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Abstract 

This research explores the strengths and weaknesses of various forms of student 
incentives in performance and the impact of peer feedback. New faculty members often struggle 
to determine the best way to motivate their students to succeed in the classroom. This work 
specifically considers the various advantages and disadvantages that incentives and disincentives 
present for student performance. The authors then consider the influence of peer feedback as an 
additional area of focus to drive positive change in student learning. After reviewing the best 
practices from different organizations, specific methods are recommended to faculty at the 
United States Military Academy (USMA). USMA faculty is comprised of a unique blend of 
active-duty Army officers and civilian instructors. While there are a select number of permanent 
faculty, the majority are rotational instructors who serve 2-3 years after obtaining a graduate 
level degree. The cadets at USMA also have unique academic requirements that incorporate 
physical, military, character, and leader development. These recommendations are meant to 
guide new faculty at USMA as they navigate the complex requirements of cadet education and 
the best techniques to elevate student learning. The study examines the impact of incentive-based 
programs such as extra credit can positively increase student performance if structured correctly 
by the professor. It additionally considers the effect of ranked-scale grading on student 
performance and finds that it improves results for high-performing students while not affecting 
those with moderate or low performance. Lastly the study considers the ability to enhance 
student performance by applying regular peer feedback in group work. 

Introduction 

First-time instructors have many tasks and workload to manage before entering the 
classroom for their first lesson. As recent first-time instructors, the authors have experienced 
pressure to deliver course material concisely and clearly and maximize the performance of 
classroom students. Over the past two years, the authors have developed, explored, and 
researched some takeaways to help first-time faculty maximize their student’s potential without 
being overburdened with additional tasks. The authors believe there is value in minor incentives 
and disincentives along with the addition of peer feedback that will support the shaping of the 
student’s performance in a course. Following these simple steps should relieve some stress in the 
classroom and give support for implementing these ideas into the classroom. 

Incentives 

Extra credit in academic settings is a hot topic depending on what side of the institution 
you reside. For instructors, it can be hotly debated on the practical use for increasing learning 



while others will debate the grade inflation aspect [1, p. 27]. As for students, a much more 
optimistic view of the concept is more widely accepted since extra credit works in the benefit of 
those partaking. In the existing literature, there is no universal positive or negative opinion on 
extra credit in the classroom as the practice is mostly left up to the individual instructor. Whether 
the practice remains in a contested environment or not, the use of extra credit can have positive 
impacts in learning. For this research, solidifying the concept of extra credit as a practice to 
increase understanding and learning in a student is the primary goal and should always be the 
reason extra credit is created and offered. 

Extra credit can take many forms depending on the discipline of study and the type of 
instructor offering the assignment. Some examples of extra credit are intended to increase 
student attendance in class, but for this research it is assumed that class attendance and 
participation are not the main reason for offering extra credit. One focus with extra credit is the 
structure and content of the assignment offered to students. An example is using pop-quizzes to 
test a student’s attention in lectures, preparation for the current lesson, or understanding of the 
course material without the anxiety of a graded quiz [2, p. 37]. Standard quizzes established in 
the syllabus can be met with anxiety and cause students to underperform due to the added stress. 
With an extra credit pop quiz, students can demonstrate an increased understanding of the course 
material without this added anxiety that is present during the standard quiz. Moreover, the 
concepts covered in an extra-credit pop-quiz can be outside the typical structure of quizzes 
offered since the quiz does not pose any threat to their grade in the course.  

Additional assignments outside of scheduled class time is another option for extra credit; 
however, student opinion and completion of these assignments are extremely low [3, p 14.]. If 
the purpose of extra credit is to increase understanding in the course material, then this approach 
of additional assignments outside of the classroom does not meet that intent because 
participation is so low. Another extra credit approach offered outside the classroom is attending 
unique events around the campus that tie into the course. Students should be expected to write 
about these events in an academic format to establish a structure for the assignment. These 
extracurricular events can open students up to clubs, guest speakers, and films that they may not 
have otherwise attended which could spark additional learning or interests [4]. Nevertheless, 
unique events can expand a student’s perspective of the topics taught in the classroom. 
Regardless of whether you are for or against extra credit, the structure and content of extra credit 
should not be created haphazardly and should follow a process of increasing understanding or 
engagement in the material by all students. 

Point allocation for extra credit is not discussed widely amongst previous studies. One 
approach to allocating points fairly is taking surprise quizzes leading up to a major quiz or test 
and adding a percentage of the points earned from extra credit quizzes to the standard quiz [2, p. 
39]. Points earned in these surprise tests did not drastically change the score in the standard quiz 
but the intent of increasing understanding for the students was the major objective when offering 
these surprise quizzes. Moreover, students scored higher in the surprise extra credit quizzes when 
compared to the scheduled quizzes and that may have been due to the lack of anxiety that extra 
credit quizzes provide [2, p. 41]. The purpose of extra credit should not be to inflate grades. 
Offering students more opportunities to demonstrate their understanding in a stress-free way is 



the real purpose of extra credit and should always be followed when structuring these 
assignments. 

Disincentives 

The authors then examined the impact of disincentives on student performance. Overall, 
the disincentives related to student attendance, automatic grading of exams, and rank-order 
grading in overall course grade. If used properly, disincentives can have a significant impact on 
student performance. 

Much literature discusses the relationship between student attendance and overall 
performance. The authors first examined a study that looked specifically at the impact that a 
mandatory attendance policy has on a student’s final exam performance in a course [5, p. 47]. In 
the study, the school’s policy is that if students do not attend 75% of class meetings, they cannot 
sit for the final exam, preventing them from receiving credit for the course. It analyzed whether 
students comply with class attendance policies and whether their attendance impacted their final 
exam results [5, p. 48]. The study analyzed the historical attendance and grade data for four 
undergraduate respiratory care courses at the Almaarefa Colleges for Science & Technology over 
one semester. The average attendance percentage, accounting for lecture attendance throughout 
the semester, was then compared to the average student performance on the final exam. It found 
a positive correlation between average attendance and final exam performance, although there 
was no statistically significant relationship between the variables [5, p. 48]. It also finds that 
student performance is improved through a mandatory attendance policy, with a clear 
disincentive to frequent absences being a lower grade in the course. 

While a mandatory attendance policy is a worthy disincentive to student performance, the 
authors next investigated the relationship between optional attendance and overall course grade 
through David Romer’s study [6]. To establish a baseline for the study, Romer examined the 
number of students attending one class session for every undergraduate economics class during 
one week in the spring semester at three schools, all in the upper echelon of American colleges 
and universities. After analyzing the data, he found that approximately one third of students in 
economic classes do not attend class [6, p. 168]. The study also finds that absenteeism is higher 
in core courses and that quality of instruction naturally impacts a students’ desire to attend class 
[6, p. 169]. Using that as his initial launch point, he then examined the effects of attendance on 
overall performance. He collected attendance for six meetings of his large intermediate 
macroeconomics course and used that data to analyze the relationship between attendance and 
performance. In performing this study, he found a strong correlation between attendance rates 
and course performance. A student who attended 25% of his required lectures earned a C- in the 
course, while a student who attended all the lectures earned a B+ [6, p. 171]. This indicates that 
being absent from class is a meaningful disincentive to student performance.  

In addition to attendance, the way in which graded events are evaluated can also serve as 
a disincentive to student performance. In today’s digital environment, where immediate feedback 
is expected in most disciplines, academia naturally seeks to provide immediate feedback through 
the automatic grading of exams. While there are many benefits to this approach to instant 



feedback, including increased access through online programs and the ability to facilitate a larger 
group [7, p. 5], the authors are more interested in the potential negative impacts of automatic 
grading. The most significant downside to automatic grading is that students may be able to pass 
an exam without understanding the underlying concepts [7, p. 5]. Students may prepare only 
based on previous exams, which lets them perform well but without understanding the material. 
Additionally, automated exams cannot provide individual feedback [7, p. 5], which some 
students need to develop their expertise. 

Finally, the authors examined a study on rank-order grading to determine whether 
classroom competition can serve as a disincentive to student performance.  The study 
hypothesized that rank-order grading might lead to better student results [8, p. 12]. To test this 
hypothesis, they examined data from four sections of a Principles of Macroeconomics course 
taught during a summer semester at a medium-sized public university. Two sections were graded 
using a ten-point scale and two sections were graded using rank-order [8, p. 13]. In the rank-
order grading sections, each student was assigned a grade according to the percentage of students 
they outperformed; for example, if a student outperformed 90% of the group, they received an A, 
or if a student outperformed 75% of the group, they received a C [8, p. 13]. After analyzing the 
results, the study found that more rank-order graded students received higher scores, while there 
was negligible impact on scores for lower-performing students [8, p. 14-15]. The study also finds 
that rank-order grading may be best suited for large-enrollment core courses where there are few 
group assignments. While competition is its most important quality, critics of rank-order grading 
argue that this competition has the potential to harm the educational process [8, p. 17]. 

Peer Feedback 

It is widely believed that effective feedback is a positive driver for improvements in 
student learning outcomes. Feedback comes with a variety of definitions, but in this context the 
authors establish that it is “any response regarding a student’s performance or behavior,” and can 
be verbal, written, or gestural [9]. However, the methods, means, and timing of how to best 
implement feedback in an academic environment vary. This section will focus specifically on the 
benefits of peer feedback and how to best implement the practice within the classroom. 

Significant benefits exist for students in implementing effective peer feedback, although 
there are important distinctions to be cognizant of as the instructor. For peer feedback to be 
effective, students must focus and direct their feedback towards the task rather than the 
individual [10, p. 3]. A possible ‘Clean Feedback Model’ is suggested to keep feedback removed 
from emotional reactions, recognize the bias of the source and recipient, and offer guidelines on 
how to make the feedback specific and behavior based [11, p. 953]. Additionally for peer 
feedback to work well, students must feel that they are operating within a trusted environment, 
open to receiving constructive criticism, have an adequate grasp of the material, and receive 
feedback with appropriate timing [12, pp. 119-120].  

Another important aspect of peer feedback is in effectively managing the procedure and 
timing, with the goal of aligning peer feedback with expert or instructor feedback [13, pp. 400-
401. By synchronizing peer and expert feedback, the resulting assessment becomes more 



formative and decreases the importance of the final assessment, which leads to more effective 
learning outcomes for students as assessment and learning go hand in hand [14, pp. 1-2]. One 
overlooked aspect of peer feedback is the enhanced learning benefit that it provides the 
individual providing the feedback. The feedback giver may benefit more than from simply 
receiving feedback, although students with lesser ability may benefit more than students with 
greater ability [14, pp. 30-31]. With the benefits of peer feedback introduced, it is now 
appropriate to explore the methods of implementation.  

There are many ways to incorporate peer feedback in the learning process. One study 
found that leveraging online means of peer feedback was more effective than in-person, as it was 
a less threatening environment for participants who may have found comfort in an anonymous 
setting. Some may worry about the loss of community or transparency in the peer feedback 
process, but the advantages of increased student participation and comfort outweigh the 
disadvantages. [15, pp. 32-33]. Additionally, peer feedback that linked to specific concrete 
examples within the text enhanced student learning more than those that did not [16, p. 1814].  

Recommendations for Faculty 

If an instructor wants to incorporate extra credit into their course, then they should follow 
three simple rules. First, structure the extra credit so that every student can participate. Whether 
you want to do pop quizzes or outside of the classroom activities, you need to make it eligible for 
all students to partake. Second, the content of the extra credit should link back to the learning 
objectives outlined in the syllabus. Extra credit for attendance is not extra credit and should not 
be used. Diving deeper into subject material, or even exploring opportunities to involve students 
in extra-curricular activities can be beneficial to overall learning. Third, cap points available for 
extra credit amount to no more than 1-2% of the total points offered on the course. By creating a 
cap of 1-2%, this will prevent students from moving from a solid B to B+ in the course; 
however, it will provide those students that are close to the next higher grade an opportunity to 
earn it. Following these three steps can make extra credit fair, relevant, and opportunistic for 
students in any course. 

Faculty members should be aware of the power of disincentives in improving student 
performance. While the United States Military Academy has a strict mandatory attendance 
policy, it may be appropriate for more schools to adopt a similar policy to improve student 
performance. Attendance metrics may also be used to evaluate instructor performance, as there 
appears to be a relationship between the quality of instruction and the overall attendance. In 
terms of online tools available, it is essential for faculty members to understand the impact that 
automatic grading has on student progress. While it provides rapid feedback, it may also limit a 
student’s ability to think critically and fully absorb the material. Therefore, automatic grading 
may be best employed during daily reading quizzes or periodic checks on learning but not during 
final examinations. Also, course grade policies may significantly impact student performance. 
Rank-order grading, where a student is graded based on the percentage of other students they 
outperform, may encourage high-performing students to excel. In an ultra-competitive classroom 
environment, this may help instructors identify the true high performers. A hybrid approach may 



be most impactful, with some events graded on a traditional scale and others graded using rank-
order grading. 

The power of peer feedback is well documented in literature and faculty would be wise to 
regularly incorporate it as part of their curriculum. First, faculty should emphasize the 
importance of systematic feedback and provide structure to the process, much like the ‘Clean 
Feedback Model’ discussed earlier. Leveraging anonymous online peer feedback will also 
increase comfort for the feedback provider and feel much less threatening than doing so in 
person, while also improving overall participation in the process. Typically, associating 
completion of the feedback with a minor portion of any assignment grade (e.g., 5%) provides 
enough motivation for students to follow through. One freely available tool for any faculty to 
utilize is the TEAMMATES peer evaluation tool, available at 
https://teammatesv4.appspot.com/web/front/home. The TEAMMATES tool allows for faculty to 
easily assign, group, anonymize, collect, and assess the data from a customized list of available 
feedback questions.  

Future Work 

A future research effort is planned to quantitatively assess the impacts of incentives, 
disincentives, and feedback in one study involving students. The research is being conducted 
with a large enough sample size of different sections of students within the same course and 
limits the number of faculty involved in teaching to reduce confounding variables in the study. 
The TEAMMATES tool provides the primary data collection at various points throughout the 
course (e.g., after an assignment, or incentive/disincentive event) to capture its impact on student 
performance. Other data will be collected through simple surveys Microsoft Forms at the 
appropriate times. Adequately sized control and test groups are used. For example, if one 
instructor teaches four sections of the same course; they will use two sections as a control group 
and two sections as a test group. When assessing the data, one must account for and control 
many variables that would otherwise impact student performance, like their GPA entering the 
course. Before publishing any study involving students and data collection, the research would 
need to be approved through an Institutional Review Board (IRB), which is currently pending. 
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