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Students’ Perspectives on the Use of a Token Economy

in Multi-Family Groups in School

Theoretical Framework Research Question

Since there is still considerable need for research regarding multi-family groups in

school in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania (Wuntke & Kohler, 2025) and considering

that the token economy system is a central element of these, the following research

question Is addressed:

— How do primary school students experience the use of the token economy system
implemented in multi-family groups in schools in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania?

As part of the development of an inclusive education system, different prevention and
inclusion programmes for students with emotional or social support needs have been
implemented in the German federal state of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania. One
of these programmes are multi-family groups in school. In this setting, participating
students attend school one day per week accompanied by a parent or another
important caregiver (Wuntke et al., 2023).

An Iimportant conceptual element of this programme is the use of token-based
reinforcement learning (Behrndt & Brandenburg, 2025). Together with their parent or
caregiver and the teacher the students set their own behavioural goals which they
are going to focus on in the upcoming week. In addition, they set a target score of

Methods

points to be achieved during that week. After each regular lesson, teachers provide Design Qualitative exploratory study
feedback regarding the students’ target behaviour in the form of points. The collected
points are reviewed during the upcoming multi-family group session. If the target Sample 18 primary school students from grades one to four from five different

score has been reached, the student is rewarded with public acknowledgement and schools in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania

a treasure card. After collecting four treasure cards, the student receives an actual
reward that has been agreed upon in advance. Ideally it is a shared family activity.

On the day, the multi-family group takes place, negative consequences can be used
additionally (Behrndt et al., 2021).

Data collection  Episodic interviews (Flick, 2019) based on a semi-structured guide,
both narrative prompts and in-depth follow-up questions if needed

Data analysis Qualitative content analysis according to Kuckartz (2018)

Selected Findings

Student’s Treasure card

behaviour

* Points are experienced
predominantly neutrally or

positively

* High scores — positive
emotions

* Low scores — negative
emotions

* One student articulates a

* Treasure cards are
experienced predominantly
positively

* Most students refer to the
exchange function
(positive)

* For some students, the

item itself seems to be
meaningful, particularly its

» Actual rewards are
experienced positively

» Something worthwhile

* For one student they are
the main purpose of the
programme

| think it' better,m

usually they only tell you that
you behaved well. And | want it

to be written down. So that
everybody knows it, including
the parents.”

discrepancy between the
evaluation by the teacher
and their own self-

assessment ﬁat‘s okay,
except for when |
ﬂzem points.”

design J(..) getting stars
_ If I wouldn't get and actual rewards,
.(...) they have something for reaching that’s the only point
motivational quotes my target score, then | \ for me.” (refers to
on them. | think wouldn't have to do it in the programme)

that's cool.”.

the first place {(...)."

, (...) when someone
says “one out of ten’, |
would feel sad.”

Conclusions

* In general, the findings indicate that the participating students experience the token economy implemented in multi-family
groups in schools in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania predominantly positively.
 Jince it is a temporary intervention, the token economy should not be the sole motivation for students to change their

behaviour. The aim is long-lasting change beyond external rewards.

» To what extent are negative emotions conducive to behavioural change regarding students with emotional and social

support needs?

, They are nice
to look at.”
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Note: All student quotes have been translated from German into English by the author.
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