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Background

• Aspirations have become a key educational policy driver in the UK and 
are seen as one of the critical levers for improving educational 
attainment and raising skills.

• children and their parents are seen as lacking ambition 

• leads to a deficit view of aspirations, holding young people and their 
parents ‘responsible’ for their ‘lack of’ ambition.

• but aspirations expressed by young people and their parents reflect 
the expectations and constraints inherent within their setting, rather 
than a free choice of desired outcome.

Ralf St Clair & Amanda Benjamin (2011) Performing desires: the dilemma of aspirations and educational attainment, British Educational Research 
Journal, 37:3, 501-517
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Poverty of aspirations

• Children living in poverty do have high aspirations for themselves, although the 
jobs they aspire to are often of the gendered variety familiar to them within the 
context of their knowledge and experience, such as hairdressers or mechanics. 

• That is to say that ‘aspirations expressed by young people reflect the expectations 
and constraints inherent within their setting, rather than a free choice of desired 
outcome’. 

• Children do not start off with low expectations. When they are younger they have 
the same hopes and dreams as all children, however, their confidence in their 
ability to attain their aspirations becomes diminished over time. 

• Aspirations, even in communities struggling with poverty, are very high—the 
missing element is the knowledge of how to make these aspirations real and 
obtainable. 

• Parents living in poverty also have high aspirations for their children but feel 
unable to engage with their child’s learning in the home and feel inadequate in 
their knowledge and experience to help their children. 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11177&i=101890
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Teachers and the poverty of aspiration

• Teachers and student teachers often found to have little 
understanding of the link between child poverty and educational 
attainment, which lead to their falling back on negative 
stereotypes of children and parents living in poverty (Thompson 
et al, 2016: 220). 

• Often teachers do not understand enough about existential 
poverty to get beyond a pathologising discourse of families, 
parents and children as feckless and undeserving (Singh et al. 
2013) 

• Negative stereotypes about impoverished children based on 
deficit assumptions can perpetuate inequality (Cummings et al., 
2012). 

Let’s look at child poverty in Scotland…

What these statistics do not convey…
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What’s the message?

• Note that only 45% of children in Scotland have not experienced at 
least one year of poverty in all seven years of data.

• Poverty is dynamic

• There is not a fixed population of people living in poverty

• Annual, cross-sectional snapshots can’t tell you that

• But the new experimental statistics on persistent poverty that the 
Scottish Government are trialling are not cross-sectional so they could 
do more than they are.
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Parents’ experience of their children’s education

• For every type of poverty, parents are less likely to believe that they 
can positively influence their child’s achievement at school compared 
to parents with no experience of poverty. 

• That is not to say that they believe they cannot, just that they are less 
likely to believe that they can. This corresponds to the literature that 
while poorer parents have aspirations for their children they are less 
confident in their ability to assist them. 

• All children are talking about the things they have learned at school 
with parents irrespective of their experience of poverty.

Poverty of aspirations

• The problem with the ‘poverty of aspiration’ as a concept is not only 
that the research evidence does not support it, but also that it passes 
the responsibility for a presumed lack of aspirations onto parents and 
children. 

• In so doing it shifts responsibility away from local and central 
government, and schools, to children and parents from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds. 

• However, teachers are also disadvantaged by not understanding the 
causes of poverty, its effects on children and on their education, and 
by believing that the poverty of aspirations is a fact.

• Teachers perpetuate the myth but are tasked with solving the 
problem as it is (wrongly) understood.

Coming at the problem from the wrong angle

• Schools and policy-makers are putting effort into ‘raising aspirations’ to 
increase achievement among disadvantaged pupils. 

• Focusing on ‘raising’ aspirations unlikely to narrow the educational 
attainment gap

• It is based on false assumptions about low aspirations.

• The real challenge for disadvantaged young people is sustaining and 
achieving their aspirations.

• The challenge for parents is how to understand and support their children’s 
aspirations.

• The challenge for teachers is how to understand the causes and 
consequences of poverty, and then how to support and sustain aspirations.

• It’s about knowledge, experiences, support and relationships.

Key messages

• School is important to, and for, children living in poverty

• Parents living in poverty value school and want to help

• The ‘Poverty of Aspiration’ is a myth

• Parents all want the best for their child

• Parents living in poverty less likely to know what that looks like 
or how to achieve it

• Parents living in poverty less likely to know how to help their 
child

• Teachers on the whole would like to help but are trying to 
change the wrong thing, often through misunderstandings of 
poverty itself.
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“Those of us with no experience of sailing in the 
Mediterranean do not aspire to yacht ownership on the Côte 
d’Azur. That does not make us deficient in aspiration; rather, 
we aspire to what we have experience of, what we know we 

can influence, and what we believe we can achieve. “

Recommendations
• Policymakers having a more sophisticated understanding of how their own 

views of aspirations and those of others are shaped by their socio-economic 
circumstances.

• It is important to promote policies which open up knowledge of the whole 
range of opportunities available to parents and children in poverty including 
routes into higher education. 

• Parents and children need knowledge of both the opportunities and the route 
to achieving their aspirations.

• Support parents and children to understand the opportunities available to 
them and give them the knowledge necessary to achieve them

• Focus on the mechanisms by which aspirations can diminish over time for 
young people

• Focus on keeping young people’s aspirations on track rather than just 
‘inspiring’ them

• Dismantle the local and structural barriers to high aspirations.

‘Flipping the thinking’ JFK-style

“And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your 
country can do for you—ask what you can do for 

your country.” 
John F. Kennedy Inauguration speech, 20 January 1961

A teacher once asked me, “how do I teach those children (living in 
poverty) to value their education?” and I asked her, “what do you do to 
show those children you value them so that they want to take up your 
offer of an education?” Instead of expecting stressed children to 
understand the long-term value of education how do we flip the 
thinking so that educators understand and value all children in their 
classroom irrespective…?

• Question 1 - what do you do to show those children you value them 
so that they want to take up your offer of an education (or other 
service)?

Work is being done in schools (and elsewhere) to reduce and eliminate 
poverty-related stigma and shame. I think of this as the cessation of a 
negative behaviour; in other words, it’s a neutral act. How do we flip 
this to turn it into the presence of a positive; in other words, a positive 
act? Rather than reduce or eliminate stigma, how do we actively 
promote dignity and respect for those who manage to come to school 
each day despite the barriers that poverty puts in their way? 

• Question 2 - How can you promote dignity and respect for those 
who manage to come to school each day despite the barriers that 
poverty puts in their way?

•Question 1 - what do you do to show those children 
you value them so that they want to take up your 
offer of an education (or other service)?

•Question 2 - How can you promote dignity and 
respect for those who manage to come to school 
each day despite the barriers that poverty puts in 
their way?


