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Creativity and Rewards: An Article Critique
As a young educator, one of the challenges that I often contemplate is how to stimulate creativity in students.  From what little teaching experience I have with sixth grade students, I noticed that many students are eager to please the teacher and are not quick to explore novel or creative approaches to a problem.  Instead, they will ask the teacher, sometimes relentlessly, exactly how to solve the problem.  In their article Incremental Effects of Reward on Creativity, Eisneberger and Rhoades (2001) conducted a series of experiments testing how rewards and other mediating circumstances and attitudes would increase creativity. 

Creativity has long been an interest to researchers, and the authors provide a thorough overview of available studies.   The literature covers a variety of psychological viewpoints.  For example, researchers with a behaviorist viewpoint have found that creativity could indeed be stimulated by promise of reward (Eisenberger & Rhoades, 2001).   Cognitive researchers, however, argue that the expectancy of a reward would lessen creativity.  One possible reason for this discrepancy is that the studies were designed differently.  While participants in the behaviorist studies were repeatedly presented a reward, those in the cognitive studies were simply promised a reward upon completion of the task (2001).
Eisenberger and Rhoades approached the problem using the learned industriousness theory as a framework.  According to this theory, individuals will improve their performance if they expect a reward.  Furthermore, the theory states that being rewarded for one aspect of performance will lead to increased performance in other, unrewarded areas (2001).  

     In order to gain a better understanding of the effects of extrinsic rewards, the researchers conducted a series of five experiments.  In the first two experiments, the authors sought to identify the generalized effects of rewarded creativity.  For these tests, 169 fifth and sixth grade students were asked to give titles to a movie about a student’s summer vacation and two short stories.  The students were shown the movie and given the stories to read.  Afterwards, the subjects were asked to give an undetermined number of possible titles to the movie and were asked to give five possible titles to each of the stories.  The results of the first two studies showed that a “reward given explicitly for creative performance produces a generalized increase in creativity that is observable in new tasks” (2001).

Although Eisenberger and Rhoades’ fourth study focused on the creativity of employees in the service industry, their findings may be generalizable to students.  In this study, workers were given a Likert scale type survey assessing their attitudes about their jobs; specifically their reward expectations for creativity, as well as the intrinsic interest the job holds for them.  What the researchers found is that the more intrinsic interest the job held, the greater the likelihood that the employees would be more creative when given a promise for a reward (2001).

The final study also focused on the attitudes of workers, but instead of examining the interest of the job, they looked at how much self-determination the workers perceived they had.  The study was carried out in a similar manner as the fourth study.  The findings suggest a positive correlation between perceived self-determination and creativity when there is an expectancy of reward (2001).     

Eisenberger and Rhoades generalized their findings by stating that rewards can be used to stimulate creativity.  Furthermore, the authors concluded that rewards for creativity can increase the intrinsic task interest, as well as perceived self-determination.  While they note that intrinsic rewards are usually the driving force behind many creative endeavors, Eisenberger and Rhoades have made a convincing argument that extrinsic rewards can also be a factor in increasing creativity (2001).
While I appreciate the effort in examining the effect of rewards, I would like to know what effect other factors have on the results. For example, it would be interesting to see if the combination of reward and an incubation period would lead to even greater creativity than that observed.   On the whole, there are several ideas that I can pull from this study and apply in the classroom.  While I am not a naturally predisposed to giving a tangible reward for creativity, I think I would be more likely to explicitly encourage it and let my students understand that it would please me to see them using divergent thinking in their work.  
Furthermore, based on the finding that creativity is positively correlated to intrinsic interest as self-determination, I would use different strategies to give students more freedom in their assignments.  For example, while before I may have required all students to write an essay to show their understanding of a topic, I might instead give them a list of formats to choose from.  This would also align with Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, as well as Dewey’s notion that a variety of projects and student choice enhance learning.   
If given the opportunity to conduct research in this field, I would like to study the relationship, if any, between creativity and art and music programs in schools.  For example, would a student receiving instruction in art or music show an increase in creativity in other areas?  As a musician myself, I suspect that having an initial outlet would lead to further creative output.  Put another way, would these programs act like valve opening up on a hose and unleashing a torrent of creativity.
Unfortunately, the current state of our school system does not truly foster the creative potential of students.  While teachers may say that they want their students to be creative and toy with new and novel ways of thinking, they rarely want to cope with the additional challenges that a creative and talented individual brings.  It’s not hard to understand why this is the case.  What teacher would want a student constantly questioning the traditional ways of doing things, refusing to use the prescribed problem solving methods, and constantly trying to sate there need of an outlet?  
Even I give pause when I consider the possibility of having a Beethoven or a Van Gogh in my class.  Yet when I look back on my days as an elementary school student, I can remember clearly when my sixth grade teacher, Mr. Murphy, encouraged me to use lateral thinking in problem solving, finding my own methods to answer his questions, and giving the class daily puzzles and riddles.  Passing that excitement on to my students, any of my students, would be an achievement I of which I could be proud.
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