New Jersey Middle School Ethics Bowl
Final, Case 1

Paying for High Test Scores

Students in the United States frequently lag behind their peers on international tests, particularly
in science and mathematics. For example, in 2015, the math literacy of U.S. high school students
ranked 40th in the world as measured by Program for International Assessment, scoring
significantly lower than students in other industrialized countries like Germany, Canada, and
Singapore. Results on science tests weren’t much better.1 Furthermore, large achievement gaps
in science and math within the United States persist between white students and students of
color, and between students of higher and lower socioeconomic status.

Recently, some economists and school administrators have argued that cash incentives— paying
students and teachers for higher test scores in math and science—are an important part of the
solution to those problems. For example, in 2007, an organization called The National Math and
Science Initiative sponsored a program that paid participating students up to $500 for top scores
on Advanced Placement exams; the Initiative also offered large bonuses—as much as $7,300—
to teachers whose students scored exceptionally well on the exams.4 Cash incentive programs
have in some cases been financed with public funds (as in Baltimore), and in others with large
private donations from companies like Exxon-Mobil, and foundations like the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation.

Proponents of cash incentives argue that they motivate students and teachers to higher levels of
academic achievement, increase interest in important fields like math and science, and improve
teaching methods. Opponents, on the other hand, argue that financial incentives crowd out
intrinsic motivation, discouraging students from valuing learning for its own sake. Moreover,
they claim that cash incentives encourage perverse practices by teachers (such as counselling
lower performing students out of A.P. classes in an attempt to protect their bonuses), divert
resources from more promising solutions (like extended instructional time and smaller class
sizes), and fail actually to achieve the promising effects that their proponents claim. Finally,
opponents worry that offering such incentives selectively devalues the courses in which cash
incentives aren’t offered.

Question: Is it ethical to pay students and teachers for high test scores in order to
encourage better academic performance?
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