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THE UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF COMPETITION AND
REWARDS IN EDUCATIONAL SETTINGS *

Part 1
The proliferation of contests and the intensification of competition

In recent years the level of competitiveness and the use of contests and rewards to
induce this competitiveness in our schools have increased dramatically. Every self-
respecting school promotes a host of contests and competitive programs (e.g. middos
contest, mishnayos baal peh) often highlighting the thrill of being the best and the great
prizes one can win more than the value of the task itself. While the benefits of these
programs are fairly obvious, there are often unintended negative consequences that some
people may be unaware of.

The underlying attitude shared by many teachers and parents in promoting
competition and contests is that anything that gets a child to behave in a desirable manner
(coming to davening on time, learning well, etc.) will help him develop good habits and
cannot possibly have a downside. This view seems to be supported by the statement of
chazal that metoch shelo leshmo bo leshmo (one who develops the habit of doing a
positive act for extrinsic reasons will eventually come to do it with intrinsic motivation).
Often quoted too are the words of the Chinuch (Mitzvah 15) that achrei hapeulos
nimshuchim halevovos (a person’s heart follows his actions). These divrei chazal would
indeed seem to justify an emphasis on superficial positive behaviors without any need to
concern ourselves with the internalization of the values associated with these behaviors.
We can just sit back and “let nature take its course,” as the positive behaviors are
magically internalized.

Contests are, therefore, seen as an important and even indispensable educational
tool since they induce competitiveness which, in turn, can be effective in promoting
desirable behaviors. It is rare for a parent or teacher to even consider the possibility of
contests and competition having negative consequences (perhaps with the exception of
the concern that weaker students who never win may just give up trying).

Many people carry this idea further to include overtly negative motivators.
Whatever it takes to get the student to do the required behavior is assumed to be an astute
educational move.
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The father of a 17 year old bochur who dropped out of yeshiva shared with me his
grave concern over his son’s inappropriate dress, speech, music, hair style, etc.
However, he did have one piece of good news, he assured me. He was able to get
his son to agree to learn with a chavrusa for one hour every day. “How did you
manage that?”” | wondered out loud. ““Simple,”” he responded. ‘““He desperately
wanted to take driver’s ed., and | told him that | would only agree if he learned
every day for an hour. He got furious, but he had no choice but to agree.”

I have related this story to many teachers and the majority of them think that the
father acted wisely. They even assert that there is a good chance that this bochur will
begin to learn leshmo as a result of being coerced to learn! Similarly, in many schools if
a student is caught lying he may be required to copy over a relevant perek from a mussar
sefer with the expectation that the lesson will be internalized; this in spite of the coercion
involved.

Chazal’s attitude toward “aversive conditioning”

It seems surprising that a teacher would believe that there is a point to using force,
threat of punishment, or “blackmail” to teach a talmid a chinuch lesson. Of course, if the
“lesson” being taught is that the teacher is more powerful than the student and that he has
the power to hurt or deprive the student, the teacher will succeed and perhaps one can
justify this attitude. From chazal, however, it seems clear that chinuch lessons are
intended to be internalized within the context of a positive rebbi-talmid or father-son
relationship." How a lesson is taught can be as important as the lesson being taught. It is
for this reason that the Chazon Ish explained the halacha that a parent shouldn’t
discipline out of anger, because the memory of the anger will last much longer than the
“lesson” the parent is trying to teach.”

A dramatic example of the importance given by gedolim to the (unintended)
impact of the method used to teach a lesson — as opposed to the intended lesson — is
found in the Igros Moshe® where Rav Moshe strongly condemns the (common) practice
of teachers encouraging students (often “encouraging” via threats) to “snitch” on other
students who misbehaved. Rav Moshe forcefully rejects all attempts to justify this
“educational tool” based on the teacher’s intention to help the misbehaving student and to
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prevent further misbehavior. The bottom line, says Rav Moshe, is that the child will
learn that it is acceptable (or even commendable) to speak loshon horah.

In a discussion I was zoche to have with Hagoan Rav Michal Yehuda Lefkowitz
shlit”a in Bnei Brak on the 20" of Sivan 5767, 1 related to him the incident mentioned
above, where a parent “convinced” his “at-risk” son to learn every day by making it a
condition for being permitted to take driver’s education courses. When I told him that
many teachers consider this a wise move, he responded that; “Anyone who thinks this
doesn’t understand chinuch.”

An “at-risk” youngster recently shared with me an incident that highlights this
pervasive attitude of using any means to promote proper external behavior in the
mistaken belief that the values usually associated with that behavior will automatically
become internalized:

“Sammy” is a 19 year old Yeshiva dropout who is very interested in
music. He recently visited a Yeshiva that caters to “at risk” bochurim.
When the head of this Yeshiva heard about his interest in music, he told
this bochur that he has connections with people in the music industry and
he can introduce the bochur to some of them. The bochur was very excited
with this. But then the Rebbi introduced a condition — I’ll only do this if
you agree to come to the Yeshiva to learn an hour a day. This condition
flooded the bochur with memories of the unrelenting pressure his parents
put on him to learn — the pressure which drove him away from yiddishkeit.
He was very hurt by what he described as the Rebbi’s attempt at
“manipulation and blackmail.”

Chazal’s attitude toward competition

It is clear from chazal that rewards play a role in the chinuch of young children.
The gemara in Taanis (24a), for example, relates approvingly of a melamed who used
fish to encourage unmotivated students to learn. There are also the well-known
comments of the Rambam in his introduction to Perek Cheilek where he speaks of
various incentives that students require as they mature, with little children getting treats
and older ones getting clothing and even older ones being motivated by honor.

However, when chazal sanction the use of prizes they don’t seem to be speaking
of prizes within a competitive framework. Rather, they are referring to “prizes” used to
encourage individual talmidim.*

Competition has a significant aversive component,’ albeit usually not at the same
level as threats of withholding privileges or punishments. It is often assumed that
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Nissel, The Jewish Observer, May 2007, pp. 18-27.



competition is only problematic for weaker students whose self-esteem (and eventually
also their motivation and productivity) will likely be negatively impacted by a
competitive environment. Therefore, if we are only concerned with the best interests of
the better students (a questionable approach at best®) and the “production” of talmidei
chachomim then perhaps it may be worth sacrificing the weaker students. However, a
careful review of what our gedolim have said on this subject makes it clear that their
concern regarding the destructive impact of competition is at least equally directed
toward those who win the competitions. The Steipler, for example, discouraged the use
of (even non-competitive) prizes for young children in order that they not become
habituated to learn for the sake of prizes.’

The previous Slonimer Rebbe was particularly opposed to emphasizing to a child
his superiority over others (the major appeal of winning a contest) as this is destructive to
his character. This is especially damaging when it is done in a public and competitive
manner. Even when a prize is deemed absolutely necessary it should be kept to a
minignum and great care should be taken that the feelings of other students should not be
hurt.

Similarly, Rav Chaim Kanievsky criticized those who encourage children to excel
by telling them that they are very bright (baalei kishron, metzuyonim) even if it is true
and they do it with good intentions. He explains that this encourages the children to
become baalei gaivah, and to suffer setbacks when they enter competitive yeshivos
where they are no longer the top student in the class. Eventually, says Rav Kanievsky,
they either stop learning or suffer severe emotional breakdowns.” It is heartbreaking for
me to see so many bochurim who were told by their parents or teachers that they are
iluyim or that they are destined to be the next Chazon Ish who then go on to suffer the
consequences predicted by Rav Kanievsky.

In addition to the negative impact of competitiveness on the middos of the
“winners” they also experience a great deal of destructive stress and tension from the
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need to keep winning. Since winning is what is emphasized by the very nature of
competitions, someone who tasted this “glory” will feel pressured not to give it up.
Those who least can afford these types of pressure (e.g., someone with precarious self-
esteem) are the most susceptible to it. To them, not winning often becomes much more
than a deprivation of an additional victorious experience. Rather, it is experienced as a
painful and shameful failure.'

A well respected bais medrash bochur came to therapy because of a very
disturbing symptom. Any time he ran into difficulties in his learning he would
immediately lose all interest in learning. It was much more extreme and long-
lasting than the more common negative reaction to frustration in learning. This
bochur recalled that in his years in elementary school and Mesivta (in one of the
more competitive New York yeshivos) he took first prize in most of the contests.
Yet, he vividly recalls the dread with which he anticipated the announcement of
each new contest. He felt compelled to enter, yet was terrified of losing his
number one spot. His teachers sincerely believed that these contests were
contributing greatly to his shteiging. In truth, it was undermining his emotional
health to the point where he was no longer able to learn.

Competitiveness as a manifestation of chitzonius

Many gedolim have characterized our times as a generation that emphasizes the
glamorous and superficial, with a strong need to impress others.'' Even when we are
judging our own progress our judgment is influenced by society’s increased focus on
superficiality and instant results at the expense of internal, more gradual growth. Schools
also compete with each other on this basis and this has driven teachers to seek any means
to increase short-term output with insufficient consideration for internalization of values.

A teacher in a mainstream yeshiva in New York asked his 7" grade students what
they would do if they had to choose between actually being successful in their
studies and being perceived by others as being successful, and 65% preferred
being perceived as successful!l

In fact, losing first place may be more painful to some talmidim than being punished. See my article '

“Understanding and Treating Perfectionism in Religious Adolescents” published in Psychotherapy, Vol.
35, 1998, pp. 87-95 and reprinted in Essential Readings on Jewish Identities, Lifestyles and Beliefs. Edited
by Stanford M. Lyman. NY: Gordian Knot Books, 2003, pp. 191-207. An edited version of the article is

. available at www.DrSorotzkin.com
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Does metoch shelo leshmo bo leshmo and achrei hapeulos nimshuchim halevovos
happen automatically?

As mentioned above, the advocates of competition justify their approach with the
divrei chazal that emphasize the benefits of external behavior, seemingly without any
concern for the need for intrinsic motivation.

Many people seem indeed to understand these sayings to mean that any and all lo
leshmos always automatically becomes leshmo and, therefore, any incentive, prize,
competition or even threat is legitimate as long as it produces the desired behavior.
Likewise, the Chinuch’s well known saying that a person’s motivations follow his actions
is also understood to be an automatic phenomenon with little or no limitations or
qualifications. I have long asserted that this is clearly not the case. I have met countless
people who were pushed or who pushed themselves to learn or daven and the like for
many years as a means of avoiding criticism and/or gaining approval, and even did it
well, yet at some point they lost steam with no evidence of internalized motivation. It is
clearly necessary for the person to have some minimal degree of intrinsic motivation first
or, at the very least, to have a strong desire for the development of such motivation. Only
then can the person’s actions further enhance his intrinsic motivation.

Recently, I was pleased to be shown that this very same point had been made by
the late mashgiach of the Ponevich Yeshiva, Rav Chaim Friedlander zt”l. He states that it
is obvious that the Chinuch’s yesod that a person’s motivations follow his actions can
only apply when the person identifies with the ideals associated with those actions. He
relates that Rav Yisroel Salanter made this same point citing evidence from the Cossacks.
The Cossacks were the elite troops of Europe. They were drafted at a young age and
served for 30 years before retiring on a government pension. During their many years of
army service these troops were highly disciplined, energetic and productive. However,
after retiring, these soldiers spent the rest of their lives in a drunken stupor. What
happened to the good habits that they practiced for 30 years?! Since they were forced to
join the army and never identified with these values, answers Rav Yisroel, their external
behaviors could not have the power to influence their internal values. Contrast this with
the common, naive belief that forcing someone to behave in a certain way will magically
cause him to internalize the values associated with that behavior!'*
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Kinas sofrim tarbeh chochma

A maamar chazal that seems to directly endorse the educational use of
competition, is the oft-quoted gemara in Baba Basra (21a) that kinas sofrim tarbeh
chochma, the envy of melamdim (Rashi) promotes knowledge. This is universally used
to justify the encouragement of competitiveness among students. Most people incorrectly
assume that the gemara is discussing the educational benefits of competition between
talmidim. The gemara is, in fact, discussing the question of hasogas gevul. In most
circumstances, a person is not permitted to open a competing business that encroaches on
someone else’s livelihood. Nonetheless, according to one opinion in the gemara, a town
can replace the community melamed with a superior one because kinas sofrim tarbeh
chochma, i.e., the competition will encourage melamdim to sharpen their skills. Nowhere
does the gemara apply this principal to students.” In the above mentioned discussion
with Rav Michal Yehuda Lefkowitz he confirmed that the gemara does not apply this
principle to students and he doesn’t know how it came to be applied to talmidim. (It is
noteworthy that while this principle is commonly applied to students where the gemara
never applied it, it is rarely if ever applied to melamdim in the manner that chazal
actually said it).

Even seforim that do discuss kinas sofrim in regard to students always make a
distinction between healthy and unhealthy kina (e.g., Rav Matisyohu Salomon, Matnas
Chaim, Kinyonim, Vol. 1, p. 68-69;'* Rav Henoch Lebowitz, Chidushei Halev, Vayechi,
49:16" and Rav Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur, Vol. 1, pp. 36-37.). In healthy kina the
achievements of others inspires someone to try and achieve more without any need to
outdo others.'® In unhealthy kina the main motivation is beating the other person. In the
above mentioned discussion, Rav Michal Yehuda Lefkowitz categorically stated that, in
our times, competitiveness is never of the positive variety and that it is, therefore, the
responsibility of educators to eliminate competitiveness in schools since it discourages
serious learning and causes the worst kind of emotional problems “that no doctor can
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cure.”’”  He told me that he is against the use of “student of the week” designations, so

common in schools today.
The impact of competitiveness on chanoch lena’ar al pi darko

It should be obvious that the unhealthy kinas sofrim promoted by the prevalent
spirit of competitiveness is a direct contradiction to the idea of individualized chinuch as
promoted by the oft-quoted posuk, chanoch lena’ar al pi darko (Mishlei, 22:6). Inherent
in the competitive enterprise is the belief that everyone included in the competition is
capable of achieving the same goal. After all, we wouldn’t hold a sports competition that
included 10 year olds together with 20 year olds. This leads to frustration when some of
the students find themselves incapable of the same level of achievement as some of the
other students. It can also lead to a situation where a Rebbi can’t suggest to his talmid to
do something slightly different than the others without the talmid feeling insulted.'®
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A well-known Rosh Yeshiva once asked me to suggest to a talmid that he take a certain course. When I '®
replied that the student would be much more likely to accept this idea if it came from his rosh yeshiva, he
responded that he couldn’t make this suggestion without the talmid being deeply insulted. The talmid
would feel that his rosh yeshiva considers him less than the others. I believe that the highly competitive
environment found in some yeshivos can play a significant role in creating this type of problem.



Part 2
Non-competitive prizes and incentives

In part 1 we discussed the harm that could be caused by competitive contests and
by competition in general. What about prizes or incentives which are not competitive?
Such prizes would seem to have the benefit of being an incentive for students to achieve
more without the downside of competition.

While Rav Michal Yehuda Lefkowitz and other gedolim urge us to eliminate
induced competitiveness they do not suggest the total elimination of non-competitive
rewards.”” In fact, rewards may be necessary when we ask students to perform tasks that
have no initial intrinsic interest. Rewards probably became part of the educational
system for the purpose of motivating children to do tasks that were not initially inherently
interesting. The goal was to move away from the use of extrinsic rewards as quickly as
possible by promoting the inherent value of and interest in the task. It is for this reason
that the most effective rebbeim put in so much effort to develop in their talmidim a
geshmak in learning. However, when teachers saw how effectively rewards induce short-
term performance they became deluded as to the long-term value of this type of
motivation. Over the years this has become the primary method of promoting
educational accomplishments even for tasks that are inherently interesting or could
become interesting over time. The need to promote internal, intrinsic motivation seems
to have been forgotten.

Many teachers assert that they see no problem with someone learning or doing
mitzvos for the sake of a reward. After all doesn’t the gemara say that a person should
begin learning shelo leshmo (for extrinsic motivations) and that eventually he will come
to learn lesshmo (with intrinsic motivation)?*° So why should we even concern ourselves
with this issue.

Metoch shelo leshmo bo leshmo

However, this is not such a simple matter. In fact, every time the gemora declares
that metoch shelo leshmo bo leshmo, Tosfos comment that this principle has to be
qualified because the gemora says elsewhere that learning shelo leshmo will become
poisonous to the person and that it would be better if the person who learns shelo leshmo
was never born!”' Tosfos, therefore, distinguish between different types of lo leshmos,
some that indeed lead to leshmo, and others that are poisonous. Tosfos in different places
give somewhat different examples of the different types of lo leshmo, but one of the
distinguishing factors seems to be that the benign form of lo leshmo involves benefits a
person is seeking for himself (e.g., to be honored) and the toxic form is where he is
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primarily seeking to feel superior over others (lehisyaer) or even to provoke (“‘shtoch’)
others (lekanter)™

This is very different than the common perception that all forms of shelo leshmo
are benign and will automatically become leshmo. Rav Dessler emphasizes in many
places in his Michtav MeEliyahu the inherent dangers of lo leshomo and the limited
situations where we can expect a lo leshmo to become leshmo. Lo leshmo itself is
dangerous, says Rav Dessler,” and he decries the common misconception that all forms
of lo leshmo automatically transform into leshmo. The truth is, says Rav Dessler, that
there has to be an element of leshmo (at the very least, a strong desire to learn leshmo)
that already exists in the person’s motivation, and it is this kernel of leshmo that then
develops into a more substantial form of leshmo.**

Why the proliferation of contests and prizes?

As noted above, the use of contests and prizes seems to have increased
dramatically in recent times. Some attribute this to the general yeridas hadoros — among
the students who are less motivated to learn, and/or among the teachers who are less
capable of inspiring. Even those who recognize the danger of using extrinsic motivations
for older students, feel that with younger students it is both necessary and harmless. It is
necessary, they assert, because children are incapable of doing things leshmo. Now, it is
certainly true that children are incapable of reaching the same level of leshmo as adults
can® but the Vilna Gaon emphasizes that it would be a mistake to assume that they are
incapable of any level of leshmo.?® At the very least, the teachers should be promoting
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the intrinsic value of learning rather than the extrinsic value (more on this last point
below).

Another problem with learning with extrinsic motivations says the Vilna Gaon, is
that if the person doesn’t achieve his lo leshmo goals (even if he is indeed learning) he
will likely be greatly disappointed and lose his motivation to learn.”” It is for this reason
that many gedolim were against the use of prizes and other forms of extrinsic motivation,
even for younger students, so that the students should not become dependent on these
forms of motivation.”® Other gedolim are more accepting of the non-competitive use of
prizes — advocating seforim as prizes rather than cameras and the like - for children as a
means of showing recognition of and appreciation for the child’s efforts and encouraging
him to maintain his efforts in the future.”’

Rav Dessler, however, emphasizes the danger of the person remaining with these
external motivations, never reaching the level of leshmo. The ultimate goal of these

“tools,” says Rav Dessler, is for them to become obsolete.*

Are prizes meant to be incentives or positive associations?
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The Lakewood mashgiach, Rav Matisyohu Salomon shlita, has provided us with
an incredible insight into chazal’s true intentions in sanctioning the use of lo leshmo. The
function of prizes is typically understood to be an incentive, i.e., to motivate students to
do things they otherwise would not necessarily be motivated to do, or that they would
only do half-heartedly. The prize giver hopes that the prize will motivate the reluctant
students to enthusiastically participate in the task. (The underlying assumption is that as
the behavior becomes habituated the extrinsic motivation will automatically transform
into an intrinsic motivation, a very dubious assumption at best as discussed above).

The mashgiach cites a Zohar that relates the following incident:*’

A student approached Rav Yochanan and requested to become his talmid with the
condition that he becomes wealthy. Rav Yochanan agreed and he told his other
talmidim to call this new student ““Reb Yossi the rich man.” The student indeed
learned Torah and was successful. However, he complained that he only has the
reputation of a rich man but not the money! Soon after, a man who inherited a
fortune gave it to Rav Yochanan who in turn gave it all to his student - whom he
now called Reb Yossi Ben Pazi (paz = gold). Now Reb Yossi learned with simcha.
As he delved into the depths of the Torah and experienced the delight of learning
Torah he began to bemoan his obsession with riches; “I should learn for the glory
of Hashem and not for riches!” He returned all the money to Rav Yochanan to
distribute to poor people.... And this is what chazal meant, concludes the Zohar,
when they said a person should dedicate himself to learning Torah and mitzvos
shelo leshmo because via the shelo leshmo he will come to do it leshmo.

The mashgiach calls our attention to the fact that when Reb Yossi was being
called a rich man he was merely successful in his learning but he wasn’t yet learning in a
state of simcha. It was only after he actually achieved his dream of being rich that he
started learning besimcha and this simcha allowed him to delve into the depths of Torah
and experience its delights and to come to the realization that he should learn for the
glory of Hashem! The mashgiach concludes that the main purpose of lo leshmo in
learning Torah is to create an association between learning and a simcha shel mitzvah.
This will allow the person to delve into the depths of Torah and recognize its truth, which
will, in turn, bring him to learn leshmo.

In va’adim that the masgiach gave on this topic he emphasized a few points:**

® One sees the importance of learning Torah besimcha because that is the only way
to come to learning leshmo.

e The purpose of lo leshmo is not to serve as an incentive or as a motivator, rather it
is to create an association between learning and simcha.

e Reb Yossi’s lo leshmo was actualizing his dream of being wealthy rather than a
competitive desire to be better than others. That type of lo leshmo doesn’t lead to

(71 K1 'D) A MM 90 WA L'ROW - YW 'y, 00nRn AT nInna X2mn 31
('R ) "awh XYM Pava R"own ann "o»u™ (15 'on) "n rava ' "oy 32

12



happiness and so it doesn’t lead to leshmo [it is what Tosfos refer to as “al menas
lekanter”, which Tosfos say is the type of lo leshmo that leads to destruction].

e Since the purpose of the prize is to associate learning with simcha it is important
to give the prize as soon as possible since the learning that takes place before the
prize is given doesn’t lead to leshmo. This recommendation is in sharp contrast to
the usual approach which sees prizes as incentives and, therefore, an attempt is
made to “squeeze out” as much performance as possible out of the students before
giving the prize (to get the most bang for the buck, so to speak).”

What are we selling?

Even when it is necessary to use prizes as incentives, why do we need to
emphasize and highlight the shelo leshmo aspect of the child’s motivation?

Rav Yechiel Yacobson, the noted Isracli mechanech, relates the following
incident:

A friend of his who runs a large chevras Tehilim was bragging about the
size of his yearly budget for prizes. Rav Yacobson challenged his friend’s sense
of accomplishment since the children were motivated solely by the prizes and
snacks. His friend disputed this assumption and suggested that they ask the
children why they come to chevras Tehilim. Rav Yacobson responded, “If you
don’t realize that the children will respond with what they think you want to hear,
rather than with what they really feel, you should not be in this line of work.”
Instead Rav Yacobson suggested telling the children that their madrich is trying to
convince a child in the neighborhood to attend but the child is reluctant to do so.
The madrich should ask the children to write an anonymous letter to this boy
explaining to him why it is a good idea to participate. The friend followed up on
this suggestion and was shocked to discover that almost every one of this very
large number of children in a number of Tehilim groups emphasized in their
letters the prizes and snacks as the reason to attend. Hardly anyone mentioned an
intrinsic value to the activity. Rav Yacobson then suggested trying the same
experiment in the girls’ Tehilim groups, predicting that the vast majority of the
girls would give ruchnious’dike reasons to participate and indeed this was the
case.

Rav Yacobson offered to show his perplexed friend the explanation for the
difference between these two groups. He took his friend to one of the boys’
groups and they observed the madrich placing a large box of snack on his desk
and waving a new type of snack in front of the children, exclaiming, “Isn’t it
worth it to come to chevras Tehilim? Look at the new snack we have today!”” The
madrich was promoting lo leshmo.

Next, Rav Yacobson went with his friend to observe the girls’ group. The
madricha did not get anywhere near the snacks and did not mention a word about
it. Instead, she emphasized the spiritual value of their activities and the Chesed

An article was written a while back in a chareidi publication based on this va’ad of the mashgiach. **

I believe that the author of the article missed this crucial point that prizes are not meant to be incentives.
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they were doing for Klal Yisroel by their participation. Almost incidentally, as
the girls left the group at the end, one of the girls handed out a bag of snack to
each participant.

It may, in fact, be that some of the girls were primarily motivated by the snack,

but at least the madricha was promoting the spiritual value of saying Tehilim and not the
snack. It should be obvious that the girls are much more likely to develop a leshmo
motivation for saying Tehilim than the boys.

Research on the impact of prizes and rewards on intrinsic motivation

There is a great deal of scientific evidence documenting the detrimental impact of

(even non-competitive) rewards and prizes on the development of intrinsic motivation.
The issue is undoubtedly complex with many different variables interacting to determine
when and to what degree rewards undermine the development of intrinsic motivation.
None the less, I feel that it is worth highlighting some of the research findings if only to
counteract the widespread belief that rewards are always helpful and never harmful.**

Rewards are effective in promoting desired behavior. However, when the
rewards are terminated the behavior returns to its pre-reward level (Deci, et al.,
1999).

Performing for rewards often makes people feel that they are being controlled.
This undermines feelings of autonomy which in turn undermines intrinsic
motivation. Therefore, offering rewards for performing a pleasant activity
actually decreases the intrinsic attractiveness of that activity. In one experiment,
students worked individually on an interesting puzzle for an hour. The next day
one half of them were paid $1 for each piece of the puzzle they completed and the
other half were not paid. During the third session neither group was paid. During
a free break, the unrewarded group showed a stronger tendency to work on the
puzzle than the rewarded group (Deci, et al., 1999).

According to Leon Festinger’s theory of “cognitive dissonance” (see Aronson,
1999), people like to believe that they are logical and do sensible things. If they
do something for which they do not receive a tangible reward, they assume that
they are intrinsically motivated and so they focus on the inherent value of the

3 The references for the research finding to be summarized below are listed here in alphabetic order:
-Aronson, Elliot, (1999). The Social Animal (8" Edition). NY: Worth/W.H. Freeman.

-Deci, E.L., Koestner, R., & Ryan, R.M. (1999). A meta-analytic review of experiments examining the
effects of extrinsic rewards on intrinsic motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 125, 627-668.

- Gneezy, U. & Rustichini, A. (2000). A fine is a price. Journal of Legal Studies, 29, 1-17.

-Henderlong, J., & Lepper, M.R. (2002). The effects of praise on children's intrinsic motivation: A review
and synthesis. Psychological Bulletin, 128, 774-795.

-Lepper, M.R., Corpus, J.H., & Iyengar, S.S. (2005). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivations in the classroom:
Age differences and academic correlates. Journal of Educational Psychology, 97, 184-196.

-Lepper, M.R., Henderlong, J., & Gingras, 1. (1999). Understanding the effects of extrinsic rewards on
intrinsic motivation-Uses and abuses of meta-analysis: Comment on Deci, Koestner, and Ryan (1999).
Psychological Bulletin, 125, 669-676.

-Ryan, R.M., & Deci, E.L. (2000). Self-determination and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social
development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55, 68-78.
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task. If they do receive a reward or prize, they are more likely to assume that they
are being motivated by the extrinsic reward and thus, they are less likely to
develop intrinsic motivation.

According to some studies, rewards can enhance intrinsic motivation when given
for activities that have little or no initial intrinsic interest (Lepper et al., 1999).
Giving rewards unexpectedly and not as a promised incentive, can be an effective
means of conveying appreciation for a task well done, and is less likely to
undermine intrinsic motivation. The same is true if one avoids the use of an
authoritarian style and pressuring expressions. Emphasizing the interesting or
challenging aspects of the task, acknowledging the good performance without
giving rewards and providing choices of how to do the task are all methods of
encouraging behavior without undermining intrinsic motivation (Deci et al.,
1999).

There are, of course, various levels of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Students
who do homework because they appreciate its value for their chosen career and
those who do so because they are trying to gain their parents’ approval can both
be considered extrinsically motivated but the former certainly contains a more
potent feeling of choice and are thus likely to develop a more stable and long-
lasting intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Children who measure personal success by comparing themselves to others [an
attitude clearly promoted by competition], rather than by focusing on individual
accomplishments, may not be well equipped to deal with later situations in which
others show superior performance (Henderlong & Lepper, 2002).

An example of unintended consequences of incentives is found in a study
conducted in a chain of day care centers in Haifa, introduced to deal with the
problem of parents coming late to pick up their children. It was announced that
any parent arriving more than 10 minutes late would have to pay $3.00 per child
for each incident. After the fine was enacted, the late pick ups more than doubled!
Why did this incentive backfire? First of all, the fine was too low. It was actually
a cheap price for baby sitting. A higher fine would have likely worked, but at the
cost of provoking plenty of ill will among the parents toward the school. Another
problem was substituting an economic incentive for the moral incentive of feeling
guilty. For a few dollars the parents could assuage their guilt. Furthermore, the
small size of the fine sent a signal to the parents that late pick ups were not such a
big problem (Gneezy & Rustichini, 2000).

Even praise, which is universally assumed to have only a positive impact, has
been shown in a number of studies to sometimes be ineffective and at times even
harmful. When children continue to exhibit praised behavior in order to sustain
the attention and approval of the parent or teacher, the motivation is purely
extrinsic and is likely to dissipate as soon as the parent or teacher is no longer
present to provide approval. As one researcher noted “the most notable aspect of
a positive judgment is not that it is positive but that it is a judgment” (Henderlong
& Lepper, 2002).

Similar to the impact of prizes, praise often produces an “overjustification” effect
leading children to believe that their efforts were motivated by the desire for adult
approval rather than for the enjoyment and value of the activity itself. In addition,
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if praise indicates to children that they are valued because they have met with
such a high standard, they are likely to fear that they would be considered
worthless if they fail to meet that standard (Henderlong & Lepper, 2002).

e Praise has to be sincere to be effective. The perceived sincerity is usually
dependant on the quality of the relationship. If it is not a positive one the praise is
likely to be experienced as manipulative and controlling. Global judgments (“you
are an angel”) can lead to self-criticism and even attempts to self-sabotage future
performance. Following failure, children who have been praised for their ability,
showed less enjoyment, persistence, and performance compared to children who
were praised for effort (Henderlong & Lepper, 2002).

Summary

The widespread and indiscriminate use of competition and rewards often has the
unintended negative consequence of reducing one’s intrinsic motivation. 1 have
documented the critical comments of many gedolim regarding the educational use of
competition and prizes and summarized some of the research findings in this regard.

It is clear that rewards are often necessary to motivate children when dealing with
tasks that are initially uninteresting. However, if we are cognizant of the likely negative
consequences of the indiscriminate use of extrinsic rewards, then we would use the
minimum amount necessary and emphasize the inherent value of the tasks we present to
our children. We would use more praise and less tangible rewards, more seforim and less
cameras, etc. We would seek other means to inspire and motivate children. Developing
a warm and respectful relationship with students and setting an inspiring example has
been proven to be the most effective means to promote the internalization of values.”
We would strive to shift as quickly as possible from lo leshmo to leshmo.

Even when using verbal praise, teachers and parents need to be cautious that the
child doesn’t continue to perform just to gain approval. Rather we need to stress the
inherent value of the accomplishment. It is for this reason that I have often suggested
that when a child tells a parent or teacher, “You should be proud of me because I...” he
should be told, “You should be proud of yourself!”

Most of all, we would not be lulled by the false hope that the lo leshmo will
magically transform itself to leshmo without any attention or effort on our part.

[Note: A collection of Torah sources that | compiled on this topic is available by sending
me a request via email at bensort@aol.com]

dAmwaoxa

Rayan and Deci (2000) found in their research that parents who were more autonomy-supportive promoted
greater religious identification, as opposed to introjection, in their offspring and that teens who have been
exposed to cold, controlling maternal care were more likely to develop materialistic orientation,
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