Student Incentives

Providing modest financial incentives to students for the mastery of academic concepts is at the forefront of new
techniques for boosting student achievement.

Researchers from Harvard University experimented with various types of student incentives in 250 low-performing,
urban schools across the nation between the 2007-2008 and 2010-2011 school years. They offered modest financial
rewards to students who completed tasks such as reading books, mastering mathematical concepts, or achieving
high test scores or report card grades!

The overwhelming success of the Harvard experiment should attract the attention of policymakers everywhere.
It shows that K-12 students, like all individuals, respond to incentives. Especially for students who suffer from
disadvantages such as parental disengagement, incentives can be very effective at teaching children to value
educational attainment.

Key Points

Incentives are a highly cost-effective means of promoting student achievement. Harvard researchers offered
second-graders $2 for every book they read, up to a maximum of 20 books per school year. On average, students
were paid $13.81 per year. This relatively small cost was associated with more than two months’ worth of additional
learning per school year. When fifth-graders were offered $2 for each math concept they mastered, they mastered
125% more math concepts than students who were not offered incentives.?

Comparatively speaking, this success rate indicates that student incentives are far more cost-effective at boosting
student achievement among disadvantaged students than virtually all other forms of school spending.

Incentives are most effective when attached to completion of short-term goals. The Harvard project showed
that student progress increased most quickly when incentives were provided for reading books or mastering
mathematical concepts, while incentives for higher scores on standardized tests or report card grades had little
effect. Students appear to respond best to incentives with more immediate time horizons.

As the Harvard team suggests, students at the low-performing, urban schools they examined are less likely to
understand the value of educational attainment or the habits that lead to higher attainment. They believe this is why
it was more effective to provide incentives for “inputs” rather than “outputs,” such as test scores.?

Student incentives do not destroy the intrinsic value of learning. The Harvard research shows that the behaviors
students adopted in pursuit of incentives tend to persist long after the incentives are removed. Surveys conducted
of the participating students also indicated that students’ intrinsic motivation for learning may have actually
improved after participating in an incentive program.

Recommendations

Create an incentive program to reward students for productive behaviors in education. The Harvard team
recommends that policymakers could realize highly cost-effective gains in student achievement by providing
modest financial incentives for the completion of short-term objectives, while allowing students to earn up to a pre-
determined maximum each year.*

Incentive programs are likely most effective when offered at an early age in order to teach students productive
habits. This lesson is particularly relevant for students who suffer from parental disengagement or other
disadvantage.
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Student Incentive Programs
in Harvard Study

Reward Structure = Amounts Earned Operating Costs Results
A. Innt xneriments
A . Inp Xperiments
Dallas Students earned $2 Average: $13.81 $126,000 total cost. Students increased
(27 graders) per book to read books Max: $80 80% consent rate. learning by an amount

Washington DC

and pass a short test to
ensure they read it.

Students were rewarded

Average: $532.85

One dedicated project
manager.

$3,800,000 distributed.

equivalent to 2.25
months of schooling.

Students increased

(6t"-8t graders) for meeting behavioral, Max: $1322 99.9% consent rate. 86%  learning by an amount
attendance, and of students understood equivalent to 1.78
performance- based the basic structure months of schooling.
metrics. They could earn of the program. Two
up to $100 every two dedicated project
weeks - up to $1500 managers.
for the year.

Houston Students and parents Student $870,000 distributed. Students mastered 125%
(5t graders) earned $2 for each math ~ Average: $228.72 99.9% consent rate. more math concepts
objective the student Max: $1392 Two dedicated project than students who did
mastered by passing a managers. not receive incentives.
short test, and parents Parent
earned $20 for each Average: $254.27 Parents attended
teacher conference Max: $1000 87% more teacher
attended. conferences.
B. Output Experiments
NYC Students were paid for 4t grader $1,600,000 distributed. No statistically
(4t graders and 7t interim tests similar to Average: $139.43 82% consent rate. 90% significant effect.
graders) state assessments. 4" Max: $244 of students understood
graders could earn up to the basic structure
$25 per test and $250 7t grader of the program. 66%
per year. 7™ graders Average: $232 opened bank accounts.
could earn up to $50 Max: $495 Three dedicated project
per test and $500 per managers.
year.
Chicago Students earned money Average: $422.93 $3,000,000 distributed. No statistically
(9t graders) for their report card Max: $1000 88.97% consent significant effect.

grades. The scheme was
A=$50, B=$35, C=$20,
D=$0, and F=$0 (and
resulted in $O for all
classes). They could
earn up to $250 per
report card and $2,000
total. Half of the rewards
were given immediately;
the other half at
graduation.

rate. 91% of students
understood the basic

structure of the program.

Two dedicated project
managers

Source: Bradley M. Allan and Roland G. Fryer, “The Power and Pitfalls of Education Incentives,” The Hamilton Project at The Brookings
Institution, 2011
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