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Rewards Versus Learning:
A Response to Paul Chance

Mr. Kohn raises some ques-
tions about Paul Chance'’s
article in the November 1992
Kappan and suggests that an
engaging curriculum — not
manipulating children with
artificial incentives — of-
fers a genuine alternative to
boredorn in school and to
dirinished motivation when
school lets our.
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N THE COURSE of offering some
suggestions for how educators can
help children become more gener-
ous and empathic (“Caring Kids:
The Role of the Schools,” March
1991), I argued that manipulating student
behavior with either punishments or re-
wards is not only unnecessary but coun-
terproductive. Paul Chance, taking ex-
ception to this passage, wrote to defend

the use of rewards (Backtalk, June 1991).

Now, following the publication of his
longer brief for behaviorism (“The Re-
wards of Learning,” Novemnber 1992), it
is my turn to raise some questions — and
to continue what I hope is a constructive
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dialogue between us (not to mention a
long overdue examination of classroom
practices too often taken for granted).

To begin, I should mention two points
where our perspectives converge. Nei-
ther of us favors the use of punishment,
and both of us think that rewards, like
other strategies, must be judged by their
long-term effects, including what they do
for (or t0) children’s motivation. Chance
and I disagree, however, on the nature
of those effects.

Rewards, like punishments, can usual-
ly get people to do what we want for a
while, In that sense, they “work.” But my
reading of the research, corroborated by
real-world observation, is that rewards
can never buy us anything more than
short-term compliance. Moreover, we —
or, more accurately, the people we are
rewarding — pay a steep price over time
for our reliance on extrinsic motivators.

REWARDS ARE DNHERENTLY
CONTROLLING

Applied behaviorism, which amounts

‘to saying, “Do this and youll get that,”

is essendally a technique for controliing
people. In the classroom, it is a way of
doing things o children rather than work-
ing with them. Chance focuses on the em-
pirical effects of rewards, but I feel ob-
liged to pause at ieast long enough to
stress that moral issues are involved here
regardless of whether we ultimately en-
dorse or oppose the use of rewards.
By now it is not news that reinforce-
ment strategies were developed and re-
fined through experiments on laboratory
animals. Many readers also realize that
underlying the practice of reinforcement
is a theory — specifically, the assump-
tion that humans, like all organisms, are

basically inert beings whose behavior
must be elicited by external motivation
in the form of carrots or sticks. For
example, Alyce Dickinson, the author
Chance cites six times and from whom
he borrows the gist of his defense of
rewards, plainly acknowledges the cen-
tral premise of the perspective she and
Chance share, which is that “all behavior
is ultimately initiated by the external en-
vironment.™ Anyone who recoils from
this thecretical foundation ought to take
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a fresh look at the real-world practices

that rest on it.

I am troubled by a model of human re-
lationship or learning that is defined by
control rather than, say, persuasion or
mutual problem solving. Because the re-
inforcements themselves are desired by
their recipients, it is easy to miss the fact
that using them is simply a mauer of
“controlfiing] through seduction rather
than force.™ Rewards and punishments
(bribes and threats, positive reinforce-
ments and “consequences” — call them
what you will) are not really opposites
at all. They are two sides of the same
coin. The good news is that our options
are not limited to variations on the theme
of behavioral manipulation.?

REWARDS ARE INEFFECTIVE

The question of how well rewards work,
apart from what they do to children’s
long-term motvation, is dispatched by
Chance in a single sentence: “No one dis-
putes the effectiveness of extrinsic re-
wards in teaching or in maintaining good
discipline” (p. 203). I found myseif re-
reading the paragraph in which this ex-
traordinary claim appears, searching for
signs that Chance was being tronic.

In point of fact, the evidence over-
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ingly demonstrates that extrinsic

are ineffective at producing last-
change in aln'mdcsAor even behaviors.
sénpeover, they typically do not enhance
 often actually impede — perform-

* e ontasks that are any more complex

chan Pmsing a bar. This evidence, which -

] bave been sorting through recently for
2 book-length treatment of these issues
( Punished by Rewards, scheduled for
Publi&ﬁon this fall), is piled so high on
my desk that 1 fear it will topple over.
I canpot review all of it here; a few sam-
ples will have to do.

Consider first the matter of behavior
change. Even behaviorists have had to
concede that the token economy, a form
of behavior modification once (but, mer-
cifully, no longer) popular for control-
ling people in institutions, doesn't work.
When the goodies stop, peopie go right
back to acting the way they did before
the program began.4 Studies have found
that rewarding people for losing weight,s
quitting smoking,$ or using seat belts? is
typically less effective than using other
grategics — and often proves worse than
doing nothing at alf.

Children whose parents make frequent
pse of rewards or praise are likely to be
less generous than their peers.t On re-

A-ction, this makes perfect sense: a child

nised a treat for acting responsibly

" nas been given no reason to keep behav-

ing that way when there is no longer a
reward to be gained for doing so. The im-
plications for behavioristic classroom
management programs such as Assertive
Discipline, in which children are essen-
tially bribed or threatened to conform to
rules that the teacher alone devises, are
painfully clear.

Rewards (like punishments) can get
people to do what we want in the short
term: buckle up, share a toy, read a book.
In that sense, Chance is right that their
effectiveness is indisputable. But they
rdarely produce effects that survive the re-
wards themselves, which is why behav-
iorists are placed in the position of hav-
ing to argue that we need to kecp the
goodies coming or replace one kind of
reward with another (e.g., candy bars
with grades). The fact is that extrinsic
motivators do not alter the attitudes that
underlie our behaviors. They do not cre-
ate an enduring comsnitrmerns to a set of
values or 1o learning; they merely, and
tetnporarily, change what we do. If, like

; | ‘mmer, you think there is nothing to hu-

45 other than what we do, then this
criticism will not trouble you. If, on the

The good news
is that our
options are not
limited to varia-
tions on the theme
of behavioral
manipulation.

other hand, you think that our actions re-
flect and emerge from who we are (what
we think and feel, expect and will), then
you have no reason to expect interven-
tions that merely control actions to work
in the long run.

As for the effect on performance, I’

know of at least two dozen studies show-
ing that people expecting to receive a re-
ward for completing a task (or for doing
it successfully) don't perform as well as
those who expect nothing. The effect is
robust for young children, older children,
and adults; for males and females; for
rewards of all kinds (inciuding money,
grades, toys, food, and special privileg-
es). The tasks in these studies range from
memorizing facts to engaging in creative
problem solving, from discriminating be-
tween similar drawings to designing col-
lages. In general, the more cognitive
sophistication and open-ended thinking
required, the worse people do when they
are working for a reward.®

At first researchers didn't know what
1o make of these findings. (A good sign
that one has stumbled onto something im-
portant is the phrase “contrary to hypoth-
esis” in a research report.) “The clear in-
feriority of the reward groyps was an un-
expected result, unaccountable for by
theory or previous empirical evidence,”
a2 pair of experimenters confessed in
1961.1° Rewards “have effects that in-
terfere with performance in ways that
we are only beginning to understand,”
said Janet Spence (later president of the
American Psychological Association) in
1971.1! Since then, most researchers —
with the exception of a small cadre of un-
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reconstructed behaviorists — have got-
ten the message that, on most tasks. a
Skinnerian stategy is worse than useless;
it is counterpreductive.

REWARDS MAKE LEARNING
LESS APPEALING

Even more research indicates that re-
wards also undermine fnserest — a find-
ing with obvious and disturbing implica-
tions for the use of grades, stickers, and
even praise. Here Chance concedes there
may be a problem but, borrowing Dick-
inson’s analysis, assures us that the dam-
age is limited. Dickinson grants that mo-
tivation tends to decline when people are
rewarded just for engaging in a task and
also when they receive performance-con-
tingent rewards — those “based on per-
formance standards™ (Dickinson) or “avail-
able only when the student achieves a
centain standard” (Chance). .

But Dickinson then proceeds to inven
a new category, “success-contingent” re-
wards, and calls these innocuous. The
term means that, when rewards are giv-
en out, “subjects are told they have re-
ceived the rewards because of good per-
formance.” For Chance, though, a “suc-
cess-contingent™ reward is “given for
good performance and might reflect ei-
ther success or progress toward a goal™

_— a definition that appears 1o diverge

from Dickinson’s and that sounds quite
similar to what is meant by “perform-
ance-contingent.” As near as I can figure,
the claim both Dickinson and Chance are
making is that, when people come away
thinking that they have done well, a re-
ward for what they have achieved doesn't
hurt. On this singie claim rests the entire
defense against the devastating charge
that by rewarding students for their
achievement we are leading them to see
learning as & chore. But what does the

‘research really say? . .. ..

Someone who simply glances at the list
of studies Dickinson offers to support her
assertion riight come away impressed.
Someone who takes the time to read those
studies will come away with a renewed
sense of the importance of going straight
to the primary source. It turns out that
two of the studics don’t even deal with
rewards for successful performance.i?
Anocther one actually disproves the con-
tention that success-contingent rewards
are harmless: it finds that this kind of
reward not only underrnines intrinsic mo-
tivation but is more destructive than
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rewards given just for engaging in the
task!1?

The rest of the studies cited by Dick-
inson indicate that some subjects in lab-
oratory experiments who receive suc-
cess-contingent rewards are neither more
ner less interested in the task than those
who get nothing ar all. But Dickinson cu-
riously omits a number of other studies
that are aiso set up so that some subjects
succeed (or think they succeed) at a task
and are presented with a reward. These
studies have found that such rewards do
reduce interest.

Such a result reaily shouldn’t be sur-
prising. As Edward Deci and his col-
leagues have been pointing out for years,
adults and children alike chafe at being
deprived of a sense of self-determination.
Rewards usually feel controlling, and re-
wards contingent on performance (If you
do a good job, here's what I'll give you™)
are the most controiling of all. Even the
good fecling produced by doing well of-
ten isn't enough to overcome that fact. To
the extent that informatdon about how
well we have dope is interest-enhancing,
this is not an argument for Skinnerian tac-
tics. In fact, when researchers have spe-
cifically compared the effects of straight-
forward performance feedback (“Here’s
how you did™) and performance-contin-
gent rewards ("Here's a goody for doing
well™), the latter undermined intrinsic
motivation more than the former.t

Finally, cven if all the rescarch really
did show what Dickinson and Chance
claim it does, remember that outside of
the laboratory people often fail. That re-
suft is more likely to be de-motivating
when it means losing out on a reward,
such as an A or a bonus. This Chance im-
plicitly concedes, although the force of
the point gets lost: students do not turn
off from failing per se but from failing
when a reward is at stake. In learning
contexts free of extrinsic motivators, stu-
dents are more likely to persist at a task

" and to remain interested in it even when
they don't do it well.

All of this means that getting children
to think about learning as a way to re-
ceive a sticker, a gold star, or a grade —
or, even worse, 10 .get money or a toy for
a grade, which amounts to an extrinsic
motivator for an extrinsic motivator —
is likely to turn learning from an end into
a means. Leamning becomes something
that must be gotten through in order to
receive the reward. Take the depressingly
pervasive program by which children re-
ceive certificates for free pizza when they
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have read a certain number of books.
John Nicholls of the University of Illinois
comments, only half in jest, that the like-
ty consequence of this program is “a lot
of fat kids who don’t like to read.”

Educational psychologists such - as
Nicholls, Carol Dweck. and Carole
Ames keep finding that when children are
led to concentrate on their performance,
on how well they are doing — an inevit-
able consequence of the use of rewards
or punishments — they become less in-
terested in whar they are doing. (“Do we
have to know this? Will it be on the
test?™) I am convinced that one of the pri-
mary obligations of educators and par-
ents who want to promote a lasting com-
mitment to learning is to do cverything
in their power to help students forget that
grades exist.

REWARDS IGNORE
CURRICULAR QUESTIONS

One last point. Chance's defense of the
Skinnerian status quo might mote proper-
ly have been titted “The Rewards for
Leaming.” My interest is in the rewards
of learning, a concern that requires us to
ask whether we are teaching something
worth learning. This is a question that be-
haviorists do not need to ask; it is enough
to devise an efficient technique to rein-
force the acquisition of whatever happens
to be in someone's lesson plan.

Chance addresses the matter of intrin-
sic motivation just long enough to dismiss
it as “too remote to be effective.” He sets
up a false dichotormny, with an abstract
math problem on one side (Why would
a child be motivated to learn that 7 + 3
= 10? he wants to know) and reinforce-
ments (the solution to this problem) on
the other. Indeed, if children are required
to fill in an endless series of blanks on
worksheets or to memorize meaningless,
disconnected facts, they may have to be
bribed to do so. But Chance seems obliv-

ious to exciting developments in the field:

of education: the whole-language move-
ment, the emphasis on “learner-centered™
learning, and the entire constructivist tra-
dition (in which teaching takes its cue
from the way each child actively con-
structs meaning and makes sense of the
world rather than treating students as pas-
sive responders to environmental stimu-
1i).

1 invite Chance 10 join the campaign for
an engaging curriculun that is connect-
ed to children’s lives and interests, for an
approach to pedagogy in which students

are given real choices about their syt
and for classrooms in which the
aliowed and helped to work with
another. Pursuing these approaches, pe
manipulating children with artiﬁcig"
centives, offers a real altcrnative to by, _ .¢
dom in school and to diminisheq mc;.?;i‘
vation when school lets out. -
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