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Do rewards motivate children and 
adolescents?

• … it’s complicated...



In the chat, please share an example of a situation in which
the opportunity to receive a reward motivated you

to do something.



In the chat, please share an example of a situation in which
the opportunity to receive a reward frustrated you 

(i.e., did not motivate you).



How do rewards get used in education?



How would a child who has never been on the
“Honor Roll” (and who doesn’t earn grades
even close to what would be needed to
get on the honor roll) feel when they see 
bumper stickers like this all over the 
community?

Does it motivate them?



Results from Ohio School Report Cards

Do educators feel
more motivated
in these schools,

when these results
are reported in the

news?



How does it make people 
feel when many/most 

awards go to only one or a 
few people?



What is the effect on students’ 
motivation when rewards are shared 

publicly?





How do you think Mr. Farber’s students responded 
to the elimination of the extra points?



Why do you think that Mr. Farber’s 
students reacted this way?





Matthew’s parents promise him that he can have pizza for

dinner after every book that he reads that is more than 30

pages in length. Matthew eagerly agrees to this

arrangement and reads 15 books in six months, after which

his parents are very pleased with him. Because he is doing

a lot of reading, they decide to “cut him off” from his

rewards. They tell him that he is doing great and that the

rewards are no longer necessary. Do you think that

Matthew will continue to read books at the same rate? Why

or why not?

Anderman & Anderman, 2021



Two Types of Motivation

• Intrinsic Motivation
• Motivated to do something because 

it’s a fun, enjoyable, worthwhile 
activity.

• Extrinsic Motivation
• Motivated to do something in order 

to receive a reward or to avoid 
something negative (e.g., being 
grounded).

Source: https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-extrinsic-motivation-2795164Source: https://www.eschoolnews.com/2015/09/14/engaged-students-quiz-429/



Ormrod et al., 2017



Two Types of Rewards

• Primary: satisfy basic needs (hunger, thirst).
• Examples: candy; juice; ice cream

• Secondary: rewards we learn to value
• Examples: praise; gold stars; honor roll; special privileges 



Grade level Type of reward

Kindergarten, 1st grade Gold stars and stickers

2nd or 3rd grade Lollipops, small plastic toys

4th or 5th grade 15 minutes of extra recess, certificates

6th or 7th grade Permission to attend a pizza party on Friday

8th or 9th grade Permission to go on an extra field trip

10th or 11th grade Permission to attend “beach day”

12th grade Permission to skip final exams at the end of the year



Rewards send messages about 
what we value….



Mr. Meyer is an eighth-grade science teacher. One of the

students in his class, Nicole, displays very bad classroom

behavior. She talks when he is talking, throws papers

across the classroom, writes notes to her friends, and

laughs when Mr. Meyer speaks. The other students always

laugh when Nicole misbehaves. Mr. Meyer constantly

reprimands Nicole; however, the reprimands do not seem

to affect her behavior. Mr. Meyer then gives Nicole extra

homework assignments as a punishment; however,

although Nicole does the assignments, she still continues to

misbehave daily in class. Mr. Meyer is frustrated, and he

finally consults with the school psychologist to try to figure

out how to stop Nicole’s behavior.

Sometimes rewards (and punishments) don’t work the way we hope that they will: 



Mr. Meyer meets with the school psychologist and explains the situation. After speaking

with Nicole’s parents, the school psychologist spends several days observing Mr.

Meyer’s class. After three classes, the school psychologist has the problem figured out.

He tells Mr. Meyer that, in his opinion, the “punishments” are actually serving as rewards

to Nicole. Mr. Meyer is surprised; he does not understand. The psychologist goes on to

explain that Nicole gets so much attention from her classmates when she misbehaves that

the attention (e.g., the laughter and recognition) that she gets from her peers is actually

reinforcing her bad behavior. She is being perceived as “cool” by her friends for defying

the teacher. The reinforcement from her peers outweighs any negative effects of Mr.

Meyer’s punishments. The psychologist has a simple solution to the problem: She

suggests that Mr. Meyer should think of a way to eliminate the “reward” of peer

approval.



The next day, as soon as Nicole misbehaves, Mr. Meyer

immediately sends her out of the room. In this way, by

removing her from the situation, she will not be able to

appreciate the attention that is being bestowed on her. Mr.

Meyer repeats this approach for the next several days.

Nicole seems very angry and, initially, increases her bad

behavior in an increased attempt to get Mr. Meyer to react.

He stays with his plan, however, and the reward of peer

attention is consistently removed. Within 10 days, Nicole’s

misbehavior has all but disappeared. She no longer engages

in the distracting and disrespectful behaviors.



Some 
problems 
with using 
rewards:

• Research suggests that rewards can decrease 
intrinsic motivation.

• Rewards can becomes more important than 
the task.

• Students can become dependent on the 
rewards.

• Rewards often have negative effects when 
they are used in a controlling manner (more 
on this later…)

• Parents and teachers may rely too much on 
using rewards

• Rewards send messages to students about 
what we value



Rewards Can 
be 
Informational 
or Controlling

• Informational:  reward is given if someone 
demonstrates that they have learned 
something, acquired a new skill, improved 
their performance, etc.

• Controlling: reward is given for merely 
completing a task, doing something quickly, 
or for simply reaching a specific outcome 
(e.g., getting an “A” in science)



Reward Presented as informational Presented as controlling

Gold stars Joe receives a gold star from his Spanish teacher for 

demonstrating that he can conjugate the verbs ser and estar in 

Spanish.

Joe receives a gold star for completing a series of 

workbook exercises on conjugating the verbs ser and estar 

in Spanish.

$100 Marie’s parents promise her $100 if she demonstrates that she 

has mastered new skills in all her courses during this grading 

period. Her parents plan to call each of her teachers to get 

feedback on her progress in each of their classes.

Marie’s parents promise her $100 if she gets A grades in all 

her subjects during the current grading period.

Ice cream 

party

Mrs. Price surprises her class with a party on Friday after they 

have demonstrated to her that they understand how to add 

two fractions with different denominators.

Mrs. Price promises her class a party on Friday if they 

complete all the week’s work on adding fractions on time.



Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports (PBIS)
• Replace inappropriate behaviors with appropriate behaviors

• Often used with students with special education services (IEPs), 
but can be used with anyone. 

Identify 
problem 
behavior

Teach 
appropriate 

behavior

Practicing 
(with rewards)



Schoolwide Positive Behavioral Interventions 
and Supports
• Encourage productive behavior in all students in a school

• Schools define and teach appropriate behaviors

• Students have opportunities to make choices

• Reinforcing appropriate behavior (usually with praise)

• Providing guidance to individual students as needed





How to Use Rewards Effectively:

• Only provide rewards for activities/tasks students are not already doing.
• If a child loves to read, don’t introduce rewards for reading.

• Make rewards potentially available to everyone (don’t make it too competitive).
• Everyone who helps to wash the dishes during the week gets to stay up a half hour later than usual on 

Saturday night.

• Reward effort and improvement.
• Reward a student for increasing a grade in science from a C to a C+ (not just for getting an “A”)

• Rewards should be informational.
• Child gets rewarded for managing time well while doing homework assignments



• Rewards should not be perceived as controlling.

• Rather than give a reward for reading a book, give a reward for telling a child telling you what 
they liked about the book (or perhaps by telling you about an alternate ending for the book).

• Rewards can be effective when tasks are straightforward and repetitive (i.e., to produce greater 
output), or to generate initial interest in an activity

• Use rewards to get a non-reader to start to spend time reading. 

• Present rewards privately whenever possible.

• Praise can be a reward if it’s informational.

• “Good work, I love how you explained why your science experiment worked.”

• Ask yourself, “Is this really a reward?”

• Don’t give gold stars to 17 year olds!



Anderman, 2021



Anderman, 2021



If you are interested in reading more about this:



Thank you!

E-mail: anderman.1@osu.edu

Questions?



THANK YOU FOR WATCHING!

OhioFamiliesEngage.osu.edu

Ohio Statewide Family 
Engagement Center

OhioSFEC@osu.edu

@OhioEngage


