




Praise for
Rewards: How to use rewards to help children learn –

and why teachers don’t use them well

Walberg and Bast have produced what is best described as a practical tour de force
into the world of incentives and rewards. They carefully document what the
research literature says, debunk much of the public misunderstandings, and then
consider the actual application of the principles along with the evaluations of such
applications. Bravo!

— Eric Hanushek, Paul and Jean Hanna Senior Fellow
Hoover Institution of Stanford University

In this wonderfully accessible book, Walberg and Bast address an incredibly
important and complex issue: How do we motivate children to succeed? As it turns
out, some of what people think they know about the answer to this question turns
out to be wrong. By carefully and clearly describing rigorous research, Walberg and
Bast show how well-designed incentives could be used by parents and educators to
instill in young people the drive to succeed.

— Jay P. Greene
21st Century Chair in Education Reform
University of Arkansas

Rewards confirms what great teachers know: Our children are driven to gain
confirmation of their genuine success. In the clearest possible terms, Bast and
Walberg make the case for rewarding a child’s achievement honestly and
consistently. This work is long overdue and valuable for teachers and parents alike

— Lisa Graham Keegan
CEO, Education Breakthrough Network
Former Arizona Superintendent of Public Instruction

Rewards is a refreshing and comprehensive look at the benefits of using rewards in
all areas of K–12 education, including school choice. The authors explain when the
government helps break down barriers to parents choosing the best learning
environment for their children, it brings lasting rewards for parents and children,
and for society as a whole. 

— Pam Benigno
Director, Education Policy Center
Independence Institute 

Walberg and Bast have penned a thought-provoking look at incentives in the
classroom, and made a compelling case for why getting those incentives right
matters. Rewards provides both a look at the research and a practical guide for
using incentives to motivate students and teachers. This well-written analysis is a
handbook for motivating self-directed student learning, and is a must-read for
parents, teachers, and principals.

— Lindsey Burke
Will Skillman Fellow in Education
The Heritage Foundation



Some educators reject the idea of rewarding students for academic achievement,
claiming that children intrinsically love to learn and that rewards may undermine
that love of learning. But Herbert J. Walberg and Joseph L. Bast point out that those
claims are shaky at best. In this clearly written book, the authors discuss empirical
studies that show tremendous successes from rewards, whether they are grades on
tests or “play money” that can be used to purchase items at school. The authors
place these findings into the broad context of today’s changing school environment,
increasingly shaped by online learning and choice programs like vouchers and
charter schools. They conclude that a realistic understanding of how learning occurs
can transform our public schools.

— Jane S. Shaw, President
John W. Pope Center for Higher Education Policy

I eventually did well academically but I was a terrible junior high and high school
student back in Queens in the early and mid-‘60s. This might have had something
to do with how I rarely did any homework or read any of the books I was supposed
to. I’ve long claimed there wasn’t anyone back then, from Governor Rockefeller on
down, who could have gotten me do so. I’ve also long claimed that in developing
grand education reforms we generally downplay the simple fact that, at the end of
school days, great numbers of students simply won’t be interested in cooperating.
How to more effectively motivate kids not inclined to do their homework or read
assigned books? For their sake and everyone’s, please read this path-breaking and
invaluable book by Herb Walberg and Joe Bast.

— Mitch Pearlstein, Founder and President
Center of the American Experiment

The authors have analyzed the information available, and they argue that rigorous
research shows that properly designed rewards achieve desired changes in behavior,
for both students and teachers. I have noticed that Progressive schools which
eliminate awards for academic achievement as elitist still keep score in school
games, and still pay the teachers. In this work, the authors have suggested a number
of reward strategies, some old and some still being tested. This book will surely
stimulate yet more useful discussion of the best ways to influence the elusive and
essential motivations of the various people (including students) in our schools.

— Will Fitzhugh, Founder
The Concord Review

It seems so obvious: Rewards motivate us all. The authors clearly refute the
research of the nay-sayers to show the positive effects of rewards on motivation
when applied to learning. To be most effective on prompting a person to take action
or to contemplate the results, educational goals should be SMART: Specific,
Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, and Time-bound. To date, too few options exist
as rewards on motivation to education; however, Walberg and Bast offer specific,
competitive and economical choices to remedy the status-quo.

— Charlene K. Haar, Consultant
Teach-Now.com



Thinking about education – as contrasted with sound educational practice – has
been dominated since Rousseau by an unrealistically optimistic view of human
nature. From Pestalozzi, Horace Mann, and John Dewey down to present-day
teacher educators, the prevailing theme has been that learning should be made
intrinsically rewarding, even entertaining, that schools will blossom if teachers
would just abandon what is pejoratively referred to as boring drill and kill.

Herbert Walberg and Joseph Bast are by no means opposed to education
that is engaging and builds upon the interests of students, but their solidly
documented book challenges the naïve belief that intrinsic interest is enough, and
the parallel assumption that teachers are so high-minded that there is no need to
reward them for efforts going beyond the mediocre routine. Their account of how
a variety of rewards function in families as well as in schools is bracingly realistic
and packed with practical strategies. It upsets many of the enshrined pieties that
have dominated discussion about education.

— Charles L. Glenn, EdD, PhD
Professor, Educational Leadership and Policy Studies
Boston University

From eighteenth century French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau to modern pop
psychologist Alfie Kohn, progressives have maintained that children are naturally
motivated to learn, and that to offer them achievement incentives demolishes their
zest for learning. This well-researched book is a powerful antidote to such fanciful
thinking. Walberg and Bast draw from economics and psychology to demonstrate
how carefully designed rewards immensely benefit students, parents, and entire
schools. Their work is packed with many practical, incentive-based ideas that
parents, teachers, and school policy-makers could put to use to boost the quality of
education for America’s young.

— Robert Holland
Senior Fellow, The Heartland Institute
Author, Not With My Child, You Don’t
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Preface

This book shows how rewards motivate students to learn and how their
appropriate use accelerates learning. For some readers this merely confirms
the ancient common-sense view that “incentives matter.” Children seek
praise from adults and strive to win in competitions with their peers while
adults work harder for recognition, raises, promotions, and other rewards.

This view has been challenged by popular writers and is controversial
in schools of education and teachers’ lounges throughout the country.
Surprising numbers of teachers oppose using rewards in their classrooms
and rewarding teachers or schools for superior achievement. Many of these
same teachers oppose tests and using recent advances in digital learning that
can more closely align rewards with achievement.

The conceptual framework presented in this book combines principles
from behavioral psychology and economics, empirical research conducted
in classrooms in kindergarten through 12th grade, and careful studies of the
effects of incentives on teachers and school performance. Many rigorous
laboratory and field studies by psychologists show how the expectation of
rewards or “reinforcements” for reaching goals increases effort and
dedication to performing a task well. Research by economists demonstrates
how incentives influence behavior as individuals weigh anticipated benefits
against their costs in time, effort, money, and foregone opportunities. 

While adults are usually paid for their work efforts, it may seem odd to
think students should be rewarded or even paid to study or do well on tests.
Extensive evidence, though, reveals the power of money as well as
non-monetary rewards to influence student learning. Of course, financial
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rewards are not the only means of motivating young people. Youth invest
huge amounts of time and effort in sports and games for their immediate
short-term benefits, and they make sizeable sacrifices for altruistic
purposes. Some also commit to long hours of demanding study for a chosen
career.

We acknowledge early learning takes place socially as parents, teachers,
and others encourage children’s natural curiosity and innate desire to solve
problems. Most children gain satisfaction from pleasing their parents or
teachers. They may find learning in itself rewarding. We stipulate that what
is rewarding for one student may have little effect on another. But internal
motivation alone often isn’t enough to help students begin or remain
engaged in educational activities. Successful achievers often require
personally meaningful rewards to achieve their goals. As they achieve
greater mastery, their accumulated skills can become rewards in themselves
for continued effort. But until that time, external motivation – rewards – can
be crucial.

The hundreds of endnotes in this text refer interested readers to mostly
academic research from which the conclusions are drawn. Most heavily
weighted are laboratory experiments and randomized field trials in which
students are assigned by lottery to either incentivized reward conditions or
control groups without rewards. Also included are non-randomized studies
that follow students who were similar in socioeconomic and demographic
status and in achievement at the start of the research; the studies then
contrast the achievement levels of students exposed to rewards with those
of students who were not or with those given alternate rewards.

Popular books, news publications, and websites are cited later in the
book to show how educators today are successfully using rewards in
schools and how innovators are creating opportunities to make rewards
immediate, personal, and more precisely aligned with learning progress. We
are entering an age of technology and innovation in which rewards can be
used more widely, cheaply, and effectively than ever before. All students
can be helped by rewards – provided parents, teachers, and policymakers
employ well-designed incentives to accelerate learning.
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1

Introduction

In the study of human nature, incentives have a long history. Aristotle, for
example, distinguished motivational incentives of knowledge, pleasure, and
material advantage.1 Generally speaking, an incentive is a psychological
experience that tends to cause greater or lesser effort to achieve an
objective. Positive incentives are created by the prospect of rewards, which
are usually money, physical objects, states of mind, or desirable actions,
while negative incentives are created by fear of punishment or loss.2

Some learning is natural, seemingly easy, and may bring pleasure.
Learning at the advanced levels necessary for mastery, however, often is
difficult and requires diligent study and practice, which is likely to require
appropriate incentives. Some students may be motivated primarily by the
pleasure of learning, others by the prospects of short-term rewards such as
grades, positions in rankings, recognition by peers or teachers, or material
rewards such as prizes or money. Others may work hard for the long-term
gain they hope will come from professional occupations, while still others
may be motivated by a sense of fairness or the opportunity to do good turns
for others. 

Given the power of incentives to influence behavior, an informed and
wider use of appropriate rewards can help students accelerate their learning
and acquire knowledge and skills more quickly or at higher levels than they
otherwise would.

Why Academic Achievement Matters
Socrates famously said “the unexamined life is not worth living.” He was
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reflecting on the private benefits of learning about ourselves and the world
around us. The more we learn about our own thoughts and desires, abilities,
limitations, and surroundings, the better able we are to make informed
choices about our health, family, occupation, recreation, and myriad other
parts of our lives. The non-monetary benefits of learning may be difficult
to measure, but they shape and determine what we recognize to be the
quality of our life.3

Academic achievement produces public as well as private benefits. Eric
Hanushek of the Hoover Institution and his colleagues have shown the
strong relationship between school achievement and economic growth.4

Hanushek and former secretary of state George P. Shultz estimate that if our
school mathematics scores were comparable to Canada’s over the next 20
years, U.S. gross domestic product (the value of goods and services
produced in the country) would improve by $70 billion over the next 80
years, a figure equivalent to an income boost of 20 percent for each U.S.
worker.5 That would be a considerable social benefit.

Academic achievement also benefits democratic institutions. When
compared to other nations, those with higher levels of education and ability
show stronger democracy, less crime, and greater political liberty.6

Corruption is less common in countries where citizens are well educated.7

Within societies, academic abilities increase in step with levels of
education, and a nation’s relative wealth increases along with both.8 Cities
also tend to grow more quickly when this kind of human capital creates a
capable workforce that remains economically productive over time.9

Nations tend to benefit to the degree their citizens fulfill their potential.
When citizens develop their abilities, liberty tends to expand and moral
behavior tends to be higher.10 Following Hanushek’s work, Heiner
Rindermann of Germany’s Chemnitz University of Technology and James
Thompson of University College London found a nation’s overall abilities
and knowledge are deciding factors in a nation’s wealth, scientific progress,
and economic freedom.11 The world’s wealthiest nations have sustained
strong intellectual traditions that result in notable accomplishments in
engineering, mathematics, technology, and basic and applied science.12

Cross-national studies emphasize the importance of encouraging exemplary
learners to achieve as much as they are able. Societies that support top
performers and seek to maximize their abilities appear most likely to benefit
all their citizens.13

Effective primary and secondary schools offer learning opportunities
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and rewards for acquiring the knowledge and developing the thinking skills
students need to succeed in college and workplaces and to participate as
citizens in free societies.14 Longitudinal studies using academic test scores
from 90 countries found that despite wide differences in culture, students
scoring highest, particularly those in the top 5 percent, also made the largest
contribution to their nation’s economies.15 If more students can achieve
such levels, they, their compatriots, and their society stand to benefit.

Finally, the quick early learners become ever more knowledgeable and
skilled as time goes on, the result of what is called the “Matthew Effect”
after this passage in the Bible’s Book of Matthew: “For whoever has will
be given more, and they will have an abundance.” Their work becomes
increasingly better than others’ and easier for them, which can reinforce
their desire and ability to persevere through ever-more-difficult
challenges.16 Academic achievement in elementary and secondary school
can foster higher levels of achievement in college and beyond.

Acquired Self-Discipline versus Intelligence
Success in academics and adult life often is attributed chiefly to
intelligence, which is presumed to be innate and therefore unaffected by
incentives and rewards. But researchers have found academic success is
more closely related to acquired self-discipline than intelligence.17

Discipline, effort, and perseverance all can be changed by incentives. Self-
disciplined students who persevere through difficulties tend to gain entrance
to better universities and professions and also achieve success in such
highly competitive non-academic fields as athletics, the arts, and
entrepreneurship, in which winners increasingly tend to take all or nearly
all.

The importance of self-discipline and hard work, which some
researchers call “grit” or “drive,” is a theme to which we will return
frequently. The best players in a sport often are not the ones who can throw
the farthest or run the fastest, but those who spend many hours studying the
game and thoughtfully practicing techniques that lead to winning.18 This
phenomenon may be universal and apply to nearly all human activities, but
it is most visible and recognized in sports because the success or failure to
acquire skills and knowledge is plainly on display in athletic competitions,
whereas failure in other settings often can be hidden or excused by factors
other than lack of practice or study. The use of public recognition, trophies,
and the right to advance to higher levels of competition is prevalent in
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middle- and high-school sports programs but is said to be unnecessary and
discouraged in classrooms in the very same schools.

The skills and knowledge acquired outside of class competing with
peers in high school and college can contribute to success later in life. “The
place that best prepared me for college was the hardwood court of men’s
[high-school] varsity basketball,” University of Michigan senior and
pre-law major Andrew Snow told Education Next recently.19 He said
playing basketball taught him to work with others under pressure, a work
ethic, responsibility, and humility. The article quoting him highlighted “a
growing body of research” linking after-school activities with high-school
graduation, college attendance, and civic responsibility. And indeed this is
what the literature shows: Finding and joining constructive activities can
help strengthen social networks and compensate for broken homes.20

Religious and other community organizations such as the YMCA, YWCA,
Scouts, and other organizations for boys and girls have traditionally
provided such opportunities.

Constructive after-school activities also can help learners acquire the
skills they will need eventually to join the adult workforce. Feedback and
rewards for specific achievements teach youth about their talents and needs
for improvement. Active involvement in civic organizations such as 4-H
and Junior Achievement help teenagers learn to plan, communicate, and
negotiate.21

Overview of Chapters
Part 1 of this book explains why rewards are a necessary part of effective
schooling. Support for using rewards was nearly universal in the U.S. until
the 1960s and 1970s, when academic and popular expositors such as Jean
Piaget, Benjamin Spock, and William Glasser criticized their use on a
variety of philosophical, pedagogical, and political grounds.

Chapter 1 reviews the debate among psychologists over the effects of
rewards on intrinsic (internal) motivation leading to self-selected choices
and behavior. Critics of rewards, under the influence of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau and similar philosophers, believe humans, being naturally good,
are initially predisposed to be curious and to seek solutions to problems.
They are, therefore, internally motivated to learn, but these tendencies are
curbed by the invidious influences of parents, teachers, and society. They
claim reliance on rewards or extrinsic (external) motivation undermines
intrinsic motivation, resulting in less rather than more desirable behavior.
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Defenders of rewards counter with theories and evidence that properly
designed reward systems do not extinguish intrinsic motivation and in fact
can create the conditions young learners need to discover and develop their
own goals and learning incentives. 

Chapter 2 describes how a parallel debate occurred among economists.
Most economists believe rational self-interest and “opportunity costs” (the
loss of benefits that would have resulted from a different choice) explain
most economic behavior and even a wide range of choices not traditionally
thought of as economic transactions. An opposing school claims this model
of “economic man” contradicts how real people make choices when
confronted with uncertainty. Just as the debate among psychologists
resulted in a more nuanced theory of motivation, so has the debate among
economists resulted in a better understanding of the role of assumptions in
the methodology of economics.

Chapter 3 reviews research on whether rewards really are an effective
way to support learning. The chapter concludes that the effectiveness of
rewards depends heavily on the circumstances in which they occur.
Research shows properly designed rewards are effective in classrooms. The
absence of rewards has been shown to have negative effects on student
achievement. Critics of rewards focus on instances where rewards were
poorly designed or where the research used to study them was unreliable.

Chapter 4 discusses the importance of setting the right goals.
Policymakers, educators, parents, and learners themselves all play roles in
choosing goals and appropriate rewards for reaching them. We discuss who
is best positioned to set goals and how goals and reward systems can best
complement one another. 

Part 2 of the book shows how to use rewards successfully at home
(Chapter 5), elementary schools (Chapter 6), and secondary schools
(Chapter 7). These chapters may be of greatest interest to parents and
educators looking for examples of how rewards are helping learners of all
ages and in diverse school settings. The sheer number of examples and
plenitude of research showing their effectiveness should put to rest any
lingering doubts as to the effectiveness of properly designed rewards.

Part 3 explores the ways parents, educators, and policymakers can use
rewards to accelerate learning. Chapter 8 explains how achievement testing
can be paired with rewards to accelerate student learning. Good examples
are requiring students to pass tests before advancing to the next grade,
providing cash rewards to students for taking or passing optional tests such
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as Advanced Placement (AP) exams, and providing cash rewards to teachers
for helping students pass such exams. Since testing has come under attack
by many of the same critics who oppose the use of rewards in schools, we
review some of the extensive evidence showing testing is a reliable way to
track student achievement and is necessary to provide feedback to learners,
teachers, and parents.

Chapter 9 describes research on programs that reward good teachers.
We review evidence suggesting large increases in student learning could
occur if the behavior of teachers were changed. We show how the current
system of paying teachers according to a “single-salary schedule” or
“position-automatic system” contributes to the problem of teacher burnout:
teachers who feel disrespected, helpless, and trapped in their careers. After
reviewing how performance-based pay works in other occupations, we
present a series of best practices that apply to its use in schools.

Chapter 10 reports the impressive results of new educational technology
that is revolutionizing K–12 schooling in the U.S. and around the world.
Digital learning systems solve the biggest challenges facing reward
systems: how to tailor the rewards to each student’s individual needs and
provide immediate and accurate intervention. We describe four successful
applications already underway and best practices for policymakers and
educators seeking to expand the use of digital learning systems.

Chapter 11 explains how school choice programs can be designed to
motivate parents and reward teachers and school entrepreneurs whose
schools succeed in raising academic achievement levels. The absence of
competition among schools is the major reason so many American
educators have made little use of the striking power of rewards documented
in earlier chapters. We present four examples of successful school choice
programs – KIPP charter schools, California’s parent trigger, Indiana’s
voucher program, and Arizona’s education savings accounts – and
document their success. Best practices are given for the design of each kind
of school choice program.

A brief conclusion wraps up our findings and urges parents, educators,
and policymakers to help children learn with rewards.
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Why Use Rewards?





11

1
The Psychology of Motivation

The late Jere Brophy, a long-time Michigan State University professor of
educational psychology, started the second edition of his 428-page tome
titled Motivating Students to Learn with the following summaries of two
opposing views about how best to motivate students:

Learning is fun and exciting, at least when the curriculum is well
matched to students’ interests and abilities and the teacher
emphasizes hands-on activities. When you teach the right things the
right way, motivation takes care of itself. If students aren’t
enjoying learning, something is wrong with your curriculum and
instruction – you have somehow turned an inherently enjoyable
activity into drudgery.

School is inherently boring and frustrating. We require students to
come, then try to teach them stuff that they don’t see a need for and
don’t find meaningful. There is little support for academic
achievement in the peer culture, and frequently in the home as well.
A few students may be enthusiastic about learning, but most of
them require the grading system and the carrots and sticks that we
connect to it to pressure them to do at least enough to get by.1

Brophy observed that “neither [view] is valid, but each contains
elements of truth.” They illustrate the two extreme ends of a continuum of
views among psychologists of student motivation. At one extreme is a
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teaching philosophy based on what Brophy called “overly romantic views
of human nature,” while at the other is a philosophy based on “overly
cynical or hedonistic views of human nature.” Between these extremes lies
a realistic and research-supported theory of student motivation.

Our core message is that too many teachers adhere to the first view and
reject the use of rewards that have been proven to be effective in classrooms
in carefully controlled studies covering many years and many thousands of
students. Critics of the use of rewards in education often rely on
misrepresentations of the alternative point of view, often depicting mere
caricatures of how psychologists and economists actually view human
motivation and the role of rewards in human action.

To be clear, the well-designed reward systems we describe do not
include the unearned praise and uncritical recognition associated with the
self-esteem fad that swept the U.S. in recent years. Some writers observe
that Millennials (persons born from the early 1980s to the 2000s, also called
Generation Y) grew up believing that simply participating in a sport or
“trying hard” at some other activity entitled them to rewards regardless of
their level of performance. As a result, they enter the workforce with
unrealistic expectations of recognition, promotions, and pay increases.2

Greater use of well-designed reward systems would have better prepared
this generation for the challenges and responsibilities of adult life.

Rewards need not be crude “carrots and sticks” but can take the form
of feedback and encouragement that make learning a rewarding experience
long before the acquisition of a particular piece of knowledge or skill might
earn material rewards. Learning without rewards, we show, is usually more
difficult than learning with rewards. For this reason, the tendency among
educators to discourage the use of rewards hurts rather than helps students.

What about the feared negative effects of relying too heavily on
rewards? Judy Cameron and David Pierce of the University of Alberta said
it best when they wrote: “Rewards can have negative effects, but such
effects are circumscribed, limited, and easily prevented. A careful
arrangement of rewards in educational settings and the work environment
can enhance employees’ interest and performance. This occurs when
rewards are closely tied to the attainment of performance standards.”3 This
conclusion, we show, applies not just to employees but also to students.

Extrinsic versus Intrinsic Motivation
USA Weekend, an insert that appears inside millions of American
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newspapers each weekend, had a cover story in 2013 titled “What Teachers
Want You to Know” written by Eric Sheninger, the “award-winning
principal” of New Milford High School in New Jersey. At the very end of
the article, Sheninger approvingly quotes a teacher giving this advice:
“Avoid using rewards and punishments for academic work. If you give your
child a dollar for every book he reads, it’s less likely he will want to read
books for pleasure after you stop paying him.”4 Sheninger and this teacher
illustrate the widespread fear among teachers that rewards might extinguish
internal motivation.

Psychologists have long distinguished between behavior in response to
rewards or “reinforcements,”5 called extrinsic motivation, and behavior
arising from internal or intrinsic motivation. The possibility that poorly
designed reward-and-punishment systems can discourage desirable behavior
(as judged by an outside observer) has been long recognized, but experts in
the field did not believe this phenomenon was particularly widespread.
Most psychologists believed systems involving rewards to influence
conduct generally achieved their objectives. 

Misleading Research
In 1985, Edward Deci and Richard M. Ryan at the University of Rochester
challenged the prevailing wisdom by claiming experimental data showed
many reward systems failed to achieve their stated goals.6 In later works,
they maintained that people have three innate psychological needs –
competence, autonomy, and relatedness – the fulfillment of which yields
enhanced self-motivation and mental health.7 They argued that compared
to extrinsic or “controlled” motivation, intrinsic or “autonomous”
motivation more consistently meets these needs, so reliance on intrinsic
motivation “predicts persistence and adherence and is advantageous for
effective performance, especially on complex or heuristic tasks that involve
deep information processing or creativity.”8 Deci and Ryan cited more than
100 studies that seemed to confirm their views.

Daniel Pink, a writer who popularized Deci and Ryan’s conclusions,
described the implications as follows: “In other words, rewards can perform
a weird sort of behavioral alchemy. They can transform an interesting task
into a drudge. They can turn play into work. And by diminishing intrinsic
motivation, they can send performance, creativity, and even upstanding
behavior toppling like dominoes.”9

 In a popular book titled The Manufactured Crisis, David Berliner and



14 REWARDS

Bruce Biddle, both psychologists, relied on Deci and Ryan’s research to
support their harsh criticism of “programs that use carrots and sticks for
motivating students or teachers.”10 “A good deal of evidence now confirms
the poor effects of such strategies,” they wrote.11 “Since extrinsic sanctions
tend to destroy intrinsic motivation, accountability programs can depress
the morale of teachers and administrators.”12 “Perhaps the surest way to
RUIN American education,” they concluded, “would be to expand the use
of carrots and sticks with students and teachers.”13

The implications of Deci and Ryan’s work for education were
developed at length by Alfie Kohn, a former teacher and now a popular
writer and frequent guest on television and radio shows.14 According to
Kohn, “we are beings who possess natural curiosity about ourselves and our
environment, who search for and overcome challenges, who try to master
skills and attain competence, and who seek to reach new levels of
complexity in what we learn and do.” “Incentives simply do not work,”
Kohn wrote in 1993, and “any approach that offers a reward will fail.” The
evidence that rewards cause people to do a poorer job on many tasks,
according to Kohn, is simply “irrefutable.”15

Professional educators have many reasons to embrace Kohn’s extreme
views. Many are persuaded by the extensive research Kohn cites in his
books, much of it drawn from Deci and Ryan’s work. The underlying
philosophy fits a romantic philosophy of human nature popularized by
philosophers as far back as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and more recently by
Jean Piaget, Benjamin Spock, and William Glasser. Some teachers are
simply shamed into embracing the new theory since Kohn and others write
that relying on rewards is evidence of laziness or worse.16

Definitive Research
Less well known and less welcomed by educators is the mounting body of
evidence that Deci, Ryan, and their advocates misunderstand or
misrepresent the research they cite to support their conclusions.17 The
strongest critical response to their work came from Judy Cameron and
David Pierce, professors of educational psychology and sociology,
respectively, at the University of Alberta. In their own meta-analysis of 96
experimental studies, published in 1994, they concluded, “overall, reward
does not decrease intrinsic motivation.”18

In 1999, Cameron and Pierce along with Robert Eisenberger, a
professor of psychology at the University of Delaware, conducted another
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meta-analysis, this time of rigorous experimental studies. They concluded:

Our meta-analysis found that reward increased perceived
autonomy; that reward ameliorated the effects of failure on intrinsic
motivation; that reward contingent on meeting an absolute
performance standard either increased or did not affect intrinsic
motivation, depending on the intrinsic motivation measure used;
and that reward contingent on surpassing the performance of others
increased intrinsic motivation.19

Other scholars have pointed out that many of the studies Deci, Ryan,
Kohn, and other critics of rewards rely on had small sample sizes or were
poorly designed. For example, most of the empirical research involving
control groups involves college students (usually psychology majors) who
were given an external reward (credit or grade) to participate in the
experiment. As Cameron and Pierce note, “This means that both the
experimental and control participants were extrinsically motivated to do the
target activity before rewards such as money were offered to the
experimental group. One interpretation of this is that much of the research
on the topic actually concerns offers of extrinsic rewards for behavior that
is already extrinsically motivated rather than the effects of extrinsic rewards
on intrinsically motivated behavior.”20

Many of the studies cited by Deci and Ryan were limited to immediate
and temporary states of mind that may not be reflected in performance. The
chief purpose of child rearing and schooling is not to make children and
adolescents happy but to impart knowledge, skills, and behaviors so they
can make informed and wise choices throughout their lives. Long-term
control-group studies, rather than quick studies of college students taking
psychology courses, ought to form the basis of the debate over the use of
rewards in education. Early childhood rewards can yield immediate effects
as well as positive effects later in life such as higher test scores in later
grades, regular advancement, and greater likelihood of graduating from high
school.21

Finally, the reward systems being studied run the gamut from unearned
verbal praise and trophies for participation to cash rewards for graduating
from high school and bonuses and commissions for adult salespeople. The
effectiveness of any reward system varies based on its design (for example,
how the rewards are explained to participants, when and how they are
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given, and whether they are age-appropriate) and other factors. Kohn’s
sweeping judgment that “incentives simply don’t work” can’t be supported
by a careful review of the literature.

Even if reward skeptics were to prevail, what they advocate would be
dysfunctional for occupational life after school completion, which is
substantially driven by extrinsic rewards in the form of employment,
bonuses, raises, promotions, and work recognition. Professionals and
owners of firms are driven by the monetary rewards of serving others well.
Of course, both groups also can be driven in part by intrinsic rewards, but
such rewards may not be sufficient to ensure continuation of their own and
their colleagues’ and employees’ efforts.

The debate among academics over the effectiveness of rewards resulted
in a range of views. Kohn, Deci, and Ryan are now seen as being at one
end, claiming rewards undermine intrinsic motivation most of the time.
Most other experts say extrinsic motivation can undermine intrinsic
motivation sometimes, due to defects in specific reward systems, but this is
not inevitable or even the common result when rewards are used. Advocacy
of the use of rewards in K–12 education even by behavioral psychologists
such as B.F. Skinner was never as adamant and unconditioned as Kohn and
other critics of rewards imply.

Representing the psychological literature on rewards as a contest
between two extreme views may have been useful and necessary to get
educators and employers to view more seriously the design of the reward
systems they were using. But modern researchers recognize elements of
both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are likely to be present in most
circumstances.22 For this reason, motivation research in recent years makes
earlier work by critics of rewards obsolete.23

Deferring Gratification
One reason rewards are so powerful is because they teach young children
to defer gratification. Success in later life depends in part on our ability to
wait for greater rewards in the future rather than seize less-valuable
immediate rewards. Those who cannot delay gratification tend to react
thoughtlessly to temptations rather than try to see further ahead to other
possibly larger costs and benefits. Those who can delay gratification tend
to respond to opportunities by making wiser choices that maximize
long-term benefits.

Numerous studies have compared the characteristics of individuals who
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differ in their ability to defer gratification.24 The “Marshmallow Test” is an
early example of this research. Walter Mischel and his Stanford colleagues
told four- and five-year-olds singly that if they could resist eating a
marshmallow on a table in front of them for a little while, they would
receive two marshmallows. Only one in three children could wait the full
15 minutes before the experimenter returned. Following up 20 years later
in the mid-1980s, Mischel found those who could delay gratification were
better at concentrating, reasoning, and resisting stress.25

Delaying gratification is an important ingredient in “grit,” which
Angela Duckworth and her colleagues at the University of Pennsylvania
define as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals.”26 Duckworth’s
research showed grit, rather than IQ or prior test scores, predicted academic
success as measured by grade-point averages among Ivy League students,
retention in the United States Military Academy at West Point, and rankings
in the National Spelling Bee.

Child psychologists view deferring gratification as a part of learning
self-control. According to Janet Metcalfe and Walter Mischel, the arts of
child rearing and teaching depend on extrinsically inculcating intrinsic
self-control in four milestones, the first of which is deferred gratification,
as shown in the table below. 

Milestones of Intrinsic Self-Control

1. Delay gratification, resisting temptation to act impulsively and
considering the value of longer-term goals.

2. Balance the need for adult approval and for independence,
gaining self-control while considering other people’s expectations.

3. Understand the value of material goods, determining why
more-important things tend to cost more than less-important things.

4. Enjoy solidarity with others, collaborating as members of teams to
achieve common goals and rewards.

Source: Janet Metcalfe and Walter Mischel, “A Hot/Cool-System Analysis
of Delay of Gratification: Dynamics of Willpower,” Psychological Review
106, no. 1 (January 1999): 319.
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Reward systems can be designed to help children achieve all four of
these milestones. Self-paced learning programs, especially some of the
digital learning programs described later, enable children to monitor their
own learning and reward achievement without constant adult supervision
and intervention. Programs that give students play money or actual cash for
good behavior or taking optional tests teach students the value of things
they want and how higher-value items typically cost more time or effort.
And teamwork can be encouraged when rewards are given to groups for
their achievements, as is common in sporting activities, rather than only to
individuals.

Curricular activities that require students to act as if they have
self-control can instill the behavior and learning habits that make genuine
self-control possible.27 In a study of minimizing littering and in two studies
focusing on acquiring basic math skills, children more often retained their
learning when told they were already doing the activities teachers hoped to
inculcate.28 Children who littered were told they are very tidy people who
clean up after themselves. Children learning math were told they are able
to do the math. Control-group students were merely told they should be
doing things the teacher expected. These differences were nearly
undetectable to observers but produced significant outcome effects probably
attributable to the way students perceive themselves.

Rewards and Learning
According to Aristotle, we become what we do.29 Education contributes to
that process by building skills and habits of mind that are learned in a
variety of ways. Psychologists have identified incremental methods for
helping individuals learn. Rewards comprise part of this learning enterprise
when they help individuals attend to the short- and long-term goals that
drive their learning.30

When students learn something well, they reduce their costs of doing
it; that is, they can use their well-absorbed knowledge or well-practiced
skills nearly automatically with little effort. The more automatic a requisite
skill is, the faster a person reaches his or her goals. Skills such as
recognizing letters exemplify the  learning needed to reach the goal of
reading. Students who struggle to distinguish a “b” from a “d” are unlikely
to readily comprehend what they read. Once they achieve “automaticity”
with such recognition skills, however, they can move on to word
recognition and sentence comprehension. Mastering the prerequisite stages
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makes the later stages less costly in time and effort, even enjoyable. Just as
practice in sports makes a physical skill more automatic, practice in reading
makes a mental skill more automatic.

Students typically must exert effort over some period of time to acquire
sufficient levels of automaticity to achieve rigorous goals. Ideally,
schooling offers efficient means of allowing learners to improve their
knowledge and skills and acquire increasingly advanced forms of both.
Educators who use rewards to help learners persist in the face of
challenging tasks to gain automaticity also help them reduce the amount of
effort needed later to attain their ever more challenging goals. Appropriate
rewards improve learners’ ability to perceive cues by guiding their attention
to constructive action, reinforcing specific forms of learning, and rewarding
high levels of achievement.31

During learning, repetition can help individuals experience the pleasure
of increasingly easy accomplishment. Repeated cycles of presentation,
action, and reinforcement can foster high levels of mastery. Complex forms
of personal achievement are possible only when individuals set
progressively challenging personal goals requiring sustained drive or grit
to attain. When the personal goals of these individuals align with those
valued in the communities in which they live, they acquire social and
material rewards.32

Some credibility should be given to theories and evidence that
employees may be more effective when they are involved in setting goals
to which they commit themselves.33 Research suggesting students may
similarly benefit will be summarized in Chapter 7.

Conclusion
Knowledge of the positive effects of rewards on motivation is well
established in behavioral psychology despite the controversy in recent years
over whether experimental evidence confirms or rejects the effectiveness of
specific reward and punishment systems. Critics of the use of all or most
rewards in learning are on the extreme end of a continuum of opinion on the
subject. The results of rigorous research studies do not support their point
of view, and they overlook or misrepresent research that contradicts their
views.

Most experts recognize reward systems are especially valuable at the
earliest ages to help students attain the habit of deferring gratification.
Failure to develop this habit can handicap learners for the rest of their lives.
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Students need rewards to engage in the difficult or tedious work of
achieving automaticity, another key step in learning progress. Without
rewards, fewer students develop the drive or grit needed to achieve high
levels of skill.

Behavioral psychology provides theoretical support for the use of
rewards in classrooms. Empirical research that supports this conclusion will
be presented in Chapter 3. But first, let’s review what economists contribute
to the debate.
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2
The Economics of Incentives

While psychologists commonly write about “rewards,” economists most
often use the term “incentives.” Economic research has long demonstrated
that incentives strongly affect behavior in market situations, and like
psychology, economics provides insights into and evidence demonstrating
how rewards can improve learning in homes and schools.

Incentives in Economics
“Incentives are the pillar of economics and represent everything I’m about,”
John List, an economics professor at the University of Chicago, told a
reporter for Bloomberg Markets in 2011. “If you understand the incentives
people are operating under, you have a good first guess about what they’re
going to be doing in certain circumstances and how changes in the
environment and/or in their institutions will influence their behavior.”1

Incentives often arise from competition for rewards. In 1776, Adam
Smith anticipated today’s debate over intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in
education when he observed that “great objects” – the accomplishment of
justice or service to humanity, for example – can motivate some people, but
such objects “are evidently not necessary in order to occasion the greatest
exertions. Rivalship and emulation render excellency, even in mean
professions. ...”2

The ability of “great objects” to motivate some individual teachers is
plainly on display in the accomplishments of Los Angeles math teacher
Jaime Escalante or Chicago “miracle worker” Marva Collins, who produced
striking results against seemingly impossible odds through strength of
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character and force of will. But their accomplishments are unlikely to be
imitated by others in the absence of institutions that reward such exemplary
conduct. As James Taub has said, “any method that depends on a Jaime
Escalante is no method at all.”3

Better than relying on intrinsic motivation, said Adam Smith, is to have
people compete with one another for rewards. In a famous passage in The
Wealth of Nations he wrote, “where the competition is free, the rivalship of
competitors, who are all endeavoring to jostle one another out of
employment, obliges every man to endeavor to execute his work with a
certain degree of exactness.”4 Ever since, economists have been
demonstrating how the rational pursuit of self-interest underlies much,
though not all, of human action.5 If choosing a particular option seems
likely to produce greater personal benefits than costs, the decision-maker
is more likely to choose that option. If the costs associated with the option
are greater than the benefits, the decision-maker is less likely to choose it.

The benefits of choosing to act a certain way include what we have
been calling rewards or incentives. The costs of a particular action may
include time, effort, or money as well as the “opportunity cost” of the
decision – the loss of benefits that would have been received had a different
choice been made. By studying the costs and benefits of choices,
economists can reveal how incentives influence the behaviors of individuals
and institutions.

Evidence of the Effectiveness of Incentives
Economists have demonstrated the role of incentives in production and
consumption choices for a wide range of goods and services. While they
often do not have access to the “gold standard” of a randomized controlled
experiment, economists have the advantage over other social scientists of
having objective historical data on prices, production, consumption,
income, and wealth to test their hypotheses. 

The data trail left behind by economic exchanges, sometimes involving
millions of people and billions of decisions over periods as brief as a few
minutes to as long as centuries, allows economists to view history as a
series of natural experiments testing various theories.6 For example, an
anthology of articles on price theory covers the impact of changes in prices
on demand for cigarettes, coffee, automobiles, steel, outdoor recreation,
durable goods, public education, baseball players, engineers, and scientists.7

A popular textbook gives examples of changes in the supply and demand
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for wheat, oil, gasoline, rent, wages, tollway use, and drug-related crime.8

Economists study areas of life ordinarily thought to be outside of
markets. This effort began in earnest in the 1950s and 1960s by such
scholars as the University of Chicago’s Gary Becker9 and Richard Posner,10

and the literature now covers advertising, art, baseball, charity,
child-bearing, crime, dating, discrimination, homosexuality, marriage,
religion, and more. Crime, for example, may be economically rational given
the monetary benefits and low time costs to the perpetrator and the
perceived low probability of apprehension, prosecution, and imprisonment.

In a 1970 book titled The Gift Relationship, the late Richard Titmuss
argued that monetary compensation for donating blood crowded out the
supply of blood donors by extinguishing internal motivation, an early
instance of the kind of anti-reward reasoning we described in the previous
chapter. His thesis inspired other researchers to conduct scores of studies
and write hundreds of articles on the issue. As it turns out, the economics
of incentives applies even to blood. A review published in Science of
rigorous randomized experimental studies and large well-controlled surveys
finds money and other valuable incentives have consistent positive effects
on people’s willingness to donate blood.11 The research, which documented
the use of 14 incentives, including small coupons, T-shirts, and a one-day
paid leave from work, showed rewards of higher monetary value had larger
effects. Thus, Titmuss was wrong. Similar research has made a convincing
case for the use of financial and other incentives in encouraging organ
donations.12

This literature demonstrates the pervasive power of economic theory to
reveal the rational utility-maximizing basis for behavior that at first appears
to be irrational or altruistic. It suggests how incentives could be used to
encourage desirable behavior in widely divergent areas of life. 

Finally, economists use their tools to measure the impacts of
government interventions on consumers and producers. Economists have
documented the costs and benefits of the entire range of government
activities including affirmative action, antitrust laws, gun control,
immigration, minimum wage laws, rent control, speed limits on roads,
taxation, restrictions on trade, welfare and other entitlement programs,
zoning, and even mosquito abatement.13

Misleading Research
While economics demonstrates that much of the behavior we observe in



28 REWARDS

daily life consists of rational responses to incentives, economists do not
assume that all persons act rationally or selfishly all the time. Nevertheless,
claims that the validity of economics depends on an assumption of homo
economicus or “economic man” date back to the nineteenth century.
Modern critics often start by citing the 1981 work of economist Amos
Tversky and psychologist Daniel Kahneman.

Tversky and Kahneman reported the results of an experiment involving
about 300 college students who were asked to choose among strategies that
involved weighing the certainty of gains or losses against the uncertainty of
either greater gains or greater losses. The authors noted an asymmetry in the
students’ choices that revealed a greater aversion to the risk of greater losses
than of lesser gains.14 The study helped launch an effort to find other
examples of such behavior – “behavioral economics” – that appear to
observers to be irrational and therefore counter to what traditional
economics would predict.15

More examples were not difficult to find. Dan Ariely, a psychologist at
Duke University, conducted dozens of similar experiments on college
students and found they made frequent errors when assessing risk and
making decisions.16 In a popular book he described and labeled 11
situations in which his students were “predictably irrational,” including
“decoys” (college students were easily distracted by a false option),
“anchoring” (they searched for benchmarks even when they were obviously
irrelevant), and sex (male college students who read or viewed pornography
subsequently underestimated the risk of unprotected sex). First-year
marketing students and parents of teenagers and 20-somethings would not
find any of these results surprising, but Ariely claimed his experiments were
profoundly important. He wrote that they contradicted the “assumption of
rationality” that “provides the foundation for economic theories,
predictions, and recommendations.”17 [italics in original]

Bruno Frey, an economist at the University of Warwick (U.K.), also has
weighed in over the past 20 years with scores of articles and several books
questioning the assumption that people generally make rational decisions.
“When people make decisions,” he wrote with Alios Stutzer in 2006, “they
mainly take salient extrinsic attributes of choice options into account. They
thus overvalue characteristics relating to extrinsic desires such as income
and status and underestimate those relating to intrinsic needs such as time
spent with family and friends and on hobbies. It follows that they tend to
underconsume goods and activities with strong intrinsic attributes.”18 In his
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1997 book aptly titled Not Just for the Money: An Economic Theory of
Personal Motivation, Frey claimed “intrinsic motivation is of great
importance for all economic activities. It is inconceivable that people are
motivated solely or even mainly by external incentives.”19 [italics in
original]

Two more influential voices in the debate are George Kerlof, a
professor of economics at the University of California - Berkeley, and
Robert Shiller, an economist at Yale University, who say economics “fails
to take into account the extent to which people are also guided by
noneconomic motivations. And it fails to take into account the extent to
which they are irrational or misguided. It ignores the animal spirits.”20

[italics in original] Their book, they write, “accounts for how it works when
people really are human, that is, possessed of all-too-human animal
spirits.”21 [italics in original]

These writers use sweeping claims and lots of italics to persuade readers
that conventional economic reasoning had been overturned and is no longer
a reliable guide to the role of incentives in behavior. Many of the same
educators who embrace the pop psychology claim that external motivation
often extinguishes intrinsic motivation also embrace the views of these
authors. 

Definitive Research
Critics of mainstream economics misrepresent or overlook extensive
research that contradicts their views. Their case against the way mainstream
economics treats incentives, similar to the case against how mainstream
psychology treats rewards, rests on experiments involving small sample
sizes and flawed designs. These “laboratory experiments” typically
involving college students may be useful to marketers,22 but determining the
effectiveness of rewards in a wide range of areas including learning requires
much larger, longer-term, and better-designed experiments.

Economists realize their model of rational utility-maximizing conduct
does not provide a complete picture of human nature, but they do not
believe this truth invalidates their discipline. Most feel the very lack of
realism in the model – its parsimonious use of assumptions about motives
and values – makes it more, rather than less, scientific and powerful.23

Economists believe the best way to predict the outcome of a transaction
is to assume most participants act rationally to attain whatever it is they
value. More precisely, the economic doctrine of rational action holds that
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consumers have stable and ordered preferences and choose the combination
of goods that is most preferred at any given time.24 Ordered preferences
imply transitivity: If A is preferred to B and B is preferred to C, then A will
be preferred to C. It also implies “more is preferred to less,” also called
“maximizing behavior.”25

Nobel Laureate Gary Becker has emphasized “the preferences that are
assumed to be stable do not refer to market goods and services, like
oranges, automobiles, or medical care, but to underlying objects of choice
that are produced by each household using market goods and services, their
own time, and other inputs. These underlying preferences are about general
aspects of life, such as health, prestige, sensual pleasure, benevolence, or
envy, that do not always bear a stable relation to specific market goods and
services.”26 This understanding of rational behavior, much different from
the caricatures presented by the critics, provides room for economists and
psychologists to collaborate on theories of motivation.

Rationality in economics also refers to the outcomes of markets rather
than the motivation of individuals acting in markets. Markets reward
rational action by giving greater control over resources to people who act
rationally. When studying markets, it is usually safe to assume rational
behavior is the rule rather than the exception, because business owners and
managers who do not act rationally tend to produce products and services
consumers do not want or at prices they will not pay; consequently,
irrational actions lead to the loss of customers and investors. The businesses
that survive – the ones we observe – tend to be rationally managed. Most
consumer choices, moreover, are rational at least in the sense that  they
reflect what is preferred and affordable at the time of purchase. To remain
employed, workers, too, must usually behave rationally.

Becker emphasizes “the basic demand relations are derived
fundamentally from scarcity alone, rather than from an assumption that
behavior is ‘rational.’”27 For a typical good or service, the number of units
demanded falls as its price rises “even when consumers behave
irrationally.”28 Even market critic Robert Kuttner concedes this point:
“Even if individual preferences were somewhat arbitrary, unstable, and
manipulable, entrepreneurs would remain subject to competitive discipline
to offer the best product at the most attractive price.”29

By focusing on the rational acts of individuals, economists can solve the
problem of complexity by assuming as little as possible about people’s
motives. This is in stark contrast to much of non-behavioral sociology and
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psychology, where many conflicting theories lead to little agreement in
explaining people’s behavior. Rather than claim to know or to judge an
individual’s values, economists speak of “revealed preferences” – those
values that are revealed by prices and investment and consumption data
each time a consumer chooses one thing over another.

Conclusion
Economists since Adam Smith have argued that most human behavior can
be explained by people acting reasonably in response to the incentives they
face. They have used “natural experiments” created by changes in prices,
supply, and demand to test their hypotheses, resulting in a large body of
literature explaining how incentives work.

Financial and other rewards cause many people to exert the additional
effort needed to perform at high levels. Economists have quantified those
effects and shown how they apply to a wide range of activities that do not
normally take place in markets. As we will see in the next chapter, one of
those areas is education.

Many of the critics of the use of incentives are the same critics of
rewards that we met in the previous chapter, here citing small and flawed
“laboratory studies” that show people are not always perfectly rational in
their decision-making. But economists don’t assume perfect rationality, nor
is it required for incentives to work. The application of economics to
institutions demonstrates how important it is to allow individuals to make
their own choices, even in cases where “experts” claim they know better
how those individuals should decide.

Economists, in short, have plenty to say about using incentives. In the
next chapter we will look at some of their findings that are specific to
education.
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3
Rewards and Learning

Research cited in the previous two chapters showed how well-designed
reward systems work in a wide range of circumstances to encourage
desirable behavior. This chapter reviews research on the effects of rewards
on learning in K–12 educational settings. Further evidence will be presented
in Part 2 when effective practices are reported and in Part 3 when promising
new programs are described.

It is important to acknowledge at the start what the data do not prove.
Aristotle elevated beauty above pleasure and material advantage, but any
one of these may motivate people to a greater or lesser extent. Some
students may be highly motivated to gain knowledge for its own sake while
others may be motivated more by the prospects of pleasure or material
advantage. Similarly, students in any given class or grade may vary greatly
in their responsiveness to immediate and deferred rewards. For example, in
Japan students try hard not to let down their small work groups (han) within
their classes. Awareness of such individual and cultural variations, and
using rewards that take them into account, can make incentives more
effective.

High-Stakes Exit Exams
John H. Bishop, a professor of human resource studies at Cornell
University, has devoted much of his career to studying the effects of
high-stakes exit exams on student achievement.1 He thinks one reason
American high-school students don’t perform as well as students in other
countries is “that they devote less time and intellectual energy to their
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schooling. Learning takes work, and that work is generally not going to be
as much fun as hanging out with friends or playing Grand Theft Auto.”2

Exams with real consequences for college admission and other rewards can
cause students to perceive that hard work is worthwhile.

Other countries reward students who score well on high-stakes exams
prior to high-school graduation with admission to elite universities and
desirable academic programs (such as engineering and pre-medicine).
Bishop’s research shows the incentives created by such exams raise
achievement by 1.3 grade levels in science and 1.0 grade level in math
compared to students in other equally developed countries.3

 Bishop’s research also shows U.S. students living in states requiring
them to pass tests before getting a high-school diploma learned more
mathematics and science than students who did not.4 These students were
more likely to complete homework, talk with their parents about
schoolwork, and watch less television than their peers, all good habits
necessary for high achievement. However, such laws, which existed in 17
states in 2004, test only for basic skills and establish a minimum level of
academic competence for graduates rather than act as a reward for advanced
achievement.

More promising are what Bishop calls “curriculum-based external exit
examinations” such as those administered in Canada and other countries and
in New York State, North Carolina, and Michigan. These countries and
states reward students who score high on more-rigorous exams. “Colleges
consider [New York’s] Regents diploma a mark of significant
achievement,” writes Bishop, “making it worth students’ while to learn the
tested subjects. The Regents exams give students a lofty goal to aspire to,
rather than a low hurdle to jump over.”5 Passing the Regents exams is also
financially rewarding since high scorers gain free tuition to New York State
universities.

Bishop’s research on student achievement in several countries shows
curriculum-based external exit exams have positive effects on college
enrollment, job success, and scores on international achievement tests.6

They also provide better measures of students’ achievement levels than
minimum competency tests.

Bishop stresses that not all tests are equal. The ACT and SAT “are not
comprehensive measures of a well-rounded secondary education. Both of
these admissions tests fail to assess most of the material – economics,
civics, literature, foreign languages, and the ability to write an essay – that
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high-school students are expected to learn. The energy that students devote
to cracking the narrow SAT-1 and the ACT would be better spent reading
widely and learning to write coherently, to think scientifically, to analyze
and appreciate great literature, and to converse in a foreign language.”7

Paying Students for Test Results
Hundreds of published, well-designed studies, complete with comparison
groups, show the benefits of attaching rewards to performance on a wide
variety of tests, including frequent low-stakes tests.8 For example, in 2012,
Steven D. Levitt, John A. List, Susanne Neckermann, and Sally Sadoff
reported the results of experiments involving more than 7,000 students in
three low-performing school districts in and around Chicago.9 They
summarized their findings as follows:

First, we find substantial incentive effects from both financial and
non-financial incentives on test scores. Second, we find that
non-financial incentives are considerably more cost-effective than
financial incentives for younger students, but were less effective
with older students. Third, and perhaps most importantly,
consistent with hyperbolic discounting, all motivating power of the
incentives vanishes when rewards are handed out with a delay. 

Levitt and others’ findings confirm insights offered in the previous
chapters and that will appear later when we describe reward systems
currently working in elementary and secondary schools. For example,
financial rewards work better for older students who are “wealthier” than
younger students and better understand that money can be used to obtain
highly valued things. Rewards should be given as soon as possible to
reinforce proper behavior by children who do not yet fully recognize the
benefits of delaying gratification. 

Small and frequent rewards can keep students motivated to pursue
levels of academic achievement that will pay off only much later in life
during college or in the workforce. Interestingly, Levitt et al. did “not see
an increased response of effort when rewards are framed as losses,”
suggesting the aversion to losses that Tversky and Kahneman first observed
in their college students does not apply to younger students or disappears
when a larger sample size is used to test the theory.

Paying students for high performance on exit examinations required for
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graduation can serve as inducements to higher achievement. A program
launched in 1999 in Michigan offers one-year college scholarships of up to
$2,500 for students scoring high on the Michigan Educational Achievement
Program (MEAP) tests in reading, mathematics, science, and writing.
Students in the seventh and eighth grades can receive up to $500 more if
they meet or exceed state standards on two of the four MEAP exams.
Participation in the MEAP tests rose from 75 percent of seniors in 1999 to
99.7 percent in 2002, average scores rose significantly, and Michigan’s
scores on the combined verbal and mathematics tests on the SAT-1 rose
5 percent more than for the rest of the country.10

Two programs in Israel that reward schools and their teachers with
money and additional conventional resources for helping students pass
high-school matriculation exams produced “significant gains in many
dimensions of students’ outcomes. Endowing schools with more resources
also led to improvements in student performance. However, the comparison
based on cost equivalency suggests that the teachers’ incentive intervention
is much more cost effective.”11

More evidence of the effectiveness of financial rewards can be found
in Texas, where the O’Donnell Foundation’s Advanced Placement Incentive
Program offered rewards to students to encourage them to take Advanced
Placement (AP) exams and rewards to teachers to encourage them to help
the students prepare.12 AP exams are national tests that provide external,
objective, and rigorous standards for high-school students. More than
half-a-million high-school students take AP exams on the content of more
than 25 college-level courses. More than 2,500 colleges grant course credit
for passing grades, allowing students to graduate early or take more
advanced college courses.

Beginning with the 1990–91 school year, the O’Donnell Foundation
incentive program paid students $100 for each passing score on an AP exam
in English, calculus, statistics, computer science, biology, chemistry, and
physics, plus a reimbursement for the cost of taking the exam. The program
also provided a $2,500 stipend to each teacher undergoing training to teach
advanced courses in those subjects. The teachers also received $100 for
each passing AP examination score of their students.13

In the nine participating Dallas schools, the numbers of boys and girls
of all major ethnic groups who passed AP exams rose sharply. The number
rose more than 12-fold, from 41 the year before the program began to 521
when the study ended in 1994–95. Those who passed AP courses had a
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better chance for merit scholarships and entry into selective colleges.
Though these numbers speak for themselves, interviews with students,
teachers, and college admission officers also revealed high regard for the
incentive program. They felt even students who failed AP exams learned
better study habits and recognized the importance of hard work for meeting
high standards.14

Another study, by Lisa Barrow of the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago
and Cecilia E. Rouse of Princeton University, involved 5,161 high-school
seniors in California who participated in a field experiment in 2009–10.15

Approximately half were randomly assigned to a program-eligible group
and offered scholarships worth up to $1,300 each semester for two
semesters provided they registered for at least six credits and received a
final grade of “C” or better. Eligible students were 5.2 percentage points
more likely than the control group to enroll or stay enrolled in college,
improved their “learning strategies and academic self-efficacy,” and
“reported studying about 9 minutes more per day than those in the control
group, were 7.3 percentage points more likely to have been prepared for
class in the last 7 days, and were 6.7 percentage points more likely to report
attending all or most of their classes in the last 7 days.”16 The authors also
report the students who were offered incentives “were significantly more
likely to report behavior consistent with increased internal motivation. In
other words, the incentive programs did not seem to reduce their internal
motivation.”17

Paying Students for Inputs
Michael Sandel, a professor of government at Harvard University, echoed
the assertions of many other critics of rewards when he cautioned, “if we
pay kids to read books, do we simply add an additional incentive to
whatever motivations may already exist? Or, do we teach them that reading
is a chore, and so run the risk of corrupting or crowding out the intrinsic
love of learning?”18 One of Sandel’s colleagues at Harvard, economist
Roland G. Fryer, Jr., has done much more than speculate about the effect
of rewards on students. He and his colleagues at EdLabs conducted a series
of multi-city programs involving cash incentives and found “well-designed
financial incentive programs are just as effective as other successful
education reforms of the past three decades at a fraction of the cost.”19 In an
April 2010 paper for the National Bureau of Economic Research, Fryer
explained the incentive program experiments: “In the 2007–2008 and
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2008–2009 school years, we conducted incentive experiments in public
schools in Chicago, Dallas, New York City, and Washington, DC – four
prototypically low performing urban school districts – distributing a total
of $6.3 million to roughly 38,000 students in 261 schools. ... The key
features of each experiment consisted of monetary payments to students ...
for performance in school according to a simple incentive scheme.”20 They
tested a wide range of scenarios. For instance, some students received $2 for
every book they read; others received $5 for taking a quiz; middle-schoolers
could earn $50 if they achieved a perfect score.

Fryer found not every “payoff” was actually rewarding, reinforcing, or
apparently worth the effort. An article describing Fryer’s work explained,
“Most of the students didn’t have a clear idea of what to do to ‘improve
their grades.’ Paying students to do things they could control – hand in their
homework, read, dress better – did indeed bolster those activities.”21

Fryer’s finding that rewards work best for inputs rather than outputs
may seem to partly contradict the favorable results of the O’Donnell
Foundation AP program, which rewarded students only for their outputs.
However, the outputs Fryer studied were a mixture of intermediate
accomplishments and subjective grades rather than actual achievement tests.
The O’Donnell Foundation program offered well-defined goals and
rewards. Like Bishop’s findings reported earlier, the O’Donnell Foundation
program shows how well-designed reward programs involving rewards for
passing tests can accelerate learning. 

NRC Report on Incentives
Some of the findings described above seem at odds with a report on
incentives and test-based accountability released by the National Research
Council in 2011.22 More than a few of that report’s findings are couched in
language that seems designed to minimize or obscure the positive role tests
and rewards play in education. It is hardly the final word on the subject, but
some of the report’s conclusions warrant comment.

The report recognizes paying teachers based on the academic
achievements of students changes teacher behavior but warns doing so “can
produce dramatically different incentives” depending on what indicators of
student achievement are used. For example, a teacher would allocate his or
her time differently depending on whether the indicator is average test
scores, the test score gains for all students in a class, or the test score gains
only for the low-achievers.23 This is certainly supported by the research we
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cite and points to the importance of carefully designing such programs. We
will discuss this at some length in Chapter 8.

More controversial is this NRC conclusion: “Test-based incentive
programs, as designed and implemented in the programs that have been
carefully studied, have not increased student achievement enough to bring
the United States close to the levels of the highest achieving countries.
When evaluated using relevant low-stakes tests, which are less likely to be
inflated by the incentives themselves, the overall effects on achievement
tend to be small and are effectively zero for a number of programs. Even
when evaluated using the tests attached to the incentives, a number of
programs show only small effects.”24

The first sentence sets an impossibly high, short-term standard for
judging the success or failure of rewards based on high-stakes tests, the kind
studied by Bishop, and is silent on programs such as the O’Donnell
Foundation program that reward students who pass AP exams and their
teachers. Those incentive programs demonstrated significant improvements
in learning in one city, which hardly suffices to erase the big difference
between the U.S. and other nations unless widely implemented.

The NRC’s observations on rewards tied to low-stakes tests refer twice
to results for “a number of programs” but are silent on whether there are
successful programs in this arena. In fact there are many, as we will show
in the longer discussion of tests with rewards in Chapter 8. Later in its
report, the NRC acknowledges this when it says, “The key to using rewards
in the classroom is to do so in a way that fosters autonomous motivation. As
discussed above, autonomous motivation involves engaging students in a
learning activity by helping them identify with and fully accept its
importance for their own personal goals and values, even though the
activity is not inherently interesting to them (at least initially) and therefore
not internally motivating.”25 This comports with our earlier discussion of
how rewards can help motivate students to repeatedly practice new skills,
such as letter recognition in the case of learning to read, to the point of
automaticity so they can master increasingly advanced skills.

Superior Results of School Competition
Studies have shown how increasing competition and consumer choice have
reliably increased the quality and lowered the cost or price of a wide range
of services including airlines, banks, bus service, debt collection, electric
utilities, hospitals, insurance, railroads, savings and loans, utilities, and
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weather forecasting.26 Governments have successfully “privatized”
(transferred responsibility for delivering a service from the public sector to
the private sector) a long list of formerly government-operated enterprises
including hospitals, low-income housing, police and fire protection services,
and public pension funds.27 Many authors have written about how the
lessons learned in these other areas can be applied to public K–12
education.28

Economists and political scientists have found inefficiency and
bureaucracy are natural consequences of systems that aren’t exposed to
competition and consumer choice.29 Bureaucracies are clumsy, expensive,
and often ineffective substitutes for market processes that otherwise reward
responsible innovation and punish failure, inefficiency, and laziness. Such
inefficiency in public education has been amply documented.30 A
pioneering study by John E. Chubb and Terry M. Moe published by the
Brookings Institution in 1990 sought to isolate the role of government
operation of K–12 schools in causing this inefficiency.31 Using a database
of more than 20,000 students, teachers, and principals in 500 public and
private schools, the authors showed a student’s ability (initial student
achievement) has the largest influence on the student’s subsequent
achievement, but “not far behind it in importance are two factors roughly
equal in magnitude, the organization of the school and the family
background of the student. ... All things being equal, then, it appears that
students can really gain a great deal from attending an effectively organized
school.”32

 Chubb and Moe found private schools were more likely than public
schools to be effectively organized. They tend to have clearer and more
academically ambitious goals, principals who are empowered to be
educational leaders, coursework that is more academically rigorous, and
classrooms that are more orderly and less bureaucratic. “Low performance
schools,” they wrote, “look less like professional teams and more like
bureaucratic agencies.”33 

Public schools, according to Chubb and Moe, are poorly organized
public-sector entities subject to interference from and accountable to elected
bodies, what they call “democratic control.” In a remarkably blunt summary
of their findings, Chubb and Moe wrote:

The way to get schools with effective organizations is not to insist
that democratic institutions should do what they are incapable of
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doing. Nor is it to assume that the better public schools, the lucky
ones with nice environments, can serve as organizational models
for the rest. Their luck is not transferable. The way to get effective
schools, rather, is to recognize that the problem of ineffective
performance is really a deep-seated institutional problem that arises
from the most fundamental properties of democratic control.34

The alternative to democratic control is competition and choice:
requiring that schools compete among themselves for students and tuition
while allowing parents to select the schools they believe are best for their
children. Competition rewards school administrators and teachers who work
together to produce high-quality outcomes without wasting resources.
Unlike monopolies, competitive markets allow producers to specialize and
differentiate their products and services, giving consumers more options and
choices that are likely to satisfy their wants.

While competition and choice in public K–12 education is highly
constrained, enough exists to allow scholars to estimate their effects on
student achievement and other outcomes. That research generally compares
outcomes of traditional public schools with four kinds of schools exposed
to competition: private schools, charter schools, schools participating in
public voucher programs, and public schools that compete with one another
due to small district sizes or open enrollment policies. Researchers have
focused on changes in five measurable outputs of schools attributable to the
incentives created by competition and choice. The five outputs are:

# point-in-time academic achievement, meaning the academic standing
of students (such as test scores, graduation rate, and college enrollment
after graduation) attending schools of choice versus traditional public
schools, usually using statistical methods to control for differences in
students’ socioeconomic status;

# value-added over-time achievement gains, which controls for possible
selection bias by taking into account a student’s level of achievement
before attending a school of choice and measuring only the increase (or
decrease) attributable to the school;

# cost efficiency, typically annual spending per student, an estimate that
is sometimes complicated by differences between tuition and actual
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spending for private schools and per-pupil spending by public schools
reported by teachers unions versus more inclusive measures reported by
independent researchers;35

# parental satisfaction or citizens’ favorable regard, as revealed by
surveys of parents and the general public; and

# social integration or citizenship, as revealed by the diversity of student
bodies, surveys of students asking how frequently they interact with
students of different ethnicities, scores on civics exams, and levels of
student participation in voluntary civic activities.

A comprehensive survey of research on these effects of school choice
conducted in 2007 found near-consensus support for the proposition that
school choice has positive effects on students attending all four types of
schools and for all five types of outcomes under investigation.36 A table
summarizing the research appears below.

As shown by the table, the evidence is conclusive for 14 of the 20
findings and suggestive-but-not-conclusive for the remaining six. Given the
uncertainties inherent in social science research, this is dramatic and
compelling evidence that competition among schools benefits students,
satisfies parents and citizens, and improves efficiency.

Survey of the Evidence for Positive School Choice Effects

Form of
Choice

Point-in-time
academic
achievement

Value-added-
over-time
achievement
gains

Cost
efficiency

Parental
satisfaction,
citizens’
favorable
regard, or
both

Social
integration,
citizenship,
or both

Charter
schools

Conclusive Conclusive Conclusive Conclusive Suggestive

Vouchers Conclusive Conclusive Conclusive Conclusive Suggestive

Private
schools

Conclusive Suggestive Conclusive Conclusive Conclusive

Competition Conclusive Suggestive Suggestive Conclusive Suggestive

Source: Herbert Walberg, School Choice: The Findings (Washington, DC:
Cato Institute, 2007), Table 7-1, p. 108.
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Conclusion
The use of rewards to motivate students to learn has been studied
extensively. Contrary to the views of some prominent skeptics, the
effectiveness of rewards has been amply demonstrated. Successful programs
reward students for doing well on optional high-stakes and mandatory exit
exams, for enrolling in AP courses and passing the exams, and for inputs
such as reading books, coming to class on time, and turning in homework.

Not every reward program works. Wise educators (and parents) know
the effectiveness of rewards depends on the learner, the situation, and the
design of the reward system. Rewards appropriate for young children may
not be appropriate for older students; rewards for accomplishments that
seem out of reach or that arrive months or years later are likely to fail; and
reward systems that don’t align with or respect the student’s own interests,
knowledge, and needs are unlikely to work. 

Research shows how the absence of rewards built into the current
organization of public K–12 schools makes it more difficult for
conventional schools to organize for success and perform well. Schools that
are insulated from competition can afford to operate “like bureaucratic
agencies.” Incentives matter for teachers and administrators, too.

The good news is that many years of experience and hundreds of
articles in scholarly journals can help parents, educators, and policymakers
design reward systems that achieve their objectives. The research in this
chapter, combined with the previous two describing the underlying
psychological and economic theories and evidence, makes a compelling
case for increasing the use of well-designed rewards in schools.
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4
Setting the Right Goals

An important early step in using incentives to accelerate learning is
understanding the goals set for, and sometimes by, learners. Clear
agreed-upon goals allow educators to concentrate on planning the best way
to bring them about rather than deliberating about what they should be.
America’s cultural diversity and unique heritage make this difficult for
conventional public schools.

What are the features of effective goals, who should choose them, and
how do goals relate to aspects of learning that are best left unplanned and
spontaneous?

Features of Effective Goals
Early learning is a social act that can involve parents, siblings, teachers, and
others. Social incentives alone, however, are insufficient for keeping
individuals engaged in many types of educational activities. Together with
incentives, goals help students focus on the specific activities that help them
succeed.1 Incentives aligned with goals help learners choose the best
options from an array of possible activities and direct their efforts toward
attaining the most valuable outcomes.2 Material and social incentives work
well in some circumstances while some activities are self-reinforcing; the
effort itself may be enjoyable and inspire sustained effort.3

In reviewing many studies of incentives in varied adult settings,
University of Maryland psychologist Edwin Locke and his colleagues
concluded that setting specific, challenging goals leads to higher
performance than setting easy goals, “do your best” goals, or no goals.4
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“Goals,” they further concluded, “affect performance by directing attention,
mobilizing effort, increasing persistence, and motivating strategy
development. Goal setting is most likely to improve task performance when
the goals are specific and sufficiently challenging ... feedback is provided
... the experimenter or manager is supportive, and the assigned goals are
accepted by the individual.”

Psychological research supports the view that effective goals are
“SMART”; that is, Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, and
Time-bound.5 Individuals guided by such goals are more likely to sustain
a commitment to the tasks at hand. More broadly, goals allow people to
imagine personal and social outcomes likely to emerge from sustained
effort. Skilled goal-directed individuals can imagine the complexity of their
task with some degree of accuracy and determine the sort of intermediate
feedback that might foster successful attainment of the goal. They may fail
to achieve their goals for a variety of reasons and may need to revise their
goals, but in such situations incentives can encourage individuals to keep
trying.

Who Should Set the Goals?
Children attending preschool and elementary schools are too young to
decide on their own what they should learn since they lack sufficient
understanding of the importance and consequences of their choices. Few
would disagree that adults should take responsibility for setting young
children’s long- and short-term curriculum goals. Even so, controversy has
emerged over who should set the goals, whether people can agree on them,
and how to hold schools, educators, and students accountable for meeting
them. This makes setting goals and incentives difficult not just for very
young children but for all K–12 students. 

Many Asian and European countries have national standards for schools
that spare all but a small number of educators the time and difficulty of
deciding the contents of K–12 curriculum. Such standardization facilitates
the development of uniform textbooks and methods of teaching and testing
and makes it more likely that all children in any given classroom have
similar levels of knowledge and skills. Such standardization also allows
policymakers and parents to hold schools accountable for results by having
all students take the same or a similar set of achievement tests. 

Though appealing, a national curriculum and centralized system of
student testing is a poor fit for K–12 schools in the U.S. The small number
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of decision-makers that may make the process seem efficient excludes
stakeholders such as parents with strong interests and legally recognized
rights to play a role in the education of children. The sheer size and cultural
diversity of the country’s population create a variety of deeply rooted and
fiercely held views on what ought to be taught in schools. This
disagreement is most plainly on display in controversies over the teaching
of history, religion, ethics, and matters involving public policy, but it
extends to ways of teaching reading (phonics versus whole word) and
arithmetic (traditional versus “fuzzy math”). As the controversy over
adoption of “Common Core” standards as part of the national “Race to the
Top” federal initiative demonstrates,6 there isn’t one best curriculum for the
U.S.

The lack of consensus on goals for K–12 education in the U.S. was
addressed by the Founding Fathers by excluding education from the
enumerated powers of the national government; the words “education” and
“schools” do not appear in the Constitution. The authority to regulate
schooling was delegated by the Tenth Amendment to the states. For nearly
a century the states entrusted the private sector with operating schools.
Later, compulsory attendance laws and the Common School movement of
the mid-nineteenth century left education policy in the hands of cities and
local communities. This accommodation has the virtue of allowing
innovation and competition among cities and states, an essential condition
for discovery and improvement. It also made it difficult for large state and
national interest groups to gain control over school goals and curricula.

While the current system is far from perfect, there is little public
support for giving the federal government more authority over schools.
From 1973 to mid-2010, the percentage of Americans expressing “a great
deal” or “a lot” of confidence in Congress declined from 42 percent to 11
percent, ranking it last among 16 familiar institutions including small
business, the police, religious institutions, and the medical system.7

Opportunities for improving goal-setting for K–12 schools, therefore, are
most likely to be found at the state and local levels or outside of
government altogether.

Parents and Goal-setting
Parents may be considered the most important part of the goal-setting team
since they have a constitutionally protected right to control the education of
their children.8 The most notable of many Supreme Court decisions
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establishing this right is the 1925 decision in Pierce v. Society of Sisters in
which the court ruled “The child is not the mere creature of the state; those
who nurture him and direct his destiny have the right, coupled with the high
duty, to recognize and prepare him for additional obligations.”

Parents are better positioned than teachers, school board members, or
members of Congress to know their children’s specific needs, interests, and
talents.9 They are least likely to have a conflict of interest – where their
private interests might conflict with the interests of the child – since they
are not paid for their services nor are they running for election or reelection
based on claims or promises made about the education of other people’s
children. Parents’ future well-being is tied to the ability of their children to
become self-supporting and law-abiding adults.10

About 90 percent of the time in a child’s first 18 years of life is spent
outside schools under the responsibility of parents, including the parental
surrogates and others they may choose for their children. Parents teach
many of the most important lessons in life including manners, attitudes
toward school and learning, and the all-important first language. Homework
by definition is done at home and is influenced by parents. For these
reasons, it is important for parents to know and embrace the broad goals of
their children’s schools and for schools in turn to reflect the concerns and
interests of parents. 

Good teachers should play a role in setting academic goals for students,
but they face conflicts of interest. Margaret Diane LeCompte and Anthony
Gary Dworkin, who self-identify as “progressive” educators, nevertheless
observe, “teachers generally do not believe that parents will provide
adequate support for their children’s learning at home. Further, many
teachers – whether consciously or not – act in ways that sabotage efforts by
parents to help their children.”11 They observe “most teachers” withhold
information from parents when their children are doing poorly, “even when
it is apparent that they are,” in order to discourage complaints or requests
for help that might involve spending more time with struggling students or
their parents. Teachers may do this unconsciously: “Because many parents
have unrealistically optimistic perceptions of their children’s progress, they
do not seek help for them. By failing to ask for help, they demonstrate to
teachers their ‘lack of interest.’”12 But regardless of the reason behind the
teachers’ failure to communicate, their silence inflicts serious harm on
children, leaving them unprepared for work at the next grade level or even,
in some cases, forcing them to go through the shame of having to repeat a
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grade.
The need to align parents’ interests and values with those of schools,

combined with the recognition that conflicts of interest afflict even
well-meaning and dedicated teachers, makes a compelling case for allowing
schools to offer a diversity of curricula and education philosophies and for
enabling parents to be free to choose schools they believe are best for their
children.13

State and Local Goal-setting
Second to parents, state and local officials play the most important roles in
setting goals for K–12 learning. Governors, other state elected officials, and
state and local school board members spend countless hours planning and
overseeing public schools, a massive public enterprise that cost taxpayers
at least $571 billion for the 2012–13 school year.14 Over time, control over
public education has been concentrated in fewer and fewer hands: the
number of districts shrank from about 117,000 in 1940 to 15,000 in 2000,
while the average enrollment in a district rose from 217 children to more
than 3,000 children.15

On the matter of goal-setting, state and local officials have attempted
to set high and uniform achievement goals combined with top-down
accountability systems requiring that only the approved curriculum is taught
and students advance at an acceptable pace.16 In some states, teachers who
fail to teach the approved curriculum or whose students don’t advance fast
enough receive training, face disciplinary action, or receive financial
incentives to improve their performance. Schools that repeatedly fail to
meet the standards are subject to top-down reorganization by state
authorities. “Turnaround” and “transformation” are two kinds of
reorganization prescribed by Race to the Top, the national school legislation
adopted in 2009.17

The turnaround model requires a local school district to “replace the
principal and grant the new principal sufficient operational flexibility
(including in staffing, calendars/time, and budgeting) to implement a
comprehensive approach in order to substantially improve student
achievement outcomes and increase high-school graduation rates.” The new
approach includes screening existing staff, rehiring no more than 50 percent
of them, hiring a “turnaround leader,” and promoting “the continuous use
of student data (such as from formative, interim, and summative
assessments) to inform and differentiate instruction in order to meet the
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academic needs of individual students.”18

The transformation model is similar to the turnaround model but adds
a dozen additional reform options such as “conducting periodic reviews to
ensure that the curriculum is being implemented with fidelity, is having the
intended impact on student achievement, and is modified if ineffective” and
“increasing rigor by offering opportunities for students to enroll in
advanced coursework (such as Advanced Placement or International
Baccalaureate; or science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
courses, especially those that incorporate rigorous and relevant project-,
inquiry-, or design-based contextual learning opportunities), early-college
high schools, dual enrollment programs, or thematic learning academies that
prepare students for college and careers, including by providing appropriate
supports designed to ensure that low achieving students can take advantage
of these programs and course work.”19

Turnaround and transformation seem to be tough-minded and
business-like approaches to the task of setting goals and achieving results.
They are the current state-of-the-art of the public school reform industry.
But do they work? Experience with turnaround efforts suggests they do
little to increase student achievement and parent satisfaction with schools.20

For example, a U.S. Department of Education evaluation of schools that
spent $4.6 billion on transformations or turnarounds found only a quarter
of them experienced significant math or reading gains while three-quarters
made little or no progress.21

Turnaround and transformation efforts often fail because they leave in
place the centralized district authority and bureaucracy that have pushed
parents out of their children’s education, reducing their involvement and
consequently reducing their children’s academic achievement. For the most
part the efforts don’t change the incentives that currently distract and
frustrate good teachers and administrators. They repeat the top-down and
one-size-fits-all reform prescriptions that large bureaucracies use in lieu of
having to compete with other providers for customers. Consequently, these
reforms will be implemented slowly and imperfectly, if at all, and teachers
and administrators will find ways to evade and circumvent the new rules ...
sometimes to hide their incompetence, and at other times to do what parents
and students actually want and need.

Goals and Spontaneous Order
People in academia and government often assume “experts” uninvolved in
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the daily life of others can best set goals for them.22 This model may
sometimes prove successful if the goal setter possesses extensive experience
with unchanging goals and knowledge of the circumstances and experiences
of others, but more typically a single person or organization lacks the
information required for seeing and pursuing someone else’s goals.23 Some
degree of spontaneity rather than complete pre-ordering of options can
cultivate innovative thought or new ways of looking at problems.24

Some prominent Chinese citizens voice concern about their country’s
highly structured education system. They worry that too much planning
crushes natural instincts for innovation and creativity necessary for a
vibrant culture and economy.25 Some South Koreans express similar
concerns about their education system, which has a substantially longer year
and longer school days than the U.S. school system. Their culture focuses
so exclusively on academic achievement that some South Korean parents
choose to exempt their children from the pressure by sending them to
American schools in Korea. These parents say students at American schools
have more opportunities to explore extracurricular activities and develop
outside interests.26 Some balance between planning and spontaneity, or
strict and open-ended goals, is needed. That balance varies among
countries, schools, families, and students.

As students grow older they begin taking control of their learning
progress. A competitive and thriving marketplace of ideas, even in
classrooms, may help students learn to evaluate new ideas that may not be
found in textbooks. Surfing the Internet confronts young learners with new
and potentially false ideas and claims that deserve consideration and
evaluation, which is good practice since judging the veracity of information
is an important life skill. Not all judgments and decisions can be taught or
reduced to methodical textbook recipes.27

Without this freedom to explore, some learners set goals that limit their
ability to learn new ways of evaluating ideas, while others continually seek
these skills and thereby improve their understanding and functioning in the
world.28 Too little structure or guidance, though, can lead some learners to
become so anxious and self-conscious in the face of uncertainty that they
cannot concentrate on evaluating unanticipated parts of the task at hand.29

Well-planned goals and rewards help learners avoid distractions and
achieve what they wish as well as evaluate new ideas and, if necessary,
redirect their efforts.

Another problem of top-down goal-setting is unpredictable events that
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slow down or even terminate complex projects. Supervisors, for example,
often incorrectly estimate difficulty and how long it will take to complete
tasks.30 Information technology professionals sometimes joke that planners
should make the best estimate of the time required to finish a project and
multiply it by three – five if computers are involved. Many complex
projects go unfinished because time, resources, and patience are depleted
or a superior technology eclipses what was envisioned.31

Public education is certainly a complex project. Policymakers spend
years debating and approving curricula and other school policies that are
obsolete by the time they reach classrooms. Teacher contracts and laws
governing schools and school finance can reach the size of phone books,
making even small changes at the level of individual schools difficult and
time-consuming to make.32 The digital revolution is occurring outside
traditional public schools, which trail far behind the cutting edge.33

Education today is, in short, an enterprise that seems particularly
ill-suited to top-down goal-setting even if there were agreement on what the
goals should be, which there manifestly is not. This is a fundamental
problem in public education that needs to be solved before effective reward
programs can be widely adopted. 

Conclusion
The right goals must be chosen before incentives can be used effectively in
education, but setting goals for individual learners is more difficult than
many people realize. America’s unique political heritage means there are
deep differences of opinion on what should be taught in K–12 schools
beyond basic agreement on the three Rs. These disagreements are not
primarily between people who understand complex subjects and those who
do not; they are rooted in cultures, experiences, and belief systems that are
accepted and celebrated as part of the American Way, or rather the
American Ways.

One implication of our cultural diversity and enthusiastic embrace of
the same is that the federal government has only a small role to play in
setting goals for K–12 education. Responsibility rests primarily with
parents, state and local governments, and school boards. This choice has
both advantages – there is more innovation, competition, and freedom to
choose thanks to decentralization – and disadvantages – more time spent
debating goals and teaching practices, and a lack of uniform textbooks and
uniform tests with which to hold educators and students accountable to a
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single standard. This is not to say, however, that parents should be denied
accurate information on what their children are learning and where they
stand in relation to their peers on important subjects such as English,
American history, mathematics, and science.

Goal-setting should not be viewed as a straitjacket, preventing learners
from exploring new ideas or altering goals over time. Adults, even parents,
cannot know everything going on in a child’s mind. While adults have
essential roles to play in goal-setting for young children, their roles evolve
as children grow older. As discussed in earlier chapters, goals and
incentives need to change to reflect the learner’s increased maturity and
thinking skills.

In light of all this, perhaps the best that can be hoped for is that
educators, parents, and students themselves will have a hand in goal-setting
and creating incentive systems. It can be a difficult balancing act requiring
the best efforts of everyone involved.
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How to Use Rewards
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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



REWARDS AT HOME 65

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



66 REWARDS

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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6
Rewards in Elementary Schools

Parents may find themselves more involved than ever in their children’s
learning when a child enters elementary school, since working with teachers
opens a door to a new level of activity. Parents and teachers can work
together to plan and implement reward systems that are research-proven to
help elementary-school children learn.

Home–School Collaboration
Children are more likely to thrive when parents and educators work together
to increase students’ achievement. Schools and community organizations
have begun to recognize this and seek to engage parents actively in their
children’s educations. A foundation in Bridgeport, Connecticut recently
began teaching parents “Civic Engagement 101,” which focused on
explaining how teacher evaluations work and what they convey about their
children’s teachers. In addition, the course outlines strategies for parents to
get teachers and schools to consider what individual parents believe is best
for their children in the classroom.1

In only two years, an initiative in Detroit aimed at promoting parent
involvement to help the long-troubled school district met notable success.
Contracting with Detroit Public Schools, the Detroit Parent Network
increased parent involvement in schools by 37 percent in its first year. The
initiative offers parenting workshops and information about food, health
care, schools, and education.2

Findings from studies using a wide range of methods and designs
confirm the value of parent involvement in their children’s school activities.
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A synthesis (meta-analysis) of 52 studies conducted in urban schools found
students whose parents were involved in their children’s education showed
notably greater levels of achievement than students whose parents were
not.3 In one study, home-schooled and schooled children who reported the
highest level of parental involvement in their educations also showed the
highest levels of achievement.4 Children of parents who set high
expectations for them also performed well in school.

A useful list of ways parents can work with elementary schools appears
on the website of the U.S. Department of Education. It includes tips shown
in the table on the following page.

Parents in Classrooms
Parents becoming directly involved in their children’s classrooms often
create readily apparent benefits. One review of 14 studies that included
more than 1,000 families found children made marked gains in reading and
writing when their parents helped in classrooms, some even teaching
specific skills.5 In other research, benefits from parental involvement in the
classroom appeared to depend on the parents’ enthusiasm.6

Parents seem increasingly to understand this and deliberately participate
in their children’s education because of it. The 28th (2012) survey by Harris
Interactive of teachers, students, and parents shows parent engagement
levels are among the highest they have ever been.7 Forty-eight percent of
students report their parents visit school once a month, a number almost
three times greater than when the survey was first taken (16 percent).
Two-thirds of students say they talk about school with their parents every
day, more than four times as many as did in 1988 when the survey was first
taken. And teachers with greater levels of parent involvement in their
classes report much higher job satisfaction.

Of course, parents can become too involved in their children’s
education. Learners’ intellectual development suffers when parents’
attention undermines their self-confidence. In one 18-month longitudinal
study, Eva Pomerantz and Missa Murry Eaton found some mothers became
overly intrusive because they worried excessively about their children’s
achievement or because children exhibited high levels of uncertainty.8

Intrusive mothers were more likely to monitor their children’s progress
or offer to do things for their children when the children did not ask for
such help. These mothers considered their intrusive actions essential for
their children’s success. Unfortunately, despite these parents’ good
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intentions, intrusiveness did not spark greater levels of achievement.
Finding a balance between offering assistance and encouragement and
allowing independence may take time and calls for parents’ and educators’
wisdom. 

Ways Parents Can Work with Elementary Schools

! Visit a classroom in the school.

! Get a copy of the school’s parent involvement plan.

! Volunteer to be a room parent, organize a winter coat drive,
help out on test day, or be a reading coach.

! Ask the principal for the school’s report card.

! Find out the best time to contact educators by telephone.

! Ask for the teacher’s e-mail address.

! Find out about websites where teachers may list class notes and
homework assignments.

! Participate in parent-teacher conferences.

! Be prepared to listen, talk, and take notes.

! Write out questions before meeting with the teacher.

! Ask for specific information about the child’s work and progress.

! Review what the teacher suggested and follow up by talking with
the child.

! Check back with the teacher regularly to see how things are
going as the year progresses.

! Know that counselors can help if there are problems at home,
such as divorce or illness.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, “Parent Power: Build the Bridge
to Success,” http://www2.ed.gov/parents/academic/help/parentpower/
booklet.pdf, last visited March 10, 2013. See the source for original
phrasing of these points. 
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Planning Classroom Reward Systems
When planning classroom reward systems, educators have to consider and
balance multiple perspectives including compliance with federal, local
school district, and individual school guidelines and the wishes of
principals, parents, and students. As in other decision-making,9 teachers
consider the learner’s abilities as they identify tasks to accomplish and the
problems associated with each task. Teachers specify learning goals and the
best methods for achieving each one.10

Teachers design lesson activities and imagine the consequences of using
each one before implementing it, keeping in mind the specific children in
their classes. Such planning allows teachers to align rewards with curricular
goals. Research has found the lack of sufficient planning is a major cause
of disciplinary problems and other disruptions of classroom learning, which
may be attributable to lessons too difficult, too easy, or otherwise
unrewarding.11

Teachers are expected to clarify matters that are confusing, evaluate
each activity, and consider how well lessons from one day best fit with
lessons from other days. Repeating lessons can be as boring for teachers as
it is for students but as noted earlier, some forms of repetition are beneficial.
Nevertheless, too much repetition of material already learned may try
learners’ patience. Even very small rewards can help young learners cope
with this challenge and can readily be adapted to differences in what
individual learners already know and how fast they can learn new material.

It is easy for teachers to miss many of the ways they create incentives
in their usual classroom routines. Young children like to show what they
know to those who will listen sympathetically and sincerely. They may
require rewards such as listening and gold stars that can be easily given and
readily understood. Insightful, skillful teachers instinctively consider and
act on their students’ likely reactions to incentives. They notice what does
and does not constitute a reward for a particular child or group of children.

Praise
Some critics of rewards – Alfie Kohn, for example – even criticize the use
of praise in classrooms.12 Their rationale is that the selective use of praise
constitutes the assertion of “power” by an adult over children and that too
much praise dilutes its value. As we’ve observed before, praise can be
undeserved or poorly timed, resulting in an inflated sense of self-esteem.
This kind of reward may in fact be overused today by many parents and



REWARDS IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS 81

educators. But this misuse of rewards means teachers and parents need
better advice on how to use praise more judiciously, not that they shouldn’t
use it at all.

Interviews with elementary students in grades 1 through 5 showed
children are astute recipients of classroom rewards and value the rewards
that best help them improve their learning.13 Research shows offering
students detailed feedback and emphasizing their effort raises the
motivation of most students, especially those with learning disabilities.14

Children who receive encouragement that outlines something they did well
and something to improve on do better than students who are told vaguely
that they are “good students” or are “smart.”15 

Children can be such astute observers that they see subtle cues about
what answers parents and teachers expect, which leads them to appear
skilled when they are merely imitating others or even guessing good
answers from teachers’ facial expressions as they drift closer to the
desirable answer – all without understanding the reasoning behind the right
answer. This is a tactic teachers need to recognize and try to counter.

Rewards Built Into Activities
Many rewards in elementary school classrooms arise from the learning
process itself. Young children experience pleasure when discovering new
information or developing a new skill. In an elementary school classroom
this should be occurring with great frequency. Teachers should be on the
lookout for small as well as big achievements, should congratulate young
learners, and when appropriate, should point out how even small
achievements will make further achievements easier.

Very young children experience pleasure when they are able to
recognize and pronounce the names of simple objects, such as fruits or
animals. Direct Instruction authority Siegfried Engelmann uses this
principle in teaching reading.16 When reading a short story the first time, the
teacher covers the illustration for the words he or she reads, both to keep it
a surprise and to prevent the child from guessing at the words by looking
at the picture. After the child has sounded out the words phonetically, the
teacher uncovers the picture, rewarding the child for decoding the words
that describe it. In this instance, both pronouncing the correct sounds and
viewing the corresponding picture reward the child for his or her
accomplishment.

As children grow older and objects become more familiar, they may
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enjoy finding objects hidden in larger pictures, then coloring pictures of
familiar objects, and then being able to draw pictures themselves. Using art
as a learning activity, described below, is an example of a learning activity
with rewards “built in.”

Stickers, Parties, and Prizes
Though disparaged by Alfie Kohn, stickers, prizes, and parties can be
appropriately used in preschool and elementary classrooms. Without these
tangible rewards or feedback from their teachers, students may be unsure
if they performed a task successfully or of the value of the task they
performed, or they may quickly forget it. Rewards convey valuable
information to even the youngest learner and make learning specific
knowledge and insights memorable, an essential step toward further
learning.

Elementary school teachers do this, for example, when awarding small
children construction paper “ice cream scoops” for each multiplication set
they memorize or book they read outside of class. Nearly all children like
ice cream, so the appearance of another scoop in their cone is immediately
understood as a good thing whereas a longer row of stars or a higher grade
may not convey that understanding as quickly or as clearly.17 All the
children can see whose “ice cream cone” is largest and most will readily
compete for it to be theirs. This symbolic reward has the added advantage
of having no sugar.

Other rewards may be as simple as a sticker attached to a paper or one
that can be worn on a shirt or jacket, or designating a child “teacher’s helper
for the week.” Parties and prizes celebrating individual or group successes,
such as perfect attendance or completion of a multi-step project, amount to
a combination of small rewards – surprise, entertainment, success in a
competition, and recognition – that make an achievement especially
memorable.

It is a testament to the success of such systems that receiving rewards
is often the first thing reported by elementary students, often with great
pride and excitement, when they see a parent after school. By making
achievement memorable, these small rewards make a big difference.

Grades
Another valuable but often-criticized form of reward is grades.18 Students
are eager to know “how I did” on a project or a test. The desire is entirely
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natural and correct: Part of maturing is subjecting our accomplishments to
the judgment of other people, and having papers, tests, artwork, and other
activities graded is a consistent way of doing this. Whether grades in every
case should be made public is a different matter. A case can be made that
consistently low grades can de-motivate and shame young learners,
reducing their motivation to do better.

It is often advantageous to let students know how tests and other
activities will count on their grades and the numerical criteria for various
grades. The lazy way to do this is to “grade on the curve”; that is, to give
grades based on the percentages of students who attain various test scores,
homework grades, and other indicators. The research does not give a strong
indication of whether this method is better than a straight grading scale
assigning letter grades for certain percentages of correct answers, but it is
unconstructive, if not wrong, to give high grades for substandard work. Like
praise lavished on students for mediocre accomplishment, grade inflation
can mislead students into thinking they have achieved proficiency or
mastery when they have not. This may create happy students and parents
but it does not promote and may actually retard learning.

The movement away from grading students’ work has been widespread
due to concerns, similar to those expressed about praise, that they represent
an improper or unnecessary expression of adult power or authority in
classrooms. The foundation of this concern seems more ideological than
pedagogical, and the influence of the movement on student achievement
seems to be mostly negative.19 While grading of all sorts is more prevalent
in higher grades, it is appropriate in elementary schools, keeping in mind
the caveats already expressed.

Art, Music, and Drama
Art, as mentioned previously, offers a rich arena for elementary student
learning in which rewards are already built in. Because of the limits of their
vocabulary and experience, younger students often have difficulty
expressing their ideas. Art can encourage children to develop their
communication skills.20 Their drawings and pictures may help them
translate their experience and knowledge into images and then into words.

Children benefit from opportunities to express their emotions with
music. Singing, playing instruments, and responding to music provide
valuable opportunities and incentives to express emotions. This is the basis
for Kindermusik, a popular set of programs for young children that teaches
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them rhythm, rhyming, balance, and other important musical and social
abilities.21 Children as young as newborns listen to age-appropriate sounds
and songs and learn to tap thick dowels to a beat, dance and stretch with
colorful scarves, sing nursery rhymes, and shake maracas.

Drama teaches children more skills than may seem obvious from the
resulting presentation. Children can learn to plan, represent ideas in a script,
and imagine other people’s perspectives. They learn to develop their
memories and, when acting out famous historical scenes or plays, join a
tradition of communication and ideas. Since a single error by a director,
stagehand, or actor can greatly diminish the power of a production, they can
discover the importance of all members playing their parts well. 

Art, music, and drama help children not only to express themselves but
to appreciate the ways people communicate. They can learn much both by
appreciation and direct participation. 

Paying for Achievement
Surprising though it may seem, children as early as second-grade can be
motivated to learn by the promise of money, whether real or “play,” that can
be used to purchase school supplies or other goods and services. The use of
such reward systems is not new and it appears to be fairly extensive, at least
in private schools.22 

The rationale for offering money to elementary students is
straightforward. Children from their earliest ages see money being used to
pay for goods and services and naturally desire to imitate the behavior of
adults and older children who have solved the riddle of exchanging a token
for a desired item. Handling money, whether real or play, teaches math
skills, the value of deferred gratification, and (at least in higher grades)
economic lessons. To the degree that learning can be difficult – and we
readily concede it not always is and shouldn’t be presented this way to
younger students – students understand intuitively the fairness of the
transaction: They are paid for working hard. Finally, real money and to a
lesser extent play money can be used to buy a variety of items that may be
desired by students, making it more likely to motivate more students than,
say, offering pencils or books.

A controlled study involving second-graders in Texas paid $2 for each
grade-appropriate book they read outside of class – a simple assignment and
a modest reward to accomplish it.23 The students could earn up to $40,
though the average earnings were $13. Eighty percent of the learners
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offered this reward read at least one book for pay, and all those who
participated improved their reading comprehension.

Rewards for Healthy Eating
A seemingly unending struggle for educators and parents is getting children
to resist their craving for vitamin-empty sugars and starches, which often
leads to sacrificing healthy foods and risks common obesity. Two
economists, David Just and Joseph Price, reported24 that a federal regulation
impelled the nation’s schools to serve an extra $5.4 million worth of fruits
and vegetables each school day, of which $3.4 million went uneaten.

To identify promising solutions, Just and Price carried out a week-long
experiment in 15 public elementary schools. They paid more than 9,000
students in several separate groups a nickel, a quarter, or a raffle ticket for
a larger amount for eating each vegetable or fruit serving. On average, the
rewards resulted in an 80 percent increase in these servings over baseline
amounts. 

After the week’s experiment, however, students resumed their less
healthy consumption patterns, and the two economists are investigating
rewards over longer periods and the possibility of lasting changes in habits.
Given students’ poor dietary habits, continued payments even without
habituation might be worthwhile. Presumably, moreover, monetary and
other rewards for healthy eating at home might be similarly worthwhile.
Given the consistency of reward effects illustrated in this book, more lasting
effects might be expected.

Student-Initiated Rewards
Elementary students can be given some authority over classroom policies
and activities. Lesson plans are rarely so tightly scripted that some of the
preferences expressed by children cannot be incorporated into daily
activities. Allowing them to choose from a range of serious options may
strengthen their commitment to assigned tasks.25

Many children appreciate the opportunity to make and then see the
consequences of choices that involve themselves as well as others.
Participating in classroom management is an opportunity to learn listening,
teamwork, and negotiating skills. The increase in social status that comes
from being part of a team that decides the destination of a field trip, for
example, can be large for a seven- or eight-year-old and thus creates a major
incentive to focus on doing the job well. 
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This sort of flexibility resulted in a group of students in Washington
state becoming instrumental in naming the state crustacean in 2009 when
their fourth-grade teacher, Stephanie Buzbee, encouraged them to study
differences among states.26 One child discovered that Louisiana had a state
crustacean but Washington did not. Her father, a state lawmaker, called
Buzbee to talk about it. She told her students to research whether naming
a state crustacean was a good idea and why. They did, and later took their
research to the state legislature after preparing and practicing speeches to
deliver to lawmakers.

Elementary teachers can include their students in discussions of
classroom management and other matters without sliding into Rousseauian
permissiveness, but erring in that direction seems all too common. For
example, a sixth grade social studies teacher in Illinois announced on his
blog in 2011 that “I now see the futility of teaching my students. I have
found that telling my students what to do does not make them learn. ... So,
I am giving it all up. I am done teaching my students. I will no longer give
pencil and paper tests. I refuse to tell my students what projects to do.” This
teacher then declared his goal is to “become invisible and the students will
take complete control over their learning.”27 A year after posting this
statement, the teacher was named Illinois’ “2012 Teacher of the Year.”

A New Yorker cartoon from several decades ago showed a boy with
raised hand asking, “Do we have to do what we want to do today?” It’s a
question that needs to be asked in too many classrooms. Children often
recognize the value of structure and guidance even when the adults around
them have been persuaded otherwise.

Conclusion
Well-designed and carefully implemented reward systems can improve
student achievement in elementary schools. While young children are often
intrinsically motivated, they benefit when their accomplishments, however
small, are pointed out by parents and teachers and appropriately rewarded.
Not all learning is easy or entertaining, and the presence of incentives and
rewards can help young learners confront and overcome obstacles and
distractions.

Parents are their children’s most important and effective teachers. They
should be using rewards at home before their children enter school and they
should continue to use them through their children’s entire K–12 careers.
They should express their concerns to teachers and principals if it appears
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rewards are not being correctly used in their children’s classrooms, perhaps
by using some of the dozen different ways they can work with their schools
described by the U.S. Department of Education booklet summarized on
page 79.

At least seven kinds of rewards are appropriate and effective in
elementary schools: verbal praise, rewards built into lessons, small tokens
(stickers, parties, and prizes), grades, arts incentives, money (real or play),
and student-initiated rewards. 

The use of these forms of incentives and rewards with children and
adults is not due to some mass delusion about their effectiveness nor some
insidious plot to condition people for lives as workers for some elite. The
incentives are used because parents, teachers, and students themselves
recognize that they work and appreciate them. Teachers should not be afraid
to use them more often and parents should not hesitate to challenge teachers
and administrators if such rewards seem to be absent from their children’s
schools.
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7
Rewards in Secondary Schools

Adults can support adolescents’ learning by helping them define goals, by
suggesting learning strategies, by creating positive incentives, and by
delivering aligned rewards.1 Economic and psychological research makes
clear that reward systems can significantly raise academic achievement
levels and high-school graduation rates for adolescents.

A review of the literature reveals many reward systems that have
successfully motivated adolescents to stay in school and remain focused on
academic achievement. Some of these techniques were described in
previous chapters and need only be adapted to middle- and high-school
classrooms, while others involving tests and digital learning will be
described in Part 3. The remaining reward systems fall into four categories:
successful classroom techniques, paying for achievement, strategies for
self-teaching, and incentives for non-college-bound students to graduate.

Classroom Techniques
Interest in school often declines in adolescence,2 perhaps due to the
incentives described earlier by Simon, the influence of “adolescent culture”
described earlier by Coleman, or the confluence of adolescent hormones
and popular culture that parents cannot fail to notice. This decline in
academic interest sometimes leads students into self-destructive behavior.3

Schools can help counter this tendency with a variety of classroom
techniques that reward students who stay focused on their studies.

Schools can use some of the reward systems we described in the
previous chapter while recognizing that students’ human and social capital
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grows as they acquire knowledge, skills, personal possessions, and
reputation. Since the power of incentives to prompt effort depends on their
size relative to students’ current capital, rewards may need to change.4

Older children and adolescents are more likely than elementary students to
appreciate less-tangible rewards such as honor and attention from people
they admire; expressions of trust, such as being able to use the family car
or stay out later than normal for special occasions; and longer-term rewards,
such as passing Advanced Placement exams and admission to elite
universities of their choice. Older children are more sensitive to having
input into their learning goals and are inclined to resist incentives they
perceive to be exercises of arbitrary authority by adults.

Pam Grossman and her colleagues identified eight features of
instruction that create positive incentives for achievement by middle-school
students. They are listed in the table on the following page.5

These techniques underscore how using rewards in classrooms isn’t
restricted to “carrots and sticks” that may or may not reflect the wants and
abilities of students. Instead, many of these techniques involve getting
students to share with teachers what their real interests and goals are and
thereby revealing the best ways to motivate them. The best reward systems
require discovering students’ motivations, not assuming them.6

Paying for Achievement
Access to money, even play money, becomes increasingly important as
students get older and discover that meeting many of their wants requires
having money. Part-time jobs begin to compete with school and homework
as students enter middle- and high-school, making pay for academic
achievement one way to fight back. However, this is not the only way and
can fail to produce the desired results unless done carefully.

A particularly intriguing example of paying middle-school students is
the Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP), a nationwide collection of
open-enrollment college preparatory schools commonly located in urban
and poor communities.7 These schools rely heavily on financial and
non-financial rewards to motivate students who might not otherwise
experience a rigorous education. KIPP students typically receive 60 percent
more instruction than students at other schools due to a longer school day
and attend mandatory summer school and a wide range of after-school
activities. Keeping students focused during these long school days can be
a special challenge.
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Effective Classroom Techniques for Adolescents

! Describe the purpose of each educational activity, giving
students reasons to want to do it rather than just being told to
obey instructions from an authority figure.

! Promote activities as intellectual challenges, lifting them above
just another chapter or assignment to an opportunity for
discovery, mastery, or a way to make future activities easier.

! Explain key concepts in several different ways, recognizing that
by middle school students’ bases of knowledge and skills have
evolved differently, resulting in different abilities to grasp
concepts based on how they are presented.

! Connect new information to prior knowledge or personal
preferences, showing that acquiring the new information fits
into and increases a student’s store of knowledge and therefore
his or her “wealth.”

! Use their own behavior as a model, since adolescents are
highly attuned to evidence of hypocrisy by adults and
increasingly want to be viewed as grown-ups.

! Include guided and deliberate practice in order to achieve
automaticity and stored memory.

! Provide clear and detailed feedback so students know what is
expected of them and when they have performed well so they
are persuaded that a grade or disciplinary action is fair.

! Generate classroom discussion since shyness or defeatism
can discourage adolescents from speaking directly to an adult
teacher or being first to ask a question during class.

Source: Pam Grossman, Susanna Loeb, Julia Cohen, Karen Hammerness,
James Wyckoff, Donald Boyd, and Hamilton Lankford, “Measure for
Measure: The Relationship Between Measures of Instructional Practice in
Middle School English Language Arts and Teachers’ Value-Added Scores,”
Working Paper 16015, National Bureau of Economic Research, 2010. See
the source for original phrasing of these points.
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At the end of each week, each middle-school student receives a
paycheck in “KIPP dollars” to reward effort, good behavior, and completed
homework. KIPP dollars are not real dollars, can be used only within KIPP
schools, and are used exclusively to reward effort and not for getting good
grades or passing tests. Students’ pay may be “debited” for misbehaving.
The paychecks can be used to purchase notebooks, writing supplies, snacks,
and more from a school store as well as the right to participate in field trips
to such places as Washington, DC and the Grand Canyon.

According to one report on the reward system, “The Paycheck Program
has achieved its primary goal, improving student behavior and
communication between students and faculty. When the principal hands out
the paychecks on Friday afternoon, positive conversations usually result.
Reinforcement of the students’ behaviors makes them think about
consequences and better understand expectations, the staff members have
said. Communication with parents has been amplified as well. Weekly
feedback on a child’s behavior prompts regular dialogue between parents
and teachers.”8

In an interview with PBS, KIPP co-founder Mike Feinberg explained
why the schools use rewards and incentives. “Well, it goes back to the
general premise that ... when you do the right thing, good things happen and
when you do the wrong thing, bad things happen. I know it doesn’t always
work out that way in life but it usually follows that pattern and we want the
kids to learn that valuable life lesson,” Feinberg said.9 He continued:

[C]hildren who are at public schools ... don’t feel the sense of
earning things which we know exists beyond education out there
in the real world. They’re entitled to their desk, they’re entitled to
books, they’re entitled to the breakfast and the lunch, they’re
entitled to have a teacher in front of them, they’re entitled to be in
a school building that’s somewhere in their neighborhood. ...
[W]ithout teaching the value that things need to get earned, you can
create a situation where kids grow up thinking that this is going to
keep happening, that they’re going to be entitled to a college
education, they’re going to be entitled to become a lawyer, doctor,
architect, engineer, whatever they want to do in this world.10
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Strategies for Self-Teaching
When asked to determine the best ways to learn science, adolescents said
they would learn more if teachers explained and showed the means of
scientific inquiry and then let students try to conduct their own tests of
theories.11 Their interest in “self-teaching” is consistent with the economic
theory of incentives since rewards can be smaller but still motivating if an
effective strategy of learning lowers the cost (in time and effort) of
acquiring something of value. Such self-monitoring and error correction
will be quicker and more frequent than what a teacher, even a tutor, can
provide.

Grossman and her colleagues, the source of the classroom techniques
listed above, found students given explicit instructions on strategies for
learning were most likely to experience boosts in achievement. The highest
achievement levels were found among students whose teachers showed
them how to plan their studying, monitor their own progress, and efficiently
retrieve information that would be valuable for reviewing before tests or
when tackling the next and higher level of learning.

Courses designed to teach young people the attitudes and habits
necessary for high achievement include Brainology,12 a set of classes for
middle-school students developed by Mindset author and Stanford
psychology professor Carol Dweck. The courses teach young people
neuroscience focused on how their brains work and respond to certain study
techniques, then outline and reinforce the study techniques themselves.
Brainology is a blended learning class in which part of the instruction is
conducted online through videos and interactive exercises and part is
conducted in the classroom with a teacher and fellow students. 

The popularity of robotic science programs such as Lego Mindstorms13

illustrates the appeal of self-teaching. Students use kits containing gears,
wheels, “servo motors with built-in rotation sensors,” and other components
to build robots. Schools and community organizations field Lego robotics
teams that compete to see which team or individual can most quickly create
a robot that can solve a particular challenge or set of challenges, such as
navigating an obstacle course or swimming towards an underwater target.

Growing access to personal computers and the Internet is a boon for
self-teaching. Several computer programs, for example, detect spelling and
grammar errors. Regular use of these programs provides consistent and
repetitive feedback to students to solidify correct writing practices. Students
also can find and sign up for free online courses from organizations such as
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Khan Academy14 and circulate their work for comment and correction to
teachers, students, and even newspaper editors and academics.

Teachers may recognize technology is transforming schooling but may
not see how it is enabling a style of learning that rewards students who
remain focused on academics. Students need to be steered away from
mindless video games and other distractions and toward sites that help them
accelerate their ability to learn new things, thereby making their time in
school more likely to lead to graduation, post-secondary schooling, and a
desired occupation. Chapter 10 addresses some of these new learning
technologies in detail.

Incentives for Non-College-Bound Students
Chapter 3 summarized research showing the powerful effects of paying
high-school students to pass Advanced Placement exams and providing
college tuition for students who do well on rigorous curriculum-based
examinations. But what about non-college-bound students who may be
interested in working as soon as possible, some even before graduation?
They may be sorely frustrated with their academic high-school experience.
Their frustration can help explain dropout rates of 50 percent or higher in
many big-city public high schools. Some dropouts may return to school
later or pursue General Educational Development (GED) diplomas that
require passing tests rather than regularly attending conventional high
schools, but this may be a poor substitute for a regular diploma.15

Most Asian and European school systems assume some students will
end their school careers after nine years, the end of “lower secondary
school,” to use the international term. Only college-bound students are
expected to go on for three more years of upper secondary education before
college. Some systems have two types of schools corresponding to student
abilities and interests: the academic, featuring abstract and advanced work
for the college-bound, and the vocational, featuring job knowledge and
skills tracks for those working towards technical occupations, some highly
paid such as optometry.

In the U.S., the widespread assumption among educators and
policymakers is that every student should graduate “college ready” and
immediately advance to college. This assumption is noble, as it shows high
expectations and the traditional American faith in egalitarianism. But slower
students may deter the progress of other students. Many students who
pursue four-year college degrees never finish and receive little if any return
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on their investments of time and money for tuition. In fact, many are worse
off since they are saddled with student debt.16 Those who graduate from
inferior institutions and programs may not recover through higher wages the
full cost of their college education, particularly given a four-year or longer
delay in entering the workforce.

In 2012, some 40 percent of recent college graduates were working in
jobs that did not require a college degree and 40 percent reported working
in jobs that were not closely related to their degrees.17 According to U.S.
Department of Labor data, more than one million retail sales staff and
115,000 janitors and cleaners are college graduates.18 

There is growing concern over the large debts many students and their
families incur while pursuing, often unsuccessfully, college degrees. Total
student debt exceeded $1 trillion in 2010, more than the nation’s total credit
card debt.19 The median average student debt was $20,000 in 2011, about
four times the average debt load of 20 years ago. “A sizeable number of the
recession cohort, having graduated between 2009 and 2011, remain
dependent on their families for some significant help in meeting daily
financial obligations.”20

Although it may be difficult for many parents and educators to admit,
four-year college degrees are unnecessary for many occupations, for
starting a business, and even for some high-paying jobs. Career and
technical education in high school and college and apprenticeships may be
better choices when they reflect a student’s abilities, goals, and incentives.
Two-year associate degrees and certificate programs are the fastest-growing
areas of higher education not because they represent a lowering of
expectations, but because they more closely correspond with the interests
and genuine needs of many students.21 

Students in a nine-month manufacturing training program near Chicago,
for example, are quickly snapped up by employers, sometimes months
before graduation, for starting salaries of $40,000 and likely jumps to
$55,000 and $65,000 in less than two years.22 Students who entered the
program say they did so after comparing the cost of training against the cost
of college as well as their likely starting salary after graduation. 

Florida is adapting its curricula, tests, and graduation requirements to
the needs of non-college-bound students without lowering standards or
expectations. In 2013 the state adopted a plan giving students three ways to
earn a high-school diploma: the “standard” diploma requiring 24 credit
hours and passing end-of-course exams in language arts and Algebra I; a
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“scholar” diploma requiring at least one college-level course, a foreign
language, and passing end-of-course tests in Algebra II, biology, and
history; and a “merit” diploma requiring all the coursework for a standard
diploma plus industry certification in one or more fields. Students seeking
merit diplomas may take career education courses or enroll in work-related
internships in place of advanced science and math classes.23 The new plan
marked a retreat from legislation passed in 2010 that added Algebra II,
chemistry, and physics to basic graduation requirements. That law was
subsequently seen as unfair to students not planning to go on to college and
failing to prepare students with the skills and industry certifications they
need to get jobs.

Florida Senate President Don Gaetz, who supported the new law, told
reporters at the time it passed that the law did not make graduation
requirements any less rigorous, but made them more appropriate to different
types of students. “I’m a great believer in high standards. ... I also believe
because students learn differently and have different aptitudes ... we have
to devise curriculum that touches students where they are. ... We have to
prepare students for real jobs in a real economy.”24

  Whether college-bound or not, high-school graduates are likely to be
successful if they have strong communication skills. To succeed later in life
in the workplace or college, adolescents must learn how to read and
comprehend written instructions, solve problems, make decisions, resolve
interpersonal conflicts, negotiate with others to achieve common goals, and
actively listen. These skills are necessary to become a trustworthy colleague
in the workplace, a reliable friend or spouse, and a good citizen. It is
incumbent on K–12 schools, not the nation’s colleges, to teach these skills
before young adults graduate from high school.

Conclusion
Research has shown consistent and often substantial positive effects of
properly designed reward systems on adolescent students’ learning and
high-school graduation rates. Teaching practices that have proven to
motivate middle- and high-school students to learn include presenting
lessons as opportunities for discovery and mastery rather than just following
instructions, showing how new information and skills increase the student’s
“wealth,” and making special efforts to show how a grade or disciplinary
action is fair. These practices take student interests seriously and create
rewards that are aligned with them.
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Teaching students to “teach themselves” also has been shown to
produce high achievement levels. Students can be shown how to plan their
studying, monitor their progress, and seek out sources of information on
their own. By making learning faster, self-teaching lowers the cost (in
student time and effort) of learning, making it more attractive to students
who are increasingly aware of the value of their time. New technologies
make possible classes such as Brainology that blend online courses, videos,
and classroom instruction to motivate students to solve problems or, in the
case of Lego Mindstorms, to build something (robots) with their new
knowledge and skills.

 Finally, many high schools have been too insistent on academic college
preparation for all students and have neglected career and technical
education. This is understandable given the liberal arts background of most
educators and the high hopes of many parents, but it is unfair to students
who are not college-bound. An emphasis on practical knowledge and skills
is likely to lower dropout rates and better prepare those students for
certification training or job opportunities following graduation from high
school. Florida’s recent adoption of three paths to a high-school diploma is
one way to achieve this without lowering academic standards.
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8
Tests with Rewards

Our thesis up to this point has been that rewards work best when they are
closely aligned with SMART goals (Specific, Measurable, Attainable,
Realistic, and Time-bound). Testing for academic achievement is a critical
part of the rewards process because it provides measurement, telling both
the educator and the learner if goals are being achieved or what needs to be
changed to make them achievable. Tests can be tailored to learners of every
age and rewards can be attached to the test results.

The use of tests in K–12 education, while supported by parents and
even students, is controversial in schools of education and therefore in
teachers’ lounges. In this chapter we review what critics of tests say, rebut
the most common criticisms, and present best practices for attaching
rewards to tests. We also describe the new (new for K–12 education, that
is) technology of adaptive online testing and the importance of independent
test audits.

Critics of Tests
Critics of rewards fiercely criticize standardized tests. For example, Alfie
Kohn argued, “anyone who requires a formal test to know what is going on
may need to reconsider the approach to instruction being used and whether
he or she is talking too much and listening too little.”1 Monty Neil,
executive director of FairTest, criticized the widespread use of tests,
particularly the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System, despite
the state’s repeated first place on the National Assessment of Educational
Progress.2 At a 1991 press conference organized by the American
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Educational Research Association (AERA), a group composed mainly of
education professors presented a long list of objections to the use of
standardized tests, especially those connected to rewards for high scores.3

Among their complaints: reliance on tests discourages teachers from
teaching topics that don’t appear on the tests; tests tap only “lower-order”
thinking skills; and tests are unfair to minorities and women, costly in terms
of money and time, and overused in the United States compared with other
countries.

At best, the professors’ criticisms apply only to poorly designed and
administered tests. A frequent complaint about No Child Left Behind, a
federal government education program, is that it relies too heavily on
testing and has led to the adoption of “teacher-proof” curricula, or curricula
so focused on specific learning outcomes that teachers were forbidden from
making alterations in response to their own experience and understanding
of their students’ needs.4 But the fact that tests sometimes are used poorly
does not support wider criticism of their use as part of effective incentive
programs.

Test critics ignore hundreds of published, well-designed studies
complete with comparison groups that show the benefits of tests. Richard
Phelps recently conducted a meta-analysis of the voluminous research and
statistical analysis of the effects of standardized tests. His findings are
summarized in the table on the following page.

Refuting the Critics
Six of the most frequent criticisms of standardized tests are presented below
with rebuttals.5

Does testing take valuable time away from instruction? 

Not when it is used correctly. Regular testing helps teachers determine if
students have learned course material and are able to move on to more
advanced skills and subject matter. Test results therefore save classroom
time by helping teachers avoid needlessly reviewing or repeating lessons.
Frequent testing increases the productivity of time spent on instruction by
encouraging students to pay attention in class and do homework soon after
it is assigned rather than “cramming” just before an exam. Well-designed
tests encourage students to think through and practice material on their own
time, either at school or at home.
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Do testing programs divert scarce dollars from other more important uses
such as classroom instruction?

No. The cost of testing is trivial compared to  other  school  expenditures.
Dollars spent on commercial firms for services including standardized
testing, standards setting, and accountability reporting was less than 0.1
percent of total spending on K–12 education in 2000, amounting to only
$5.81 per student on average.6 It is doubtful that any other major enterprise
in the U.S. spends a smaller percent of its total budget measuring its
outputs. New technology, moreover, is reducing the cost of testing as well

Benefits of Standardized Tests

! Setting incentivized goals and measuring progress increases
student motivation and performance in school achievement as
well as sports and work settings.

! In school and college classes, frequent testing, including brief
daily testing, results in greater learning.

! Giving students detailed analyses of their test results helps
them identify their weaknesses and increases their learning;
computer-assisted testing and information processing makes
this quicker and more feasible. 

! Learning is reinforced and enhanced by offering students
overviews and details on what they have done well.

! Using tests to verify that students have mastered or nearly
mastered specific content before introducing new material
yields better results than traditional teaching that assumes a
high degree of mastery.

! When studies focus on language learning, frequent testing has
intensified and increased the speed with which students learn
new languages.

Source: Richard Phelps “The Rich, Robust Research Literature on Testing’s
Achievement Benefits,” in Richard P. Phelps, ed., Defending Standardized
Testing (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers, 2005), pp.
55–90. See the source for original phrasing of these points. 
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as the amount of time teachers must spend calculating test scores and
interpreting the results.7

Do standardized tests fail to cover important subject matter?

This criticism misrepresents the intent and value of most tests. A good
multiple-choice test necessarily asks questions pertaining only to a small
fraction of the content and skills a student is expected to acquire. It is not
a check-list of all the things a student should know. Such tests can quickly
and reliably sample much more content than a few essay questions. Just as
a telephone poll of a small percentage of registered voters can produce
reliable estimates of vote totals on election day, so can a multiple-choice
test generate a good estimate of a student’s overall achievement.
 
Do tests overemphasize factual knowledge and low-level skills?

Dismissing the importance of factual knowledge is part of the “progressive”
education philosophy that lies beneath most objections to testing, but it is
a view not shared by parents and employers. Multiple-choice tests,
moreover, are used successfully for licensing advanced professions such as
law and medicine, providing proof that such tests can measure highly
advanced knowledge, understanding, and skills. Tests assessing complex
achievement can require respondents to select the best idea from a group of
different and compelling positions and identify the best reason for action,
the best interpretation of a set of ideas, or the best application of important
principles.8

Does testing place excessive pressure on students? 

Some students find taking tests so stressful that it disrupts their study habits
and ability to focus on the questions being asked. Too much focus on a
single high-stakes test can be counterproductive even for students who
don’t react this way. But with these concerns in mind, policymakers can
expand or contract testing requirements based on feedback from parents and
educators. For example, Texas rolled back from 15 to five the number of
tests required for K–12 students in 2013 following protests from educators
and parents.9 Teachers can relieve students’ stress by explaining the purpose
of the tests is to make learning in the future easier. Giving frequent short
quizzes and low-consequence tests can accustom students to taking tests.
Remediation efforts and second-chance exams can minimize the degree to
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which students feel they are unfairly punished for scoring poorly on a single
exam. Experience in taking low- and high-stakes tests helps students for
college entry tests as well as job entry tests, professional examinations for
entry into law and medical schools, and professional licensing tests.

Does testing threaten or undermine the confidence of teachers?

Teacher opposition to tests often is based on past experiences with poorly
designed tests that were difficult to administer or time-consuming to score
and interpret, or tests that were not aligned with the curriculum. No doubt,
such tests still exist and fuel teacher opposition to proposals to rely more
heavily on test results. But over time, as tests are improved and the
curriculum is altered to enable students to anticipate questions and answer
them correctly, teacher opposition should diminish. Good tests help teachers
measure their student’s performance, an indispensable part of planning
lessons and improving instruction techniques.

Best Practices
In previous chapters, the impact of a specific reward on academic
achievement often was measured by changes in the number of students
taking an optional test or passing a test required for advancement or their
scores. From this literature as well as the work of authors who specifically
address the best design of reward systems, we find agreement on best
practices that fall into five general categories.

Testing for Grade Promotion

Requiring students to pass tests before advancing them to the next grade
level can be a powerful incentive for paying attention in class, reviewing
and rehearsing what was learned, and making a focused effort to show
progress toward academic goals. Teachers benefit because such tests help
ensure that all the students in a classroom at the beginning of a school year
have the necessary skills to begin the year at grade level. Such tests are
rarely used for each grade promotion decision, though a number of states
require students to pass tests to graduate from elementary to middle school
and then from middle school to high school. Some states, such as
California, require annual tests of all students but prohibit basing
grade-to-grade promotion decisions solely on test results. 

What if students fail the required tests? A program used by the Chicago
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Public Schools gave students the choice between being retained in a grade
or taking a sharply focused six-week summer course and then taking a
grade-level examination for promotion.10 Independent researchers found
that students who attended the six-week program made as much as a year-
and-a-half of achievement progress. At a cost of six weeks of intensive
work, the students saved themselves, teachers, and taxpayers a year of
inefficient remediation. 

Testing for Graduation 

Requiring students to pass tests before awarding them a diploma can create
positive incentives for improved behavior and performance in high school.
Such tests send signals to students, teachers, parents, college admissions
officers, and employers that a diploma certifies an accomplished standard
of achievement. This belief in turn creates incentives for positive behavior
by each group: students work harder to graduate knowing their diplomas are
viewed as meaningful achievements by others; parents are given a goal they
can encourage their children to reach; and college admissions officers and
employers can reward students who earn their degrees by giving them
preferential treatment in admissions and hiring decisions.

John Bishop’s research on 17 states that require such tests showed they
increase mathematics and science achievement and lead to good habits such
as completing homework on time and talking with parents about
schoolwork. Other researchers are less certain, expressing concern that such
tests reduce the motivation of students already struggling with coursework
to finish high school.11 Creating alternative paths to a diploma, as Florida
has done (see Chapter 7), is a possible solution to this potential problem.

Rather than requiring all students to complete their final four years of
schooling, policymakers should allow advanced students to take high-
school exit exams early. Passing comprehensive content-based exams
would ensure these students mastered the high-school academic
curriculum.12 Given reasonably rigorous standards, exit exams could reduce
the need for remedial instruction in colleges and prepare non-college-bound
students for technical training, apprenticeships, or employment.

Test Incentives for Young Children

Young children can be encouraged to prepare for and take tests by receiving
points, stickers, praise, and other small rewards for good scores. Tests teach
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children that goals and progress toward their achievement are measurable,
that measurement can be objective, and that good performance often is
rewarded. Rewards can be readily tailored to the interests and needs of
children, something parents and observant teachers are usually able to do.

One stay-at-home mom capitalized on children’s enthusiasm for token
rewards by developing a point system to reward her children and their
friends for passing short comprehension tests on books they read at their
leisure. Her project grew to become the Accelerated Reader Program, which
is available in about half of the schools in the U.S.13

Accelerated Reader consists of a search system that helps teachers
select books suited to a student’s interests and reading ability, five-item
tests on more than 30,000 books generally available in school and
community libraries, and a computer test with instant scoring. As students
become stronger readers, they are encouraged to read more difficult books
because points are awarded in proportion to the difficulty of the book and
the number of correct answers. The program, which costs only $100 per
year per student, keeps a detailed record of each student’s progress,
minimizing the amount of bookkeeping required by teachers and parents.
While not intended to take the place of in-class instruction, Accelerated
Reader has shown excellent results in a number of rigorous (control-group)
studies conducted by independent scholars.14 

Test Incentives for Adolescents 

As children move into adolescence, rewards must become larger to account
for the growing “wealth” of the students, the rising value of their time, and
their ability to defer gratification and be motivated by rewards that are
further in the future. Token awards and public recognition attached to tests
can still incentivize academic progress, but financial rewards and increased
responsibility such as permission to use a car or to choose other activities
may be more motivating. 

In Chapter 3 we reviewed research by John Bishop, Victor Lavy, and
Roland Fryer Jr. on how adolescents respond positively to being paid to
take or score high on Michigan’s Educational Achievement Program
(MEAP) tests, Advanced Placement exams, and the New York Regents
Examination. In Chapter 7 we reported how KIPP Academies pay
middle-school students with “KIPP dollars” for effort, good behavior, and
completed homework. We also saw how strategies for “self-teaching”
reward students by lowering the students’ cost of learning and allowing



112 REWARDS

them to compete with other students in learning programs such as Lego
Mindstorms.

Many teenagers are able to see a connection between the tests they must
take and possible careers, such as positions in medicine, science, or law
enforcement. Some charter schools have shown remarkable success by
getting adolescents to focus on the importance of attending college after
graduation and the need to meet college admission standards. Students who
are not college-bound can be incentivized to stay in school and graduate by
giving them a path to a high-school diploma that gives them the experience
or industry certifications they need to get the jobs they want after
graduating. Florida’s three paths – standard, scholar, and merit – show how
this can be done without lowering graduation requirements. 

Tests and Advanced Accomplishment

Grade-level advancement and high-school graduation exams typically
establish low thresholds that students must pass rather than high targets to
which they should aspire. Advanced academic accomplishment such as
honors courses, showing high foreign language proficiency, and passing
Advanced Placement (AP) exams requires much more from students.
Programs that encourage students to make extra effort include making
access to such courses convenient and free, teaching them in especially
comfortable or high-status classrooms, and supplying tutoring and other
support activities. Schools can support student clubs based on the
coursework and interests of high-achieving students, such as debate and
foreign languages. Tournaments, class trips, parties, and other activities
organized for high achievers can take the place of some of the school
activities dominated by lower-achieving students. 

Most students and parents are aware of AP programs and the possibility
of attaining college credits, but they do not fully comprehend how large the
financial rewards can be when a student places out of one or more college
courses. With ever-rising college tuition levels, the savings can reach
$40,000 or more. Teachers and school administrators can make this
incentive much more powerful by documenting the dollar value of college
credits and describing how much past students and their parents saved by
taking the exams. 

Students and teachers also can be motivated by modest financial awards
each time a student passes an AP exam, as the O’Donnell Foundation’s
program in Dallas demonstrated. Recall from our discussion of the program
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in Chapter 3 that paying students and teachers $100 for each passing score
and providing a $2,500 stipend to teachers who undergo training to teach
the courses increased the number of students who passed AP exams more
than 12-fold.15 Large-scale expansion of the O’Donnell example would
seem likely to reduce the time students require to gain diplomas as well as
college degrees, and in the process significantly cut the costs of their
education.

Adaptive Online Testing
As mentioned earlier, new technology is reducing the cost of testing and
saving teachers time by automating test administration, scoring, and
interpreting the results. This is part of a bigger transformation technology
is bringing to K–12 education that we describe in greater depth in Chapter
10. The following observations focus on how online adaptive testing is
giving testing with rewards greater importance than ever before.

Adaptive online tests are typically administered via the Internet from
a central site outside the classroom and school. Students take the tests alone
or in a group depending on the number of Internet-connected computers
available to the class. Large numbers of test questions are stored in
databases and a computer program uses a student’s performance on each
item to select the next item. Each correct answer leads to a more difficult
question while wrong answers lead to easier questions. This process quickly
reveals the student’s ability level, reducing the number of questions a
student has to answer and cutting testing time by as much as two-thirds.

Adaptive testing has been used for some years for college, graduate, and
professional school admission, providing valuable experience for the
companies that now offer the service to K–12 schools. Where
paper-and-pencil tests may take weeks to be scored and returned, adaptive
tests provide instant scores and quick, detailed reports for teachers to
pinpoint gaps in students’ understanding. Schools can receive reports
comparing each student’s performance with class, school, district, and state
results. Because adaptive tests take less time, they may be given more
frequently. Students cannot cheat as easily on adaptive tests as they can on
traditional paper-and-pencil tests since nearby students are usually
answering different questions.16

The Khan Academy, a free library of online videos and problem sets,
uses an adaptive learning system for its widely praised tutorials on
mathematics and other subjects.17 Students watch short videos on core
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mathematics concepts, starting at the beginning with addition, subtraction,
and the idea of numbers. They then take tests to determine how well they
have understood the material. The software tracks the errors the student
makes and cues up the next set of videos and concepts to target the
student’s weaknesses or to move on to more advanced lessons. As students
progress, they earn badges and points for concepts they have mastered. 

Independent Test Audits
A critical problem facing those who would align rewards with test results
is the temptation faced by policymakers and educators to make the tests
easier to create the appearance of progress or to hide declining performance.
The reliance of No Child Left Behind on state-designed tests made this
problem especially apparent as states lowered their standards and schools
manipulated the administration of tests in order to meet the law’s
achievement requirements.

Many states make their tests easier over time to produce the appearance
of student progress. Others allow the tests to remain unchanged and their
content items become better known in schools, thus enabling “teaching to
the test” and making it appear that student achievement is rising. Still other
states introduce a new curriculum and set of tests every three or four years,
conveniently making it impossible to compare academic progress over
periods of time that would show the actual trends in student achievement.
And if all this weren’t bad enough, some educators actually conspire and
cheat to avoid reporting a lack of progress.18

To minimize such problems, accounting and auditing procedures
analogous to those in business could be established for schools, districts,
and whole states (or at least problematic ones). Independent auditing firms
could review and report on plans and the execution of testing programs.
When fraud is detected, perpetrators could face the same types of
consequences as those in business – that is, firing and prosecution for fraud.
In schools suspected of fraud, the independent auditors would administer
the tests as well.

Conclusion
Critics of tests present a litany of objections, many of them based on past
experiences with poorly designed tests, but ways to improve tests are well
specified. Some students respond poorly to high-stakes exams, but there are
ways to mitigate their anxiety. Simply letting them avoid tests during their
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K–12 careers isn’t doing them any favors since tests with consequences will
be a challenge they will face later in higher education and adult life. Some
states and schools have manipulated their tests in order to avoid federal
sanctions or to escape accountability to voters, but this is only an argument
for relying on national tests or turning to independent agencies to administer
and audit testing. 

Tests are essential if rewards are to be used to accelerate learning since
tests measure progress toward academic goals. The extensive research
reviewed by Richard Phelps shows how setting goals and measuring
progress increases student motivation and performance, frequent testing
results in greater learning, and giving students detailed analyses of their test
results helps them identify their weaknesses and increases their learning.
Many cities and states are using tests with rewards successfully in five
general areas: for grade advancement, for graduation, with young children,
with adolescents, and for advanced academic achievement. Adaptive online
testing and independent test audits promise to cut the time and cost of
testing and to boost dramatically the power of rewards to accelerate
learning.
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9
Rewarding Good Teachers

More than two centuries ago, Adam Smith wrote that “the rivalship of
competitors” and emulation of those who have succeeded are two potent
reasons why people “execute [their] work with a certain degree of
exactness.”1 We’ve seen how students respond positively when allowed to
compete for rewards. How about teachers?

Proposals to pay teachers based on the performance of their students
face stiff resistance for several reasons. Since many of us find learning to
be a pleasurable activity, we assume teaching is as well and jump to the
conclusion that internal motivation dominates the choices made by teachers.
There is no doubt that most teachers are attracted to their careers by a sense
of calling and not as a route to personal wealth.2 Offering some teachers
financial rewards but withholding them from others may seem crass or
offensive since it implies some aren’t already trying as hard as they can to
help their students learn. The difficulty of discerning how much learning is
due to the efforts of individual teachers and not their colleagues, their
students’ innate abilities, or parents and other influences outside the school
raises questions about how performance-based pay could be calculated and
whether it would incentivize the desired behavior.

We can start our inquiry into performance-based pay by reviewing
evidence regarding the variability in teacher effectiveness and the impact
it has on student achievement. This literature suggests large increases in
student learning could occur if the behavior of teachers could be changed.
We then examine the problem of teacher burnout – teachers who feel
disrespected, trapped in their careers, and denied access to the tools or
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policies they need to perform at higher levels. For these teachers, the current
system of teacher compensation plainly isn’t working. After reviewing how
performance-based pay works in other occupations, we present a series of
best practices based on experiences of schools in the U.S. and elsewhere.

Impact of Good Teachers
Not all teachers are equally effective in their classrooms. Researchers have
found teacher quality varies considerably from teacher to teacher and
among schools, and this variation in turn has a significant measurable
impact on student achievement. Among the earliest researchers to find this
was Eric Hanushek, now a senior fellow at the Hoover Institution of
Stanford University.3 Based on data on approximately 1,800 students in
Gary, Indiana, he estimated the city’s most effective teachers boosted their
students’ learning by about 1.5 grade-level equivalents a year while the
least effective teachers produced only 0.5 grade-level equivalents of growth.
His research originally was published in 1971, and he has frequently
revisited the issue using different databases and methodologies.4

Other researchers have found similar effects. William Sanders and June
Rivers, for example, found students who had encountered teachers at or
above the 80th percentile of performance for three consecutive years
performed 50 percentile points higher on student achievement tests than
students who encountered teachers in the bottom 20th percentile for three
years.5 Douglas O. Staiger and Jonah E. Rockoff, using data from public
schools in Los Angeles and New York City, found “the standard deviation
across teachers in their impact on student achievement gains is on the order
of 0.1 to 0.2 student-level standard deviations, which would improve the
median student’s test score 4 to 8 percentiles in a single year.”6

Writing in 2010, Staiger and Rockoff acknowledged that research on
teacher effects rests on statistical assumptions that are “extraordinarily
strong and rarely tested,” but they contend there is strong research support
for the conclusion “that the magnitude of variation in teacher effects is
driven by real differences in teacher quality.”7 They find estimates by
different researchers tend to be consistent in a variety of circumstances.
Teacher effects on achievement are also consistent with evaluations made
by school principals and other professional educators, and studies based on
random assignments of teachers to classrooms show teacher effects similar
to those of non-experimental studies.

These findings have prompted a large number of studies seeking to
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determine what distinguishes a “highly effective” from a “least effective”
teacher. Surprisingly, researchers have found teacher characteristics such
as post-graduate degrees, years of experience (beyond the first year or two),
and licensing examination scores “do not represent teacher quality” and do
not predict how a teacher’s students will perform.8 This finding poses
problems for those who would seek to hire only “high-quality” teachers or
dismiss “low-quality” teachers since teachers in both categories may have
identical training and apparent qualifications.

Rather than being a source of despair for reformers seeking to
accelerate student learning, these findings should be a cause for optimism.
In Chapter 1 we reported research showing that self-discipline,
perseverance, and “grit” play a bigger role than innate intelligence in
predicting academic success. This means innate intelligence does not limit
who might benefit from incentives or impose a ceiling on how much such
incentives can enhance academic performance. Similarly, we find teachers
can be highly effective regardless of their training, lack of experience, or
performance on licensing exams. Some teachers already are highly
effective. But nearly all teachers can become highly effective. They need
to be appropriately taught and incentivized. 
 
Teacher Burnout
If education, training, experience, and other standard measures of teacher
quality don’t correlate with success in the classroom, why aren’t more
teachers highly effective? One major reason is because millions of teachers
are unhappy in their current positions.9 Frederick M. Hess, a former teacher
and currently director of education studies at the American Enterprise
Institute, recently painted a grim picture of what it is like to be a public
school teacher in America:

Teachers are hired, essentially for life, through drawn-out
recruiting processes that pay little attention to merit and alienate
many highly qualified candidates. Little or nothing about teachers’
or administrators’ performance affects their career prospects or job
security. Educators who propose new approaches or new
efficiencies are treated with suspicion by district officials and must
run a gauntlet of official and cultural resistance in order to try
anything new. There is little systemic recognition for excellent
educators, while pay, perks, and assignments are distributed
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primarily on the basis of longevity. The result is a culture of public
schooling in which educators learn to keep their heads down, play
defense, and avoid causing waves.10

Other researchers report that hiring and retaining good teachers is
handicapped by “disparities in pay and working conditions, interstate
barriers to teachers’ mobility, inadequate recruitment incentives,
bureaucratic hiring systems that discourage qualified applicants, transfer
policies that can slow hiring and allocate staff inequitably, and financial
incentives to hire cheaper, less qualified teachers.”11 Little wonder, then,
that more than 30 percent of new teachers leave the profession within five
years. This churning “results in a constant influx of inexperienced teachers”
resulting in “insufficient preparation and support of new teachers, poor
working conditions, and uncompetitive salaries.”12

These conditions have led to an epidemic of “teacher burnout,” which
Anthony Dworkin, a sociologist at the University of Houston, defines as “a
response to job stress and related to a sense of meaninglessness and
powerlessness” and “a malady of human service professionals who are
denied professional autonomy, status, and respect.”13 Dworkin has
conducted surveys showing teacher burnout has risen following each of
three school reform “waves’ since 1983: legislated standardization and
competency testing, decentralization and site-based decision-making, and
high-stakes testing with accountability.14 Dworkin found teachers in 2012
reported feeling stressed at twice the rate as those in 2002.15

Anecdotal evidence of teacher burnout abounds. A long-time
Milwaukee teacher wrote in 1994, “Very common are teachers who at one
time were good, but after years of bureaucratic nonsense and dwindling
morale, do not much like their job anymore.”16 A 1997 San Antonio
Express-News Sunday Insight section, titled “Schoolhouse Blues,”
described the same feelings among teachers and administrators in Texas.17

The authors noted the constant changing of programs creates panic, low
morale, and burnout. A letter-writer to Education Week in 1998 similarly
reported “teachers are in a virtual state of panic, caught between crushing
district mandates and the need to raise standardized test scores.”18

These anecdotes all date prior to 2001, the year the No Child Left
Behind Act was passed. Lisa Singleton-Rickman reported in 2009, “with
stricter-than-ever accountability laws through the federal No Child Left
Behind and significantly more paperwork, teachers suffer burnout more



REWARDING GOOD TEACHERS 123

quickly than they did 10 years ago.”19

Is teacher burnout an unavoidable part of the teaching profession? To
answer this question, Greg Forster and Christian D’Andrea analyzed data
from the 2007–2008 Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), a national survey
of teachers and principals conducted by the U.S. Department of
Education.20 They found compelling evidence that teacher burnout is mostly
a public school phenomenon. Forster and D’Andrea wrote:

Private school teachers consistently report having better working
conditions than public school teachers across a wide variety of
measurements. Most prominently, private schools provide teachers
with more classroom autonomy, a more supportive school climate,
and better student discipline. It appears that the dysfunctions of the
government school system – long evident in mediocre educational
outcomes – are a problem for teachers as well as for students.

These professional opinions, survey data, and anecdotes reveal that
many public-school teachers under-perform in the classroom. They feel
mistreated by the current system of recruiting, paying, and managing
teachers.

Performance-based Pay
Performance-based pay is pervasive outside the world of public K–12
education. An estimated 75 percent of the U.S. workforce is paid at least
partly based on performance.21 The late Nobel economist Robert William
Fogel wrote, “even in occupations such as surgery, which attracts some of
the most diligent and talented persons in the nation, there are significant
variations in hours worked and in skill. As a result, those in the top tenth of
the distribution of surgeons’ incomes earn six times as much as those in the
bottom tenth.”22

Performance-based pay is common in higher education. Labor
economist Michael Podgursky writes, “there are large differences in pay
between faculty by teaching fields. Faculty pay structures in most higher
education institutions are flexible. Starting pay is usually market driven, and
institutions will often match counteroffers for more-senior faculty whom
they wish to retain. Merit or performance-based pay is commonplace.”23

Also common in higher education is the use of prizes to reward high
achievement and incentivize others to compete for future awards. Some of
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the more notable prizes include the Abel Prize (in mathematics, $1 million),
Lasker Award (in medical sciences, $250,000), MacArthur Foundation
Fellowship awards for “creative work” ($500,000), Nobel Prizes
($1.2 million, launched in 1901), Shaw Prizes (in astronomy, life science
and medicine, and mathematical sciences, $1 million), and Wolf Prizes (in
various sciences, $100,000). In recent years several new prizes with large
financial rewards have been launched: the Fundamental Physics Prize and
Breakthrough Prize in Life Sciences (each $3 million), Tang Prize (in
sustainable development, biopharmaceutical science, Sinology, and rule of
law, $1.7 million), Queen Elizabeth Prize for Engineering ($1.5 million),
and Blavatnik Award (for young scientists, $250,000).24

 The wide ranges in compensation seen in many professions and the use
of cash awards to recognize and promote high achievement differ
dramatically from the way teachers are paid in public K–12 schools. Nearly
all public school teachers are paid according to a “single-salary schedule”
or “position-automatic system” that requires teachers with a given number
of years of experience and education level to receive identical pay.25 Except
during the first few years of teaching, neither of these pay determinants is
linked to student achievement. Even special pay for difficult-to-recruit-for
subjects such as science and mathematics and “combat pay” for teaching in
difficult schools are rare. As a result, underperforming teachers get paid the
same as the best teachers and rarely lose their jobs. Ambitious,
hardworking, fairness-conscious superior teachers resent that they earn no
more than the least competent and laziest member of the faculty, which may
cause them to scale back their own efforts or leave the profession entirely.26

Dale Ballou and Michael Podgursky say there is “no other profession
where compensation and contract renewal are so largely divorced from
evaluations of performance as they are in public school teaching.”27 In the
current system, even the rare teacher salary incentives are a mixed blessing.
They can motivate innovation and spur creativity, but they also can create
tension among teachers.28 Increased productivity doesn’t raise a public
school’s merit pay funding or total budget. More money for one teacher can
mean less for others. Since someone else’s good evaluation can be bad for
them, teachers become more reluctant to share ideas and materials, praise
their colleagues, or work in teams.

Basing pay on performance does not mean other kinds of rewards
should not be used. A survey of business managers conducted by a
prominent business consulting group found respondents ranked three
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noncash motivators – “praise from immediate managers, leadership
attention (for example, one-on-one conversations), and a chance to lead
projects or task forces” – just as high as or higher than the three
highest-rated financial incentives in the survey: cash bonuses, increased
base pay, and stock or stock options.29 Financial and nonfinancial incentives
ought to be in the toolbox of every effective manager including school
principals and other school leaders.

Even if most current teachers were internally motivated to enter the
teaching profession, changing the way they are compensated may not affect
their decisions to remain in the profession or attract more talented persons
to become teachers. Indeed, changing teacher compensation may be
necessary to attract the best and brightest to the profession. Dworkin, who
is no fan of competition or rewards in K–12 education, found “teacher
burnout has a minimal effect on student achievement and attendance”30 in
part because higher-performing teachers tend to have transferrable skills
and are more likely to quit the teaching profession.31 In other words,
burned-out teachers don’t affect student achievement and attendance
because most of the good teachers who could raise student achievement
have left the profession.

Raising teacher salaries, Dworkin admits, would have the effect of
retaining some lower-quality and burned-out teachers.32 His conclusion is
striking, even though he fails to recognize that he is, in effect, endorsing
performance-based pay for teachers: “It is likely that only when so many of
the best and the brightest elect never to consider a career in public school
teaching or quit after a short tenure in teaching, that one would expect to
find, as we have, that teacher commitment has such a tiny effect upon
student learning.”33

North Carolina recently adopted legislation eliminating teacher tenure
and automatic pay increases for master’s degrees, making it a leader in the
movement to remove the disincentives to teacher excellence.34 But there is
still a long way even for North Carolina to go before the promise of
performance-based pay for teachers is realized. Many educators and some
policy analysts say performance-based pay for student learning hasn’t been
sufficiently demonstrated to justify further study or use in schools. Yet, the
achievement failures and rising costs of public schools suggest the opposite.
Since performance-based pay is nearly universal in other occupations and
professions, the burden of proof rests with those who defend the
single-salary schedule. While spurious claims are made that performance-
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based pay is unfair to educators, the single-salary schedule is actually unfair
to the millions of children in public schools who are subject to poor
teaching and repeatedly failing schools.

Best Practices
Performance-based compensation is widely used outside the K–12
education sector, including by government. A robust literature on best
practices can be applied, with some modifications, to teacher
compensation.35 An excellent guide to best practices is a 2006 report from
the U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, an independent, quasi-judicial
agency in the executive branch. It recommends that performance-based
compensation programs be designed around 12 “decision points” and that
agencies contemplating such programs meet seven “requirements.” Both
lists appear in the table on the following page.

Performance-based pay for teachers has been debated, proposed, and
attempted “in virtually every decade since the 1950s.”36 Unfortunately, little
progress has been made in implementing the idea on a large scale. Teachers
union opposition accounts for much of this failure37 but also to blame was
the absence, until recently, of longitudinal student test results and teacher
panel data that could reliably connect an individual teacher’s efforts to the
academic progress of his or her students, a procedure called value-added
modeling.38 During the past decade, value-added modeling has informed
small-scale experiments and pilot programs in several states including
Arkansas, Illinois, New York, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas, and
internationally in India, Israel, Kenya, and Mexico. Evaluations of these
programs typically find modest positive effects on student achievement.39

Some possible best practices for performance-based pay for teachers
derived from studies of these experiments and pilot programs40 include:

# Since conventional measures of teacher qualification fail to predict
teacher effectiveness, principals and administrators should reward
actual classroom performance rather than credentials.

# Starting teachers whose performance results are below average should
be let go quickly, after their first year or two of data are available for
review, even at the risk of losing some teachers who might improve.41
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Effective Pay-for-Performance Systems

Decision Points

1. Is the agency ready for pay for performance? 

2. What are the goals of pay for performance? 

3. Who should be paid for performance?

4. What should be the timing for implementing pay for performance? 

5. What should be rewarded? 

6. How should employees be rewarded? 

7. How much pay should be contingent upon performance? 

8. How should performance-based pay be funded? 

9. How can costs be managed? 

10. Who makes performance rating and pay decisions? 

11. Who provides input to performance ratings? 

12. How can agencies facilitate pay system integrity?

Agency Requirements

1. A culture that supports pay for performance

2. Effective and fair supervisors

3. A rigorous performance evaluation system

4. Adequate funding

5. A system of checks and balances to ensure fairness

6. Appropriate training for supervisors and employees

7. Ongoing system evaluation

Source: U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, Designing an Effective Pay
for Performance Compensation System, A Report to the President and the
Congress of the United States, January 2006,
http://www.mspb.gov/netsearch/viewdocs.aspx?docnumber=224104&versio
n=224323&application=ACROBAT.
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# Teacher effectiveness should be measured by value added – the change
in the academic achievement of a teacher’s class as measured by
standardized tests – rather than absolute test levels or pass rates that
could reflect student aptitude or the effects of teachers in prior school
years.

# The average achievement gains of all students may be taken as the
performance criterion rather than simply the percentage that crosses a
particular minimum score or pass rate (called the “cut score”). This
avoids encouraging educators to concentrate on students below the cut
scores while neglecting other students. 

# All teachers should be eligible for the reward offered, but only a subset
of teachers should be rewarded in practice.

# The best incentive programs align teachers’ raises and bonuses with
student learning, but additional criteria may be used such as giving the
principal’s assessment half the weight of the overall performance rank.

# Principals also should be rewarded based on school performance to
encourage them to take greater care in assessing teachers.

# Given the poor performance and high costs of public schools, large
incentives seem to be in order. Making the incentive half the total
compensation for both teachers and principals may be too much, but
5 percent seems too little.

# Reward systems “must align performance with ultimate outcomes and
must be monitored closely to discourage gaming if not outright fraud
in measured output.”42

# Individual rewards must be balanced with school incentives, fostering
a cooperative culture but not at the expense of free riding or some
teachers unjustifiably riding on the coattails of others. 

Conclusion
Research clearly demonstrates that teacher effectiveness varies considerably
and that differences in teacher quality have major effects on student
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achievement. Since teacher effectiveness is not determined by post-graduate
degrees, years of experience (beyond the first year or two), or scores on
licensing exams, it follows that the behavior of teachers can be changed by
incentives: nearly every teacher, regardless of training or experience, could
be effective.

Many teachers are under-performing because the current system of
hiring, paying, and managing teachers creates perverse incentives. Good
teachers are not rewarded for their successes or additional efforts and
ineffective teachers are rewarded with pay increases and pension benefits
based solely on tenure, encouraging them to stay long after they have
“burned out.” Beginning teachers are granted tenure within a few years
without consideration of their effectiveness, and once granted tenure they
are difficult to terminate.

Performance-based pay is the rule rather than the exception in the
private sector and in higher education. Experiments with performance-based
pay for teachers have been moderately successful to date but typically have
been seen only on small scales and often not informed by newly available
data from value-added modeling. This creates an opportunity to implement
performance-based pay on a much wider scale based on more reliable data
than previously were available. Available research suggests this would lead
to a considerable boost in student achievement.
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10
Rewards and Digital Learning

Children today are much more comfortable using information technology
than those of previous generations. Many grow up playing video games
offering strong visual and audio stimulation, instant feedback on decisions,
and nonfinancial rewards for achievement such as winning competitions,
accumulating points, or being able to move to the next level of a game. The
popularity of such games confirms what parents and good teachers know
instinctively: that children can acquire knowledge and learn new skills at
seemingly phenomenal speeds when they are fully engaged in the learning
experience.

Technology applied to learning, also known as digital learning or online
adaptive instruction, has vast potential to transform schooling. Terry Moe
and John Chubb have made a strong case that technology will cause the
“creative destruction” of America’s K–12 school system.1 Either by itself
or “blended” with traditional classroom teaching, digital learning is building
a record of results substantially superior to traditional teaching and
potentially far cheaper when used on a large scale.2

Digital learning stands on its own or adds great blended value because
it can adapt to the capacity and speed of individual learners, provide
minute-by-minute feedback on learning progress, and provide rewards
suitable for individual learners. It is similar to an imaginary inexhaustible,
highly skilled tutor. Even the impressive results documented later in this
chapter are likely to be quickly surpassed since designers of digital courses
can use billions of student responses not only to provide exemplary tutoring
tailored to individual students’ needs but also to continuously improve each
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step in the lessons.
Digital learning during childhood has the additional advantage of

leading to mastery of skills, technological and other, that are necessary for
further learning in subsequent grades, in college, and on the job. A survey
of 300 professionals, for example, showed they spend 40 percent of their
time in online communities interacting with others, and some 80 percent
participate in online groups sharing information, ideas, and experiences.3

In this chapter we review how digital learning works and then look at
three examples of its successful use: Rocketship Education, Khan Academy,
and massive online open-enrollment courses (or MOOCs). We then review
the scholarly research on the effects of technology on academic
achievement and present best practices for removing institutional obstacles
and implementing new learning technology.

Online Adaptive Instruction
Online adaptive testing, which was the subject of Chapter 8, becomes a part
of online adaptive instruction when computer programs and technology
measure a student’s progress while also selecting the next educational steps
and lessons – sometimes called the student’s “playlist” – that meets the
student’s specific instructional needs. Instead of passively listening to other
students responding to questions asked by a teacher, each student actively
responds at each step in a lesson. If the student is correct, the lesson
immediately proceeds to the next step much like a tutor; if incorrect, the
technology quickly remediates, making sure the student does not have to
struggle with more advanced steps and lessons that rely on a piece of
information or skill not yet acquired or, even worse, repeat and even
practice mistakes. In these ways, technology resembles a skilled tutor but
at a vastly lower per-pupil cost.

Online adaptive instruction can be “blended” with classroom instruction
to create “hybrid” schools such as the Rocketship Education charter schools
described below.4 Computer-based instruction can offer sounds, memorable
images, and animated graphics; interpret written, typed, and spoken input
such as dictation; and deliver instant feedback to student responses.
Integrated data management systems can continuously update students’
records on multiple devices enabling students, parents, and teachers to each
view a “dashboard” presenting data in ways best suited to their needs.
Students spending time in a computer lab can be supervised by older
students or teacher aides, freeing teachers to spend time in smaller
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seminar-style meetings or one-on-one tutorial sessions with students. The
result is a boost in teacher productivity as well as in student learning.

Students can use online programs inside and outside school, effectively
expanding the school day and school year.5 The Internet delivers lessons 24
hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year, something even the most
dedicated teacher cannot do. Since programs and data are stored and
retrieved from a central location, software need not be downloaded to
desktop or laptop computers, allowing the use of increasingly convenient,
cheap, light, and powerful devices such as tablets and smart phones.
Learning can take place in school, at home, and elsewhere.

Education technology entrepreneurs are rapidly expanding the kind of
adaptive software and “cloudware” available. They are producing programs
for classroom management and behavior tools as well as course content.
Launched in 2011, for example, ClassDojo™6 is an online program that
allows teachers to continually track and manage student behavior in class,
award points for specific good behavior like attentiveness and politeness
and subtract them for poor behavior such as being disruptive or not turning
in homework. Teachers can choose to make students’ points visible to the
class throughout the day, providing greater motivation to some students to
behave well. 

Goalbook7 is a similar program, this one for students with special needs.
It allows all of a child’s teachers and assistants to update the child’s
Individualized Education Plan simultaneously, if they like, keeping
everyone informed about the child’s progress and difficulties without
requiring constant conversations and paperwork. Goalbook allows teachers
to set personal learning goals for each child, such as reading a
third-grade-level book or mastering the nine-times multiplication tables, and
to track learner progress. The system also allows for instant reports on the
child’s progress. 

Adaptive instruction can be successful even without expert teachers. In
one program, high-school students were recruited to teach reading to Head
Start preschoolers in a low-income, half-minority Georgia community using
a computer program called Funnix.8 Funnix uses a step-by-step, sequential
approach to teaching phonics that is highly scripted but also personalized
through the computer program.9 The high-schoolers were more successful
in teaching reading than the regular teaching staff that used traditional
methods. Halfway through the year, the Funnix group had reached reading
levels of about a year ahead of the control group and was better at skills like
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naming letters, identifying the initial sounds of words, and reading words.
Based on similar research, schools from California to Maryland are
beginning to use the same type of instruction.

The three programs just described and the programs examined next use
technology to solve problems that otherwise reduce the effectiveness of
reward systems: difficult and time-consuming collection of accurate data
regarding outputs; too much time between an action and a reward or
penalty; goals that don’t accurately reflect the learner’s current interests and
abilities; and reliance on rewards that haven’t been proven to motivate
learners. Experience demonstrates that automating achievement testing and
adapting instruction to the learner’s progress is enormously motivating for
students as well as teachers. Digital learning solves the problems identified
by Alfie Kohn and other critics of rewards. (See Chapter 1.) 

Rocketship Education
Rocketship Education charter schools provide an example of the use of
online adaptive learning that appears to be economical, works for students
from all backgrounds, and can be adopted on a large scale.10 Founded in
San Jose, California in 2006, Rocketship Education charter schools offer
“hybrid” learning to their K–5 students, some 90 percent of whom are poor
and minority. Rocketship opened its first school, Mateo Sheedy Elementary,
in 2007. It has since opened six additional K–5 elementary schools serving
low-income and minority students in San Jose. An eighth Rocketship
school, Rocketship Southside Community Prep, opened in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin in August 2013. Rocketship’s founders aspire “to ultimately
open regional [school] clusters in 50 cities, effectively changing the lives
of over 1 million students.”11

Rocketship students spend two hours a day in the Learning Lab, a
computer lab where they work on software that teaches basic math and
literacy skills.12 Computerized instruction focuses on repetitive and
drill-intensive tasks such as basic arithmetic and spelling and gives teachers
up-to-the-minute assessments of each student, which they then use to guide
one-on-one and small group sessions with students during the rest of the
school day. Rocketship says the time its students spend in the computer lab
allows the company to hire between five and six fewer teachers in a school,
about 25 percent of the total teaching staff, generating an annual savings of
about $500,000.13 Some of the savings is used for higher pay for teachers
and to pay for the aides who act as coaches in the computer labs, but more
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importantly the savings make the model financially sustainable and scalable
since charter schools typically receive per-pupil stipends that are less than
what traditional public schools spend. In 2013, Rocketship Education
announced plans to modify its system by placing teachers in addition to
aides in the Learning Labs, with one teacher for each group of 90 students.14

Data from the California Department of Education confirm the success
of the Rocketship model. In 2012, Rocketship Mateo Sheedy Elementary,
the first of the Rocketship schools to open, scored 924 on California’s
Academic Performance Index (API), well above the state average of 815.15

The five Rocketship schools enrolling students at the time the state tests
were administered achieved an overall performance of 855, despite the
lower socioeconomic status of their students.

Rocketship Education Charter Schools
2012 Performance on California Academic Performance Index

Rocketship Los Sueños 793

Rocketship Discovery Prep 805

California Statewide Average 815

Rocketship Sí Se Puede Academy 861

Rocketship Overall Average 855

Rocketship Mosaic Academy 872

Rocketship Mateo Sheedy Elementary 924

Source: Rocketship Education, “Academic Performance,” http://www.rsed.org/
about/Academic-Performance.cfm, viewed on June 13, 2013.

“School Quality Snapshots,” a website maintained by the California
Department of Education, also confirms the Rocketship schools’ high
performance.16 On the math portion of the 2011–12 California Standards
Test, for example, 80 percent of Rocketship students scored Proficient or
Advanced, on par with the ten most affluent school districts in California.

In 2011, SRI International, a nonprofit research and development
organization, conducted a 16-week study of Rocketship’s use of DreamBox
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Learning, an online math tool. Students in kindergarten and first grade used
the program. The study found, “Rocketship students who received
additional online math instruction through the DreamBox Learning program
scored substantially higher on an independent mathematics test than similar
students who did not receive the additional online instruction time. For the
average student, these gains would be equivalent to progressing 5.5 points
in percentile ranking (e.g. from 50 percent to 55.5 percent) in just 16
weeks.”17 If that performance enhancement were continued over the course
of a student’s entire K–12 career, the difference in academic standing at
graduation would be huge.

“The SRI study confirms Rocketship’s core belief that adaptive, online
learning positively impacts students’ overall academic achievement,” said
Chief Schools Officer Aylon Samouha. “The use of highly effective,
cost-efficient individualized instructional programs like DreamBox
Learning is allowing Rocketship to realize its mission of closing the
achievement gap.”18

While many charter schools now incorporate adaptive instruction into
the school day, Rocketship has concentrated on creating a business model
that will enable it to produce hundreds of schools each generating superior
results at a lower per-pupil cost than public schools. This requires designing
schools that do not rely on charity or exceptional leaders or teachers willing
to work 70 hours a week or longer and do everything from raising funds and
recruiting and managing staff to providing after-school counseling to
students.

Khan Academy
Khan Academy is not a school, yet more than 200 million students have
taken one or more of the lessons it offers. Hosting a free online library of
more than 3,300 videos that are now being used by charter and traditional
schools across the country and around the world, Khan Academy
demonstrates how technology can transform education through adaptive
instruction and the enormous reach of the Internet.

Khan Academy started in 2004 when Salman Khan started filming
himself giving short lectures on math in a closet in his home and posting
them on the Internet. Khan noticed the growing popularity of his videos and
the short quizzes he wrote for each one and, with the help of philanthropists
such as Bill Gates, was soon able to dramatically ramp up the number of
videos and pay technical experts to make them compatible with adaptive
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testing and instruction programs.
How does Khan Academy work? Let’s take learning math as an

example. Students first watch free ten-minute videos on core math concepts
starting at the beginning with addition, subtraction, and the idea of numbers.
They then take tests to determine how well they have understood the
material. Online adaptive tests track the errors the students make and cue up
the next set of videos and concepts to target the students’ strengths and
weaknesses. As students progress, they earn badges and points – familiar
examples of rewards described throughout this book – for concepts they
have mastered.

By 2012, Khan was providing free access to more than 3,300 free
micro-lectures, many interactive, on mathematics, physics, chemistry,
organic chemistry, biology, astronomy, cosmology, American civics, art
history, finance, economics, computer science, and health care and
medicine.19 A growing number of schools, now numbering in the thousands,
use this online instructional library to supplement regular courses by
viewing the videos in class or assigning them as homework. Khan also has
expanded to offer free online college-level courses.

An online library of educational videos, even when accompanied by
adaptive testing and instruction, is not a complete solution to what ails
K–12 education in America. Like other activities in a computer lab, it
provides a component of a blended model where teachers can help young
learners keep track of time, answer questions, provide guidance, and offer
encouragement. But streaming video to 100 or more computer workstations
requires substantial bandwidth, which can be expensive or not available in
some schools. And the Khan Academy library has not yet been completely
built out, leaving gaps in some subjects and not much depth to some of the
quizzes.

What is so surprising about Khan Academy isn’t that it has faults and
limitations, but that something like it exists at all. It came out of nowhere
less than a decade ago and is now part of the educational experiences of
millions of students in the U.S. and millions more around the world. The
videos and tests it makes available for free are genuinely revolutionizing
learning for students of all ages and backgrounds, from the children of Bill
Gates (and Gates himself, who reported using Khan videos to brush up on
his math skills) to the most disadvantaged children in inner cities. It does
this for a tiny per-pupil cost. The success of Khan Academy shows that,
despite the resistance of the public education establishment to changes to
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its delivery model, a single person has the power to go around that inertia
and dramatically change the educational opportunities for millions of
children by coming up with an innovative idea, using modern technology
to implement that idea quickly and inexpensively, and then using the
Internet to freely publish that idea for education-hungry children around the
world.
 
Massive Online Open-Enrollment Courses (MOOCs)
In 2011, Stanford University professor Sebastian Thrun taught 160,000
students a course on artificial intelligence using uploaded videos of himself
lecturing and drawing diagrams on a napkin.20 He had opened the class to
anyone in the world and placed all the assignments and tests online for
anyone to take. Students located all around the world took the course. More
students from Lithuania enrolled in his class than were enrolled in Stanford.
Some students wrote him to explain that they lived in war-torn countries
like Afghanistan and had to dodge flak to search for an Internet connection
to complete their assignments.

Of that first class, 23,000 students finished the course and 248 never
scored a single wrong answer on any of the class tests. Not one of those 248
students attended Stanford. Thrun’s physical class of 200 students at
Stanford dwindled until only about 30 students attended class regularly. The
rest preferred to watch his video lecture online because they felt the online
instruction was more intimate and helped them learn better. Thrun is now
developing a free online university following a similar pattern. He plans to
offer a master’s degree for $100, in contrast to a typical current cost of
around $45,000.21

Thrun’s course and efforts are part of a global phenomenon called
massive online open-enrollment courses, or MOOCs. Thrun launched
Udacity in January 2012 and two of his colleagues launched Coursera three
months later. Udacity’s most popular course, on computer science, has
enrolled more than 270,000 students. Some 74 universities around the world
have signed up to provide courses.22 The courses feature some of the
world’s most renowned experts delivering lectures and participating in
online conversations with millions of students who otherwise would never
have the opportunity to attend college, much less take courses taught by
such eminent scholars. Adaptive testing and instruction technologies work
as well as part of MOOCs as they do for Khan Academy and the blended
classrooms of Rocketship and other charter schools, freeing lecturers from



REWARDS AND DIGITAL LEARNING 141

the drudgery of repeating lectures and answering predictable questions
while greatly accelerating students’ learning. Social networking tools such
as online discussion forums can create the sense of community and
connectivity that brick-and-mortar campuses promise but don’t always
deliver.

MOOCs seem to be taking off in higher education because private and
public universities genuinely compete for students and tuition and their
faculties are largely non-union and so tend not to organize to oppose
labor-saving technologies.23 Lack of competition and the presence of strong
teachers unions pose obstacles to their adoption at the K–12 level, but as
these barriers are overcome, success should be even greater than in higher
education due to the much larger size of the market and the subject matter
being simpler. The number of lessons for K–12 education in English,
mathematics, science, civics, major foreign languages, art, music, and
perhaps a few other subjects would be less than the thousands of specialized
courses universities provide.

If MOOCs can drive down the cost of a two-year college masters
degree from $45,000 to $100, what could it do for K–12 schooling? Yes,
K–12 schools perform a custodial function that colleges do not, so there
may be continuing demand for “real” schools. But technological
innovations such as the Khan Academy and MOOCs are genuinely
transformational, pointing to an educational model that is fundamentally
different from today’s K–12 classroom.

Digital Learning and Achievement
Online adaptive instruction can provide in one package the goals, activities,
tests, and incentives needed to accelerate student learning. Students receive
feedback as they move through a set of activities that the program
customizes to their individual abilities. Many programs utilize algorithms
grounded in psychological research on common errors students have made
in face-to-face settings. Such research makes it possible to offer detailed
cues for what to do next and prompt the user to move on to more difficult
levels or repeat a lesson perhaps from another perspective when
appropriate.

A meta-analysis of 20 years of research conducted by Mickey Shachar
and Yoram Neumann in 2010 showed adaptive online education programs
on average provide better learning results than traditionally taught classes.24

As the table on the following page demonstrates, most studies across
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various time periods showed superior results for the online programs. While
70 percent of all studies found online classes to be superior, 84 percent of
studies published after 2002 found online superiority, suggesting (as we
would expect) that online performance is improving over time.

Studies after 2002 showed not only superiority but a very large average
additional effect of +0.403, corresponding roughly to what is learned in
four-tenths of a school year, which means the typical online education
student exceeds 66 percent of traditionally taught students. Many of the
studies in Shachar and Neumann’s analysis were conducted before or
shortly after the Internet became such a widespread means of
communicating across the world. Today’s online programs are significantly
superior to those of five years ago and getting even better, and more
students, homes, and schools have the bandwidth to access the most
advanced forms of online instruction.

Meta-Analysis of Online Education Effects

Implementation
Period

Number
of Studies

Average
Effect Size

Percentage
Above Control
Group Average

1991–1998 38 .266 61%

1999–2000 33 .068 53%

2001–2002 29 .310 62%

2003–2009 25 .403 66%

Note: The data in this table are derived from Mickey Shachar and Yoram
Neumann, “Twenty Years of Research on the Academic Performance
Differences Between Traditional and Distance Learning: Summative
Meta-Analysis and Trend Examination,” MERLOT Journal of Online Learning
and Teaching 6, no. 2 (June 2010): 318–34. The effect sizes are averaged
across all studies conducted in the period indicated. The final column is the
percentage of traditional students exceeded in achievement by online
students.

Most of the studies reviewed by Shachar and Neumann reported the
effects of a single unit or at most a year of study. If these effects could be
achieved each year over a student’s K–12 career, the result would be
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transformational. American students would easily rank first rather than as
low as 32nd in international achievement surveys. Many, moreover, would
be ready for college-level work after as little as nine years of schooling
rather than the usual 12.

Another meta-analysis of online learning studies conducted for the U.S.
Department of Education and published in 2010 provides further evidence
of the superiority of digital learning, though its findings were couched in
cautionary language.25 The researchers found 50 experimental or controlled
quasi-experimental studies comparing the learning effects of online versus
face-to-face instruction, including only five published studies involving
K–12 students that met their meta-analysis criteria. Students who engaged
in only online learning exceeded the achievement outcomes of students
receiving only traditional instruction with an average effect size of +0.20.
Students in blended learning environments benefitted from an average
effect of +0.35. Earlier reviews of distance education also showed
substantial effects.26

While there are obstacles to the spread of digital learning, cost is not
one of them. The per-pupil costs of online schooling, which requires fewer
teachers, have only recently been compared to that of traditional classroom
instruction. According to a study by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, full
online learning on average costs about $4,300 annually less than traditional
schooling while the blended model saves about $1,100 per student per
year.27 These cost savings are likely to increase over time as the technology
improves and as educators gain experience in its use. Requiring nine rather
than 12 years of schooling would reduce costs substantially more.

Best Practices
Digital learning is spreading quickly as parents, students, and educators
recognize its transformational potential. Some obstacles need to be
overcome such as certification requirements that block entry into the
teaching profession by talented and motivated individuals, seat-time and
class-size requirements that make school schedules rigid and unable to
accommodate computer lab sessions, and opposition from teachers unions.28

A rapidly growing community of educators with experience using digital
learning tools and a literature describing best practices are available to
reformers who want to accelerate this progress.

The Digital Learning Council, a nonprofit organization launched in
2010 to integrate current and future technological innovations into public
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education, has produced a series of publications (all of them available
online) to help parents, educators, and policymakers find and use the best
practices for digital learning. The council has proposed “10 Elements of
High Quality Digital Learning,” which it describes as “actions that need to
be taken by lawmakers and policymakers to foster a high-quality,
customized education for all students. This includes technology-enhanced
learning in traditional schools, online and virtual learning, and blended
learning that combines online and onsite learning.”29 Those actions appear
in the table on page 145.

In 2011, the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), a
respected membership organization for state legislators, adopted a model
resolution endorsing the “ten elements” approach.30 In 2012, ALEC created
and endorsed model legislation, the Statewide Online Education Act, that
provides a detailed template for states to follow to remove roadblocks to
expanding digital learning.31 The National Conference of State Legislatures
(NCSL), another organization of state legislators, also has endorsed
expanding the use of digital learning and provides case studies of its
successful implementation.32

An implementation guide for blended learning produced by the Digital
Learning Council recommends state government policies that support full-
and part-time access to online learning by eliminating seat-time
requirements, providing end-of-course tests on demand, making funding
portable (following students to the schools or colleges that offer online
courses), shifting from traditional textbooks to digital instructional
materials, and supporting expanded broadband access for schools.33 At the
school level, the authors stress that simply adding computers to classrooms
doesn’t accelerate learning unless those computers “change instructional
practices, schedules, relationships, and resource allocations.”34

The Clayton Christensen Institute for Disruptive Innovation, formerly
the Innosight Institute, is another good source of best practices.35 The
nonprofit think tank was founded by Harvard professor Clayton M.
Christensen, author of the 2008 best-seller Disrupting Class: How
Disruptive Innovation Will Change the Way the World Learns. The
organization conducts original research on the cutting edge of digital
learning, consults with elected officials, and provides speakers for public
events. Researchers affiliated with the organization have created a
“blended-learning taxonomy” that distinguishes among the various ways of
blending digital learning with traditional schooling, such as Station
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Rotation, Lab Rotation, Flipped Classroom, Flex, A La Carte, Enriched
Virtual, and Individual Rotation models.36

Ten Elements of High-Quality Digital Learning

1. Student Eligibility: All students are digital learners.

2. Student Access: All students have access to high-quality digital
learning.

3. Personalized Learning: All students can use digital learning to
customize their education.

4. Advancement: All students progress based on demonstrated
competency.

5. Quality Content: Digital content and courses are high quality.

6. Quality Instruction: Digital instruction is high quality.

7. Quality Choices: All students have access to multiple high-
quality digital providers.

8. Assessment and Accountability: Student learning is the metric
for evaluating the quality of content and instruction.

9. Funding: Funding creates incentives for performance, options
and innovation.

10. Delivery: Infrastructure supports digital learning.

Source: Digital Learning Council, “Ten Elements of High Quality Digital
Learning,” http://www.digitallearningnow.com/10elements/, viewed on
June 23, 2013. See source for original phrasing of these points.
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Conclusion
Digital learning – the combination of online adaptive testing and instruction
made possible by new technologies, software, and the Internet – is
beginning to transform K–12 education. It accelerates learning for a number
of reasons, but an important one is because it makes rewards for learning
more accurate, timely, and attuned to the interests and abilities of students.
It promises to deliver the “creative destruction” required to substantially
improve America’s failing elementary and high-school system.

ClassDojo, Goalbook, and Funnix are three examples of the rapidly
growing number of software programs available to educators to bring
digital learning into the classroom. Rocketship Education, Khan Academy,
Coursera, and Udacity illustrate the variety of new institutions that are using
digital learning to transform traditional teaching methods. Given the pace
at which software is improving and institutions are evolving, these
examples may seem out-of-date in a few years.

Research described in this chapter shows substantial positive
achievement effects of online education in pre-Internet days and larger
effects in recent years. More advanced technologies used on a much wider
scale promise even larger achievement effects, lower costs, and a greater
variety of incentives, curricula, and teaching methods from which parents,
students, and educators can choose. Obstacles in the path to increased use
of digital learning can be removed by parents and policymakers working
together to adopt the policies recommended by pioneering leaders in the
field, the Digital Learning Council, and other groups supporting this
disruptive innovation likely leading to far more effective education.
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11
Rewards and School Choice

Kindergarten through 12th grade public education in the United States relies
too much on intrinsic motivation and not enough on extrinsic motivation.
Competition and consumer choice, which create rewards for greater effort
and achievement in much of American life, are highly constrained or absent
in K–12 public schools. Attaching student rewards to tests and
performance-based compensation for teachers can only partly make up for
this dysfunctional organization.

The reform most likely to transform the nation’s schools is allowing
them the flexibility to specialize and strive for excellence as they define it,
and to give parents the freedom to choose, without financial penalties, the
schools best suited for their children. This combination of school flexibility
and portable funding – sometimes called weighted student funding or
“backpack funding” since the student carries his or her education funds
directly to the parents’ chosen school – is what we mean by school choice.

School choice programs were shown in Chapter 3 to significantly
improve student academic achievement, increase parental satisfaction, and
generate other benefits. Expanding school choice, however, is opposed by
teachers unions and many “progressive” educators. For example, Margaret
Diane LeCompte and Anthony Gary Dworkin dismiss school choice as
“private solutions to a public problem” that “violate deeply held American
cultural ethics.”1 This chapter explains why that view is wrong.

School choice creates incentives that change the behavior of students,
parents, teachers, and administrators. It solves the problems, presented in
Chapters 4 and 8, of how to set educational goals and fairly use objective
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tests for achievement in a diverse democratic society. Four kinds of school
choice show particular promise: charter schools, the parent trigger, vouchers
(or scholarships), and education savings accounts. We will describe
successful examples of each of these choice programs and then present best
practices for school reformers to launch or expand them in their cities and
states.

A State of Emergency
If students attending public schools in the United States were generally
achieving at high levels, it might be unnecessary to propose that those
schools be fundamentally changed – transformed – rather than merely
reformed. Perhaps they could be made better by adopting more of the
rewards we’ve shown to be highly effective inside and outside schools.
Perhaps they would just need to change the tests they administer, or how
they pay teachers, or add computers to more classrooms. Regrettably, this
is not the situation we face. Public education in the U.S. is in a state of
emergency and needs the kind of fundamental change that only school
choice can deliver. 

In 1983 the National Commission on Excellence in Education, a
blue-ribbon panel appointed by President Ronald Reagan, warned in its
report A Nation at Risk that “the educational foundations of our society are
presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very
future as a Nation and a people.”2 “If an unfriendly foreign power had
attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that
exists today,” its authors declared, “we might well have viewed it as an act
of war.”3

This is not a partisan sentiment. Bruce Maclaury, president of the liberal
Brookings Institution, wrote in 1990,4

By most accounts, the American education system is not working
well. Children appear to be learning less in school today than they
did a generation ago. Some 25 percent of the nation’s high school
students drop out before graduating, and in large cities – whose
poor and minority children desperately need quality education – the
figure can climb to 50 percent. On math and science achievement
tests, American teenagers trail students from other nations – a
pattern with alarming implications for America’s ability to compete
in the world economy.
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Even progressives agree. “[E]ducation in the United States is in a
virtual state of emergency,” wrote LeCompte and Dworkin in 1991.5 “We
feel that the situation many American children experience in their homes
and neighborhoods and the conditions that confront their future are
devastating. Furthermore, the conditions under which teachers are expected
to teach and children are expected to learn are catastrophic.”6

During the 40 years since publication of A Nation at Risk a host of
costly reforms has been attempted, among them changing teacher training
and certification, curriculum, class size, and school size; centralizing and
decentralizing administration; setting high academic standards, linking and
unlinking them to curriculum, and then abandoning and attempting to
resurrect the same; discouraging or banning such common rewards as
grades and praise; and much more. Through it all, the key measures of
academic achievement in the U.S. have remained stubbornly poor.7

Only 40 percent of U.S. fourth-graders and 35 percent of eighth-graders
scored “proficient” or better in mathematics on the 2011 National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), and only 34 percent of fourth-
and eighth-graders were proficient in reading.8 Only 32 percent of eighth-
graders were proficient or better in science.9 There is some evidence that
even these numbers overstate student achievement because states that report
the most progress exclude high numbers of students from groups that often
bring scores down, including learning-disabled students and English
Language Learners (ELL).10

In 2009, the scores of U.S. 15-year-olds on international assessment
tests for reading and science literacy were “not measurably different from
the OECD [Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development]
average” and were below the OECD average for mathematics literacy.11

U.S. students used to outperform their counterparts in other developed
countries.

The U.S. high-school graduation rate for 2010–11 was only 75.5
percent, indicating that one in four students who make it to high school
drops out before graduating.12 Some 1,550 public high schools reported
dropout rates of 60 percent or more.13

The problem is not a lack of spending. Real per-pupil spending
(adjusted for inflation) rose 23.5 percent between 1994 and 2004 and more
than doubled from 1970 to 2005.14 Research by dozens of scholars has
found no consistent relationship between higher spending and improvement
in academic achievement.15 The problem is declining productivity – the
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ratio of inputs to outputs. American school productivity fell by between 55
and 73 percent between 1970–71 and 1998–99, depending on the skill and
age cohort tested.16 If schools today were only as productive as they were
in 1970–71, the average 17-year-old would have a score that fewer than 5
percent of 17-year-olds currently attain.17

The falling productivity of government schools can be traced to three
developments inside the public school establishment. The first is growth of
a vast bureaucracy of nonteaching personnel. Government schools in the
United States report a higher ratio of nonteaching personnel to teachers than
government schools in any other developed country.18 In 2005, teachers
comprised just 51.2 percent of all the staff employed by public elementary
and secondary school systems in the U.S.19

The second trend is the fall in average class size. The number of
teachers rose significantly faster than school enrollment after 1970,
although not as rapidly as nonteaching personnel. The ratio of students to
teachers in public schools fell from 17.6:1 in 1987 to 15.4:1 in 2007, a
decrease of 12.5 percent.20 The third reason for the low productivity of
government schools is a dropout rate that has not fallen despite large
increases in spending and personnel. Students who drop out before
graduating increase the cost per graduated, or finished, student.

This record of failure suggests the problem facing public schools is
deeper than many reformers think. It is time to raise questions about the
fundamental organization of public schools.

School Choice and Incentives
Government control of schools is often justified by appeals to the special
role schools play in democratic societies, and indeed this is a concern that
cannot be dismissed. But that control need not be exercised as it is today in
American public K–12 education. Having government agencies own school
facilities, hire teachers, approve curriculum, set standards, finance
operations exclusively through tax dollars, and systemically discourage
competition among public schools and between public and private schools
has been a recipe for dysfunction rather than success. This model, copied
from the Prussian system of compulsory state-funded schools in the early
nineteenth century, has all the disadvantages of a monopoly and none of the
virtues of a democracy or market economy.21

An alternative model is for government to encourage or require
universal free education up to or through high school while also recognizing
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the right of parents to have their children educated in privately organized
schools, whether nonprofit or for-profit, without financial penalties. Giving
parents the power to choose private schools, including religious schools, for
their children is the rule rather than the exception among advanced
democracies, which may help explain why U.S. students perform poorly
compared to students in other countries.22

School choice creates incentives and opportunities that can accelerate
student achievement. For children, “choice gives students a reason for going
to a school. When attending a particular school by choice, students are less
likely to see themselves as draftees ‘biding their time’ until graduation; they
tend to see more purpose in going to school. This purposefulness (or a lack
of it) can be felt in a school’s halls and classrooms; it can be seen on the
faces of students and teachers.”23

Parents also enthusiastically embrace school choice programs. A recent
survey found that 66 percent of mothers with school-age children “support
vouchers for all students to obtain the best education possible. Mothers with
school-age children also have more confidence in private school settings
than in traditional public schools.”24 Polls by Gallup, Public Agenda, and
political scientist Terry M. Moe find similar levels of support.25

Parents respond to school choice by becoming more involved in their
children’s education, which is strongly correlated with improved academic
success.26 Parents who are empowered by school choice know their
concerns are being taken seriously and are welcome to participate in their
schools’ management. They respond by becoming educational partners with
teachers and administrators. The power to choose among competing schools
gives parents much greater influence over the schools their children attend
than merely being one of many voters casting votes in elections for school
board members. School choice allows parents to change the schools their
children attend without having to move to a different community or pay
twice for their children’s tuition, once through state and local property taxes
and again when paying tuition at a private school.

 At the school level, school administrators behave differently when they
face tough competition for students and funding from nearby schools.27

Pressure to hold down costs would exist if schools had to compete for
students and tuition, but such competition is weak or entirely absent
because the current system assigns students to schools in their
neighborhoods and public funds go largely to public schools with similar
organizations and curricula. 
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School choice allows school boards and principals to focus on
establishing clarity and consensus about school goals and incentives, which
is the key to turning around failing schools.28 Houston recently
accomplished this with nine of its worst public schools.29 The school district
replaced every principal in these schools, nearly one-third of other
school-level administrators, and more than half of the schools’ teachers. To
fill their places, the district hired educators “who possessed the values and
beliefs consistent with an achievement-driven mantra and, wherever
possible, a demonstrated record of achievement.”30 In one year, students in
these schools made “dramatic” mathematics and reading achievement gains
similar to students in high-quality charter schools.

In the current system, much of the control and decision-making
regarding individual schools is exercised at the state and district levels,
which issue top-down edicts and rules in an attempt to achieve clarity and
consensus. However, this approach is doomed to failure. Bureaucracies rely
on restricting the options and choices of people at the bottom of hierarchies
in order to compel them to act in certain ways despite incentives and their
desires to act otherwise.31 This leads to what has been called “Campbell’s
law of performance measurement”: “The more any quantitative social
indicator is used for social decision-making, the more subject it will be to
corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the
social processes it is intended to monitor.”32

Progressive educators recognize this problem even as they refuse to
embrace its solution. LeCompte and Dworkin write, “One of the real
problems with school reform is implementation. Reformers tend to forget
that all of the changes, whether curricular, organizational, or psychosocial,
will have to be implemented with virtually the same instructional and
administrative staff that existed pre-reform. ... Finally, reforms founder
because of organizational inertia and resistance. Schools often greet reform
initiatives with a ‘circle the wagons’ mentality impervious to change
initiatives.”33

Successful reforms in education give schools incentives to innovate
rather than mandate single top-down solutions. Educators are allowed to
focus on building consensus, discovering what resources or policies are
needed, and then adopting them.34 Teachers are allowed to find solutions
through trial and error rather than being told to act as cogs in a grand
scheme set forth by others remote from their classrooms. This process is
sometimes called “searching” to contrast it with “planning.”35 School choice
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programs create an environment in which searching can replace planning.

Solving the Goal-Setting Problem
In Chapter 4 we described the nation’s long history of delegating
responsibility for regulating schools to state and local governments and
recognizing the primacy of parents’ rights over the education of their
children. School choice represents one possible solution to the goal-setting
problem by creating an environment in which parents and teachers are free
to work together to develop the goals most suitable for each child.

The case for making parents the primary goal-setters in K–12 education
is a strong one. Parents spend the most time with children and know their
needs, interests, and talents best. They have a personal financial interest in
seeing their children become productive adults and be successful in raising
families of their own. They have a constitutional right to exercise control
over their children’s education. The way to involve parents in goal-setting
is for state and local governments to allow schools the flexibility they need
to meet the demands of parents while simultaneously giving parents the
freedom to choose, without financial penalty, the schools they believe are
best for their children.

Critics of school choice warn, as has Amitai Etzioni, a prominent
sociologist, “there are dangers in the simplistic introduction of competition
into areas of human services. In these areas the consumer’s knowledge is
usually limited; it is more difficult for parents to evaluate education than,
say, a can of beans.”36 But no one claims choosing the best school for a
child is as easy as choosing “a can of beans.” Limited knowledge can be
overcome by experience, producer reputations, guarantees and warranties,
and personal and public sources of information. Writing back in 1978, John
Coons and Stephen Sugarman pointed out, “the question is not whether the
judgment of the isolated and unassisted family is superior to the
professional cadre of a school or a district. It is rather, when all available
knowledge, personal and professional, about the particular school is
assembled, to whom shall society commit the final choice.”37

Despite the problem of information asymmetry, consumers are routinely
trusted to make decisions with major implications for their family’s safety
and well-being, often with professional or peer advice. We choose among
competing producers for housing, food, and medicine even though few of
us are licensed architects, nutritionists, or pharmacists. 

Research shows that when parents are allowed to choose the schools
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their children attend – such as when charter schools compete with
conventional public schools or when public schools compete with one
another through open enrollment programs – they make careful and
informed decisions.38 Surveys show parents rate schools largely the same
as experts do, and most parents choose schools on the basis of their
perceived academic quality.39 For example, a poll of New York City parents
seeking privately funded scholarships to attend Catholic schools revealed
the first concern of 85 percent of the parents was academic quality, while
only 38 percent cited religious instruction as a significant attraction.40

Another survey showed 81 percent of parents approved of high-stakes
testing for grade promotion and 85 percent approved of expecting high-
school students to pass a tough exit exam before graduating.41 The research
summarized at the end of Chapter 3 on the positive effects of choice on
student academic achievement also confirms that parents choose wisely.

Evidence and experience have persuaded state policymakers to expand
the ability of parents to choose the schools their children attend. In the
sections that follow we describe four very different and yet successful
programs that expand parental choice in education. 

Charter Schools: Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP) 
Most states now offer limited school flexibility and parental choice in the
form of public schools that operate on charters issued by a local school
district or in some cases a different chartering entity. The charter says the
school will receive a certain amount of funding per student as long as it
achieves specific outputs and complies with operating standards set forth in
the agreement. Students are not assigned to charter schools but instead
attend only if their parents or guardians choose the school. In return for
giving up the security of guaranteed enrollments and annual budgets,
charter schools are exempted from various rules and regulations such as
minimum class sizes, mandated curriculum, and collective bargaining
agreements. 

Forty-two states and the District of Columbia have enacted charter
school laws.42 Approximately 1.6 million students attended charter schools
in 2010, about 3 percent of all school-age children.43 Because charter
schools are heavily concentrated in low-income neighborhoods and big
cities, determining their success relative to traditional public schools can be
difficult and controversial.44 However, the best research on the subject – by
Caroline M. Hoxby,45 Bryan C. Hassel,46 and Hoxby and Jonah E.
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Rockoff47 – shows convincing evidence of superior performance by charter
schools.48 Importantly, randomized assignment studies – the “gold
standard” for social science research – show charter schools have a positive
effect on achievement, though these studies tend to be small-scale.49

As discussed in Chapter 7, among the most successful charter school
networks is the Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP), a nationwide
collection of open-enrollment middle schools commonly located in urban
and poor communities. KIPP was founded in Houston, Texas in 1994 and
has grown to 125 schools serving more than 41,000 students in 20 states
and Washington, DC. Ninety-five percent of students enrolled in KIPP
schools are minorities and more than 80 percent qualify for the federal free
and reduced-price meals program for children from families in poverty.50

KIPP schools identify five “operating principles” that distinguish their
approach from other schools: clearly defined and measurable high
expectations for academic achievement and conduct; parents and the faculty
choose to be part of a KIPP school (“no one is assigned or forced to attend
a KIPP school”); an extended school day, week, and year; principals who
are empowered to lead their schools by having control over their school
budget and personnel; and a tight focus on high student performance on
standardized tests and other objective measures.51

All five of these principles track what research shows to be the
strategies of high-performing schools.52 Without the flexibility that charter
school status provides, KIPP schools would not be able to adopt these
policies, and without the public funding that follows low-income students
to KIPP schools, the schools would be unable to compete with free public
schools or serve disadvantaged communities. Public schools in districts
where KIPP operates obviously could model some of their schools on the
KIPP approach but, significantly, they have not done so. Thus, without
KIPP, KIPP students would still be sitting in schools that are stubbornly
unresponsive to their educational needs.

KIPP teachers, parents, and students must sign agreements, called the
“KIPP Commitment to Excellence,” spelling out in detail their obligations
to the school.53 For example, teachers agree to arrive at the school on
weekdays by 7:15 a.m. and leave no earlier than 5:00 p.m. Monday –
Thursday and 4:00 p.m. on Fridays; to teach at KIPP during the summer; to
“always make ourselves available to students and parents, and address any
concerns they might have”; and to “always protect the safety, interests, and
rights of all individuals in the classroom.” Parents agree to “always help our
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child in the best way we know how and we will do whatever it takes for
him/her to learn. This also means that we will check our child’s homework
every night, let him/her call the teacher if there is a problem with the
homework, and try to read with him/her every night.” 

Students promise to “always work, think, and behave in the best way
I know how, and I will do whatever it takes for me and my fellow students
to learn. This also means that I will complete all my homework every night,
I will call my teachers if I have a problem with the homework or a problem
with coming to school, and I will raise my hand and ask questions in class
if I do not understand something.”

KIPP schools are notable for their use of financial rewards to motivate
students, which were described at some length in Chapter 3. A profile of the
schools in Time  magazine noted the alignment of the KIPP model with
research on the effectiveness of rewards conducted by Harvard’s Roland J.
Fryer, Jr.

The Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP), one of the most
successful charter-school networks in the U.S., has been doling out
financial incentives for 15 years, using a model that happens to
align perfectly with the results of Fryer’s study. KIPP students get
paid for actions they can control – getting to school on time,
participating in class and having a positive attitude – with “money”
they can redeem for supplies at the school store. Over the years,
KIPP leaders, who now run 82 schools nationwide, have learned a
lot about which rewards work and which do not. They have found
that speed matters, for example. Recognition, like punishment,
works best if it happens quickly. So KIPP schools pay their kids
every week.54

In 2013, the Mathematica Policy Research group published a multi-year
study of KIPP schools and found that after three years in the program the
students were 11 months ahead of their public school peers in math, eight
months ahead in reading, and 14 months ahead in science.55 According to
KIPP, by the end of eighth grade 62 percent of its students outperform their
national peers in math, and 57 percent do so in reading. On state tests, by
the end of eighth grade, 94 percent of KIPP classes outperform their local
districts in reading; 96 percent do so in math.56 

KIPP is not the only network of successful charter schools,57 but KIPP
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schools illustrate how the charter mechanism can be used to reward
students, parents, teachers, and school administrators who set high
standards, work together, and use research-proven methods to accelerate
learning. 

Parent Trigger: California
California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger signed the nation’s first parent
trigger law on January 7, 2010.58 The program grew out of grassroots
outrage over the low quality of public schools especially in Los Angeles. As
California State Senator Gloria Romero, a Democrat representing Los
Angeles and author of the parent trigger bill, told the Los Angeles Daily
News, “I’m sorry – after a certain point you are no longer credible on the
promise that you’ll fix it. Parents want change and opportunity now.”59

Since 2010, some 20 states have considered parent trigger legislation
and six (in addition to California) have adopted variations on the plan.60

The concept is popular with parents: A poll conducted in 2013 found 49
percent of U.S. adults support parent triggers while 40 percent oppose such
laws.61 How do parent triggers work? 

In California, participation is limited to parents with children enrolled
in a failing public school as defined by the California School Code or in
feeder schools (neighborhood primary or middle schools) that send children
to a failing school. Schools must be labeled a “program improvement
school” for more than three consecutive years for failing to meet federal
academic benchmarks, have an Academic Performance Index (the state’s
benchmark test) of less than 800,62 and be among the lowest 5 percent of
schools in California. The number of schools that can be “triggered” is
capped at 75 statewide.

If 50 percent of eligible parents sign a properly designed petition, the
local education agency – usually a school district – must implement one of
four “school intervention models” specified in the petition. The four models
are closure (close the school, fire or reassign the staff, and send the children
to better-performing schools nearby), restart (convert the school to an
independent charter school), turnaround (replace school leadership and
grant new leaders more flexibility), and transformation (turnaround model
with added layers of bureaucratic oversight.)

The parent trigger forces school districts to undertake changes that
school administrators and staffs otherwise would oppose. The simplicity of
the process lowers the cost to parents in terms of the time they must invest
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in order to improve their children’s schools, thereby creating an incentive
for them to pay attention to and more actively participate in reform efforts.
Teachers and administrators, realizing that parents now wield the power to
shut down the school or hand it over to a charter school operator, have new
incentives to listen carefully to parents’ concerns, focus more on academic
success, and join parents in a united quest for excellence.

Closing persistently failing schools and moving children into new
schools accelerates student achievement only if better schools are available
nearby and can accommodate an influx of students – a problem in large
cities with large numbers of failing public schools. Transferring to a new
school can be disruptive for the child, parents, and teachers, and the costs
must be weighed against the potential benefit for the individual child as
well as other children. Most transferring students recover whatever
academic ground they lose after one or two years in their new school and
then outperform their counterparts who remained behind in the failing
school.63 All students, including those not enrolled in a failing school,
benefit when even a small number of schools are closed, because such
closures signal to school administrators that failure will not be tolerated.

Allowing parents to petition to have their local public school converted
into a charter school is a wise policy choice. Parents often develop loyalty
to the personnel of local public schools that can lead them to oppose the
opening of a charter school nearby. A parent trigger places the decision in
the hands of parents themselves, helping to ensure community support for
new charter schools. The conversion option solves problems related to
arbitrary caps on the number of charter schools allowed in a city or a state
(often negotiated in state capitols as the price of avoiding union opposition)
and limited access by charter school operators to surplus school buildings
and other resources that public school systems hoard.

California’s parent trigger is an innovative and positive piece of public
policy, but it is not perfect. Most notably it does not include private school
choice – vouchers or scholarships – in the list of options from which parents
can choose. This is like giving guests on the ill-fated Titanic a choice of
seats on the deck of the sinking ship but forbidding them from using the
lifeboats. The “turnaround” and “transformation” models, adopted from the
federal Race to the Top legislation, are the weakest of the options available
to parents.64 Merely replacing the existing school management with another
version of bureaucratic control offers little assurance that students would
benefit.
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Another shortcoming of California’s law is that it allows local school
authorities, who plainly have a conflict of interest, to override the option
chosen by parents, potentially undoing many hours of parents’ time and
crushing raised hopes. Even the risk of such a veto is enough to discourage
many parents from going through the considerable effort of circulating a
petition. California places severe restrictions on which schools are subject
to the law – only the worst 5 percent and no more than 75 schools – and
therefore denies use of this powerful tool to millions of parents who might
otherwise choose to use it. Why not let parents, rather than state and federal
bureaucrats, determine which schools are “failing” and therefore subject to
the parent trigger?

Another problem with California’s parent trigger law is that it is tied to
the federal Race to the Top initiative, which was funded by the 2009
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. By incorporating by reference
federal rules and guidelines, California’s legislators have made school
reform in their state subject to the past and future judgments of Congress
and Washington bureaucrats. 

Later in this chapter we will present design guidelines for policymakers
and parents who might want a parent trigger law without California’s
shortcomings. Our reservations aside, the parent trigger is clearly an idea
that can move K–12 schools in the right direction by rewarding parents for
getting actively involved in school reform efforts and exposing educators
and administrators to the risks of closure, competition, and choice.

School Vouchers (Scholarships): Indiana
School vouchers – sometimes called scholarships – expand school choice
by giving parents public financial support to choose private schools for their
children. In 2012, 29 voucher and tax-credit programs operated in 21 states
and the District of Columbia and enrolled 212,000 children.65 States
including Florida, Indiana, Louisiana, and Wisconsin are dramatically
expanding their scholarship programs. 

In 2011, Indiana adopted the Indiana School Scholarship Program
(ISSP), a voucher program for families in Indiana with incomes up to 150
percent of the amount required for the family’s children to qualify for the
federal free or reduced-price school lunch program.66 A family of four
earning up to $61,000 per year would be eligible to participate in the
program. Participation was limited to 7,500 students in the first year and
15,000 in the second, with no cap on enrollment after the second year.
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Low-income families qualify for scholarships equal to private school
tuition or 90 percent of the state’s current share of per-pupil public school
spending, whichever is less. Students from households with incomes
between that mark and 150 percent of that mark qualify for scholarships
equal to tuition or 50 percent of state per-pupil spending, whichever is less.
Scholarships for students in grades 1–8 are capped at $4,500, but
scholarships for high-school students are not capped.

In 2012–13, more than 9,000 Indiana students received scholarships and
nearly 300 schools participated in the ISSP.67 In 2013 the law was expanded
to include children attending failing public schools and special-needs
students regardless of family income.68 The expansion also attached special-
education funds of up to $8,350 to the scholarships received by children
with special needs such as blindness and learning disabilities. 

The law features a fair and non-bureaucratic form of accountability by
providing for suspension of scholarship payments for new students if a
school fails to rise above either of the lowest two categories of public
school performance currently set forth in the school code. Parents are
allowed to use their own resources to add to the scholarship if tuition
exceeds the value of the voucher, a laudable policy that encourages more
parents and schools to participate. ISSP allows schools to retain control
over admissions requirements and requires lotteries only if the number of
applicants exceeds the number of vacancies.

An especially strong feature of the ISSP is that it erects barriers to
increased regulation of participating schools. Fear of excessive regulation
is expressed in some quarters as a principal reason to oppose school
vouchers.69 The Indiana law erects at least four barriers to this threat:

# Chapter 4, Section 1(a) memorializes the legislature’s intent to preserve
the autonomy of private schools by saying “it is the intent of the general
assembly to honor the autonomy of nonpublic schools that choose to
become eligible schools under this chapter. A nonpublic eligible school
is not an agent of the state or federal government.” This language is
important because it creates a presumption in favor of less rather than
more regulation of participating schools and establishes that it is in the
public interest to preserve the autonomy of private schools.

# Chapter 4, Section 1(a)(1) says “the department or any other state
agency may not in any way regulate the educational program of a
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nonpublic eligible school that accepts a choice scholarship under this
chapter, including the regulation of curriculum content, religious
instruction or activities, classroom teaching, teacher and staff hiring
requirements, and other activities carried out by the eligible school.”

# Chapter 4, Section 1(a)(2) states: “the creation of the choice scholarship
program does not expand the regulatory authority of the state, the
state’s officers, or a school corporation to impose additional regulation
of nonpublic schools beyond those necessary to enforce the
requirements of the school scholarship program in place on July 1,
2011.”

# Chapter 4, Section 3(a) reads: “An eligible school may not discriminate
on the basis of race, color, or national origin.” This language properly
forbids discrimination on the basis of race, color, or national origin but
not religion or other factors that may be important to a school’s culture.
This matter is settled law. So long as a voucher program empowers
parents to choose public or private schools, and does not tilt incentives
toward religious schools or toward schools teaching or practicing a
particular faith, a religious element in admissions and classroom
teaching is acceptable.

The ISSP isn’t perfect legislation. The cap on the value of scholarships
for grades K–8 is too low and not indexed for inflation or state per-pupil
spending. Nationally, secular private schools charge an average of $15,945
a year in tuition, more than three times the value of the scholarship provided
by the ISSP. The cap of only $4,500 for scholarships for grades K–8 will
pose a barrier to entry for some private schools. This “bad” provision is
partially offset by the facts that there is no similar cap on the value of high-
school scholarships and parents are allowed to supplement the scholarships
with their own tuition payments.

By limiting participation to low-income families, the ISSP requires
parents to share their tax returns and other personal information with
schools and government agencies to determine their eligibility for grants of
different sizes, an invasion of privacy that will reduce participation. Such
means-testing also creates disincentives for parents to accept new jobs or
report additional income if they believe doing so will disqualify them from
future tuition scholarships. The loss of a scholarship as income rises is
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similar to a high marginal tax on earnings, which extensive research shows
leads to less effort and fewer hours of work.70

The ISSP limits participation to accredited schools, which Indiana
currently over-regulates. It also requires participating schools to administer
the state’s achievement tests rather than giving participating schools their
choice of norm-referenced tests. A better choice would be to require schools
to administer and release the results of norm-referenced tests of their choice.
There are several accepted national norm-referenced tests available that
would produce results at least as meaningful as the state’s tests.

Finally, the ISSP tries to micro-manage the teaching of civics and
American history, perhaps to head off criticism that participating schools
might teach anti-American doctrines. Concern about the possible misuse of
public funds to support schools that teach violence or hatred of America is
legitimate, but it is addressed simply and correctly for all schools in Chapter
4, Section 1(g): “An eligible school, charter school, or public school shall
not teach the violent overthrow of the government of the United States.”
The ISSP goes far beyond this, presenting some two-and-a-half pages of
detailed instructions on what participating schools must teach.

Despite its flaws, the Indiana School Scholarship Program serves as a
good model for legislators considering drafting legislation for voucher
programs in their states. As the program expands it could benefit millions
of children in Indiana and prompt other states to follow Indiana’s lead.

Education Savings Accounts: Arizona
As vouchers and tax credits move more substantially from theory to practice
in cities and states across the country, greater attention is being focused on
matters of program design. One design feature that could boost the
effectiveness of school choice and help minimize the threat of increased
regulation of participating schools is education savings accounts, or ESAs.71

ESAs are tax-sheltered savings accounts similar to individual retirement
accounts (IRAs) and the newer health savings accounts (HSAs). In the case
of IRAs and HSAs, employers and individuals make deposits into the
accounts and spending is limited or not allowed until the individual reaches
a certain age for IRAs, and only for health care expenses for HSAs. An ESA
operates similarly but with spending limited to education expenses and with
governments depositing into the ESA each year the money collected from
taxes that would otherwise go to public schools. Parents can then draw on
the account to pay for tuition at the public or private schools of their choice,
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or pay for tutoring and other educational expenses for their child. At the end
of a student’s K–12 career, anything left in the account could be applied to
college tuition or technical training. When the student reaches a certain age
(19, 21, or 23 are often suggested), anything left in the account would revert
to taxpayers.

ESAs are not a new idea.72 They were the central feature of a proposal
made in 1992 by The Heartland Institute to the New American Schools
Development Corporation as part of a national competition for
“breakthrough” ideas for school reform. The proposal placed in the top 4
percent of 686 competitors but did not receive funding. A year later, ESAs
were part of the first modern school choice initiative to appear on a ballot
– the 1993 California Parental Choice in Education Initiative. Three years
later, the California Educational Freedom Amendment contained similar
language. Both initiatives were defeated. ESAs have been proposed by
several researchers, including the authors, in the years since then.73

In 2011, Arizona became the first state to adopt education savings
accounts into law.74 Called “Empowerment Scholarship Accounts,”
originally only children with special needs who were previously enrolled
in public schools were eligible. Children in failing schools, children in
military families, and adopted and foster children became eligible in 2013.75

Grants originally were set at 90 percent of what the school would have
received from the state minus another 3 percent for administration costs,
approximately $3,000. In 2013 the amount was changed to 90 percent of
state per-pupil charter school funding, approximately $6,000, plus whatever
additional funds are allocated for special-needs children.76

Parents who are allowed to set up accounts agree to enroll their child in
private or online schools or to homeschool their children. Instruction must
cover reading, grammar, mathematics, social studies, and science.
Participating students are not required to take tests. Arizona State Sen. Rick
Murphy, a sponsor of the 2013 legislation that expanded the program, said
“I agreed to include the so-called accountability provisions with the
exception of a testing requirement. I don’t think a testing requirement is
necessary because parents are the accountability. You either trust them to
make good choices for their child or you don’t.”77 He added, “The majority
of private schools already provide a nationally norm-referenced test.  In the
rare schools that don’t, it’s probably because the parents don’t see it as
valuable and haven’t demanded it, and it shouldn’t be forced on them.”

Annual ESA deposits made to date have ranged from $1,500 to
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$27,500.78 Parents use debit cards to pay expenses and send receipts to the
Department of Education each quarter for approval. Allowable uses for
funds are listed in the table on the following page.

The program enrolled only 75 children in its first year and 400 in its
second, but with the new eligibility rules and larger scholarship amount
adopted in 2012, its supporters expect enrollment to grow rapidly.79 No
doubt the program could be improved: universal eligibility would
dramatically boost participation. But otherwise the program has the
admirable features of minimal rules, regulations, and bureaucracy. The
program also has withstood the usual legal challenges from teachers unions
and other entities opposed to change.

Arizona’s Empowerment Scholarship Accounts demonstrate how ESAs
are a promising way to bring competition and choice into K–12 education.
Supporters of ESAs recognize that learning increasingly takes place outside
brick-and-mortar buildings and learning environments can be designed to
accommodate the needs of individual students, meaning tuition may not be
the only or even the largest expense confronting a highly engaged parent.
Allowing parents to keep money left in the accounts at the end of each year
gives parents a financial incentive to find efficient ways to accelerate
learning and for providers to compete on the basis of price rather than only
promises of high quality.

 ESAs could make school choice more popular among suburban parents
who tend to think their government schools are high quality but impose too
great a tax burden. Per-student spending for suburban high schools often
exceeds $16,000, more than even relatively expensive private schools
typically charge for tuition. With a universal ESA program in place, some
of those parents would be tempted to enroll their children in a private school
charging, say, $12,000 a year in tuition and to place the remaining $4,000
in the student’s ESA.

ESAs, finally, could protect parents and schools from increased
government regulation, which is always a threat under charter school and
scholarship programs. An ESA would stand between governments and
schools, with tax dollars first deposited into the student’s account and then
tuition or fees paid by check or debit card by the parent or guardian.
Schools would not receive payment directly from government agencies.
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Allowable Uses of Funds from
Empowerment Scholarship Accounts

! Tuition, fees, and/or required textbooks at a qualified school. A
qualified school is defined as a private school in Arizona serving
kindergarten, grades one through 12 or a preschool for disabled
students. The school must not discriminate on the basis of race,
color, or national origin.

! Educational therapies and/or services for the student from a
licensed or accredited practitioner or provider.

! Tutoring services from an individual or provider who is
accredited by a state, regional, or national accrediting
organization.

! Purchase of curriculum, generally defined as a complete course
of study for a particular content area or grade level.

! Tuition and/or fees for a private online learning program.

! Fees for nationally standardized norm-referenced achievement
tests, Advanced Placement exams, and/or other exams related
to college or university admissions such as ACT or SAT.

! Contributions to a qualified college savings plan, as authorized
by 11 United States Code §529, for the benefit of the student.

! Tuition, fees, and/or required textbooks at a public community
college or university in Arizona.

! Account fees charged by a bank administering the ESA.

Source: Aiden Fleming, “Empowerment Scholarship Accounts Information
Session,” Arizona Department of Education, September 27, 2011,
[PowerPoint] http://www.azed.gov/esa/faq/. See source for original phrasing
of these provisions.
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Best Practices
Four types of school choice programs are described above: charter schools,
parent triggers, school vouchers (or scholarships), and education savings
accounts. The successful or promising examples presented offer guidance
to policymakers and parents who want to expand school choice in their own
cities and states. Some of the best practices for each follow. 

Charter Schools

Charter schools have been around for some 20 years, and states vary in
policies concerning their funding and accountability. A large body of
research exists on best practices.80 Some of the more important insights
include:

# Do not limit or arbitrarily cap the number of charter schools or the
number of students who can attend charter schools.

# Do not attempt to overly specify what charter schools must look like
by, for example, specifying student-teacher ratios, seat time,
curriculum, or facilities, or what types of groups may be allowed to
start charter schools.

# Exempt charter schools from most school district laws and regulations,
retaining only laws most necessary to safety and civil rights. Follow
North Carolina’s lead and exempt charter schools from teacher
certification requirements.81

# Fund charter schools at a level close to the amount the public schools
receive in order to ensure real competition and choice. While the
amount need not be 100 percent, since there is waste in traditional
public schools that ought to be squeezed out by competition, 50 percent
is probably too little to attract entrepreneurs and support high-quality
schools.

# Establish alternative authorizers. Allowing only a local school district
to authorize a charter school often leads to too few schools to meet the
demand. Statewide authorizers independent of the local public school
district are necessary to overcome the conflicts of interest and lack of
expertise on charter schools that plague many local school districts.
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# Establish clarity and consensus about school goals by defining
acceptable performance standards for charter schools in state statutes,
rather than allowing authorizers to set (or not set) them. Expected
outcomes should be uniformly high and publicly recognized.

# Close charter schools that are failing to meet minimum performance
thresholds. In return for flexibility, charter schools accept responsibility
for failure. The closing of some charter schools should be viewed as
evidence the system is working, not that it is broken.

Parent Triggers

California’s parent trigger was a product of the state’s political and
economic environment. Other states face similar pressures and choices, but
they do not have to make the same choices California’s lawmakers made.
Some design guidelines include:82

# The parents of children attending all public schools should be able to
petition to reform their schools. There should be no arbitrary cap on the
number of students or schools that could participate in the program.

# School boards should not be given the authority to overrule a petition
by parents, or a process for appealing such a decision should be made
explicit in the trigger law. Public funding for litigation and
representation of parents during the appeals process should be provided
by the state.

# The flawed turnaround and transformation models should be replaced
with vouchers or scholarships to pay tuition at participating public or
private schools.

# Boards or committees created to oversee the process should have
supermajority representation by parents since teachers and school board
members have manifest conflicts of interest. Candidates for such boards
should be ruled ineligible if they work for a school district or have a
spouse who works for one.

# The petition process should be carefully spelled out in the legislation
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to prevent opponents of reform from using litigation and pettifoggery
to block the clear intent of parents.

# Resources should be made available to parents so they can make
informed choices about whether to begin a petition drive, how to word
the petition, how to gather signatures, how to submit the petition, and
so on. This could take the form of modest grants given competitively
to nonprofit civic organizations.

# Although the federal Race to the Top program provided an impetus for
enacting the parent trigger in California, it is not necessary or desirable
that other states tie their trigger legislation so closely to the federal
program.

Vouchers (Scholarships)

Voucher or scholarship programs have been designed to achieve a variety
of goals such as benefiting special-needs children, rescuing children in inner
cities from low-performing public schools, and saving taxpayers money.
The focus in this chapter has been to use scholarships to transform public
education, which means changing the way K–12 schooling is provided for
all children. With that goal in mind, here are important best practices.83

# Allow all parents to choose. This may require phasing in the program
over several years, perhaps by grade level or starting with poor families
and then moving to universal eligibility. Parents are reluctant to move
their children from their current schools, and even private institutions
that must compete to survive require some time to adapt to new rules.

# Allow all schools to compete. Don’t limit participation to only
nonprofit, secular, or even accredited schools. Regulate primarily for
safety and transparency and not for policies unrelated to student
achievement such as class size or seat time. 

# Set the value of a scholarship at between half and three-quarters of
current public per-pupil spending and allow schools to charge more
than that amount, with parents making up the difference. This ensures
that the scholarships are sufficiently generous to prompt the creation of
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new schools while also making it possible to provide scholarships to
children who already attend private schools without increasing total
spending.

# Fund the scholarships out of current per-pupil allocations from state and
local tax sources. This can help avoid protracted political and legal
battles by leaving in place current (often complex) funding formulas
that have evolved over years of negotiations and political compromise.

# No new regulations should be imposed on schools that choose to
participate in the scholarship program. Indiana’s School Scholarship
Program offers a good model in this regard.

# If the scholarship program requires that students be tested, then schools
and parents should be allowed to choose among different
norm-referenced tests rather than be required to take a single
state-administered test. 

# Place administration of the program in the hands of a neutral oversight
authority independent of the public school establishment, including the
state school board. Consider the state treasurer or comptroller since they
presumably are less likely to have conflicts of interest.

Education Savings Accounts

Education savings accounts (ESAs) have been tried in only one state,
Arizona, and that program is too new and too small to produce many
lessons for reformers. Many of the best practices set forth above for
scholarship programs, however, apply equally to ESAs. They need not be
repeated here.

Misuse of funds is likely to be a bigger problem with ESAs than with
scholarship programs because a much larger universe of vendors will be
qualified to receive payments from the accounts. Asking vendors to
pre-register with the state could reduce fraud but also greatly reduce
parental choices. Either way, the state will require sophisticated data
processing and auditing systems built around debit cards, a competence that
private-sector companies have but the government in a given state may not.

ESAs require more from parents than traditional public schools or even
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scholarship programs. Parents must be educators, accountants, program
coordinators, liaisons to the Department of Education and other agencies,
and administrators.84 Some parents will be overwhelmed and seek to
re-enroll their children in local public schools, which may be aggressively
downsizing and not able to accommodate the returning students. Many
parents will turn to the state for guidance. The state, in partnership with
public and private schools and the emerging digital learning industry, must
be prepared to field a team of advisors or coaches to lend their assistance.

As parents use ESAs to take their children’s education further and
further away from the traditional K–12 school model, difficult issues of
grade advancement, graduation, and remediation will need to be addressed.
Should a 10-year-old child who is performing at a ninth-grade level in math
but a third-grade level in English be advanced from the fifth to the sixth
grade? Should advancement, graduation, and a high-school diploma be
determined solely by passing exams? Will colleges and employers accept
such diplomas? Moving from seat-time requirements toward demonstrated
mastery of knowledge and skills, sometimes called competency education,
raises public policy issues that need to be addressed.85 ESAs require these
issues be addressed, perhaps sooner than the political process can provide
answers.

Conclusion
Schooling in the U.S. is genuinely in a state of crisis. It is unrewarding to
students, parents, educators, and the nation as a whole. It continues to
threaten society and the economy. “Reform” has been tried and found
wanting. Transformation is required. School choice can transform K–12
education not in some distant future but right now in states whose leaders
have the courage to adopt the necessary policies.

School choice means giving schools the flexibility they need to thrive
while simultaneously giving parents the freedom to choose among schools
competing to serve their children. This process of competition and choice
is so commonplace in the rest of our lives that we hardly notice it, yet it is
conspicuously absent in most of public K–12 education today. To improve
education substantially, we need to revisit the nineteenth century decision
to place government in control of most of the nation’s schools. We need to
expand parents’ choice over their children’s schooling.

Charter schools show the power of competition and choice in education.
Their rapid spread across the country shows they enjoy bipartisan support
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and the best research finds they produce superior academic results. KIPP
schools, in particular, are proving that flexibility and choice can motivate
students, parents, teachers, and administrators to work together to achieve
excellence.

After more than 20 years, charter schools still enroll only 3 percent of
all students. Opposition to their establishment is often intense outside big
cities, and even in big cities there are efforts to roll back the gains made by
charter schools by re-regulating them. Parent triggers – laws that allow
parents to petition to have their local public schools shut down or be
converted into charter schools, or get scholarships to send their children to
private schools of their choice – are a step further than where charters can
take us. Why not empower a majority of parents to vote to transform their
local schools? 

More radical than the parent trigger are vouchers or scholarships. Why
should a majority of parents have to vote before even one parent is allowed
to use the public dollars already committed to his or her child’s education
to pay tuition at a better, private school? Greater parental choice is
necessary to get past the 3 percent or 4 percent participation wall that
charter schools are facing. The fact that 21 states and the District of
Columbia now have voucher or tax-credit programs suggests these
advanced forms of school choice are catching on around the country.
Indiana shows what a promising statewide program looks like.

Even more disruptive of the status quo than vouchers are education
savings accounts. Why should parents be allowed to use the public dollars
raised for their child’s education only on private-school tuition when digital
learning technologies are making traditional brick-and-mortar schools
obsolete? Why not allow them to assemble a portfolio of schools, teachers,
online courses, and testing services that is uniquely tailored for their child?
Who better than parents to assemble such a plan, possibly with advice from
experts and experienced friends? Arizona is conducting what may be the
most exciting school choice experiment taking place in America today.

 Schools of choice are highly effective because they benefit from the
altered behavior of all parties involved. Students are more motivated when
they attend schools they helped choose or their parents chose for them.
Administrators and teachers of schools that parents choose are rewarded
with increased enrollment and revenue. Parents who take the time to choose
a high-quality school for their children and who express their concerns to
teachers and school administrators are rewarded when the schools are
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responsive to their concerns and requests. Even taxpayers are rewarded
since schools of choice generally spend less than traditional public schools.
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Conclusion

Over the course of some 180 pages and 300 endnotes, we have gone from
a theoretical analysis of the effect of rewards on motivation to descriptions
of school choice programs in places such as Arizona and Indiana that are
transforming K–12 education in the United States. Along the way we have
challenged many traditionally accepted ideas about how schools work. In
their place we have described research in behavioral psychology and
economics that leads to best practices. Let us briefly retrace the steps. 

Popular writers claim to have found evidence that rewards in education
– as Alfie Kohn put it, everything from praise, A’s, and gold stars to
incentive plans – do not work because they “extinguish internal
motivation.” Upon closer inspection, the research these writers cite is
selective, based mostly on small and flawed studies largely focused on the
short-term behavior of college students and not on the life-long habits and
skills that matter in real life. Rigorous research shows that properly
designed rewards achieve desired changes in behavior. That research also
suggests not rewarding learning and other good behavior can handicap
students for the rest of their lives – a stark contrast to the assertions of Kohn
and his compatriots.

Similarly, we found popular authors claiming mainstream economics
doesn’t demonstrate the importance of incentives in everyday life.
Economists, they say, assume we all act perfectly rationally all the time, an
assumption easily shown to be false. Their claims fail upon close
inspection. The quality of the research cited by such critics is vastly inferior
to that used by mainstream economists to explain a wide range of choices
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made every day. Economists do not need to assume perfect rationality to
demonstrate how incentives affect learning and other behavior. 

We then described the research on the use of rewards to motivate
students to learn. This research demonstrated the effectiveness of rewards
convincingly and repeatedly. Young children often can be strongly
influenced by praise and other recognition. Successful programs also
include paying students for studying, turning in homework on time, taking
optional exams, enrolling in Advanced Placement courses, reading books,
and coming to class on time. An appropriate theory of incentives explains
why rewards that are appropriate for young children may not be appropriate
for older students, why rewards that are long delayed tend to be less
effective, and how reward systems that don’t align with or respect a
student’s own interests, knowledge, and needs are unlikely to work. 

Incentives also operate at the level of institutions. The literature is
replete with examples of goods and services delivered in a competitive
marketplace that cost less and are of higher quality than those delivered by
government monopolies. The absence of rewards in public K–12 schools
has led schools to operate, in the words of John Chubb and Terry Moe, “like
bureaucratic agencies” rather than teams that come together to achieve a
shared vision. When schools are required to compete for students and
tuition, academic achievement, efficiency, and attractiveness to parents tend
to improve substantially.

Greater use of incentives in education faces a potential problem:
Effective incentive systems require SMART goals (Specific, Measurable,
Attainable, Realistic, and Time-bound), but who should set the goals for
K–12 education in the U.S.? America’s political heritage and the
contemporary popular embrace of cultural diversity mean a one-size-fits-all
national education system similar to those in Europe and elsewhere is
simply not an attractive option. In Chapter 11 we showed how school
choice solves this problem by allowing schools to respond to the
preferences of parents and guardians.

The second part of the book examined how parents and teachers can use
rewards to assist children’s learning at home, in elementary schools, and in
high schools. For the very young, frequent rewards are a natural and
appropriate part of parenting and an effective way to teach the important
life skills of self-discipline, deferred gratification, and perseverance or
“grit.” Several kinds of rewards are effective in elementary schools
including verbal praise, rewards built into lessons, small tokens (stickers,
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parties, and prizes), grades, arts incentives, money (real or play), and
student-initiated rewards. Contrary to the views of many “progressive”
educators, these incentives and rewards are popular with parents, teachers,
and students precisely because they work so well.

 As children get older, incentives help them focus on and practice doing
things that aren’t necessarily easy or entertaining. By high school, students
face serious distractions from learning and may be acting out against
authority figures around them, not a productive or beneficial response to the
challenges they face. Combating these tendencies requires parents, teachers,
and others in the community working together to provide rewards for taking
small or interim steps today that will lead to the establishment of
longer-term objectives too far into the future to motivate most children,
such as admission to a good college or a career in a valued occupation.

In middle school and high school, appropriately designed reward
systems require presenting lessons as opportunities for discovery and
mastery rather than just following instructions, showing how acquiring new
information and skills will increase students’ “wealth” (their material
belongings as well as their store of knowledge and skills), and making
special efforts to show how grades or disciplinary actions are appropriate
and fair. These practices take students’ interests seriously and create
rewards that are aligned with them. “Self-teaching,” particularly through
online technology, reduces the student cost of learning and consequently
elevates the reward received by students who make the effort to plan their
studying, monitor their progress, and seek out sources of information on
their own. 

The final part of the book recommended public policies that accelerate
learning by being consistent with the theory and practice of rewards in
education. The first policy recommendation is to make greater use of tests
with rewards. We refuted a litany of objections to tests, many of them based
on past experiences with poorly designed tests, and summarized some of the
extensive research (expertly reviewed by Richard Phelps) showing how
setting goals and measuring progress increases student motivation and
performance, how frequent testing results in greater learning, and how
giving students detailed analyses of their test results helps them identify
their weaknesses and increases their learning.

Our second policy recommendation is performance-based pay for
teachers. Teacher effectiveness varies considerably and those differences
have major effects on student achievement. Good teachers are not presently
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rewarded for their successes or additional efforts, and ineffective teachers
often receive pay increases and pension benefits based solely on years of
experience. Performance-based pay would attract people with higher skills
to the teaching profession and keep the most skillful from leaving.
Available research suggests this would lead to a considerable rise in student
achievement.

Our third policy recommendation is to expand the use of digital
learning – the combination of online adaptive testing and instruction made
possible by new technologies, software, and the Internet. Digital learning
is making rewards for learning more appropriate, timely, and attuned to the
interests and abilities of students, thereby opening the door to a major
expansion of their effective use.

Our fourth and final policy recommendation is to give schools the
flexibility they need to thrive while simultaneously giving parents the
freedom to choose among schools competing to serve their children. School
choice, almost uniquely among the reform opportunities considered by
policymakers today, has the power to truly transform K–12 education.
Charter schools, already operating in 42 states, are the most common kind
of school choice today. Parent triggers – laws that allow parents to petition
to have their local public schools shut down or be converted into charter
schools, or to receive scholarships to send their children to private schools
of their choice – are a step beyond charter schools. Seven states have parent
triggers so far.

More transformational than either charter schools or parent triggers are
vouchers (or scholarships). Such programs allow parents to choose any
school, public or private, for their children and public funds follow the
students to the schools they attend. The competition and choice made
possible by scholarship programs now operating in 26 states is improving
the academic achievement of hundreds of thousands of children. Indiana’s
adoption of a statewide scholarship program promises to extend the benefits
to millions of students. Education savings accounts take the idea of
vouchers or scholarships a step further by allowing parents to assemble a
portfolio of schools, teachers, online courses, and testing services as unique
as their children, and to pay for those services out of a savings account
similar to their individual retirement account or health savings account.
Small pilot programs in Arizona, Louisiana, and Utah point the way for this
reform.

Among the principal obstacles to increasing the use of rewards in public
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education are educators and elected officials who refuse to believe
incentives and rewards can work in education. Often they are aided by
interest groups such as teachers unions and school administrators who
oppose any changes that might negatively affect their current authority and
careers. Parents, policymakers, and committed educators must unite to
overcome opposition to the use of effective reward programs in the nation’s
schools.

We hope this book inspires parents to make greater use of properly
designed rewards at home as part of their all-important roles as their
children’s first and only truly life-long teachers. We hope educators will
re-examine their views on the use of rewards in their classrooms and come
away convinced, as we are, that rewards are an essential tool for instilling
the habits and skills students need to succeed in school and beyond. Finally,
we hope policymakers will work with parents and educators to remove the
roadblocks to a greater use of rewards in education by adopting or
expanding policies such as tests with rewards, performance-based pay for
teachers, digital learning, and school choice.

With so much at stake, and with so much research readily at hand
pointing to the right solutions, why wait any longer?
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