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There are three important things to remember about education. The first one is motivation, 

the second is motivation, and the third is motivation. (Terrell Bell, former U.S. Secretary of 

Education) 

The ability to motivate students is important for all teachers; for teachers who work 

with children with emotional or behavioral disorders it is essential. Mystery 

Motivators are a fun and effective way to motivate students to learn difficult 

curriculum content and achieve new levels of performance. 

What Are Mystery Motivators? 

Mystery Motivators are special rewards for appropriate student behavior presented in 

a game-like format. Students know that when they meet the performance criteria for 

specific academic or social behaviors they will have an opportunity to receive a 

Mystery Motivator, but they do not know what the Mystery Motivator is or when the 

game will make it available. The suspense surrounding the identity and availability of 

the Mystery Motivator builds students’ anticipation and incentive to perform well 

(Rhode, Jenson, & Reavis, 1998). Mystery Motivator incentive systems take a wide 

variety of forms and can be used with individual students, small groups or teams 

within a class, or the whole class to improve academic and social behaviors. 

Do They Work? 

Teachers have conducted Mystery Motivator incentive systems with students from 

preschool to secondary classrooms. Teachers have used Mystery Motivators to 

decrease a wide range of disruptive behaviors (e.g., De Martini-Scully, Bray, & 
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Kehle, 2000; Kehle, Bray, Theodore, Jenson, & Clark, 2000; Murphy, Theodore, 

Aloiso, Alric-Edwards, & Hughes, 2006), to improve in-school academic 

performance (Skinner, Williams, & Neddenriep, 2004), and to increase the 

completion and accuracy of homework (Madaus, Kehle, Madaus, & Bray, 2003). 

Parents also have used Mystery Motivators to reduce disruptive behavior and 

noncompliance at bedtime (Mottram & Berger-Gross, 2004; Robinson & Sheridan, 

2000). Mystery Motivators are sometimes so effective that “remarkable reductions of 

disruptive behavior” occur (Murphy et al., 2006, p. 53). 

How to Get Started 

1. Define target behaviors and performance criteria. Identify the academic and/or 

social behaviors you want to motivate students to change (e.g., arriving on time to 

class, completing homework, participating in class discussions, following class 

rules, exhibiting positive behaviors on the playground or in the cafeteria), and 

define them in observable and measurable terms. Specify the performance levels 

students must achieve to be eligible for the Mystery Motivator (e.g., all students in 

class complete assigned academic work during the school day and have no rule 

infractions). Do not make the initial performance criteria too high. 

2. Create a pool of rewards. Observe what students do in their free time, listen to the 

things they talk about, and ask the students to suggest rewards that they would like 

to work for. Have the students check or rank their preferences from a list of 

activities, privileges, and tangible items (e.g., no homework pass, pencils, trading 

cards, computer time, 10 minutes’ free time, bubble gum party). Rhode and 

colleagues (1998) provide many ideas and examples of possible rewards that can 

serve as Mystery Motivators. 



3. Select the Mystery Motivator rewards. Unknown to the students, write the names 

of the most-preferred rewards on index cards. Create a few additional Mystery 

Motivators that will be complete surprises to the students—include some fun and 

silly things, such as the teacher will sing a song chosen by the students, do 25 sit-

ups, or wear a wig and funny glasses while teaching a lesson! 

4. Print a big “?” on the outside of an envelope, and seal one of the Mystery 

Motivator cards inside. Display the envelope in a conspicuous place in your 

classroom, for example, taped to the middle of the chalkboard or hung from the 

ceiling by a string. When students see the envelope, their interest and anticipation 

for what’s inside will build. 

5. Create a device and procedure by which students will reveal the availability of 

Mystery Motivator. Spinners and charts with “invisible ink” markers are two 

effective and motivating ways for students to find out if they will receive a 

Mystery Motivator. 

a. Spinners. Students who meet the criteria for the target behavior gain access to 

a spinner and a corresponding reward menu (see photo). Each item on the 

reward menu has a corresponding numbered section on the spinner based on 

its relative value to the students. Landing on the larger-sized sections of the 

spinner gains access to the less-valuable rewards on the menu. When the 

spinner lands on the smallest slice, which is marked with the “?”, the student 

immediately receives the Mystery Motivator. (Instead of using a spinner, 

students can roll dice to determine which reward on the menu they will 

receive.) 



 

Student enjoy using the spinner to reveal what reward they or the class will 
receive. 
 
b. Chart and invisible markers. The method uses a special set of colorful markers 

that contains a pen that writes in invisible ink and several colorful “developer 

pens” in different colors that “magically” reveal the invisible writing when 

rubbed over it. (Crayola® Changeables is a widely available brand of these 

markers.) Create a simple chart of squares labeled with the days of the week 

and a bonus square. Using the “ghost writer” pen, mark a “?” in several 

randomly selected squares. Each day the student meets the performance 

criteria, he is allowed to select one of the developer pens and color in that 

day’s square on chart. If a “?” appears, the student receives the Mystery 

Motivators. Students who meet the performance criteria each day of the week 

could be allowed to color in a “bonus square” for a chance at another Mystery 



Motivator as shown here or they could gain access to a spinner and reward 

menu. 

Get Wild for a Mystery Motivator 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

If coloring in a square with the “magic” pen reveals a “?” the student or group 
receives the Mystery Motivator 
 

6. Introduce the program to students. Point to the envelope and say, “You’re 

probably wondering what this envelope with the big question mark is all about.” 

Then explain that the students can earn rewards for good behavior including the 

possibility of the Mystery Motivator. Demonstrate how the spinner or chart works. 

Describe and model examples and nonexamples of the target behavior and 

performance criteria. It may be helpful to have students role play the target 

behaviors. 

Teacher hype a key to the success of the program (Rhode et al., 1998). Refer 

to the Mystery Motivator often (“It’s squiggly and really cool!”), but keep its 

identity a secret. Tell students the Mystery Motivator is something they really 



want, something you have heard them talking about, something they have told you 

they would be willing to work for, and so on. 

7. Evaluate the program, and use the data to revise and improve it. While Mystery 

Motivator incentive systems are fun for students and teachers alike, they have a 

serious purpose and should be evaluated in terms of their effects on student 

behavior and learning. As you would when implementing any new curriculum or 

instructional method, take data on the students’ performance of the target 

behaviors during the Mystery Motivator program and compare it to their 

performance levels before the program. Ask students for their opinions and 

perceptions of the program. Do they like it? Would they like to see changes in the 

program? Use all of this information to continually evaluate and make 

improvements in the program’s effectiveness. 
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