INTRODUCTORY NOTE: Developmental psychologist Margaret Donaldson

taught at the University of Edinburgh and conducted long‑term studies of how

preschool children learn. In 1978 she published Children's Minds, the book from

which the following passage is adapted.



taught

THE DESIRE TO LEARN

     The traditional way of encouraging children to want to learn is by giving rewards for success: prizes, privileges, gold stars. Two grave risks attend this practice. The first is obvious to common sense, the second much less so. The obvious risk is to the children who do not get the stars, for this is just one way of defining them as failures. The other risk is to all the children—"winners" and "losers" alike. There is now a substantial amount of evidence pointing to the conclusion that if an activity is rewarded by some extrinsic prize or token—something quite external to the activity itself—then that activity is less likely to be engaged in later in a free and voluntary manner when the rewards are absent, and it is less likely to be enjoyed. This has now been demonstrated in numerous experiments with people of ages ranging from three or four years to adulthood.

     One typical study, by M. R. Lepper and his colleagues, was carried out in a nursery school. Some of the children were given materials to draw with and were told that they would get prizes for their drawings, and indeed they did. Other children were given the same materials but with no prizes or talk of prizes. Some days afterward all of the children were given the opportunity to use these same materials again in a situation where lots of other toys were also available to them. Lepper's question was this: Would the groups differ in the amount of time that they spent drawing? One might have expected that the children who had been rewarded would return more eagerly to the situation that had been "reinforced." But the opposite happened. The children who had been rewarded spent a smaller proportion of their time drawing. Studies that investigate not the time freely spent on an activity but the person's own statement of how much that activity has been enjoyed make a related observation: extrinsic material rewards tend to decrease enjoyment. Children and adults who have been given prizes for doing something tend to say that they like it less well than those who have been given none. And there is even some evidence to suggest a decline in the quality of what is produced by those who have received prizes.

     These findings obviously lead to a further question: if you praise a child for doing well, are you thus rewarding the child and hence, perhaps, running the same sort of risk as if you were giving a prize? After all, verbal approval is a kind of prize. And like a material object, it is extrinsic to the activity itself—something added on at the end.

     The available evidence suggests that the effects of telling people they have done well are not the same as the effects of giving them prizes. For instance, R. Anderson. S. T. Manoogian, and J.S. Reznick carried out a study very similar to the one by Lepper and his colleagues: a first group of children were given prizes for their drawing; a second group were not. In this study, however, two additional situations were tested. In the first of these, a third group of children were not given prizes but were praised for their drawings. The results from Lepper's study were confirmed: the giving of material rewards was related to a decrease in time spent on the activity later. But giving verbal encouragement had the opposite effect. Perhaps it is relevant to an understanding of the difference between gold stars and words of praise to draw a distinction between reward and recognition, and to acknowledge how strong a need we have to communicate achievement to other people and see it confirmed in their eyes.

     The fourth situation that Anderson and her colleagues included in their study is relevant here. With this group of children the experimenter began by declaring an interest in "how boys and girls draw pictures"—and thereafter firmly refused to manifest this interest in any way. Children would show the researcher their pictures, trying, as the report of the study puts it, "to elicit some recognition or validation." But they got none. The experimenter ignored all such overtures, turning his face away and saying: "I've got work to do." It is not surprising to learn that the group of children who received this treatment showed the greatest drop of all in the time that they later spent drawing.

     These studies bolster my contention that there is a fundamental human urge to be effective, competent, and independent, to understand the world and to act with skill. They also leave us with the question of why extrinsic material rewards tend to produce effects of damaging kinds. The explanation that fits the known facts most nearly would seem to be that we enjoy best and engage most readily in activities that we experience as freely chosen. We do not like being controlled; we like controlling ourselves. Insofar as reward is seen as a means of controlling our behavior, it tends to diminish our interest and our pleasure. Of course, we may work hard to get the reward at the time and for as long as we expect more reward to be forthcoming, but we will be less likely to go on with the activity when the reward is withdrawn.
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ESSAY TOPIC


According to Donaldson, what circumstances encourage people to become                          

"effective, competent, and independent" learners? What do you think of her views?          Write an  essay responding to these two questions; to develop your essay, be sure to discuss specific examples drawn from things you have read—including, if you choose, "The Desire to Learn" itself—or from your observation and experience.

