Mystery Motivators

DEFINITION
Mystery Motivators are incentive sys​tems designed to deliver random rewards for appropriate behavior. They can be used with single students, teams, or with a whole class. Their use depends on you and the behaviors you want to increase (e.g., academic assignments completed, promptness, good lunchroom behavior, few classroom rules broken, etc.) or decrease (e.g., noncompliance, fighting, swearing, talk‑outs, or academic errors).

DESCRIPTION
The Mystery Motivator tools provided in this section are all basically the same form with different pictures added to appeal to individual students. The squares are labeled with the days of the week, with a bonus square at the end of the week. An invisible ink pen is used to indicate which days are reward days by putting an "M" in the square(s) of reward days. A developer pen is required for the student or students (if this intervention is being used with teams or with the whole class) to color the squares to see if an "M" appears. If an "M" appears, a reward is given for that day if the pre-specified criterion has been met. Each Mystery Motivator also includes a Comments Section that can be used to give positive feedback to your student(s).

Steps for Implementing Mystery Motivators

Step 1: Select some basic rewards for the student(s) to earn with the Mystery Motivator. This can be accomplished by watching what the student(s) do frequently (this is what rewards them), keeping track of what they ask you for (this is also a hint about what rewards them), asking them for suggestions for rewards, using a menu or checklist, or looking at Chapter 2 of The Tough Kid Book for ideas. Make a list of at least ten rewards that do not take a lot of time or cost a lot of money. It he.1ps to think like a kid in coming up with this list.  

Step 2: Write one selected reward on a piece of paper, put it in a sealed en​velope, and do not tell the student(s) what it is. If you are working with only one student, the envelope may be stapled or taped to the Mystery Motivator form and kept at your desk. If the Mystery Motivator is being used with the whole class, the envelope may be stapled or taped to the Mystery Motivator form and hung at the front of the room.

TECHNIQUE HINT

Draw question marks on the Mystery Motivator envelope, refer to it often, point to it during the day, and give the student(s) hints about what is inside (e.g., "It is brown and awesome."). However, the student(s) should not be told what the reward is.


Step 3: Define the behavior you want the student(s) to increase or decrease. This definition should be objective and specific. If the behavior cannot be seen or measured, then it is probably a bad choice. (Improve your attitude, be more responsible, be a good citizen, or do better work are all poor choices because they are too general.) Some good specific choices include being in one's seat ready to work before the bell, finishing assignments with at least 70% accu​racy, following classroom rules, handing in completed homework on time, good or excellent reports from the bus driver, the whole class having more positive marks on the "What If? Chart" than rule breaking check marks, etc.

TECHNIQUE HINT 

It helps to write the exact behavior and the criteria you have selected on the Mystery Motivator sheet for the student(s) to see.

Step 4: Purchase a set of invisible and devel​oper ink pens (almost always available in variety and school supply stores). The invisible ink pen is used to write an "M" in the squares for reward 
days. After the ink dries, students should not be able to tell on which squares an "M" has been written. Days for no reward are left blank.

TECHNIQUE HINT 

There are several good brands of invis​ible/developer ink pens on the market. Products such as Crayola Changeables or Pentix Transformers can be purchased in drug stores, office/school supply stores, and variety stores.  

Step 5: If the student(s) meet the pre-specified criteria, the student(s) get to color in the square for that day with the developer pen. If an "M" appears after the coloring, the envelope is opened and the specified reward is given immediately.

TECHNIQUE HINT

If you are working with a group of students or the whole class, the student who worked the hardest that day may be asked to color in the square to see if the reward will be given.

Step 6: If no "M", appears after the student colors the square with the developer pen, congratulate the participating student(s) on their behavior (describe how well they have performed) and tell the student(s) that tomorrow could be a reward day.

Step 7: An important factor is the number of reward "M’s" that are placed in the squares. In the beginning, there should be at least two or three per week until the student(s) become adept at the behavior. Then the squares can be thinned out to one or two per week. It is also important to place the reward squares back-to-back occasionally. For example, if an "M" is placed in the Monday square, then sometimes one should also be placed in the Tuesday square.  If this is not done, the student(s) quickly learn that if they are rewarded one day, then the next day they will not be rewarded. If so, they generally stop trying on the day after the reward.

Step 8: The bonus square on the Mystery Motivator form may also be used as an additional incentive for the student(s). A number up to five may be written with the invisible ink pen in the bonus square at the beginning of the week.  At the end of the week, the student(s) get to color in the bonus square with the developer pen to reveal the invisible number. If the student(s) meet the criteria for the target behavior the number of times specified in the bonus square (or higher) that week, a bonus reward is given.  Student(s) ahead of time may either know the bonus reward, or it may be a surprise.

Step 9: Comments are important, particularly if you are using the Mystery Motivator with a single student and you encourage the student to take the Mystery Motivator sheet home. Make the comments positive. Avoid such comments as "Jeffery has done well but could do even better" or "Marla is trying but has so much more potential." These are actually punishing comments. Make the comments purely positive: "Jeffery got a 75% on his spelling test‑what a great job! " or "What a star, Marla handed in her homework each day this week."

TECHNIQUE HINT

If you are using the Mystery Motivator with a single student, ask the student to take the Mystery Motivator form home and tape it to the refrigerator. He/she will like the idea because of the picture, and his/her parents will appreciate your positive comments.

Troubleshooting Mystery Motivators

Problem: Sometimes the student(s) stop working when they receive a reward. The next day they assume they will not get a Mystery Motivator reward.

Solution: Randomly place rewards back-to-back. If the student(s) are rewarded one day, have a reward programmed for the very next day.  

Problem: A student complains about the Mystery Motivator reward and wants a different one.

Solution: A rule should be established that if the student(s) complain or want a different reward, then they lose that reward for the day.  

Problem: A student indicates that he/she does not want to participate in the Mystery Motivator program.  He/she is not interested.

Solution: Indicate that nonparticipation is OK but that the student will lose a basic privilege such as recess or break time when the behavior selected for change is not exhibited.  For example, the student says the program is stupid" and he/she is not going to do the assigned seatwork. Simply withdraw a valued privilege when the student does not work. Indicate that when he/she is ready to participate, he/she can get the privilege back and work for a Mystery Motivator.

Problem: A student tries to cheat by holding up the Mystery Motivator envelope and trying to read what type of reward is written on the piece of paper.

Solution: Write the reward in light pencil and fold over the paper. Or, if you observe the 
student trying to read the reward paper in the envelope, suspend the program for one day for cheating.

Problem: A student coloring in that day's square tries to partially color in the next day's box by "accidentally" getting ink into the box.  This is done to see if part of an "M" appears. 

Solution: Make the invisible ink "M" very small in the box. Or, suspend the program for one day because the student tried to cheat.

Making Mystery Motivators Even Better

1. Possibly one of the best ways to make a Mystery Motivator even better is to use it with groups of students in teams. For example, assign each student to a team of three students. If all three students turn in their homework first thing in the morning (or accomplished the specified behavior), then the team colors in a square on their team form to see if an "M" appears, indicating that all of them get a reward. If some of the students do not turn in their homework (or accomplish the specified behavior), then their team does not get to color in a square.

TECHNIQUE HINT

If one student chronically fails or sets the other members up to lose, then make that student an one‑member team.

2. Use the Mystery Motivator with the whole class to improve a behavior.  For example, if no one is tardy on any morning, the Mystery Motivator square is colored to see if the whole class gets a reward (e.g., 15 minutes of free time, a popcorn party, a story,).

3. Give hints or make a game out of trying to guess what is in the Mystery Motivator envelope. This can be done at the beginning of the day to enhance motivation and increase anticipation. Write the student(s)' guesses on the board to see who came the closest.

4. Use the Mystery Motivator with a special secret number for a particular behavior. Put the Mystery Motivator in the middle of the blackboard with the number written on the back of it. The student(s) will not be told the number. For example, the number might be the limit of classroom rules that can be broken that day. At the end of the day, take the envelope down and read the mystery number. If the number of rule violations is below that mystery number, the whole class gets the Mystery Motivator reward. If the number of broken rules is higher than the mystery number, then the class does not receive the reward. If the secret number is used as a criterion, it is important to vary it each day. 

5. Combine the Mystery Motivator with other techniques featured in this book and The Tough Kid Book.  Good techniques to combine with the Mystery Motivator are reward Spinners, Home Notes, or contracts.

