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Eyes on the prize

    Offering incentives boosts attendance and test scores

    - Heather Knight, Chronicle Staff Writer

    Monday, December 12, 2005

    "Shake it! Shake it! Shake it!" the auditorium full of children roared, clapping their hands and stomping their feet. On stage, Linda Martley-Jordan, who tracks attendance at Malcolm X Academy in San Francisco's Hunters Point, smiled as she shook a large plastic jug full of raffle tickets.

    Inside, the tickets swirled, each earned by a student for coming to school every day for a month. After several long moments, Martley-Jordan pulled a ticket from the jug and announced that Alexandria Wells, a second-grader, had won a brand new, sparkly pink bicycle. Three other students also won bikes that morning.

    Malcolm X students, most of whom live in the run-down housing projects nearby, receive prizes often. The school even has a store stocked with toys children can buy with tickets earned for doing their homework and behaving. They can earn up to 10 tickets a week, with prizes ranging from plastic bracelets for two tickets to jewelry-making kits for 35.

    Such incentives are part of a controversial nationwide trend of rewarding children for good performance. They're most common at low-income schools like Malcolm X, which tend to struggle more with attendance and academic performance than their higher-income counterparts.

    Rosalind Sarah, principal of the elementary school, said the rewards are a necessary lure to get Malcolm X students to care about their education early on.

    "We want to support and encourage and celebrate -- that's what we're doing, celebrating achievement, celebrating attendance and celebrating how special our students are," she said. "We're talking about basic foundations of learning and making sure people don't miss out. After a while, you're not coming to school so you can win a bike. You're coming because you realize you're learning."

    Critics say incentives set children up to work toward the particular prize rather than develop any enduring qualities such as dedication, reliability or love of learning that will serve them well in college and on the job.

    Alfie Kohn is an education expert and author of "Punished by Rewards: The Trouble with Gold Stars, Incentive Plans, A's, Praise, and Other Bribes." He believes administrators and teachers in struggling schools tend to rely on prizes to turn around students' performance because it's so much easier than creating an atmosphere in which children want to show up and do well.

    "How can we nourish kids' natural curiosity and desire to learn? What does it say about homework that children dread doing it and rarely find it of value?" Kohn said. "You know, to answer those questions, to make school meaningful for students, takes time and talent and courage. But you don't need any of those things to toss kids a doggie biscuit when they jump through our hoops."

    Robert Schaeffer, public education director of FairTest, a nonprofit that opposes the strict standardized testing requirements under the federal No Child Left Behind Act, said the incentives stem from the testing craze. Schools are under increasing pressure to produce good test scores and risk closure if they fail. In such a high-stakes atmosphere, administrators will try anything, even bribing children, to avoid that fate, Schaeffer said.

    "Kids in schools and communities where their parents have advanced degrees and live in fancy houses with high property taxes and have the best teachers generally aren't at risk of being labeled failures," Schaeffer said. "It's the kids who are in the Oaklands, not the Oakland hills, where the administrators are scrambling to find any possible way to boost scores."

    He added, though, that even if the incentives help lead to improved test scores, the students aren't benefiting.

    "Many of the kids are coming to school way behind with many hurdles to overcome, and carrot-and-sticks is not sufficient to address their real issues or to motivate them to learn," he said.

    But supporters of the incentives say if they get disadvantaged students to perform well and care about their schooling, that's what counts.

    Gregg Fleisher is certainly in favor of them. He is president of AP Strategies, a Dallas nonprofit that gives high school students, mostly in heavily African American and Latino school districts throughout Texas, $100 to $500 for passing Advanced Placement exams.

    "It's important to look at what schools are doing to try to reverse very disturbing trends," he said.

    The bicycle giveaways and school store are helping to get the desired outcomes at Malcolm X, school staff members say. The school's scores on the state's Academic Performance Index jumped this year from 553 to 620 on a scale of 200 to 1,000 with 800 considered excellent. Students' behavior is also improved, Sarah said.

    The school's attendance figures are climbing, too. In 2003, a grand jury report criticized the school district for being too lax on truancy, costing the district $10 million annually in state funding that is based on pupil attendance.

    The district, in response, teamed with city agencies and community groups to create the Stay in School Coalition to develop solutions. One has been the creation of seven positions in the district known as "attendance liaisons," who work with individual schools. Martley-Jordan, assigned to Malcolm X, is the only liaison working in an elementary school.

    During the 2003-04 academic year, Malcolm X had the worst attendance figures of any public elementary school in the city, according to the coalition's statistics. Just 88.4 percent of students showed up on any given day. Anything below 90 percent is "very worrisome," according to Keith Choy, coordinator of the coalition; the goal for all schools is 95 percent. Many of the highest-performing schools in wealthier sections of the city post 98 percent attendance figures, Choy said.

    In 2004-05, attendance at Malcolm X rose to 89.8 percent. In the first 60 days of this school year -- the first time bikes have been raffled -- it rose to 93.3 percent.

    But the bikes aren't the only factor in the steady improvement, school officials say. Much of the improvement stems from working with parents. After all, unlike high school students, 5-year-olds are not consciously deciding to cut school, and getting them to school rests almost entirely on their parents.

    Parents of Malcolm X students are the least educated among all San Francisco elementary school parents, Choy said, so it's sometimes hard to instill in them the belief that they need to get their kids to school each day.

    "Some of the parents never had any educational success, so there's no model that says, 'OK, I'm supposed to get up and get my kids to school every day,' " he said.

    Martley-Jordan now calls parents each day their children don't show up. After a few unexcused absences, she sometimes goes with a police officer to the home to determine what's going on. She also works to change parents' outlook, so they realize kindergarten is an important part of education and not just a baby-sitting service.

    Much of her work centers around educating younger parents, some of whom have several children by the time they are in their mid-20s.

    One of those, Latashia Wells, is 23 and has five children. Her oldest, Alexandria, 7, has come to school every day so far this year and won one of the bicycles at the rally.

    "She goes to school every day -- period," said Wells, a stay-at-home mom whose husband works in construction. "School is important -- she has to learn and not just sit around the house."

    Asked why she goes to school every day, Alexandria said, "Um, let's see -- for learning."

    In addition to Alexandria, second-grader Lonnell James III, third-grader LaBria Hollis and fifth-grader Dyvon Johnson won bicycles paid for by CMP Media, which has supported Malcolm X with volunteer work and financial backing for several years.

    After the raffle, held Dec. 2, most Malcolm X students filed back into their classrooms, while the winners were given a few minutes to practice riding their prizes around the auditorium. Lonnell rode with gusto among the lunch tables, though the other students weren't as comfortable and admitted they had to practice.

    Soon, the winners had to return to class, too.

    "Bye, Ms. Jordan -- thank you, Ms. Jordan," LaBria called as she left the auditorium.

    "No, don't thank me," Martley-Jordan replied. "You did this. You came every day."
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