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SCHOOL-REWARD 
EXPERIMENT  

Learn, then earn  
Benefactor gives cash for 
Coshocton kids who pass state 
standardized tests  
Wednesday, September 20, 2006
Dana Wilson  
 

COSHOCTON, Ohio -- These 
students have their eyes on the 
prize. The phony $100 bills 
dangling from the ceiling of 

A phony $100 bill hangs as 
inspiration in Debbie 
Brown's sixth-grade 
language-arts classroom at 
Washington Elementary 
School in Coshocton. Each 
student who passes four 
standardized tests can win as 
much as $100.   

     

 



really looking at equity in 
schools, what's wrong with 
extending that to lower-income 
kids? "  

There are 2,000 students in the 
Coshocton district, located about 
60 miles northeast of Columbus. 
Of those, 47 percent are from 
low-income households, Lucas 
said.  

The rules of the Coshocton 
study:  

˜ Third- through sixth-grade 
classes are eligible. Eight of 16 
classes are chosen through a 
lottery system each fall. The 
students who aren't selected are 
the control group.  

˜ Students who pass the tests 
receive $15 to $20 per test, 
depending on their grade and the 
number of tests taken. Students 
who score at the advanced level 
get $20 to $25 each.  

˜ The rewards are paid in the 
form of Coshocton County 
Bucks to ensure that students, 
not their parents, spend the 
money locally.  

Brown, a language-arts teacher, 
said the study has sparked a 
friendly competition in her 
classroom.  

The program provides students a 
longer-term goal, she said. Some 
already have considered what 
they'd spend their reward 
money on.  

Chris Peyatt would buy video 
games. Classmate Brayton Ross 
wants soccer stuff. And 
Courtney Clark would spend 
hers on clothes and shoes.  

Allex Ash would use it to buy 
gifts for his grandmother.  

Eric Bettinger, an associate 
professor of economics at Case 
Western Reserve University in 
Cleveland, is tracking the 
students' progress.  

He hasn't released any 
preliminary results to avoid 
skewing the rest of the 
experiment.  

Bettinger consulted Edward 
Miguel, an associate economics 
professor at the University of 
California-Berkeley who 
conducted a similar study in 
Kenya. Simpson contacted 
Miguel after learning of his 
success.  

Miguel is one of three U.S. 
researchers who in 2001 and 
2002 examined the effects of an 
incentive program offered by a 
nonprofit organization in Kenya. 
Girls in public schools who 
performed well were offered 
grants to help cover the cost of 
school fees.  

The girls' performance on 
government tests significantly 
improved, Miguel said. 
Something else happened: 
boys' scores also improved. 
They apparently were inspired 
by their female classmates' 

sense of competition.  

"Small amounts of money can 
kind of motivate kids," Miguel 
said.  

"We don't want to sully the 
grand mission of education. We 
want to further it."  

Both Miguel and Simpson think 
the concept has national 
potential.  

"It could be a lot bigger than just 
helping this small community 
here," Simpson said.  
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