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I'reminded him that this is not exactly "work,” but a mitzvah, His
sharp retort was, *I know it's a mitzvah, but your job is also a mitzval,
sowhy don’tyou also do it for free?” Iwasn't quite sure what to say to
that, so I shifted to a different track. 1 asked him why he had agreed to

help me for free in the first place. His answer was interesting: I don’t
know why I agreed in the first place. Maybe I was a loser. But that
doesn’t mean that I have to be a loser for the rest of my life!"

This is a quote from a ten-year-old boy. It is very enlightening. It
demonstrates how, apart from failing to achieve chinuch, a prize can even
ruin chinuch retroactively. In this case, the prize caused the child to refuse
to volunteer for things that he used to be happy to do. Not only did he
refuse to continue doing it, he even wondered why he had done itin the
past. Why did he suddenly begin wondering about it now? The answer is
that when he was not receivinga prize, he was motivated by something
else — something that he subconsciously conceived by himself. It was
an inner motivation — a sense of importance and fulfillment.

However, such motivation is subtle, It can only exist to the extent that
the person is attuned to it. Once the child was being paid, he no longer
needed to exert the subconscious effort to keep attuned to this spiritual
motivation. Now it was replaced by a tangible and material motivation,
which required no special sensitivity or focus. The payment caused the
child to lose sight of the spiritual motivation. And since that focus was
subtle and delicate in the first place, once he lost it he could no longer

even remember or recognize it.

So we see that the prize has two effects:

I. It develops material desires and expectations, and

2. Itruins the child’s ability to develop a taste for spiritual pleasure,
to enjoy the experience of the good things he does.

This leads us to the following conclusions:

Control through prizes (i.e. material reward) does cause harm. First,
it distorts the child’s perception and value system, turning his good
behavior or action into the means, and the material reward into the end.

Second, the more a child gets used to being rewarded, the harder it
becomes for him to perform “for free.” The prize creates the perception
that enjoyment can only come from material things, and not from the

pleasure of doing the right thing.
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2. PRIZES DO NOT CREATE POSITIVE ASSOCIATION

Above, we touched on the question of why a prize does not create pos-
itive association. To address the question properly, we will present it
more elaborately:

I don’tunderstand why negative association happens automatically,
but positive association does not. What is the difference between a
child who davens because he'’s afraid his father will punish him, and
achildwho davens in order to geta prize? Neither the fear of the pun-
ishment, nor the excitement about the prize, is inherently connected
to the experience of davening. Yet you claim that when the child is
threatened with punishment, he will associate the tension with the
davening itself. He sees it as one inclusive experience. Why doesn’t
this apply to the prize as well? Why doesn’t the excitement of the
prize become associated with the davening itself? Is there a logical
explanation for this?

The reason negative association occurs automatically, while positive
association does not, is based on two points:

1. Inthechild’s world, davening and fear of punishment are in the
same realm; meaning, he is not happy about either of them. For
the child, davening, even without the threat of punishment, is
just a burden. Ifit weren't, neither the punishment nor the prize
would be necessary!

2. 'The davening and the fear of punishment are perceived as a real
cause and effect. In other words, the only reason for the threat of
punishment is that the parent or teacher wants the child to daven.

Ifthere were no need to daven, there would be no reason at all to
have to worry about punishment.

Association is created when two entities are perceived (albeit on the
emotional level) as one natural unit. This is the case with davening and
the fear of punishment, because a) they are both undesirable, and b) one
creates the other, i.e. the demand to daven creates the threat of punishment.

The prize differs in both respects. The child does not want to daven, but
he does want the prize. Therefore, the two experiences remain completely
separate. The fun of the prize does not merge at all with the experience
of the davening. In fact, the opposite is true. The prize makes the dav-
ening feel all the more burdensome, since davening is the hurdle that
the child must overcome in order to get the prize. Regarding the second
point, the child definitely does consider it possible to get a prize without
davening. Such things happen. Therefore, he will not see the prize as
anatural consequence of davening, It remains very clear to the child
that there is no natural connection between the prize and the davening.

The rule is; material reward never creates chinuch, nor does it create
positive association. On the contrary; anticipation of a prize trains the
child to value the material, and makes activities of true value feel that
much more burdensome.
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792 IXLNN P8 - Spare the Child (chapter 5) Rabbi Yechiel Yaakovson

About half ayear agn, T made up with my oldest son — an eleven-year-
old — that I would give him a dollar for every Mishnah he learned
by heart. In the beginning, it seemed like a great idea. Ina short time,
he learned a large part of Seder Moed and knew it well. However, I

soon realized that it was a big mistake. Two weeks ago, he stopped
learning with me and instead took a job in a local fruit store. I spoke
to him, trying to understand, and he explained to me quite simply
that this way he earns more money in less time.

I don't need to tell you how I felt at hearing this answer. Especially
since, before this deal, he had never been interested in earning money.
I'm trying to understand where I went wrong and what I can do to
correct it. By now, the one thing I do see clearly is that offering him
more money is not the solution. ..

This father’s error is obvious. He thought that the child would perceive
the deal justas he (the father) did. From the father’s perspective, he paid
money for the sake of his son’s Torah learning. He therefore assumed that
this would provide his son with a beautiful lesson in the value of Torah
learning. But the boy experienced this deal from the opposite angle. He
did not pay anyone to learn. He learned in order to be paid! Since he
was learning for money, in his mind the learning was just ameans toa
desired end — the money.

The father overlooked a very basic reality of chinuch: In order to assess
the chinuch value — or damage — of any experience or lesson, the parent
must be aware of how it is impacting the child by being attuned to the
child’s perspective of the experience. This father was not attuned to his
child’s perspective of the experience, but only to his own. The unfortu-
nate result of this oversight was that he himself taught his child to value
and crave money.

This should make us realize that control through prizes does cause
harm. It reverses the value system by turning the end (the ruchniyus)
into the means, and the means (the material gain) into the end." Since
it does have detrimental effects, it is like any other form of control, which

18, Thisdoes not conflict with the principle of mow? x2 nowh ¥5w Tne—"by learning
Torah or performing mitzves not for their own sake, one will come to do them for
their own sake"—since, as we said above, this principle applies only when one does

strive to reach the level of performing it for its own sake. This will be discussed
further below.
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must be followed and corrected by a chinuch measure. When a child is
motivated to perform by means of a prize, steps must then be taken to
cause the child to feel good about the behavior itself. Only steps which
make the child feel big and gratified about what he has accomplished can
correct the detrimental effect of the prize and help the child internalize
the positive behavior itself.

This brings up another point. It is very common to motivate children
through material rewards. Children receive prizes, money andall sorts
of other rewards for “volunteering” in activities such as Tehillim groups,
father-and-son learning programs, vacation-time learning programs, and
soon. Theseare all beautiful activities. Aren't we all moved by the sight
of pure, innocent children raising their sweet voices in Torah or tefillah?
But precisely because these activities are so valuable, they have to be
conducted delicately and cautiously. When such projects are initiated
impulsively, without careful thought and foresight, they can have a very
detrimental effect.

Itis critical for people involvedin such activities and programs — both
the sponsors and those who actually run them — to realize this point:
The prizes themselves have no chinuch effect. They simply get the
child to perform (control). And the fact that prizes alone do notlead to
chinuch invariably means that they can be detrimental. They cause chil-
dren toset their sights on material goals, which ultimately work against
the goals we are tryingto establish for them. Therefore, anyone involved
in these initiatives must ensure that they will include real chinuch as
well. This means finding ways to cause the children to connect to the
activities themselves, and to come away feeling inspired and elevated.”

Let’s take this point a significant step further. The problem with the
prize is not only that it puts the child's focus on the prize in each particu-
larinstance. Control through prizes causes the child tostrive for material
goals in general. The detrimental effect can be very broad. It prevents the
child from developing the ability to sense pleasure in ruchniyus.

The following case will show what we mean:

I'teachgroup bar mitzvah lessons. Therewas a kid who regularty helped
mie set up the room and books before the lesson, and put everything back
afterwards. Last summer I conducted two parallel groups. This caused
more work for the child, so I decided to pay him something for his help.
When vacation ended and we were back to normal, the child refused
to continue helping without pay. I had a talk with him, trying to figure
out what had changed, and he answered angrily, “What do you want
fromi me? You expect me to work for you for free? You yourself decided to
pay me because you realized that it's only right, so why do you suddenly
think you can stop paying me and expect me to continue helping you?”
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