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I don’t want to teach children that God’s love is con-ditional. How about you?

“I lead them with cords of human kindness, with ties of love; I lifted the yoke from their neck and bent down to feed them” Hosea 11:4  (NIV)

When working with children in a church environment, I want children to learn about 

· God’s love

· Christ redemption

· What the Bible says about how we should honor our parents

· Love one another

· Live morally in an immoral world  

· And there are a host of other things I want to teach children. 

What are some of the things you want children to learn under your influence?

For me one of the most important aspects of influencing children, after salvation, is to honor and serve the Lord with all their heart, talents and skills God has bestowed upon them. But I want a child to do these things because 

· Of the intrinsic value

· It feels good under the skin

· It feels natural

· It feels like the right thing to do

There is one thing I don’t want to teach children and that is that God’s love is conditional. 

In many churches rewards are used openly to get children to perform, encourage or even bribe them into doing something. Other churches are more low-key with their rewards while some churches openly use rewards or reward systems with children that have behavior issues. 

Rewards, stickers, trinkets, gum, candy, stars, etc. all serve to create “other control” meaning the child does what YOU want him to do.  In other words things are conditional on how you the adult are judging them. 

“Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men.” Colossians 3:23 (NIV)

Rewards work for mundane types of task or for short-term memory learning. Things like learning multiplication tables or passages of scripture. They work for the moment – but do the children really understand the “why’s” of what is happening.

Following is a story from my friend Carnisha about her daughter, Brianna and taking her Bible to church. 

Carnisha,  “How come you want to take your Bible to church?”

Bree,  “So I can get a sticker.”

Carnisha,  “But what’s the reason for taking your Bible?”

Bree,  “To get a sticker!”

Carnisha,  “What I mean is what’s the purpose of taking your Bible?” 

Bree, “I told you, to get a sticker.”
Carenisha,  “Let me put it this way, what do you do with your Bible at church?”
Bree,  “Show it to my teacher so she will give me a sticker.”

Carnisha,  “Why does your teacher want you to bring your Bible?”
Bree,  “So she can give me a sticker.”
Carinisha,  “Do you read out of the Bible or look at it?”

Bree,  “I don’t remember. Once I get the sticker, I lay it down. I don’t remember what else we do with the Bible after I get my sticker.”

Do you think there was any eternal significance for Brianna about taking her Bible to church? Do you think when Brianna is an adult, she will remember taking her Bible to church?

How about attendance charts and attendance contest? How does that work for the child of divorce that has to visit the other parent every other weekend? What happens to that child’s attendance?

Rewards do not work at all when working with children with challenging behaviors. Scientist, many school teachers and brain research experts know reward systems don’t work. Many schools have stopped relying on reward systems but in our churches it seems

to be a different story. 

Children’s brains aren’t developed enough. They are still trying to please the adults in

their lives. Again the rewards tend to create “other control”.  

From the 1999 November Psychological Bulleting, Vol. 125(6), 627-668 Edward Deci and colleagues wrote an analysis of 128 studies on the effects of extrinsic rewards on intrinsic motivation. All the studies point to external, tangible rewards as something, which significantly reduces 

intrinsic motivation. On the other, positive feedback for tasks increases both the likelihood of an individual’s free choice of that task and self-reported interest. Tangible rewards were found to be more damaging to the motivation of young children as opposed to college-aged students. Verbal rewards were also less effective on younger children. 

Following are some thought provoking questions to help you think through all the issues of using rewards. 

· Do you want children to just get through the moment and the activity? Or do you want the children to change their internal feelings and find comfort and healing by learning to problem solve on their own?

· Do you want children to do something to please you or to please themselves and to learn how good it feels to take responsibility for their own actions? 

· Do you want kids to be motivated by external means, or do you want them to be intrinsically motivated? 

Rewards are given out based on an adult's judgment of a child's behavior or per-formance. Dr. Becky Bailey says in her book Conscious Discipline, (1-800-842-2846, www.consciousdiscipline.com)  

“When adults use rewards, children will come to rely on the adult's judgment. In other words the adult judges whether the child's action or performance deserves the reward. She says that rewards create "other control." 

When this happens, children will grow up depending on others to tell them what to do, or they will focus on what others demand of them. This takes the focus away from the child's ability to internalize the experience and make changes. If changes 

are made, they are only made to please others, and they are not long-lasting changes. 

Many children coming to our church classes today have brains that are on emotional overload. The child of divorce, abused children, child whose parent is out of work, or the child that is experiencing of some sort of crisis may feel more stress than other children. 

Their thinking skills are affected, and they have a loss of optimal brain functions. If their brains go into the fight or flight part of the brain, they won’t be able to figure out how to get the reward. To adults it sounds simple enough, “Sit still and you will get a sticker.” But it’s impossible for the brain stem to think through the process. 

Rewards can create a fear in these children. 

· Fear that they can't measure up  

· Fear that they don't understand the criteria to get the reward. 

· In order to access logical thinking skills so they can figure out how to get the reward, children need to be in the upper levels of their brains. 

· Fear, intimidation and judgment send them into the lower levels of the brain, or the "fight or flight" mode of the brain. 

· When you use rewards, you may find that the same children will miss out on the reward each time. They cannot figure out how to get the reward. 

Sweet little Suzi will almost always do the right thing and get the reward. But the one time she doesn’t feel well or for whatever reason she doesn’t get the reward, look out because she will be devastated. 

If a reward appears to work in that the child is excited to get a reward and performs to get the reward, it usually is only effective for that moment in time. If you use the same reward over and over, the child will begin to expect a bigger reward. How far do you go with increasing the reward? 

A word on behavior modification
Behavior modification is where people use rewards to get the kids to change their behaviors or to get the kids to do what they want them to do. This approach misses the heart and it teaches to the child’s selfishness.  Sometimes it might work but usually it is only temporary. The child will either want more and more prizes/treats or they go back to their old behaviors. It also teaches “other” control. Some one else is in charge of how I act. It doesn’t bring lasting change because it doesn’t speak to the heart. 

From Children’s Ministry Magazine July-August, 2001

· “Rewards Distort Children’s Values

Another danger is that rewarding a child diminishes the child’s interest in the desired behavior. Example:  We tell kids, “If you read your Bible, you’ll get a prize”. Psychologically, kids may wonder, “What’s wrong with my bible if I have to be bribed?”

· “Rewards Create a Faulty Image of God

God is emotionally distant. When one has to be bribed to build a friendship the focus is on the bribes not the relationship with God.

“A relationship with God is transactional rather than dependant on grace. God’s love is a free gift. His love is unconditional and not based on points or earning his love. If kids get used to bribes, they won’t learn about God’s grace.”

I believe rewards also exacerbate entitlement issues. The child begins to believe they deserve the rewards. They are entitled to rewards.  Their parents, teachers, grandparents and anyone else in their world should pay them with rewards even if they do nothing to deserve the reward. It’s all about “what’s in it for me” attitude. 

Back to some of those questions I asked at the beginning: 

*  Do you want children to just get through the moment or the activity? Or do you want the children to change their internal feelings and find comfort by learning to problem solve on their own?

*  Do you want them to do something to please you or to please them and to learn how good it feels to take responsibility for their own actions? 

*  Do you want the children motivated by external means, or do you want them to be intrinsically motivated? 

· Do you want children to love the Lord with all their heart, soul and mind?
Lastly if you give rewards such as stickers, gum, stars, etc. to get kids to come to church, to bring their Bibles or to memorize God’s Holy word, are you indicating or even teaching them God’s love is conditional? 
“And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds” Hebrews 10:34 (NIV)


“Fear of man will prove to be a snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord is kept safe” Proverbs 29:25 (NIV)
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