The Swann children – all ten of them – became renowned in the 1990s for
graduating high school by the ages most students begin.21 The oldest child
in the family, Alexandra, emphasized she and her siblings were not
geniuses. They just worked hard on a constant schedule. The family did not
take summer vacation from school and their mother required them to
understand all the material at hand before moving on. Alexandra and her
sister Victoria earned bachelor’s degrees at age 15 and master’s degrees at
age 16.

Though the Swanns’ experiences are unusual, with access to new digital
learning opportunities and greater flexibility of work hours and
telecommuting, similar stories are becoming more common. Hard-working
students may be ready to leave high school for college well before turning
17 or 18 and would gain little benefit from additional “seat time.”22

After-School Activities 
Parents can help their children choose stimulating after-school activities and
build networks with other families to ensure their children spend their time
constructively. Learners whose families help them identify suitable
activities show higher levels of academic achievement than learners who do
not participate in such activities.23 Though many are not as rigorous as
scientists would desire, studies across a wide range of programs and
demographic groups show children in families with high-quality
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parent-child interaction, community support, and access to needed resources
outside the school are more likely to become productive members of
society.24 One long-term study showed the Chicago Parent Centers, which
combined child-rearing instruction with solidarity among parents, yielded
favorable long-term results on school achievement and adult outcomes
measured as late as age 26.25

Participating in constructive after-school activities, whether based at the
school or hosted by other organizations such as churches and private clubs,
creates new opportunities for children to learn from other children and
adults. For parents it offers the opportunity to build bonds with other adults
who can help them cope with the challenges of parenthood. Privately
provided preschool and later out-of-school activities allow like-minded
people such as those in various ethnic and religious groups to strengthen
their joint interests. Children may benefit from the support of multiple adult
caregivers and role models and from opportunities to gain recognition for
their accomplishments and learning about their heritage. After-school
activities in churches and private clubs – i.e., outside the regular school
environment – provide children with a social group of their peers that is
largely independent of their peers at their K–12 public school. For those
who aren’t fitting in well at school – especially in the middle-school years
– these alternative peer groups may be particularly important.

After-school programs can be rich with opportunities for learning as
well as effective use of rewards. Many programs recognize different levels
of achievement and reward successful competitions with certificates,
badges, and other forms of recognition for focused effort devoted to
mastering a skill from reading poetry to learning to swim. Disciplined
practice, which is so essential to mastery and advancement to higher levels
of skill, may be easier in the presence of other students of similar skill
levels who can help celebrate successes and commiserate over failures. 

Parents can use enrollment in desirable programs as a reward for doing
homework, high grades, or accomplishments in after-school programs.
Other students or adults can be identified as role models simply by praising
their efforts and achievements. Like other reward systems this must be
accomplished without discouraging initial efforts or setting unrealistic
goals. Goals should not be set too low, either: Students who graduate from
high school with shelves filled with “participation trophies” without having
demonstrated proficiency or a high level of skill may enter adulthood with
inflated self-esteem and place unrealistic demands on colleges or employers
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for easy recognition and advancement. Success requires communicating
with children about how and why goals are set and making the connection
to rewards transparent.

As mentioned in the Introduction, participation in sports creates
important opportunities for learning such skills as patience, persistence,
teamwork, and goal-setting. Participation in sports also teaches the
importance of practice to improve skill execution. The experience reported
by Andrew Snow, a college student, that being part of a high-school
basketball team was the experience that “best prepared me for college,” is
not at all uncommon.26 Research finds sports as well as participation in
clubs and organized activities produce beneficial effects on high-school
graduation rates, college attendance, and civic responsibility, sometimes
sufficient to overcome the negative effects of poverty and broken homes.27

At least some of the positive effects of these activities can be traced to the
positive feedback and rewards commonplace in such programs.

Sociologist James Coleman argued that strong relationships between
parents and children within families, among parents within and across
families, and between families and community organizations can provide
a better environment for child-rearing and education.28 He argued that
solidarity among parents from different families could weaken the
“adolescent society’s” tendency toward school alienation and preference for
entertainment, dating, and clothes over academic work. Stimulated by the
work of economists, Coleman called the result of this social interaction
“social capital.”

As children grow older, their need for support from social capital
becomes larger. Part-time and summer jobs were once a way for older
children to connect with adults outside their own families, but this may be
becoming less common. Laws requiring higher minimum wages and a
record-slow recovery from the “Great Recession” of 2007–08 have made
such jobs scarce. Meanwhile, more parents seem willing to give their
children more than a token weekly “allowance,” giving adolescents incomes
without the need to find jobs. Economist Julian Simon said “it makes sense
that in a time when jobs for school leavers are hard to come by, and while
there is support available from the community and from the family, youths
show the opposite of constructive effort – rebellion against the system,
wanton attacks on persons and property, and self-destructive drug and
alcohol abuse.”29 Of course, not all students react this way.
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Rewards and the Culture of Poverty
If affluence creates perverse incentives for some children, a “culture of
poverty” severely limits the opportunities other children have to benefit
from structured play and enrollment in out-of-school programs.30 This
culture may include machismo, severely authoritarian decision-making, and
disdain for education. The culture may accept resignation and passivity
before life’s challenges and even caregivers abandoning their children
because of substance abuse. Some individuals living in a culture of poverty
seem to live for the moment, ignoring the past and opportunities to plan for
the future. Nevertheless, some children rise above such circumstances.31

Connecting with other children and their families through after-school
programs is often a constructive lifeline for these children.

Access to out-of-school resources is especially important for children
from impoverished or broken homes.32 Cultural and economic conditions
limit parents’ goal-setting and incentives for their children, whereas higher
family income and wealth allow parents to provide better opportunities for
their children – starting with where the family lives, which can be a
determining factor in the quality of the schools, personal safety, and access
to other community assets. Wealthier families can afford to send their
children to private schools and pay for uniforms and equipment for sports
teams. They may have multiple vehicles for transporting children back and
forth from practices, rehearsals, and events, and perhaps a stay-at-home
parent who can oversee the complicated schedule. 

Nevertheless, middle-income and even poor families often can provide
their children with similar but less-costly opportunities to learn outside
school. One way is to utilize the extensive network of free or inexpensive
clubs and facilities that often are nearby. YMCAs, YWCAs, Boy Scouts,
Girl Scouts, Boys and Girls Clubs of America, park district or
city-sponsored sports leagues, libraries, and programs provided by colleges
and many private clubs are just some of the opportunities located in middle-
and low-income communities.

“Surrogate parents” can extend social capital’s lifeline to young people
who otherwise would drift away. Asenath Andrews, principal of the
Ferguson Academy for Young Women in Detroit, presides over a school
that enrolls only pregnant unwed teen mothers very likely to drop out of
school, yet the school graduates 95 percent of its students. The school
admits young mothers, often born themselves to unwed mothers who
dropped out of school, and attempts to break that cycle of poverty. It offers
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a full-day nursery for their children while the mothers study and attend
class.

This environment – and Andrews’ no-nonsense, motherly approach –
enriches these young women’s impoverished social capital by introducing
them to words, ideas, and experiences far beyond their dingy apartments
and streets.33 “There are estimates that by age 3, poor kids have heard 30
million fewer words than kids in middle-class families,” Andrews says.
“That 30-million-word deficit keeps me awake at night. We’re trying to
teach teenagers to talk to their babies. Well, there’s a whole vocabulary
attached to a garden that these teenagers can share.”

Overcoming Adversity
Children can learn to change how they react to difficult circumstances and
increase their resilience to challenges.34 A constantly negative outlook or
feelings of powerlessness can be transformed into a positive,
growth-oriented outlook if their circumstances are changed for the better.
Children who are stuck in terrible homes and are currently unable to make
sense of their circumstances still have the potential to acquire these coping
skills later. According to Dante Cicchetti and John Curtis, research indicates
such resilience is likely when children plan ahead, look to the future when
setting goals, use active coping strategies, and directly confront their fears.35

Large-scale longitudinal studies have uncovered a number of ways
people who experienced adversity in childhood became successful adults.
Emmy E. Werner and Ruth S. Smith, for example, followed the entire birth
cohort of children on the Hawaiian Island of Kauai for 40 years.36 Among
those who had one or more family risk factors such as mental illness,
alcoholism, and drug addiction, one-third became caring, confident,
employed adults. To use their language, the authors identified several
“protective factors” leading to psychological “resilience” to family
adversity. Two of the most consistent factors were a strong, enduring
childhood bond with a caring, responsible non-parent caretaker such as a
relative, babysitter, or teacher and regular activities with a religious or other
charitable group. 

With such adult supervision, children are more likely to receive material
rewards, find friends, create supportive social relationships, and be exposed
to cultural traditions that encourage a sense of heritage and resilience in the
face of adversity. Given appropriate guidance, such social benefits
strengthen a sense of purpose, a strong identity, and self-confidence. Think
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of the way many Native American tribes consciously teach their ancient
rituals and tribal dances to young children and how many Orthodox Jewish
children attend Hebrew school either full-time or every day after
conventional school is over. Children also benefit from opportunities to care
for themselves and others. They may feel a sense of unity as they engage in
teamwork and build an optimistic view of the world when they see tangible
results from their efforts. Even when children grow up in fractured
households, they can thrive if they receive constructive outside support.

The ability to adapt to adverse and changing circumstances is an
important life skill, and as these examples suggest, external as well as
internal motivation play central roles in allowing learners to acquire such
ability. Children with the problem-solving skills necessary to bounce back
from adversity are more likely to remain constructively optimistic and to
succeed despite trauma, a significant threat, or even prolonged adversity. 

Resilience in the face of life’s adversities allows children to prevail
through difficulties, and these habits of mind can be cultivated. Rewards not
only nurture resilience, they teach learners about the good they can
accumulate when persistence and teamwork are aimed toward goals larger
than themselves.

Conclusion
Parents assist their children’s learning at home in a wide variety of ways
that benefit from the judicious use of rewards. Parent-directed learning
begins almost from the moment of birth as infants learn the basic skills of
eating and speaking and then washing hands, dressing themselves, and so
on. Small and appropriate rewards for every step along the way are a natural
and proper part of parenting, and research confirms these rewards are an
effective way to teach life skills including self-discipline, deferred
gratification, and perseverance.

As children grow older, parents can help their children learn by having
their home well stocked with books, art supplies, musical instruments, and
electronic and Internet-based educational devices. Avoiding
non-educational television can be achieved by spending time on
age-appropriate games, reading, and practice with painting, drawing,
dancing, and sports. 

When formal schooling begins, doing homework is often a child’s first
encounter with having to focus on and practice doing something that
doesn’t come from parents or isn’t entertaining. It is an opportunity to
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measure progress and reward success while instilling good habits and
teaching study skills. Making sure homework is completed on time and
helping their children remain constructively engaged in school connects
parents to schools and to educators who are entering the child’s life for the
first time. Parents well connected with parents in other families are likely
to be more helpful to their children and others’ children.

As the child grows older, in-school and out-of-school activities become
more important and offer opportunities to measure and reward academic
achievement, self-discipline, and good habits. By the time high school
arrives the child may be acting out, an entirely rational response (as Julian
Simon pointed out) to the incentives children face. Marshaling resources of
“social capital” in the community can help children become aware of the
opportunities that lie ahead – college or career choices – and understand the
value of acquiring the knowledge and skills that will be necessary for a life
of independence. 

Children coming from poor or dysfunctional families face special
challenges, but research suggests incentives and rewards are no less and
perhaps even more important in helping them learn life skills. Poverty may
rule out some out-of-school opportunities, but many opportunities valuable
to the learning process are available to families regardless of their income.
Resilient children who witness violence, alcoholism, and drug abuse at
home can rise above adversity and learn skills that equip them for success
later in life. At each step, rewards can play an important role: small,
frequent, and concrete at first, and then gradually less frequent and more
long-term (such as the promise of being able to enroll in a desirable
college). 

Parents should not be misled by popular writers into thinking rewards
are inappropriate or counterproductive in the home learning environment.
Experience and research show just the opposite: Home is where rewards can
be most needed and most effective. Parents have a special responsibility to
use rewards because professional educators often can’t or won’t extend
their involvement outside the schools.
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