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Executive summary 
 

This report presents findings from an evaluation of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s 
(JRF) research programme on education and poverty, published between 2010 and 
2013. In the short term, the goal was for the research to be ‘known, used and valued’ by 
the target audiences. Over the medium term, it aimed to strengthen the evidence base, 
challenge myths and stereotypes about low-income groups, and bring about 
‘widespread practice change, based on high-quality evidence’, ultimately leading to 
improved education outcomes for disadvantaged children and young people. This 
evaluation assesses how far the short- and medium-term outcomes have been 
achieved. 
 
Table 1: Summary of main findings, key messages and primary audiences 

Main findings Medium-term outcomes Primary 
audience 

Gaps in evidence base on 
‘aspirations, attitudes and behaviours’ 
and ‘lack of robust evaluations’ has led to 

‘proliferation of hopeful interventions’ 

Strengthen the evidence base 
and commission high-quality 

evaluations 

Research community 
Policy-makers  

Existing evidence supports the use of 
parental involvement interventions 

Change in practice: More focused 
and evidence-informed practice 

Practitioners and 
providers 

Policy makers 

‘Questionable’ or ‘false’ assumptions 
about low aspirations 

Change the conversation: 
Challenge myths and negative 

stereotypes  

 All: political, policy, 
research, practitioner 

 
The research methodology consisted of six strands of activity, including:  

 initial discussions with the JRF programme team and commissioned authors; 

 review of media coverage, website and social-media activity; 

 interviews with 56 education and poverty stakeholders in England and Wales; 

 analysis of relevant policy documents and political speeches from 2010 to 2013; 

 an online survey of teaching schools, a focus group with nine senior school 
leaders and telephone interviews with five academy sponsors;  

 a policy roundtable with an invited group of policy analysts and educational 
experts. 

 

The key findings of the evaluation are as follows:  
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Media and communication 
 

 Website: Judged against other JRF publications over the period, the report by 
Goodman and Gregg (2010) and Round-up by Carter-Wall and Whitfield (2012) 
performed well in terms of page visits and downloads. However, such information 
does not shed light on which parts of the audience have been reached or the 
level of engagement and significance of that activity in terms of ‘impact’.   

 

 Media: Press coverage was clustered around the launch dates in March 2010, 
October 2011 and April 2012, with straight news reporting making up the bulk of 
the coverage (totalling 16 out of the 27 specific references to the current 
research in different media outlets). While the level of coverage in local, regional 
and trade press is encouraging, the limited amount of coverage in the national 
media may have restricted the overall impact of the programme, in what remains 
a highly polarised debate about the causes of poverty, low attainment and intra-
generational disadvantage.   

 

 Social media: Monitoring of JRF education blogs from 2010 to 2013 reveals a 
varied set of viewing figures, ranging from just over 500 to just under 5,000 
views. Although social media activity offers an important additional way of 
reaching certain parts of the audience, notably the ‘natural advocates’ with an 
existing interest and commitment to issues of poverty and educational 
disadvantage, it appears to have been less effective in reaching a wider and 
often more sceptical audience. 

 
Influencing UK government policy and politics 
 

 The evaluation reveals some positive signs that the recent JRF research on 
education and poverty is known, used and valued among parts of the policy 
audience in Whitehall and Westminster. In particular, the Institute for Fiscal 
Studies/Centre for Market and Public Organisation (IFS/CMPO) analysis by 
Goodman and Gregg (2010) is widely cited in the main government strategy 
documents and independent reviews and commissions published since 2010. 
Interviews confirm that government officials and analysts in the relevant 
departments regard it as robust, high quality research produced by academics 
with a strong reputation and profile.  

 However, the evaluation also identifies a number of barriers to engagement in 
and around the UK government. It finds mixed awareness among government 
officials and more limited use of the more recent research reports, which were 
published after the first round of government strategies on child poverty and 
social mobility. More recently, the comprehensive report published by the Social 
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Mobility and Child Poverty Commission in October 2013 (Social Mobility and 
Child Poverty Commission, 2013) makes use of other sources of evidence on 
‘aspiration’, while the Child Poverty Evidence Review (HM Government 2014a) 
contains multiple references to the earlier analysis by Goodman and Gregg 
(2010), but only partially captures the findings of the evidence review by Gorard 
et al. (2012).  

 Stakeholder interviews suggest that the headline message challenging the myth 
of ‘low aspirations’ is widely known among third sector organisations and anti-
poverty campaigning groups, for whom it has particular resonance at a time of 
fiscal austerity and welfare cuts. Beyond these ‘natural advocates’, there was 
some resistance and scepticism about the message among other parts of the 
policy audience, including political advisers. Interviews reveal some significant 
gaps in awareness among key stakeholders, including those with expert 
knowledge of education and poverty.  

 In sum, the JRF programme as a whole has struggled to have real impact and 
influence among the UK policy audience for a number of reasons, including both 
the nature of the research findings – notably the lack of distinctiveness of the key 
findings on parental involvement and the lack of resonance in some quarters of 
the key findings about aspirations – and the reduced scope for influencing in the 
current policy context, due to a narrowing of focus towards schooling and away 
from broader aspects of children’s and young people’s development and 
outcomes.  

 

Influencing the Welsh government and policy audiences 
 

 In the Welsh context, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation was consistently seen as 
an authoritative and trustworthy commissioner of robust research. Described as 
non-partisan or left-leaning, JRF was seen as ‘pushing at an open door’ when it 
comes to influencing the Welsh government, though there were signs that the 
organisation could do more to maximise its potential impact and influence on 
Welsh audiences, particularly through more focused dissemination activity and 
greater use of Welsh-specific research and data.  

 Despite targeted dissemination activity, stakeholder interviews suggest only 
limited awareness of the specific messages and detailed findings from the recent 
research programme on education and poverty. While this may partly be due to 
the limited coverage of the research in the Welsh media, the fact that so few 
stakeholders were able to recall any of the details of the research findings or 
messages also suggests that the dissemination activity was not fully effective in 
articulating a clear and distinctive set of messages for the Welsh audience.  
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 The evaluation suggests a number of barriers to engagement in the Welsh 
context, including difficulties in communicating a complex and subtle message 
about the nature of ‘aspirations’ and the need to counteract prevalent social 
attitudes and beliefs about a ‘culture of low aspirations’ in deprived communities. 
 

Informing English local authorities 
 

 Analysis of the local commission reports reveals a varied picture in terms of their 
treatment of ‘aspirations’ as a driver of low attainment: some were silent or 
agnostic on the subject, some contained mixed or even contradictory messages 
about ‘poverty of aspirations’, and some were closely aligned with the findings 
and messages of the JRF programme in terms of challenging the myth of ‘low 
aspirations’ and trying to ‘keep aspirations on track’. Although none of the reports 
explicitly reference the recent JRF publications on education and poverty, 
interviews with local stakeholders confirmed that the research on ‘aspirations, 
attitudes and behaviours’ (AABs) and attainment had been an important source 
of information in several cases.  

 Overall, there were signs of partial awareness of the JRF programme, with strong 
acceptance and endorsement of the key messages on ‘aspirations’ among a 
handful of local actors, but also wide gaps in awareness and acceptance of the 
main findings. Furthermore, it was less apparent that endorsement at a local 
authority level was having a direct impact on the actions and decisions of local 
practitioners, or that the infrastructure and mechanisms exists for research to be 
shared with schools and other providers in a routine way.  

 

Impact on educational research 
 
Awareness: Stakeholder interviews indicate good knowledge of the main research 
findings in parts of the educational research community, including government analysts 
in the relevant departments and major education funding bodies including the Education 
Endowment Foundation (EEF), Impetus Trust, Sutton Trust and Nuffield Foundation. 
The research has also informed the relevant sections of the Sutton Trust–EEF toolkit, 
which describes the reports by Gorard et al. (2012) and Cummings et al. (2012) as 
‘systematic and high quality reviews of aspiration interventions’. However, there also 
appear to be significant gaps in awareness and a view among some academic 
researchers that the programme has not been fully informed by previous research in the 
field.  

 Acceptance and understanding: Although the JRF programme is seen as 
‘setting the bar very high – and rightly so’ when it comes to reviewing the quality 
of evidence and effectiveness of interventions in this area, the complex 
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messages from the research and lack of clear evidence of what is effective 
present something of a challenge when it comes to communicating the findings 
and working directly with practitioners.  

 Action: The main follow-up study has been a subsequent review of the evidence 
on the effectiveness of parental involvement interventions by Gorard and See 
(2013) commissioned by the Nuffield Foundation, which concludes that the 
effectiveness of such interventions is less firmly established than had been 
anticipated.  

 

Impact on English schools 
 

 Awareness: The survey findings indicate some awareness among schools of the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation as a general source of information, but only very 
limited awareness of the recent JRF education and poverty programme. Although 
50 per cent of teaching schools in the survey report using the pupil premium 
toolkit, (roughly in line with the national evaluation figures), the follow-up 
questions and interviews did not produce any evidence that any of the schools or 
academy sponsors included in the evaluation had referred to the specific section 
on aspiration interventions, which was informed by the JRF research. 

 Acceptance and understanding: Interviews with senior school leaders (head 
teacher, deputy head or vice principal) and academy sponsors suggest that the 
headline messages for schools about ‘keeping aspirations on track’ are not fully 
accepted, creating confusion and resistance in some cases, because it does not 
appear to resonate fully with teachers’ underlying beliefs and assumptions about 
the drivers of low attainment.  

 Advocacy and endorsement: Although the JRF programme has worked with a 
number of intermediaries to engage with teachers and practitioners, the nature of 
such engagement has been patchy (or ‘scattergun’). The evaluation suggests 
that there is much more that could be done to engage with academy sponsors, 
local authorities and other intermediaries to promote wider engagement and use 
of the research and translate it into practical recommendations for action.  

 Action: The evaluation produced few concrete examples of impact, in the sense 
of schools changing their practice in response to the JRF programme by 
developing new programmes or evaluating existing initiatives more robustly. 
Although some examples of more sustained school engagement were reported, 
the overall impression is of a continued proliferation of ‘hopeful interventions’ in 
schools in relation to AAB-type interventions, with limited internal monitoring of 
outcomes. 
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Conclusions 
 
The evaluation finds that the short-term goal of the programme – for the research and 
outputs to be ‘known, used and valued’ by practitioners, policy-makers and researchers 
– has been partially met, with fairly good levels of awareness among parts of the 
audience, but also with noticeable gaps in knowledge and understanding among key 
stakeholders. The JRF programme has achieved only limited impact on UK government 
policy, reflecting the fact that the research was not seen as producing anything ‘new’ in 
policy terms, while also reflecting the limited scope for influencing UK government policy 
in the recent period. The evaluation also points to difficulties in articulating a clear and 
distinctive message tailored to the Welsh audience. While the research on aspiration is 
seen as highly compelling by certain parts of the audience, the JRF programme has 
been less successful in ‘changing the conversation’ about the causes of poverty more 
widely.  
 
The medium term objectives to strengthen the evidence base and promote a 
widespread change in practice have not yet been achieved. Encouragingly, the main 
research reviews are generally seen as robust and reliable within the educational 
research community, and as setting the bar high in establishing what counts as ‘high 
quality’ evidence. But while there is growing recognition among some of the major 
funders about the need for more rigorous primary research and robust evaluations of 
interventions, there are still significant gaps in the evidence about what types of 
interventions are actually effective. The main research reports have informed the 
relevant section on ‘aspiration interventions’ in the Sutton Trust–EEF toolkit, which is 
now one of the main sources of evidence for schools on cost-effective ways to narrow 
attainment gaps. However, although some examples of more sustained school 
engagement were reported, the overall impression is of a continued proliferation of 
‘hopeful interventions’ in schools in relation to AAB-type interventions, with limited 
internal monitoring of outcomes. This lack of engagement partly reflects the scattergun 
nature of dissemination activities, as well as reflecting the weak infrastructure for 
promoting wider engagement with research among practitioners. 
 
Achieving impact over time is likely to require a more systematic and sustained 
approach to dissemination in the different contexts for policy and practice. The 
prospects for long-term impact also appear to be hampered by the lack of clear 
evidence on what is actually effective to improve children’s outcomes in relation to 
AABs. Without a stronger evidence base, it may not be worthwhile to undertake further 
engagement activity with schools and local practitioners. 
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1 Introduction 
 
This report presents findings from an evaluation of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s 
(JRF) research programme on education and poverty, published between 2010 and 
2013.1 The evaluation was commissioned by JRF to assess how far the research 
findings and messages are known, used and valued by key audiences, as well as to 
inform the organisation’s future decisions on commissioning work in this area. This 
introductory chapter provides an overview of the programme outputs, dissemination 
activity and intended outcomes, before outlining the aims and focus of the evaluation, 
the methodology and the structure of the report. 
 
Overview of the JRF research programme 
 
In March 2010, JRF published joint analysis by the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) and 
Centre for Market and Public Organisation (CMPO), University of Bristol, which 
highlighted statistical associations between levels of educational attainment and a wide 
range of factors broadly classified as ‘aspirations, attitudes and behaviours’ (AABs). The 
IFS/CMPO analysis brought together the findings of research using four large datasets: 
the Millennium Cohort Study, the Avon Longitudinal study of Parents and Children, the 
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England and the British Cohort Study. Their 
findings suggest that pupil and parental AABs are potentially important influences upon 
children’s educational development and outcomes, particularly:  
 

 the richness of the early home learning environment, which differs by socio-
economic background;  

 parental aspirations and attitudes to education during the primary years, 
especially maternal aspirations for higher education, as well as children’s own 
attitudes and behaviours;  

 teenagers’ and parents’ expectations for higher education during secondary 
school, as well as access to material resources and engagement in anti-social 
behaviour – factors which are more likely to be negative for young people from 
poorer backgrounds than for their more affluent peers. 

 

Over and above these variations, the research showed strong correlations between the 
cognitive abilities, attitudes and behaviours of one generation and the next. 
 
In conclusion, the authors identify three main areas, ‘in which policy may make a 
contribution to reducing educational inequalities’: parents’ aspirations and improving the 
home learning environment; reducing children’s behavioural problems and raising 
children’s aspirations; and ensuring that schools allocate funding towards pupils from 
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the poorest backgrounds and providing the necessary direct teaching support when 
children start to fall behind. However, they caution that any policy conclusions should be 
drawn with care, because while the analysis ‘is based on rich data, it is not derived 
through robust trials, which are needed to prove that (a) these domains can be changed 
and (b) such change would indeed improve poor children’s outcomes in the way that is 
hoped’ (Goodman and Gregg 2010, p.8).  
 
Following the publication of the report, JRF decided to commission further research to 
strengthen the evidence base in this area, to inform the development and 
implementation of well-designed, evidence-led and cost-effective interventions. 
Following an open call for proposals, two separate reviews of the evidence were 
commissioned to examine the nature of the relationship between AABs and education 
outcomes and to assess the scope for intervening effectively to change AABs and 
improve outcomes. 
 
First, a team at the University of Birmingham led by Professor Stephen Gorard 
examined the available evidence for the causal impact of parental and pupil AABs on 
educational outcomes such as attainment and post-compulsory participation (Gorard et 
al. 2012). The review provides information from almost 170,000 pieces of evidence, 
summarising the effects of 13 different kinds of belief and behaviour. Reviewing each 
factor in turn, it makes a judgement based on the quality, quantity and overall 
consistency of the evidence, distinguishing between three levels of evidence: 
‘promising’, ‘indicative’ and ‘unpromising’. It concludes that only one area, parental 
involvement, meets the four criteria for a robust causal model (and here only for 
attainment, not participation), and as such, shows sufficient promise to warrant 
investment in designing cost-effective interventions and then monitoring these in 
operation. By contrast, some of the 13 AABs (including parental and individual 
substance abuse, children’s attitudes to education and paid work during schooling) were 
found to have such a limited evidence base that they are not worth pursuing as a way of 
improving educational outcomes. The authors conclude that evidence in most areas is 
currently too weak to estimate the effect sizes or the costs of any type of intervention. 
Hence, it is important that further research is undertaken to fill these significant gaps in 
the evidence base before any additional money and effort is invested in untested 
programmes and interventions (Gorard et al. 2012, p.10). 
 
Second, a team at the University of Newcastle led by Professor Liz Todd explored the 
effectiveness of interventions designed to change AABs and the impact of such 
interventions on education outcomes (Cummings et al. 2012). Their review evaluates 
research evidence from five groups of interventions with children and parents (parent 
involvement, extra-curricular activities, mentoring, volunteering and peer education, and 
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interventions with a primary focus on changing attitudes), analysing whether change in 
any of three attitudes – aspirations, locus of control and valuing school – leads to an 
impact on educational attainment. In line with Gorard et al. (2012),2 it distinguishes 
between three levels of evidence for the effectiveness of ‘AAB-type’ interventions:  
 

 Those with a strong evidence base, which should be scaled up and rolled out.  

 Those which are ‘promising’, but need more supporting evidence. 

 Those which should not be pursued in order to raise outcomes.  
 
Judged on this basis, no interventions were shown to have convincing evidence of 
impact based on robust evaluation methodologies and clear evidence of the direction of 
influence. Four types of intervention were deemed to be ‘promising’ – parental 
intervention, academic extra-curricular activities, mentoring and peer education – with 
evidence of impact both on attitudes and on educational attainment, as well as some 
evidence for value for money (for each except peer education). However, it was not 
clear from the existing evidence that changes in any of the attitudes are directly linked 
to improvements in attainment. Rather than focusing on attitudinal change, there may 
be a better case for focusing on changing actions or behaviours, which appear to have 
a more direct link on attainment. Thus, the authors conclude that the existing evidence 
is not strong enough to support taking any of these interventions to scale or rolling out 
more widely. More robust evaluations are needed, providing more detail on the 
operation and costs of interventions and more sophisticated research tools to explore 
attitudes.  
 
The outputs of the two reviews were then brought together with the findings of a third 
study, commissioned in 2007 and conducted by Ralf St Clair, Keith Kintrea and Muir 
Houston at the University of Glasgow. This was a longitudinal study of student 
aspirations at the ages of 13 and 15 in three schools in the United Kingdom, located in 
relatively deprived communities in London, Nottingham and Glasgow. Based on a 
survey of 490 students at age 13 and 288 students at age 15, supplemented by 175 
interviews with parents and 33 with school staff and community representatives, the 
data showed that aspirations in these communities were generally very high, as well as 
noting some differences in average aspirations and expectations for young people in 
schools in different parts of the country. Reflecting the generally high levels of 
aspirations for young people growing up in relatively deprived communities, it called into 
question the effectiveness of concentrating efforts on ‘raising aspirations’, suggesting 
instead that ‘the missing element is the knowledge of how to make these aspirations 
concrete and obtainable’ (Kintrea et al. 2011). 
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The main findings from the three reports were brought together and summarised in a 
Round-Up report by Charlotte Carter-Wall and Graham Whitfield (see Box 1), drawing 
attention to significant gaps in the evidence base and the lack of robust evaluations, 
along with ‘questionable assumptions about low aspirations among poorer children and 
parents’, resulting in a ‘proliferation of hopeful interventions’ aimed at enabling 
disadvantaged children to realise their ambitions. 
 
 

 

Box 1: Key points from the JRF research Round-Up, April 2012 
 

 It was not possible to establish a clear causal relationship between AABs and 
children’s educational outcomes, largely due to the poor quality of available 
evidence.  

 The lack of robust evaluations, along with questionable assumptions about 
low aspirations among poorer children and parents, has allowed a proliferation 
of ‘hopeful’ interventions with unknown effectiveness in enabling 
disadvantaged children to realise their ambitions. 

 The existing evidence supports the use of interventions focused on parental 
involvement in children’s education to improve outcomes. The immediate 
focus should be on rolling out and closely monitoring such interventions. 

 There is mixed evidence on the impact of interventions focused on extra-
curricular activities, mentoring, children’s self-belief and motivation. Further 
development of such interventions should be trialled alongside evaluations of 
their effectiveness. 

 There is little or no evidence of impact for interventions focused on things like 
addressing children’s general attitudes to education or the amount of paid 
work children do during term time. Such interventions might be pursued for 
other reasons, but the evidence does not currently support their use to raise 
attainment. 

 

 

The final outputs in the series were two Viewpoints by Loic Menzies and David Egan 
summarising the implications for policy-makers and practitioners in England and Wales, 
which were published respectively in January and February 2013. Combining JRF 
research findings with wider research, policy reports and examples of school practice, 
Menzies (2013) argues that efforts to ‘raise aspirations’ are based on ‘false 
assumptions’ about low aspirations. Rather than simply encouraging disadvantaged 
groups to ‘aim higher’, English schools should work with parents to ‘keep aspirations on 
track’, as well as supporting young people to achieve their aspirations by providing high-
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quality careers advice, work experience and work-related learning, and skilled, learning-
focused mentoring (Menzies 2013, pp.1-2). 
 
In the Welsh context, Egan (2013) argues that future policy initiatives should combine 
approaches focused on teaching and learning, with those focused on students, families 
and communities (characterised as AAB-type strategies because they focus on the 
aspirations, attitudes and behaviours of disadvantaged children and their families). 
Although recent JRF studies show that some AAB-type interventions (notably parental 
involvement programmes, extra-curricular activities and mentoring) may help to improve 
educational attainment for children in poverty in Wales, they also show that there is a 
need for more robust and detailed evidence on their impact, especially for Wales-
specific programmes. Egan (2013) concludes by arguing that pre-trialling and evaluation 
should precede any future investment and interventions in this area.  
 
Intended outcomes 
 
The original project plans set outs the main objectives and intended outcomes for the 
research programme over the short, medium and long term, as well as outlining a 
‘theory of change’ through which the identified change goals could be achieved. In the 
short-term, the stated goal was for ‘Our research to be heard, used and valued by 
practitioners and policy-makers across the appropriate spheres’. Indicators of success 
here include being accessed on the JRF and external websites and covered in the trade 
press, as well as JRF being invited to give presentations at conferences. In addition, it 
was hoped that the work would be used and promoted by ‘change agents’ with influence 
over head teachers and other practitioners.  
 
Over the medium term, the programme team set out two core objectives or intended 
outcomes:  
 

 first, to work with potential partners to advance the evidence base in this area, for 
example through the use of randomised control trials (RCTs) or other high quality 
evaluations;  

 

 second, for schools and other actors on the ground to adopt those practices and 
interventions which the existing research suggests will be most effective.  

 
Looking further ahead, the ultimate goal of the programme is defined as ‘achieving 
widespread practice change, based on high-quality evidence’, leading to improved 
education outcomes for disadvantaged children and young people and enhanced life 
chances for these groups.  
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Furthermore, in addition to these stated objectives, our conversations with the JRF 
programme team and some of the commissioned authors highlighted another important 
goal for the programme, which was to challenge negative stereotypes and inaccurate 
portrayals of children, young people and adults living in poverty or in deprived 
communities. As stated in the report by Cummings et al. (2012), there is a need to avoid 
individual blame for the effects of poverty: 
 

‘There is a danger that a focus on attitudes encourages the idea that the attainment 
gap for socio-economically disadvantaged children is largely a result of individual 
blame. Any focus on attitudes, which is about individual change, should therefore be 
considered as part of wider structural changes needed to address the effects of 
poverty’. 

Cummings et al., 2012, p.6). 
 

Thus, as well as focusing on more effective interventions and more robust evaluations, 
the authors conclude that a fundamental change is needed in how ‘we’ (i.e. policy-
makers, researchers, practitioners and the wider public) think about addressing the 
attitudes of individual learners and parents from low-income families and deprived 
communities. In light of the emphasis on this message within the programme outputs 
and dissemination activity, we suggest that the third goal for the project, as summarised 
in Table 2, is to ‘change the conversation’ in political and wider public debate, so that 
politicians, media commentators and other opinion-formers avoid negative stereotypes 
of people in poverty and more deprived communities.  
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Table 2: Intended outcomes of the JRF Education and Poverty Programme, 2010–
2013 
 

 

In-scope: short and medium-term outcomes  

Out of scope: 
Short-term  Medium-term Long-term  

Widespread 
awareness of the 
programme and 
acceptance of key 
messages. 
 

Indicators:  
- media 

coverage 
- website and 

social media  
- conference 

presentations 
- advocacy by 

change agents 

1. Strengthen evidence base: high-quality 
evaluations are set up to advance the 
evidence base and fill gaps in existing 
research. 
 

Indicators: High-quality research and robust 
evaluations. 
  

More effective 
practices lead to 
narrower gaps in 
attainment and 
better outcomes 
for young people 
from poorer 
backgrounds. 
 
Indicators: 
improved 
education and 
other outcomes 

2. Change in practice: schools and other 
providers adopt the most promising practices 
and interventions. 
 

Indicators: practice is more focused and 
evidence-informed. 
 

3. Changing the conversation*: Politicians, 
media and wider public avoid negative 
stereotypes of people in poverty as typically 
having ‘low aspirations’ which then contribute 
to low attainment. 
 

Indicators: more positive perceptions of 
‘disadvantaged’ individuals and communities, 
recognising that aspirations among all social 
groups are generally very high.  
 

 
 

Source: Adapted from JRF internal project plan, July 2011 
 
* Although not explicitly stated in internal JRF documents, this change goal was articulated by the JRF 
programme team and some of the commissioned authors in discussions with the evaluation team.  
 

 
Aims and scope of the evaluation 
 
Building on the objectives and intended outcomes of the JRF Education and Poverty 
Programme 2010–2013, the aim of this evaluation is to assess how far the short and 
medium-term outcomes have been achieved. Given the timing of the evaluation, it has 
not been possible to evaluate the impact of the programme in its fullest sense: that is, to 
assess how far it has contributed to improving outcomes (including raised attainment) 
for children and young people from poorer backgrounds through promoting the uptake 
of more effective interventions and educational practices. However, in the concluding 
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section, we offer some tentative reflections on how far the programme is on track to 
meet these longer term objectives and outcomes.  
 

As agreed with the JRF programme team, the scope of the evaluation has focused on 
three target audiences in England and Wales:  
 

 policy-makers and opinion-formers, including civil servants and public officials, 
elected politicians in central and local government, journalists and media 
commentators, as well as third sector organisations and campaigning groups; 

 

 school practitioners (teachers, head teachers and other staff) and education 
providers; 

 

 educational research community, including academic and professional 
researchers, research-funders and intermediary organisations between research, 
policy and practice. 

 

Although JRF’s work is intended to reach policy-makers and practitioners across the 
whole of the UK, audiences in Scotland and Northern Ireland were not included in the 
evaluation due to limited time and resources.  
 
Design and methods 
 
The evaluation took place between October 2013 and January 2014, using a mixed 
methods design to assess different levels of engagement among key audiences, 
ranging from basic awareness to more detailed knowledge and understanding, and then 
to advocacy and endorsement and finally to action. The research methodology 
consisted of six strands of activity:  
 

 Initial discussions with the JRF programme manager and interim programme 
manager and interviews with the external advisor and commissioned authors 
from each research group, to understand the research aims and background, 
reflect on the process of commissioning, conducting, reviewing and summarising 
the research and analysis, as well as inquire about involvement in the main 
strands of dissemination activity and perceptions of the impact and influence of 
the individual components and the programme as a whole.  

 

 Review of media coverage, website and social media activity, to gauge basic 
levels of coverage, awareness and engagement with the JRF programme, 
including analysis of:  

 51 press articles referring to JRF research on education and poverty 
programme from 1 January 2010 to 16 September 2013 (collated by JRF 
and analysed by the evaluation team);3 
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 performance of the programme on the JRF website (including visits to 
home pages and downloads of relevant publications) 

 social media activity (including page views for blogs and number of 
retweets for relevant items);  

 

 Face-to-face and telephone interviews(see Appendix 1)  with 56 education and 
poverty stakeholders in England and Wales, comprised of:  

 12 UK government officials and analysts from the main departments (DfE, 
Cabinet Office, HMT, Department for Work and Pensions), independent 
reviews and political advisors; 

 12 Welsh stakeholders, comprised of 2 Welsh government officials, 1 
independent think tank, 1 researcher/academic, 5 third sector/campaigning 
organisations and 3 local poverty champions; 

 3 journalists from national media (Guardian, Times, BBC);  
 13 researchers in higher education institutions, independent research 

institutions, think tanks and research intermediaries; 
 6 representatives from campaigning or third sector organisations;  
 10 local authority (LA) officers, councillors and independent advisors, 

focusing on LAs with a high profile and reputation for their work on local 
child poverty strategies; 

 

 Analysis of key policy documents and political speeches to examine levels of 
awareness and engagement among policy-makers and politicians, including:  

 review of references to JRF research and treatment of AAB-type themes 
in the main UK government strategies on tackling educational 
disadvantage, and in reports by the relevant independent commissions 
and reviews over the period 2010–2013; 

 analysis of political speeches by party leaders and education 
spokespeople 2010–2013; 

 review of local authority or regional reports on education and poverty, 
focusing on the final reports of Commissions on Fairness and Child 
Poverty in 13 local authorities or regions in England;  

 analysis of Welsh government strategy documents, policy reports and 
political speeches from 2010 to 2013. 

 

 An on-line survey of teaching schools, a focus group with senior school leaders 
and telephone interviews with academy sponsors, to gauge levels of awareness 
and engagement among teachers and school leaders:  

 first, an online survey questionnaire was administered to a sample of 100 
Teaching Schools (response rate 34 per cent), followed by contact with 
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respondents in six schools to clarify key points or probe answers more 
fully; 

 second, a focus group with nine senior school leaders (head teachers, 
deputy heads and vice principals, with responsibility for teaching quality or 
continuous professional development), was held in Merseyside in January 
2014; 

 finally, telephone interviews were conducted with five academy sponsors 
(selected from a review of their websites) to ask questions about the 
nature of provision for ‘raising aspirations’ or ‘broadening horizons’ and 
the use of evidence from different sources to guide their planning and 
provision for disadvantaged students. 

 

 A policy roundtable with an invited group of policy analysts and educational 
experts held in December 2013, to discuss the emerging findings of the 
evaluation and provide an opportunity to consider options for future research in 
this area, in the context of a changing landscape for policy and practice.  

 
To assess the impact on the UK and Welsh governments, the evaluation sought to 
examine the views of a sufficient number of policy-makers, opinion-formers and 
campaigners (i.e. people in positions of responsibility, influence or interest in issues 
relating to education and poverty), to assess how far the JRF research programme is 
known, used and valued. In the case of local authority engagement, the evaluation 
deliberatively focused on those localities where greater activity (in the form of a 
specially commissioned review of fairness or child poverty) is underway.4 Given the 
patchiness both in local strategic responses to issues of poverty and educational 
disadvantage,5 and also in JRF’s dissemination activity among local audiences 
(described by the interim programme manager as ‘more scattergun than strategic’), 
there was a risk that a random sample might produce few or no instances of awareness 
or use of the JRF programme. Although a potentially revealing finding in itself, it was felt 
to be more useful to focus on areas with greater prior engagement with work on 
education and poverty, to see how far the specific messages and key findings from the 
recent JRF research on AABs had made an impact among different parts of the 
audience.  
 

For similar reasons, the schools survey was administered to a sample of teaching 
schools, (selecting 100 schools at random from approximately 150 school 
representatives who attended the Research and Development Annual Conference, 
organised by the National College in November 2013), because engaging in research 
and development (R&D) is part of the official remit of teaching schools.6 Given the low 
levels of engagement with academic research among schools in general, a purposive 
sample of this nature was felt to be more illuminating than a representative sample of all 
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schools, in providing greater scope to compare knowledge of the JRF research against 
awareness of other external evidence. While the small sample size and response rate 
means that the survey findings should be treated with caution, we believe that together 
the survey findings, focus group and interviews provide useful indicative evidence about 
what the next steps might be for JRF’s future engagement with schools and other 
practitioners.  
 
Although clearly not comprehensive or exhaustive, the different strands of activity are 
designed to provide a firmer basis for making assessments of ‘impact’ than would have 
been the case if relying on any single source of evidence. It is important to acknowledge 
the possible limitations of these methodologies and sample sizes: a fuller evaluation 
may well have uncovered a different set of views and opinions from those expressed by 
the selected interviewees, including specific examples of ‘impact’ which have been 
missed due to the limited reach of the evaluation. Nevertheless, we believe that the 
combination of methods and purposive sampling allows us to be reasonably confident in 
our overall assessment of ‘impact’ on policy and practice.  
 
Key questions for the evaluation:  
 

 How aware are target audiences of the main research findings and key 
messages from the JRF Education and Poverty Programme 2010–2013?  

 

 How much resonance do the key messages have with target audiences and how 
far are they accepted and endorsed by different stakeholders?   

 

 To what extent is the research understood and regarded as reliable, robust and 
‘high quality’ (according to the relevant criteria)? Has activity from the programme 
helped to strengthen the evidence base and promote more robust evaluations? 

 

 In what ways has the research been used to inform and influence policy at 
different levels? How far have the key messages had an impact on political 
debate and the wider public conversation? 

 

 To what extent has the research informed and influenced practitioners and 
education providers, leading to a change in practice in schools and other 
settings? 

 

Structure of the report 
 
Having introduced the JRF programme and the aims and scope of the evaluation in this 
opening section, Section 2  sets out a framework for evaluating impact, based on four 
levels of engagement (awareness, acceptance, advocacy and action), mapping the 
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different factors which affect the salience and relevance of the research for different 
parts of the audience. Beginning with the twin processes of distilling the main research 
findings into headline messages and disseminating these messages more widely, 
Section 3 provides a summary of the dissemination activity, a review of performance on 
the JRF website, analysis of the quantity and quality of media coverage and an 
overview of social media activity.  
 

The main findings of the evaluation are presented in sections 4 to 8. Starting with the 
impact on policy, sections 4, 5 and 6 examine how far the research is known, used and 
valued by the UK and Welsh governments and English local authorities. Sections 7 and 
8 assess progress towards the medium-term objectives, reviewing how far the JRF 
programme has led to a strengthening of the evidence base, before considering the 
take-up of the research among school teachers and education providers. Finally, in 
Section 9, we present the conclusions of the evaluation and make recommendations for 
future research on education and poverty.  
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2 Framework for evaluating impact 
 
The aim of this study is not just to describe general levels of awareness among key 
audiences, but also to assess how far particular messages and findings have had 
resonance with different parts of the audience, and as far as possible, to explain why 
this level of influence and impact has been achieved. To identify the range of ways that 
the research has potentially been used and valued by stakeholders, we start by defining 
what is meant by ‘impact’ for the purposes of the evaluation, drawing out the different 
levels of engagement that may contribute to achieving the programme’s change goals. 
We then go on to map the range of factors which are likely to affect levels of 
engagement and ultimately impact, from the nature and quality of the research itself and 
the various channels through which it is communicated, to the diverse interests, 
positions and priorities of key stakeholders, and above all the shifting contours of the 
policy and political landscape which influence both how the message is shaped and 
also how it is received by different parts of the audience.  
 
Defining levels of engagement and impact 
 
In general terms, ‘impact’ can be loosely defined as a positive effect, change or benefit 
to policy and practice, as well as to wider culture and society, which may include a 
change in awareness, activity, attitude, behaviour, process or understanding.7 For the 
purposes of this evaluation, it is clear that some types of behavioural or attitudinal 
change, by particular members of the audience, are likely to be more significant than 
others when it comes to achieving the core objectives and intended outcomes of the 
JRF research programme, as summarised in Table 1 in the executive summary. 
 
As illustrated in Figure 1, we distinguish between lower and higher levels of 
engagement, moving from relatively superficial, short-term involvement, to deeper and 
sustained commitment: 
 

 Awareness: here, we distinguish between basic awareness of JRF’s work or 
general knowledge of specific findings or headline messages, to more detailed 
knowledge and understanding of the research underpinning the programme.  

 Acceptance: the next level of engagement assumes that the research findings or 
key messages are not just known but accepted as ‘right’ or ‘true’, in some 
circumstances, and/or as ‘reliable’ and ‘robust’ in others, recognising that not all 
stakeholders will necessarily apply the same standards for judging the 
usefulness, value or quality of the research.8 

 Advocacy: while the research may be widely known, understood and accepted, 
stakeholders will not necessarily all be motivated to endorse the main findings 
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and share and promote the key messages more widely. Those who are 
committed to do so can play a potentially important role as advocates or 
champions of the programme, helping to bring about wider awareness and 
acceptance, but also helping to promote changes in attitude and behaviour.  

 Action: the final level of engagement for our purposes is when advocacy and 
endorsement are converted into action – whether through changes at the level of 
policy or practice, which may in time lead to full ‘impact’ in the sense of improving 
outcomes for disadvantaged children and young people. 

Figure 1: Model of engagement and impact

 
 

Source: Adapted from the Ipsos-Mori model of engagement, in Castell, S. and Thompson, J. 
(2007) Understanding attitudes to poverty in the UK, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 
 

 

Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to think that the pathways to achieving influence 
and impact always proceed in a linear or direct fashion. Experience suggests that the 
impact of research is often cumulative, building and strengthening over time through 
repeated engagement, operating both through formal channels of communication and 
more informal networks of influence and engagement, as well as being enhanced by the 
profile and reputation of the researcher(s) and funding body (Sharples, 2010; 
Glendinning, 2010). Thus, rather than assuming a direct causal chain between 
‘awareness’ and ‘action’, we recognise that the influence and impact of research is often 
only indirect, arising through ‘multiple chains of sometimes serendipitous contacts and 
events’ (Glendinning, 2010). 
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Mapping the range of factors affecting engagement and impact 
 
To help us understand the level of awareness, acceptance, advocacy and action likely 
to be achieved by the research programme in question, Table 2 maps the main factors 
affecting engagement and impact, including what is originally commissioned and what 
findings are subsequently produced; who conducts and disseminates the research; 
when and where the research is produced and publicised; how it is promoted and made 
available for different audiences, taking into account similar and distinctive 
characteristics of different parts of the audience.  
 
Table 3: Mapping the multiple factors which affect engagement, influence and  
 impact 
 

a. Features of the external environment: shifting policy and political landscape 

 
b. Research commissioning and production  

 What: nature and quality of research; 
distinctiveness and clarity of key 
messages 

 Who: reputation and profile of 
researcher(s) and funding body 

 

 
c. Research communication and 
engagement 
 How: dissemination through formal 

channels and informal networks 
 How: transforming findings into 

usable formats and engaging with 
practitioners 

 
d. Characteristics of the audience 
 Personal: individual values, beliefs and assumptions 
 Professional: interests, motivations and commitments 
 Organisational: aims, mission, and priorities  
 Positional: level of influence and authority 

 

e. Level of engagement and impact: awareness, acceptance, advocacy and action 

 
 

a) Features of the external environment 
 
Features of the external environment inform every part of the ‘complex chain of 
activities’ through which educational research is produced, distilled into key messages 
and disseminated to general audiences, as well as being transformed into usable 
outputs for policy-makers and practitioners, which under appropriate conditions will then 
be implemented in school classrooms and other educational settings (Shepherd, 2007; 
Sharples, 2010; 2013). The starting point for the evaluation is therefore to seek a fuller 
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understanding of the wider policy and political context in which the research was 
commissioned, conducted and communicated to the wider audience. 
 
b) Research commissioning and production 
 
Although the original JRF decisions to commission the different elements of the 
research programme and the process of research production lie outside the scope of 
the evaluation, it is relevant for our purposes to examine stakeholder views and 
perceptions of the nature and quality of the underpinning research, the distinctiveness 
and clarity of the key messages, as well as considering how far the reputation, profile 
and positioning of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and commissioned authors has 
affected the influence and impact of the programme.  
 
c) Communication channels and engagement activity  
 
In addition, the study seeks to assess the relative contribution of different channels and 
formats through which information, evidence, views and opinions are shared between 
policy, research and practitioner audiences, recognising that informal networks may be 
at least as important for reaching and influencing certain stakeholders as formal 
channels of communication.  
 

d) Audience characteristics 
 
The evaluation also examines some of the distinguishing characteristics of different 
parts of the audience, recognising that the ‘natural advocates’ for whom the research 
may have greatest resonance are not necessarily those in positions of authority and 
influence, who may at least initially be more sceptical about the research findings and 
messages (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Stakeholder mapping: level of influence vs. interest 

 
Source: Adapted from Stakeholder Mapping Tool, Department of Education and Early Childhood, Victoria, 
Australia 
 
Assessing the overall impact of the programme 
 
For each of the main audiences, an assessment is made about the level of engagement 
with the research in terms of awareness, acceptance, advocacy and action, as 
presented in sections 4 to 8 These assessments then form the basis of an overall 
judgement of impact according to the criteria in Table 4:  
 
   Table 4: Criteria for assessing the level of impact 
 

5 
Major success in changing the terms of the debate and/or widespread 
change in practice on the ground, ultimately leading to changes in pupil 
outcomes*.  

4 Strong awareness, acceptance and endorsement among key stakeholders, 
leading to growing pressure for changes in policy and practice. 

3 Good levels of awareness and acceptance among target audiences. Key 
stakeholders acting as advocates and some action being taken as a result. 

2 
Fair amount of awareness and interest among parts of the audience, but 
largely limited to those already engaged. Wider audience still sceptical, 
indifferent or simply unaware, resulting in minimal or piecemeal activity.  

1 Limited awareness and engagement. Evidence of resistance to the key 
messages and other significant barriers to acceptance and understanding.  

*As indicated, assessing the impact on pupil outcomes is outside the scope of this evaluation. 
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3 Media and communication 
 
Perhaps one of the most significant shifts over the last ten years in relation to 
practitioners’ use of research has been the realisation that simply passively 
disseminating research – ‘packaging and posting’ – is unlikely to have a 
significant impact on people’s behaviours. 
(Sharples, 2013, p.18 

 
While the nature and quality of the main research reports are clearly important, the level 
of impact and influence achieved by a programme depends in no small part upon how 
the key findings and messages are communicated. This involves distilling the main 
findings into a headline message, using appropriate and accessible language that may 
need to be tailored to different audiences, and then making the research available 
through a variety of channels and formats. As Sharples (2013) observes, the process of 
translating often dense research into usable formats for policy-makers and practitioners, 
as well as general audiences, ‘ is a significant task, requiring dedicated time, resources 
and skills that are not always available, or valued in the research community’ (p. 15). In 
this section, we focus on the twin processes of distilling the main research findings into 
headline messages and disseminating these messages more widely, before reviewing 
the performance of the programme on JRF’s website, and then assessing both the 
quantity and ‘quality’ of media coverage and social media activity. 
 
Key findings 

 

 Website: Judged against other JRF publications over the period, the report by 
Goodman and Gregg (2010) and Round-up by Carter-Wall and Whitfield (2012) 
performed well in terms of page visits and downloads. However, such information 
does not shed light on which parts of the audience have been reached or the 
level and significance of engagement activity.  

 

 Media: Press coverage was clustered around the launch dates in March 2010, 
October 2011 and April 2012, with straight news reporting making up the bulk of 
the coverage (totalling 16 out of the 27 specific references to the current 
research in different media outlets).9 While the level of coverage in local, regional 
and trade press is encouraging, the limited amount of coverage in the national 
media may have restricted the overall impact of the programme. Furthermore, 
the variety of ways in which the JRF research is used by media commentators 
illuminates the differing viewpoints and perspectives on the issues of 
‘aspirations,’ in what remains a highly polarised debate about the causes of 
poverty, low attainment and intra-generational disadvantage.   
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 Social media: Monitoring of JRF education blogs from 2010 to 2013 reveals a 
varied set of viewing figures, ranging from just over 500 to just under 5,000 
views. Although social media activity appears to provide an important additional 
way of reaching certain parts of the audience, notably the ‘natural advocates’ with 
an existing interest and commitment to issues of poverty and educational 
disadvantage, it appears to have been less effective in reaching a wider and 
often more sceptical audience.  

 
Communicating the key messages 
 
As outlined in the opening section, the education and poverty programme is based on a 
‘pyramid’ of different outputs (see Figure 3), from the full research publications and 
technical reports intended primarily (though not exclusively) for a more specialist 
audience, the summary Round-Up and two Viewpoints for policy and practitioner 
audiences, and then press releases, blogs and news reports at the apex (BERA, 2000).  
 

Figure 3: Pyramid of research outputs from the JRF programme 
 

 

 
 
Source: Adapted from BERA, 2000 

 
Stakeholder interviews highlighted that one of the perceived strengths of JRF as an 
organisation lies in the accessibility of its outputs, as well as the robustness of its 
research. Those interviewed consistently emphasised the clarity and quality of its 
publications, which were seen as more accessible than the typical academic research 
report, being appropriate for the general reader as well as providing more technical 
detail for a specialist audience:  
 

‘There’s no one else that produces unbiased, impartial, reliable, coherent and 
concise information in quite the same way.’ 
Charity representative 
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‘This is one of the pleasures of working with JRF, that they want the work to be as 
accessible as possible.’  
Commissioned author 
 

Distilling and disseminating the key findings 
 
In the case of the JRF programme on education and poverty, those involved in finalising 
and summarising the three main research reports (Gorard et al., 2012; Cummings et al., 
2012; and Kintrea et al., 2011) described the challenge they faced ‘in working out a way 
of communicating something that was extremely complicated’, and in bringing together 
two complex, technical reviews and an in-depth qualitative study in a coherent and 
accessible way for the intended audiences. The interim programme manager and 
commissioned authors stressed the ‘important’ and ‘invaluable’ role played by the 
programme advisor in helping to steer the process, which due to the complexity of the 
task, ‘took a phenomenal amount of work to negotiate and agree’. 
 
Although the process of completing the final outputs took longer than originally 
anticipated, it did allow time to work out the core messages at a media training day in 
January 2012, and then refine and hone them with a range of stakeholders in advance 
of the formal launch in April 2012. Once finalised, the main findings and key messages 
from the research were then published and promoted through a range of channels, 
including email alerts, press releases, blogs and tweets, as well as more targeted 
influencing activity with those in and around government. JRF programme staff also 
produced formal responses and submissions to government consultations (e.g. on child 
poverty), independent reviews and parliamentary inquiries. Beyond a core constituency 
of policy-makers and opinion-formers, the JRF team sought to promote wider 
awareness and engagement among local authority officials and other local actors, 
particularly seeking to inform and engage school practitioners and education providers, 
through the use of media and social media, informal networks and follow-up 
engagement activity in different parts of the country (see Figure 4). Media and 
dissemination was co-ordinated by the JRF programme staff, with individual authors 
invited to participate in a range of activities, including briefings with ministers and senior 
officials, presentations at conferences and seminars for academics, intermediary 
organisations and practitioners. In some cases, authors also undertook a small amount 
of additional media or dissemination activity arranged by themselves or their institutions, 
or in response to external invitations to speak about their work.  
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Figure 4: Overview of dissemination, influencing and engagement activity 

 
The programme therefore aimed to reach a number of different audiences at the same 
time, including policy-makers in government and key decision-makers in local settings. 
As described by the interim programme manager, ‘We just knew that there was a 
national story and also a very local story to tell, because education happens locally’. In 
order to tell this local story, the programme team held a series of events to disseminate 
the findings and promote engagement with the research among education practitioners 
and providers (including local authorities and academy sponsors). The team made use 
of the contacts and networks of some of the commissioned authors, following what was 
described as a ‘scattergun approach, almost like snowball sampling’, in which ‘we spoke 
to one school and then were put in contact with another school’, (interim programme 
manager) as well as taking up invitations to speak at conferences and seminars for 
school leaders and other practitioners.  
 
In the remainder of this section, we examine the extent to which the headline messages 
were picked up in the national and local media and through social media activity, turning 
first to the performance of the programme on the JRF website.  
 
Performance on the JRF website 
 
Analysis of visitors to JRF’s website offers a broad indication of the total number of 
people reached by the education and poverty programme, as well as its relative 
performance in comparison with other JRF programmes. In terms of overall traffic to the 
website,10 the education and poverty programme ranked fourth in terms of visits to the 
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programme home page (18,749), behind the climate change microsite (21,501), child 
poverty (25,503) and the highest ranked Minimum Income Standard (MIS) microsite 
(94,052). As this total is likely to include a fair number of repeat visits, a rough estimate 
of the number of unique visitors to the home page can be made using the ratio of 
unique page views to unique visitors (3.823 to 1) across the website as a whole 
(Cambridge Policy Consultants, 2010, p. 8). Applying this ratio to the unique views of 
the education and poverty home page (18,749) implies just under 5,000 unique visitors. 
 
Meanwhile, figures for the most visited publication pages in 2012 show that the 
education and poverty programme again performed well, with two reports in the top ten: 
the 2012 Round-up by Carter-Wall and Whitfield ranked at number three, with 68,958 
visits11, and the earlier report by Goodman and Gregg (2010) at number nine, with 
14,541 visits (compared with 87,792 visits for Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion 
(MPSE) 2011 and 87,211 for Housing Options for Young People 2020, the two most 
popular reports in 2012). Given that more than 70 per cent of visits on average to JRF’s 
website are less than ten seconds long, it is reasonable to assume that many of these 
visits to the programme and publication pages may have been too fleeting to translate 
into meaningful engagement. Analysis shows that the visits to the publication pages 
generated a much lower (though still healthy) number of downloads12:  
 

 The full publication of Goodman and Gregg (2010) was downloaded 2,245 
times in 2012 (compared with 8,154 downloads for MPSE 2011, 3,700 for MIS 
2012, and 3,276 for Serving Deprived Communities). Ranking as the fourth 
highest download for a full publication, these figures show that the IFS/CMPO 
analysis continued to generate strong interest many months after first being 
published. 

 For summary downloads in 2012, Carter-Wall and Whitfield (2012) and 
Goodman and Gregg (2010) appear at number three and number five, with 
3,869 and 1,712 downloads respectively (compared with 7187 for the top-
performing report, MPSE 2011).  

 

Judged against the other 67 reports published in 2012, the relatively strong 
performance of the Round-up in terms of publication visits and downloads, as well as 
continued interest in the earlier report by Goodman and Gregg (2010), indicates a good 
level of visibility and awareness for the education and poverty programme as a whole. 
However, these figures do not shed light on which parts of the audience have been 
reached; nor do they tell us about the level of engagement and significance of that 
activity in terms of ‘impact’. While visiting a webpage and downloading a publication 
represent an important base level of engagement, neither action provides any 
guarantee that the research has been digested and absorbed, or that it will stimulate 
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further levels of interest and engagement which will be converted into concrete actions. 
The stakeholder interviews produced a number of instances of people who had 
downloaded one of the reports, but could not remember whether or not they had read it 
– or if they had, were not able to recall any specific messages or findings from the 
research. In several of these cases, the interviewees concerned were very familiar with 
the wider work of JRF, including the previous JRF programme on education and 
poverty, perhaps indicating that the current programme was not sufficiently distinctive or 
memorable to stand out above the ‘noise’ of other messages.  
 
Media coverage 
 
Analysis of media coverage (collated internally by JRF and analysed by the evaluation 
team) shows that there were 51 unique references to JRF’s work on education and 
poverty in the national, trade and regional press over the relevant period, from 1 
January 2010 to 16 September 2013.13 Of these, 27 refer to research from the recent 
programme (2010–2013), 7 to previous JRF research on education and poverty 
published in 2007while the remainder relate to unspecified JRF research. The work also 
featured three times over the period on local and regional radio (BBC Radio Newcastle, 
BBC Radio Wales and the BBC Asian network). 
 

As recorded in the JRF press archive, the publication of the Goodman and Gregg report 
on 29 March 2010 and the reports by Gorard et al., Cummings et al. and Kintrea et al. 
on 26 April 2012 were each accompanied by a JRF press release, which distilled the 
key findings into headline messages. Comparison of the two statements highlights the 
shift in message from the research between 2010 and 2012 (see Box 2). 
 

 

Box 2: Extracts from JRF press releases from March 2010 and April 2012 
 

Attitudes and aspirations play a major role in children’s educational achievement 
The aspirations, attitudes and behaviour of both parents and children play an 
important part in explaining why poorer children typically do worse at school, 
according to new research out today (29 March 2010) by the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation.  
 

Raising aspirations unlikely to narrow the educational attainment gap 
It has long been assumed that one of the reasons children from low-income 
households have poorer educational outcomes is that they have low aspirations. 
New research published today (26 April 2012) by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
challenges that myth and gives a strong steer on what can be done to narrow the 
attainment gap.  
 

http://www.jrf.org.uk/media-centre/press-release-archive
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/educational-attainment-poor-children
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As might be expected, press coverage of specific publications was clustered around the 
launch dates in March 2010, October 2011 and April 2012, with straight news reporting 
making up the bulk of the coverage (totalling 16 out of the 27 separate mentions in 
different media outlets).  For example, Children and Young People Now reported 
Goodman and Gregg’s research on the day of publication, drawing on the key 
messages and quotes from the press release, while also linking its release to the 
introduction of the Child Poverty Act into law the previous week.  
 
The study of young people’s aspirations by the Glasgow team (Kintrea et al., 2011), as 
featured on the University of Glasgow’s website in early October 2011, generated good 
coverage in the Scottish press on 5–6 October 2011 (The Scotsman, Scottish Daily 
Mail, Metro Scotland, Glasgow Evening Times and The Glaswegian) and was 
subsequently picked up in the main UK and Scottish editions of the Times Educational 
Supplement Scotland later in the month (see Box 3).  
 
 

 

Box 3: Extracts from coverage in the Scottish press, October 2011  
  

‘A study by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, which surveyed school pupils in 
Glasgow, Nottingham and London, found more than eight in ten Scots hoped to 
study for a degree. Researchers found that, by the age of 15, youngsters were no 
longer ‘consumed with thoughts of being pop stars or footballers’. However, it 
warned that the children ‘lacked a clear understanding of how to achieve their 
goals’ and urged policymakers to provide clearer information.’ (The Scotsman 06 
October 2011) 
 

‘Youths in Scotland's deprived areas have the same aspirations and ambitions as 
better-off youngsters, according to a new study. Researchers found their future 
hopes centred on winning a university place and landing a professional job, rather 
than idle dreams of becoming footballers or pop stars. But the report, compiled by 
Glasgow University for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, found many 
underprivileged teenagers had no idea how to actually achieve their goals.’ (The 
Scottish Daily Mail, 06 October 2011)  
 

‘It has been accepted wisdom for many that low aspirations hold back the 
educational chances of the least advantaged. But research published this month 
suggests the ambitions of youngsters in deprived inner-city areas are already 
much higher than expected.’ (TES Scotland 29 October 2011). 
 

 

 

Similarly, the official launch of the three main reports and round-up in April 2012 
generated good local and regional coverage in the main sections of The Herald in 
Glasgow, the Northern Echo in South Durham, The Birmingham Post and The Press in 
York, reflecting the established institutional links with local papers by the universities of 
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Glasgow, Newcastle and Birmingham respectively as well as with JRF. At the time of 
publication, coverage of these reports in the national and trade press was limited to a 
small news item in the Times Educational Supplement (TES) on 27 April 2012. This was 
followed by a longer piece by Adi Bloom in the TES in June 2012, providing more detail 
about the research findings, as well as information on specific named interventions.  
 
Beyond the straight news coverage of the JRF research publications, a number of other 
articles made reference to the recent research programme over the period to 
September 2013, particularly in relation to ‘widening participation’ and ‘fair access’ to 
university for students from more disadvantaged backgrounds. For example, an article 
in the East London Lines published in January 2013 reported that ‘Five students from 
the Raising Aspirations programme in Hackney have received conditional offers from 
Oxford University’. Stressing the significance of the university offers, a school principal 
is quoted as saying that ‘it sends out a message to all young people in east London and 
the inner-city in general. It is possible to aim for the very best and achieve it’. 
 

The article goes on to highlight criticism of the weak evidence base behind such 
programmes:  

 
‘…not everyone agrees with the effectiveness of raising aspirations programmes. In 
April 2012, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation released three reports challenging 
these types of programmes as the best ways to improve the educational attainment 
gap. The foundation’s reports promote “engaging parents in their children’s 
learning” as a viable alternative.’  
East London Lines, 16 January 2013 

 

In this case, the JRF research is being reported in a neutral way to highlight (though not 
necessarily endorse) its critique of the evidence base around AAB-type interventions. In 
other cases, the JRF research is used explicitly to challenge widely held views about 
‘poverty of aspiration’ among deprived communities. For example, having covered the 
JRF research in a straight news story on 26 April 2012, The Herald (Glasgow) ran a 
comment piece later in the summer decrying the barriers to access to Scotland’s elite 
universities for students from the most deprived backgrounds. As the article noted:  

 
‘There is much disheartening mythology around this subject. One is that deprivation is 
umbilically linked to poorly performing schools and poverty of aspiration. Yet there are 
schools in Scotland's poorest communities that achieve fantastic results and recent 
research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation suggests aspirations among those from 
deprived backgrounds are actually quite high.’  
The Herald, 24 July 2012 

 

http://www.bsix.ac.uk/bseven/raisingaspirations.htm
http://www.jrf.org.uk/media-centre/raising-aspirations-educational-gap
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This type of argument is advanced forcefully in a comment piece by Guardian journalist, 
Zoe Williams on 4 September 2013, which draws upon the JRF research to challenge 
the notion of an ‘educational underclass’, described by Williams as a ‘handy moralisers’ 
myth’. Responding to an education report by the Centre for Social Justice, the article is 
critical of the tendency in some quarters to ‘blame poor parents’ for their ‘low 
aspirations’, and to attribute poverty and underachievement to personal failings, such as 
‘the lack of male role models, the lack of working role models, low parental expectation, 
and drug and alcohol abuse…’ It goes on to criticise the reliance on anecdotes, 
anonymous assertions and other forms of conjecture, noting that such claims are 
contradicted by JRF’s recent research:  

 

‘Again, headteachers crop up to give compelling evidence with no numbers. “One 
head told us, ‘in the vast majority of cases a lack of aspiration explains variation in 
outcomes’.” It's handy that they're all anonymous, isn't it? Even if there were 
something worth checking in that statement, who would you go to? In fact, the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation published comprehensive research on parental 
expectation last year, showing only a weak correlation between that and “outcomes”, 
and pointing out mildly that parents often calibrate their expectation to the abilities of 
their child. But who needs a largescale study when you've got an anonymous head?’  
The Guardian, 4 September 2013 

 

While these examples illustrate an active endorsement and advocacy of the JRF 
research, not all media coverage is so closely aligned with its key messages. A number 
of articles on related themes, such as white working class underachievement and social 
immobility, contain references to earlier JRF reports on education and poverty published 
in 2007. While showing the continued influence of this work, in certain cases the 
coverage suggests a lack of awareness of the more recent JRF research when it might 
have been relevant to the subject at hand. For example, a piece in The Times in July 
2012 juxtaposes the ‘determination’ and ‘high expectations’ of excellent schools and 
teachers with the ‘low aspirations’ and ‘unpromising backgrounds’ of children from low-
income families:  
 

‘That income may be largely made up of state benefits; the parents could well be 
unemployed and may have no experience of post-school education or training. They 
may be single parents, have low aspirations for their children and a high proportion 
may be known to the social services or the police, perhaps because of drug or 
alcohol problems. Such unpromising backgrounds can act as a significant drag on 
pupil performance.’ 
The Times, July 2012 

 

Reference is made to JRF research published in 2007, which found that ‘50 per cent of 
children claiming free school meals achieve no GCSE passes above a grade D’. 

http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/education-young-people-parents-full.pdf
http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/education-young-people-parents-full.pdf
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Against a backdrop of ‘gloomy statistics’, the main thrust of the article is to highlight the 
role that outstanding teachers in the most effective schools can play in combating 
disadvantage from the home, family and neighbourhood environment through a 
combination of ‘excellent teaching’, ‘high expectations’ and ‘zero tolerance towards 
underachievement’ (The Times, 10 July 2012). As the article concludes, ‘An effective 
school is absolutely determined from the outset that, despite the youngsters’ starting 
position, they can and they will achieve.’  
 

The article does not refer to the recent JRF programme, indicating a lack of awareness 
(or possibly a lack of acceptance) of the main findings on the generally high aspirations 
of parents and pupils from low-income families. In other cases (see Box 4), the earlier 
JRF research was used to highlight the preponderance of working class British boys 
among those leaving school with low or no qualifications, while reporting the views of a 
private school headteacher who laments the lack of parental aspiration among white 
working class families, compared with their counterparts from ethnic minority groups.  
 

 
 

Box 4: Examples of JRF research being used to illustrate alternative 
viewpoints 
 

On 5 October 2012, the TES magazine ran a story under the headline ‘Private 
heads desperately seeking clever skinheads’, which reported that: ‘Elite private 
schools are struggling to recruit clever white working class boys to their means-
tested bursary places because of a lack of parental aspiration, with places instead 
dominated by Asians and other minority groups, according to headmasters’. As 
expressed by one headteacher, ‘More needs to be done to engage with people 
with ‘skinheads and St George's Cross tattoos’ (TES, 5 October 2012).  
 

A similar story then featured in the Daily Mail the following day, which reported 
that ‘private schools should be doing more to attract ‘skinheads with tattoos’ for 
their bursary places amid a lack of white working class ambition’ (Daily Mail, 6 
October 2012). According to the same headteacher, there was ‘a lot of aspiration’ 
from the local state comprehensive, ‘but it’s 90 per cent Afro-Caribbean’. He 
added: ‘It’s these little skinheads with the St George’s Cross tattoos who come 
from families where maybe nobody has worked – I don’t think we are getting to 
the white working class as successfully as we should’. 
 

In both cases, the TES and Daily Mail journalists referred to a 2007 report from 
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation which ‘found that white working class British 
boys accounted for almost half of those leaving school with low qualifications or 
no exam successes at all’ (Daily Mail, 6 October 2012).  
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As these diverse examples illustrate, the variety of ways in which the JRF research is 
used illuminates the differing viewpoints and perspectives on the issue of ‘aspirations’. 
While some media outlets draw on the recent research in order to ‘challenge the 
accepted wisdom’ that ‘low aspirations hold back the educational chances of the least 
advantaged’, other articles illustrate that beliefs and assumptions about the presumed 
(causal) link between low aspirations and low attainment are still prevalent in the media 
and wider public debate. As we explore further below, this varied coverage highlights 
some of the difficulties of breaking through some fairly entrenched views and beliefs 
about the causes of low attainment and poor outcomes in what is often a polarised 
debate about poverty and intra-generational disadvantage.  
 

In sum, while the programme achieved fairly good levels of coverage in local, regional 
and trade press, it is noticeable that opportunities for a wider public to be made aware 
of the recent work was largely restricted to regular readers of the TES and The 
Guardian. As discussed with the programme’s interim manager, the lower level of 
national take-up reflects the fact that the team focused their efforts primarily on securing 
coverage in the trade press rather than national media. Although this may have been a 
sensible or pragmatic decision at the time, it means that opportunities could have been 
missed to reach a wider audience and raise the profile of the latest research findings 
with key stakeholders and decision-makers. 
 
Social media 
 
As well as publishing formal reports and issuing press releases to generate media 
coverage, the JRF programme team also sought to stimulate wider engagement and 
sustain interest over time through website blogs and encouraging activity on Twitter and 
other social media outlets.14 While press coverage of the relevant JRF reports was 
clustered around the launch dates in March 2010, October 2011 and April 2012, the 
spread of JRF blogs on education and poverty follows a different pattern, with an 
increasing number of blogs in 2013 referring to the research. Monitoring of JRF blog 
posts on education from 2010 to 2013 reveals a varied pattern of readership (or more 
accurately, viewing figures), ranging from just over 500 to just under 5,000 views. The 
most viewed posts are in 2011 and 2010, with figures of 4,978 and 1,225 respectively, 
compared with an average of 738 views for the six blogs relating to the programme in 
2013.15 
 
The most popular blog, published on 19 January 2011 (viewed 4,978 times), responds 
to the publication of Graham Allen’s early intervention report and the Frank Field report 
on poverty and life chances, by outlining three ‘nagging worries’ about the argument 
being advanced in these reports to concentrate resources and efforts on the first few 
years of children’s lives and parenting interventions in particular. With reference to the 
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IFS/CMPO analysis by Goodman and Gregg (2010), it draws attention to the fact that 
the attainment gap between richer and poorer children keeps widening right up until age 
14. Another blog by Helen Barnard on 15 April 2010 (2,513 views) comments on a 
spate of recent stories about parents ‘gaming the system’, schools operating forms of 
covert selection and social segregation, drawing attention to the newly published 
research by Goodman and Gregg (2010) to highlight the factors that can make a 
difference to children of similar ability and backgrounds by age 11.  
 

More recently, a blog posted on 3 September 2013 (1,225 views) warns that 
‘sensationalist stories of neglectful parents make for good headlines’, but have little to 
do with the reality of closing the attainment gap. The blog again draws on the 
IFS/CMPO analysis to point out that while differences in parenting behaviour and 
aspects of the home play a significant part in explaining attainment gaps, ‘most of the 
gap wasn’t explained by these differences’. Thus, it concludes that ‘improving parenting 
skills and the home environment was important but could not hope to eliminate the gap 
alone’. In this case, the blog provided material for a Guardian comment piece the next 
day by Zoe Williams, which as described above decried the notion of an educational 
underclass as a ‘handy moralisers’ myth’ (The Guardian, 4 September 2013). 
 
As these examples illustrate, blogging offers a potentially useful way for JRF 
programme staff and guest bloggers to contribute to current debates and ‘push back’ 
against certain kinds of viewpoints and arguments that are dominant or influential in the 
wider political landscape, while also providing a chance to promote awareness and 
sustain interest in the main findings and key messages from the JRF research reports. 
Stakeholder interviews suggest that such activity provides an important additional way 
of reaching those ‘natural advocates’ with an existing interest and commitment to the 
issues of poverty and educational disadvantage. Nevertheless, the evaluation as a 
whole provided less evidence to suggest that this activity has had an impact in terms of 
reaching a wider audience or influencing those stakeholders who are initially more 
sceptical about the research findings in the programme publications and the types of 
views and arguments voiced in the related blogs.  
 
At present, analysis of social media activity such as tweets/retweets and Facebook 
‘likes’ from the relevant pages, shows that the numbers engaging with the programme in 
this way are still fairly limited (typically generating 100–150 tweets or 30–120 Facebook 
likes). There was evidence of the cumulative impact of different types of activity, with 
some stakeholders (notably those with an existing interest in JRF’s wider research 
programme) reporting that Twitter provided a useful additional source of information 
about the latest publications or blogs. However, as one interviewee from a thinktank 
cautioned, ‘It is important not to be enticed into thinking that a presence on social media 
necessarily amounts to any greater impact outside a quite restricted group of people’. 
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Finally, the interviews also highlight the importance of informal networks, including face-
to-face contact, for reinforcing key messages from the research. For example, one 
interviewee was able to recall a conversation with a commissioned author which helped 
to raise awareness of the wider programme:  
 

 ‘I remember speaking to Loic (Menzies) at an event at about that time [i.e. in early 
2013], which certainly brought the research to my attention. I get the email alerts so I 
may well have seen the research already, but I can’t be certain I really knew what it 
was saying, so seeing the piece by Loic and then speaking to him definitely put it on 
my radar.’  
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4 Impact on UK government policy and politics 
 

 
Against a backdrop of far-reaching welfare reform, fiscal austerity and rapid changes to 
educational policy and practice, the evaluation sought to investigate the impact and 
influence of the programme on government policy and wider political debates.  This 
section reports findings from interviews with stakeholders in and around the UK 
government (including policy-makers, political advisors and representatives of the 
leading thinktanks, children’s charities and anti-poverty campaigners), as well as 
reviewing direct references to the JRF research reports in official documents and 
exploring how the central themes of the JRF research programme have been discussed 
in recent debates and political speeches. 
 
Key findings 
 
Although the evaluation reveals some positive signs that the recent JRF research on 
education and poverty is known, used and valued among parts of the policy audience in 
Whitehall and Westminster, it also suggests a number of barriers to engagement in and 
around the UK government. 

 

 The IFS/CMPO analysis by Goodman and Gregg (2010) is widely cited in the 
main government strategy documents and independent reviews and 
commissions published since 2010. Interviews confirm that government officials 
and analysts in the relevant departments regard it as robust, high-quality 
research produced by academics with a strong reputation and profile.  

 However, it finds mixed awareness among government officials and more limited 
use of the more recent research reports, which were published after the first 
round of government strategies on child poverty and social mobility. More 
recently, the comprehensive report published by the Social Mobility and Child 
Poverty Commission in October 2013 (Social Mobility and Child Poverty 
Commission, 2013) makes use of other sources of evidence on ‘aspiration’, while 
the Child Poverty Evidence Review (HM Government, 2014a) contains multiple 
references to the earlier analysis by Goodman and Gregg (2010), but only 
partially captures the findings of the evidence review by Gorard et al. (2012).  

 Stakeholder interviews suggest that the headline message challenging the myth 
of ‘low aspirations’ is widely known among third sector organisations and anti-
poverty campaigning groups, for who it has particular resonance at a time of 
fiscal austerity and welfare cuts. But beyond these ‘natural advocates’, there was 
some resistance and scepticism about the message among other members of 
the policy audience, including political advisers. Interviews reveal some 
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significant gaps in awareness among key stakeholders, including those with 
expert knowledge of education and poverty.  

 In sum, the JRF programme as a whole has struggled to have real impact and 
influence among the UK policy audience for several reasons, including both the 
nature of the research findings – notably the lack of distinctiveness of the key 
findings on parental involvement and the lack of resonance of the key findings 
about aspirations – and the reduced scope for influencing in the current policy 
context, due to a narrowing of focus towards schooling and away from broader 
aspects of children’s and young people’s development and outcomes.  
 

Awareness and use of the IFS/CMPO analysis in government 
strategies and official reports 
 
The IFS/CMPO analysis by Goodman and Gregg (2010) is widely cited in the main 
strategy documents on social mobility and child poverty published by the Coalition 
Government since 2010,16 as well as in reports by the Independent Review on Child 
Poverty and Life Chances, chaired by Frank Field (Field, 2010) and more recently in the 
State of the Nation report by the Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission (Social 
Mobility and Child Poverty Commission, 2013) and revised Child Poverty Strategy 
2014–17 published in February 2014. 
 

In the separate social mobility and child poverty strategies, both published in April 2011, 
the research is used to illustrate the size of the attainment gaps between children from 
richer and poorer families at different ages and phases of education, as well as 
highlighting the links between children’s development and aspects of the home and 
family life, including ‘the aspirations of parents and children’ and ‘the level of education 
that their parents achieved’ (DWP/DfE 2011, p. 38).17 In both documents, the need to 
‘raise’ or ‘increase’ aspirations is a recurring theme, stated both as a general ambition 
(e.g. ‘enabling children to achieve their potential by improving their attainment, 
aspiration and progression at all stages of education’) and also in relation to specific 
policies, such as providing high-quality advice and guidance as ‘a powerful tool for 
increasing aspiration and progression’ (DWP/DfE 2011, p. 26). As stressed in the social 
mobility strategy, one of the reasons why school and transition years are so important is 
that ‘during these years children develop the social and emotional skills that employers 
are increasingly looking for, and the aspirations and expectations that can drive them to 
succeed in life’ (HM Government 2011, p. 35).  
 
The contribution of parental aspirations, attitudes and behaviours to children’s 
differential life chances is emphasised even more strongly in the final report of the 
Independent Review on Poverty and Life Chances chaired by Frank Field (known as the 
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Field Report). As the chair warns in his personal commentary: ‘We imperil the country’s 
future if we forget that it is the aspirations and actions of parents which are critical to 
how well their children prosper’. 
 
The Field report makes extensive use of the IFS/CMPO analysis on the statistical 
association between AABs and pupil attainment, as well as research from the wider 
literature, to help substantiate these claims about the role that parents play in shaping 
their children’s life chances. 18 Here, the IFS/CMPO analysis is used both to describe 
the differential pattern of attainment over the life course, as well as drawing out the role 
of different contributory factors in explaining these differences. For example, the report 
highlights the proportion of the attainment gap (20 per cent) that is associated with 
parental attitudes and behaviours at age 11 (not controlling for prior ability), as well as 
observing that ‘mothers’ hopes for university had the single biggest impact’ (p. 47).  
 
On the theme of ‘aspirations’, the Field report also makes use of evidence from the 
wider literature, which anticipates some of the key findings in the later JRF research 
published in 2012. Specifically, it draws on a literature review by Gutman and Akerman 
(2008), which found that: 

 

‘…most parents have high aspirations for young children but this change as children 
grow older because of economic constraints, children’s abilities and the availability of 
opportunities. They also found that aspirations are stronger predictors of attainment 
for young people from more disadvantaged backgrounds than for better off children 
and that higher parental aspirations can lessen the effects of socio economic 
disadvantage’.  
Gutman and Akerman 2008, p. 47 

 
Reference is also made to the IFS/CMPO analysis, though not to the later JRF 
research, in the State of the Nation Report, published by the Social Mobility and Child 
Poverty Commission in October 2013 (Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission, 
2013). Again, the analysis is used to highlight gaps in children’s development and 
learning from the early years up, as well as differences in parental behaviours, such as 
breastfeeding in infancy and reading to younger children every day, which are 
associated with differential infant and child outcomes. 19 Most recently, the revised Child 
Poverty Strategy 2014–17, published in February 2014, contains a single reference to 
Goodman and Gregg (2010), to support the claim that ‘parental educational level has a 
very important influence on children’s attainment’ (HM Government 2014b, p. 40). 
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Explaining levels of engagement and impact 
 
As reflected in these documents, the IFS/CMPO analysis is widely known, used and 
valued by government analysts and senior officials in the relevant departments. 
Interviews with the relevant stakeholders confirmed that it was seen as a robust and 
reliable source of evidence for the various strategy documents, independent reviews 
and commissions, being described as ‘good quality, quantitative evidence’ and as 
‘thorough, robust research’, produced by academics with a very strong reputation in the 
field. Thus, as well as being published at the right time to inform the main government 
strategies after the general election in 2010, the Goodman and Gregg (2010) report was 
also published by the right people to be recognised and highly regarded by government 
officials. According to government analysts and officials, the IFS/CMPO analysis 
provided a useful source of evidence to substantiate – or in certain cases, moderate – 
some of the claims and assertions that ministers and politicians wanted to make in 
relation to the drivers of low attainment among disadvantaged groups. In the words of 
one senior civil servant, ‘we knew that if we wanted to say something publicly, this was 
a robust source of evidence on which to draw’.  
 
However, as another government analyst described it, while the research usefully 
brought together analysis from different datasets in one report, ‘in policy terms, it did not 
tell us anything we didn’t know before’. This view is not surprising, as the IFS/CMPO 
analysis was not commissioned to provide analysis of specific policy interventions or 
offer detailed recommendations for policy-makers or practitioners. Thus, while the 
analysis points towards certain policy interventions to help narrow the gap in children’s 
early development and later outcomes,20 the nature of the research means that it was 
not able to have a more direct influence on shaping government policy in these areas. 
 
Awareness and use of the more recent research 
 
By contrast to Goodman and Gregg’s (2010) report, the evaluation indicates that the 
three main JRF reports published in 2011 and 2012 (Kintrea et al., 2011; Gorard et al., 
2012; and Cummings et al., 2012) have been less widely used in official documents, 
achieving mixed levels of awareness and recognition inside the UK government. More 
limited use of these reports is partly a matter of timing: published in April 2012, the two 
reviews of causality and interventions came out after the main strategies on child 
poverty and social mobility, which were produced by the Coalition Government in 2010 
and 2011, and so were not available to inform the development of these strategies.  
 
Since April 2012, there have been some positive signs of awareness: although the 
recent Consultation on the Child Poverty Strategy 2014–17 contains no references to 
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the recent programme (and only one reference to Goodman and Gregg 2010), the 
accompanying Child Poverty Evidence Review, also published in February 2012, refers 
o one of the recent JRF reports (see Box 5). Nevertheless, although this awareness is 
encouraging, it is perhaps disappointing that the Child Poverty Evidence Review only 
partially captures the findings of the review of causality and does not make any mention 
of the review of interventions by Cummings et al. (2012) or original research on 
aspirations by Kintrea et al. (2011). It is notable, for example, that the Child Poverty 
Evidence Review continues to draw on the IFS/CMPO analysis as evidence of the 
‘strong’ and ‘significant’ relationship between parental and child AABs and educational 
attainment, despite the findings from Gorard et al. (2012), which shows that the quality 
of evidence is generally ‘indicative’ or ‘unpromising’ rather than ‘promising’. Although it 
is only speculation, it may be the case that the more recent JRF research findings are 
not more widely used because they do not fit the intuitive assumptions of ministers 
about the presumed causal relationship between attainment and parental and child 
aspirations and attitudes towards education. 
 
 

 

Box 5: Use of research from the JRF programme in the Child Poverty 
Evidence Review, February 2014 
 
 

Published in February 2014 to accompany the Consultation on the Child Poverty 
Strategy 2014–17, the Child Poverty Evidence Review (HM Government, 2014a) 
makes multiple references to the IFS/CMPO analysis of longitudinal data to 
illustrate some of the main links between parental and child AABs and later 
outcomes. For example:  

‘Parental expectations and aspirations for their children have been found to 
explain a significant proportion of the income-related gap in children’s 
outcomes (Goodman and Gregg, 2010) and this link is likely to work through 
both parenting styles and through the intergenerational transmission of non-
cognitive abilities to children’ (HM Government, 2014a, p. 45). 
 

‘…This is backed up by a large study by Goodman and Gregg (2010), which 
also says that parents and children’s expectations for higher education are 
very closely linked and show many of the same determinants’ (HM 
Government, 2014a, p. 92).  
 

What is more, the review also draws upon evidence from the JRF review of 
causation to highlight ‘disagreement over the strength and causality’ of the 
relationship between aspects of the home learning environment and later 
outcomes:  

‘There is a large body of government and academic research and statistics 
looking at the links between the home learning environment, its impact on 
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early years’ development and how this persists via educational attainment to 
future poverty. There is some disagreement over the strength and causality of 
these effects on educational attainment, which is usefully summarised in 
Gorard et al., (2012)’ (HM Government 2014a, p. 92). 

 

And yet the Child Poverty Evidence Review does not make use of the findings of 
the JRF programme to highlight either the questionable assumptions about low 
aspirations, or the lack of clear evidence of a causal influence between either 
parental or child expectations and attainment. As Gorard et al. (2012, p.8) 
observe, although their review confirms the association between these variables, 
in both cases, ‘the evidence falls short of that needed to assume that it is a causal 
influence, because no relevant rigorous evaluations of interventions were found’. 
In the case of individual attitudes, the JRF review found ‘no clear evidence of 
association or sequence between pupils’ attitudes in general and educational 
outcomes, although there were several studies attempting to provide explanations 
for the link (if it exists). As the authors conclude:  

‘This example illustrates the point that it is possible to create a plausible 
explanation for something even if there is almost no evidence that it is needed. 
In many ways, the explanation is the least important aspect of any causal 
model’ (Gorard et al., 2012, p.8). 

 

 
Beyond the official government strategies, the evaluation also explored how far the 
research is known, used and valued by members and secretariat of the Independent 
Commission on Social Mobility and Child Poverty, which produced a comprehensive 
State of the Nation report in October 2013 (Social Mobility and Child Poverty 
Commission, 2013). Although the Commission’s report makes use of the earlier 
analysis by Goodman and Gregg (2010), it does not refer explicitly to the later JRF 
publications, but draws instead on alternative sources, including longitudinal datasets, 
to highlight some key data about pupil and parent aspirations at different ages (see Box 
6). Interestingly, while the State of the Nation report explicitly argues against the idea of 
‘poverty of aspirations’ for parents and younger children based on evidence from the 
Millennium Cohort Study, it does not then make the connection between the findings 
and reflect on the reasons why earlier high aspirations appear to diminish over time. It 
also does not draw on evidence from the Glasgow University study (Kintrea et al., 
2011), which challenges the claim that aspirations among disadvantaged groups always 
fall as children grow in age and maturity.  
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Box 6: References to research on aspirations in the State of the Nation 
report by the Commission on Social Mobility and Child Poverty, October 
2013 
 

In relation to the early years, the report uses evidence from the Millennium 
Cohort Study by Hansen et al. (2010) to illustrate the high levels of aspiration 
that parents from all backgrounds have for their children at birth and up to age 
seven . What is more, it uses the evidence to explicitly argue against the idea 
of ‘poverty of aspirations’: 

‘So the principal problem is not, as often alleged, one of poverty of 
aspiration. The problem is one of execution: how to help parents do what 
they want to do – adopt the most effective approaches to parenting to help 
their children progress in life’ (p. 156).  

 

A subsequent chapter Moving from school to work highlights the ‘estimated 
3,700 ‘missing’ state-educated students who have the grades required by 
Russell Group universities but do not go’. Among the possible explanations 
suggested for the ‘missing’ students are ‘low aspirations among less 
advantaged students or their teachers, lack of knowledge of the applications 
process, (or) students no choosing the right A levels’ (p. 218). In a section on 
Access to the Professions, the report highlights social class gaps in aspiration 
for professional careers, drawing on earlier Cabinet Office (2008) research on 
‘aspiration and attainment among young people in deprived communities’:  

‘Over half of children whose parents are employed in the professions wish 
to have a professional career compared with just 13 per cent of children 
whose parents are in semi-skilled occupations’ (p. 228). 

 

The report is careful to say that neither the blame nor the sole responsibility 
for closing the aspiration gaps lies with parents. For example, in a chapter on 
preparing pupils for work, attention is drawn to the ‘gaps in the information 
and networks that help young people turn their abilities and qualifications into 
jobs and careers’, while concerns are raised about the poor quality advice and 
guidance currently offered to many young people. In addition, the report 
highlights the role of a wider set of partners, such as the part that businesses 
can play in helping to ‘level the playing field on aspiration and expectation’ by 
engaging with schools via career talks or providing work experience’, while 
expressing concern that activity is too often poorly co-ordinated and too 
sporadic to maximise impact’ (p. 228).  
 

Thus, while the Commission presents some of the key data on aspirations at 
different ages or stages of development, it does not then join up the dots to 
reflect on the overall trajectory or consider the reasons why generally high 
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parental aspirations from birth to age seven subsequently fall away for older 
children and families. 
 

 
Stakeholder interviews revealed that the research from the JRF programme was well 
known to the Commission’s secretariat (though was less familiar to two members of the 
Commission interviewed for the evaluation). Asked why the later research had not been 
used in the report itself, the reason given was because the core purpose of the 
Commission’s work is to provide analysis of the government’s policies; as these are 
heavily schools-focused, the focus of the report was primarily on the role of schools and 
other institutions in improving the life chances of disadvantaged children, rather than 
upon the role of individuals and families themselves. 
 

Awareness and acceptance among parliamentarians and politicians 
 
Beyond the work of the relevant government departments, the JRF programme team 
has also taken advantage of opportunities to inform the deliberations of other political 
and parliamentary bodies, including the Education Select Committee’s Inquiry on 
Underachievement in Education of White Working Class Children. As summarised in 
Box 7, contributions to an oral evidence session in December 2013 by several expert 
witnesses  demonstrate good awareness and understanding of the research among key 
stakeholders.  
 

 

Box 7: Extracts from oral evidence to the Education Select Committee’s 
Inquiry on Underachievement in Education of White Working Class 
Children, 4 December 2013 
 

Following the submission of written evidence, the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation (represented by Viewpoint author Loic Menzies) was invited to 
participate in an oral evidence session held on 4 December 2013, at which 
the issue of ‘aspiration’ featured prominently. Although not explicitly 
referenced during the proceedings, the main research findings from the JRF 
programme inform the comments of several contributors. For example, Jenny 
North of Impetus, the Private Equity Foundation, refers to the absence of clear 
evidence of causality and the weakness of evidence on interventions aimed at 
raising aspiration, as well as drawing attention to the ‘promising’ evidence on 
parental involvement and parental behaviour in education, in the technical 
sense used in the papers by Gorard et al. (2012) and Cummings et al. (2012). 
In her words, ‘This is where people like my organisation, which puts money 
behind policy organisations, will certainly be looking to invest over the next 
few years’ (House of Commons, 2013, p. 20).  
 



 49 

Similarly, Professor Becky Francis from King’s College London observes that 
‘there is a lot of evidence that working class families have high aspirations’, 
but what they do not have is the information and the understanding required 
to ‘mobilise that aspiration effectively’ to help their children succeed at school 
and in later life (House of Commons, 2013, p. 21).21 Echoing these remarks, 
Loic Menzies highlights the ‘repeated experience of frustrations, of falling 
behind from an early age’ or of ‘failing to read what is on the board’, which can 
cause students to lose faith in their own ability to achieve, ultimately leading to 
a point at which ‘it stops being rational to believe that you are going to 
succeed’ (House of Commons, 2013, p. 23). 

 
Although it is encouraging that JRF was invited to submit oral evidence to the 
committee, it cannot be taken for granted that the evidence presented and discussed 
during the hearing will inform the report and recommendations of the Inquiry (or indeed 
that the parliamentary proceedings will have any subsequent effect on government 
policy or educational practice, or on changing the terms of the wider public debate). 
Indeed, more recent comments by members of the Education Select Committee 
suggest that the research evidence alluded to in the oral evidence session in December 
2013 is not known by all members: for example, the Chair of the Select Committee, 
Graham Stuart MP, is quoted in The Sunday Times (9 March 2013) as telling ‘white 
working class parents to turn TV off’. Although criticised as ‘patronising’ by Labour MP, 
Chris Williamson, another committee member, Ian Mearns MP, observes that ‘there is a 
problem about aspirations about white working class kids’. As these comments suggest, 
despite evidence presented to the committee by some of its expert witnesses, it seems 
the key messages and findings have not had a clear or lasting impact on the thinking 
and deliberations of its members.  
 
In terms of wider political engagement with the research, the dissemination activity 
included briefings with senior officials, discussion with David Laws MP (before taking up 
his current post as schools minister) and participation in a policy roundtable event with 
the deputy prime minister. And yet the evaluation did not find any clear evidence to 
indicate that the JRF research programme on education and poverty had a direct 
influence on the thinking or opinions of political advisors, speechwriters or politicians 
themselves. Analysis of political speeches by the leaders and education spokespeople 
of the three main political parties in the UK parliament from 2010 to 2013 showed that 
the ambition to ‘unleash’, ‘unlock’ or ‘raise’ aspirations continued to have wide appeal 
throughout the period, either in a general sense (such as David Cameron’s pledge to 
‘build an aspiration nation’ in his speech to the Conservative Party Conference in 2012) 
or in a targeted sense, aimed at closing the aspiration gap between individuals and 
families from different socio-economic backgrounds. For example, in a speech to the 
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Sutton Trust in May 2012 on the subject of social mobility, the Deputy Prime Minister 
Nick Clegg drew on evidence of class differences in parental expectations to describe 
the ‘entitlement at one end’ of the social spectrum and ‘exclusion at the other’:  

 
‘One in two parents in the higher social classes expect their child to work in a 
professional role: only one in five parents at the other end of the scale share that 
ambition.’  
 

Although such findings are consistent with the analysis in Goodman and Gregg (2010), 
it is striking that the speech does not reflect the main research findings from the more 
recent JRF reports, published in April 2012, which highlight the generally high levels of 
aspiration and expectation by parents and children, regardless of socio-economic 
background. It is possible that the apparent lack of acceptance of the headline message 
on ‘aspirations’ may reflect some scepticism among parts of the policy and political 
audience. As one former political advisor stated:  

 
‘I know that people in the sector believe the [JRF] research is really important, but 
personally I’m not one hundred per cent convinced that it is true. I’m just not sure I 
really believe that aspirations are always that high.’  
Former political advisor 

 
Awareness and advocacy among campaigners 
 
By contrast, the evaluation suggests that there is good knowledge of the headline 
message among anti-poverty campaigners and representatives from national children’s 
charities challenging the myth of low aspirations. For these stakeholders, the research 
was seen as particularly useful for campaigning and advocacy purposes in the context 
of welfare reform and fiscal austerity, as a way of ‘pushing back’ against certain political 
agendas, as well as challenging popular media portrayals of low-income groups:  

 

‘Is that the myth about low aspirations? Yes, that’s been useful for us, pushing back 
against the troubled families agenda and all that, and now with [TV show] Benefit 
Street on top of that, it’s good to know that there’s research backing up what we’re 
saying.’  
Anti-poverty campaigner 
 
‘The report on ‘aspirations’ has been a seminal one for us – it shows how important 
it is to reject the false stereotypes about people from disadvantaged backgrounds, 
especially in the current climate, when everything is under attack.’  
Charity representative 
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As discussed in the previous section, media coverage of the JRF programme highlights 
the extent to which the public debate around aspects of poverty and disadvantage is 
divided, with commentators and journalists in different media outlets taking very 
different positions on the causes and nature of poverty. Furthermore, in the face of 
attitudinal research which suggests that social attitudes towards those in receipt of 
benefits is hardening, it is not wholly surprising that the JRF research has not 
succeeded in changing the wider public and political conversation around ‘poverty of 
aspiration’ among poorer families and deprived communities.   
 
Summary: mixed awareness and limited scope for policy influence 
 
In sum, the evaluation presents a mixed picture when it comes to the impact of the JRF 
programme on the UK government and policy audiences. Those familiar with the 
research generally regard it as robust, reliable and high-quality evidence, which 
helpfully summarises what is known about the relationship between AABs and 
educational outcomes – though without necessarily producing new or distinctive findings 
of the kind that are useful for policy-makers. Thus, while there has been continued 
policy interest in the drivers of poor outcomes for children and young people, with a 
renewed focus on aspects of ‘character’ and other individual attributes, including 
parental and child aspirations, attitudes and behaviours, the nature of the evidence 
produced by the JRF programme meant that it was difficult to formulate a clear or 
tangible set of policy ‘asks’.  
  
At the same time, stakeholder interviews highlight the limited scope for influencing the 
UK government in the current context, due to a shift in departmental priorities, a 
narrowing of political focus onto core teaching and learning outcomes, and greater 
devolution of decision-making to schools. As a senior analyst in the Department for 
Education observed, the opportunities for influencing ministers since 2010 have been 
far fewer than under the previous Labour Government because ‘we don’t have any 
policies any more’. Thus, whereas previous ministers may have been interested in 
introducing new policies or initiatives around e.g. parental intervention, the appetite for 
central government action has diminished, making it hard to achieve or demonstrate 
clear policy impact and influence.  
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5 Impact on the Welsh government 
 
Alongside the general UK-wide outputs, the JRF programme team commissioned a 
special Viewpoint from Professor David Egan, drawing out the key findings and 
distinctive messages from the research for a Welsh policy and practitioner audience 
(see Box 8). Launched in February 2013, the Viewpoint built on earlier dissemination 
activity in Wales in 2012, including policy briefings with the education minister and 
senior officials in the relevant departments. To examine the impact of the programme in 
Wales, this section reports the findings of interviews with a range of stakeholders, 
including senior officials, academics, charity representatives and local authority poverty 
champions, as well as a review of media coverage, analysis of recent political speeches 
and references to the work in policy reports since 2010.  
 

 

Box 8: Selected key points from the JRF Viewpoint by David Egan: Poverty 

and low educational achievement in Wales: Student, family and community 

interventions, February 2013 
 

 The education system in Wales should combine learning- and teaching-
focused policies with student, family and community approaches. 
Interventions focused on parental involvement, extra-curricular activities 
and mentoring should be prioritised within the Flying Start, Families First 
and Communities First programmes, as well as in school spending of 
the Pupil Deprivation Grant. The priority areas should also be reflected 
in the Welsh Government’s Tackling Poverty Action Plan. 

 

 Any other interventions to be used in Wales in future (including any 
funded by the European Social Fund) should be pre-trialled and 
rigorously evaluated before a decision is taken on wider implementation. 
The main criterion for deciding on scaling up such approaches should be 
the impact on improved educational achievement by poorer children. 

 

 

 
Key findings 

 

 In the Welsh context, JRF was consistently seen as an authoritative and 
trustworthy commissioner of robust research. Described as non-partisan or left-
leaning, JRF was seen as ‘pushing at an open door’ when it comes to influencing 
the Welsh government. Nevertheless, despite these favourable signs, there were 
suggestions that the organisation could do more to maximise its impact and 
influence on Welsh audiences, particularly through sustained engagement and 
greater use of Welsh-specific research and data.  
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 Despite targeted dissemination activity, stakeholder interviews indicate only 
limited awareness of the specific messages and detailed findings from the recent 
research programme on education and poverty. While this may partly be due to 
the limited coverage of the research in the Welsh media, the fact that so few 
stakeholders were able to recall specific messages or findings from the research 
suggests that the dissemination activity was not fully effective in articulating a 
clear and distinctive set of messages for the Welsh audience.  

 The evaluation points to a number of barriers to impact in the Welsh context, 
including difficulties in communicating a complex and subtle message about the 
nature of ‘aspirations’ and the need to counteract prevalent social attitudes and 
beliefs about a ‘culture of low aspirations’ in deprived communities. 
 

General views of JRF 
 
Interviews with stakeholders show that the JRF is widely viewed as an authoritative and 
trustworthy organisation that offers rigorous research and expert information. All 12 
interviewees in Wales consistently described JRF research reports as ‘accessible’, 
‘rigorous’ and ‘an important resource’, and saw publication by JRF as a ‘badge of 
quality’: 

 
‘I’d consider JRF as a badge of quality. You wouldn’t want to suspend your critical 
faculties when you’re reading a report but you do have a sense that it has gone 
through some degree of rigour in terms of if it’s got to the point of being published, 
that it’s got something to say that’s different to a peer review process. But it does 
give you a quality mark.’ 
Researcher 
 
‘Excellent track record, very well known. If you go into a meeting and say “JRF 
research shows that…”’ the majority of people go “oh, that’s ok then”.’ 
Charity representative 

 
In terms of the organisation’s positioning in policy and political debates, JRF was 
generally seen as ‘independent’, ‘non-partisan’ or as ‘slightly left-leaning’. In the Welsh 
political context, this was not seen as problematic; indeed, some saw it as actively 
helpful that JRF’s ‘agenda’ on tackling poverty and disadvantage was closely aligned 
with the political priorities of the Welsh government and main opposition parties in 
Wales (though one interviewee did wonder if this would be the case in Whitehall, or if 
the right-leaning think tank, Policy Exchange ‘would see it in the same way’).  
Asked about the strengths of the organisation or its work in particular areas, JRF’s 
research and analysis on in-work poverty stood out as being particularly important in the 
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current economic and political context, though one interviewee expressed a degree of 
scepticism about certain policy proposals associated with JRF, such as the proposals to 
introduce the living wage:  

 
‘I think probably some of my economist colleagues would be a little bit more wary 
than some of the social researchers here. I think probably some of the economists 
would see some of the policy prescriptions for some of the JRF work advocates as 
being naïve and unworkable or at least that it fails to appreciate the unintended 
consequences it’s proposing. That would be true of some of the stuff on the living 
wage, for instance.’  
Welsh civil servant 

 
For the most part, interviewees described JRF as well positioned to inform and 
influence Welsh government policy and strategies to address poverty and disadvantage.  
And yet, despite the strong reputation and profile of JRF’s work in general terms, the 
findings from the evaluation indicate only partial awareness and acceptance of the 
specific messages from the recent programme on education and poverty.  
 
Dissemination of the JRF programme on education and poverty 
 
Specific attempts had been made by the JRF programme team to tailor key messages 
on education and poverty to the Welsh audience, notably through the holding of 
dissemination events in Cardiff, meetings with Welsh government officials and the 
education minister, and the commissioning of a Welsh-specific Viewpoint by a well-
known author and academic. In response, Welsh stakeholders particularly welcomed 
the role of respected advisors and intermediaries, such as David Egan and Michael 
Trickey, in helping to broker the research and make it relevant to the Welsh policy and 
political context:  

  
‘…having the conduit in Wales like you [JRF] have with David Egan and Michael 
Trickey as the broker is really important and we like JRF properly thinking of its role 
in relation to Welsh government and politics’. 
Welsh civil servant 
 

Nevertheless, while interviewees were generally aware of JRF’s work on education and 
poverty, and aware of David Egan’s report in particular, they were less familiar with the 
other outputs and mostly struggled to recall the specific messages and findings from the 
programme. 
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Media coverage of the programme 
 
In terms of coverage of the findings in the Welsh media, this was limited to a small 
number of articles in March 2013, highlighting evidence of a ‘growing deprivation and 
poverty gap in Wales’ (South Wales Echo, 11 March 2013) and the fact that ‘education 
results point to greater inequality’ (Western Mail, 11 March 2013). Given the 
professional roles of the interviewees in question, however, it was unlikely that media 
coverage would have been the sole or primary means of becoming aware of the recent 
JRF programme. Indeed, most of the Welsh interviewees reported receiving JRF email 
updates, while many had taken part in dissemination events held in Cardiff or had 
otherwise been made aware of the programme through their contact with the JRF.  
 
Variable awareness of specific messages and findings 
 
For the handful of interviewees who described themselves as very familiar with the JRF 
programme, the key message that stood out was the research challenging the received 
wisdom of ‘low aspirations’. As one charity representative expressed it, the JRF 
research in this area was very welcome, because the ‘myth of low aspirations’ had 
already been identified as an issue within their organisation and hence it was ‘useful to 
have this confirmed from a more solid evidence base’. One interviewee in particular 
took a positive view of the impact of the JRF research on the wider political and public 
debate:  

‘I think all that work that was done on better understanding of aspirations, I think 
really has changed the mindset in Wales. Although I don’t think there was a strong 
evidence base, if any, that drew from Wales. Nevertheless I think that it helped us to 
say this is an urban myth and I think that’s very powerful.’  
Academic/researcher 
 

In the main, however, the Welsh interviews revealed only partial awareness of the 
content and findings of the recent JRF programme. Most interviewees were unable to 
recall specific messages from the recent work (‘nothing specific comes to mind’), 
tending instead to associate the recent programme with a general message about the 
close links between poor education outcomes and socio-economic disadvantage: 

 
‘If you are looking at the link between poor educational attainment and poverty I 
think there’s lots of research on what the nature of that link is…that’s pretty well 
proven, everyone accepts that, there’s not really a strong need to do more research 
to make that case...’  
Researcher 
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With one exception, those interviewees who had been involved in the dissemination 
events held in Cardiff still struggled to recall specific messages from the programme, 
suggesting that the messages were not clear or distinctive enough to make a lasting 
impression. A recurring sentiment was that the programme did not offer anything new, 
because the case for addressing poverty and educational disadvantage in Wales has 
already been made:  

 
‘I would say that apart from stressing the point about the apparent relationship 
between poverty and education I am not sure what greater insights and impact the 
JRF work has generated here. I am sure there will be many, including politicians and 
lobbyists and third sector organisations, who will have welcomed the contribution 
from the JRF report for Wales. However, I would argue that this was pushing against 
open doors.’  
Academic 

 
Overall, this lack of familiarity with the main research findings or specific messages from 
the education and poverty programme was a common refrain in the interviews, though 
many did affirm they would refer to JRF’s website if they needed to know anything 
relating to the research specifically.  
 
Revealingly, when asked about the research findings on specific areas of policy, such 
as the effectiveness of interventions to promote parental involvement in education, 
mentoring programmes or extracurricular activities, these were seen as messages 
which were more relevant for ‘practitioners on the ground’ than for policy-makers in 
government, again indicating a lack of awareness of the specific conclusions and 
recommendations in the Welsh Viewpoint, or the findings of the main research reviews 
on the poor quality of evidence behind many government policies and publicly funded 
interventions in this area.  
 
Use of the research by government and intermediary organisations 
 
While JRF’s wider work features regularly in official documents and non-governmental 
publications on issues relating to poverty and disadvantage, analysis of recent reports 
revealed few specific references to the education and poverty programme and no direct 
references in the main government strategies (Welsh Assembly Government 2011; 
Welsh Government 2012; 2013). References to the JRF research on education and 
poverty are listed in recent publications by Estyn, the Welsh education and training 
inspectorate (Estyn 2010, 2011, 2012), including a recent thematic report Working 
together to tackle the impact of poverty on educational achievement; however, it was 
not clear from the text what specific messages had been drawn from the research 
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(Estyn, 2013). JRF’s work on education and poverty is also cited in submissions to the 
National Assembly for Wales, including consultation responses to the Inquiry into 
Educational Outcomes for Children from Low Income Households in 2013 (National 
Assembly for Wales, 2013). Closer analysis reveals that the research is used to make a 
variety of different points by intermediary organisations (see Box 9), but without a clear 
overarching narrative (beyond the strong association between growing up in poverty 
and experiencing forms of educational disadvantage), which may account for the lack of 
clarity about the key messages from the programme among the wider audience.  
 

 

Box 9: Examples of JRF research being used to inform the policy debate 
in Wales 
 

Consultation responses to the Inquiry into Educational Outcomes for Children 
from Low Income Households conducted by the National Assembly for Wales 
Children and Young People Committee illustrate some of the different ways 
that the research is being used to inform policy debate in the Welsh context. 
Recent work by JRF on education and poverty is cited in six of the 19 
consultation responses. 

For example, the National Union of Teachers Wales (UCAC) draws the 
committee’s attention to the JRF Viewpoint (Egan, 2013), echoing the call for 
the Welsh government to introduce wider policies focusing on students, 
families and communities, alongside school-based policies that concentrate 
mainly on learning and teaching. In UCAC’s view, a combined approach to 
tackling poverty and educational disadvantage is so important because 
‘Poverty is too great a problem in Wales for individual schools to be expected 
to mitigate the effect it has on outcomes’ (UCAC, 2013, p.1).  

Meanwhile, Save the Children makes use of the JRF research in its response 
to illustrate the widening gap in pupil attainment in secondary school, as well 
as referring to its own research report Communities, Families and Schools 
Together (Egan, 2012) which includes references to some of the main JRF 
research reports (Goodman and Gregg, 2010; Kintrea et al., 2011). The JRF 
research is also highlighted in an individual submission by David Egan, in 
support of the need for a parental engagement strategy, which evidence 
suggests ‘has the potential to be one of the most effective approaches that 
can be undertaken in addressing the links between poverty and education’ 
(Egan, 2013, p.6). 

In addition, reference is made to related work by JRF on education and/or 
poverty in three other consultation responses: by the Bevan Foundation, in 
relation to the JRF-funded education and poverty network which it is leading 
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in Wales; by NUT Cymru, on the need to increase childcare provision before 
and after school, as called for in What is needed to end child poverty in 
Wales? (Winckler, 2009); and in the response by CaST Cymru, which refers 
briefly to its partnership with JRF on the poverty and ethnicity in Wales 
programme. 
 

 
Local perspectives on poverty and ‘low aspirations’ 
 
According to the three Welsh local poverty champions, an important part of their role is 
to act as a filter through which to screen, select and pass on relevant information to 
their colleagues. JRF was seen as an important source of information in this regard, 
especially for their work on regeneration and area-based initiatives.  
 
At a local level, the relationship between education and poverty was seen as highly 
pertinent, especially for interviewees in the most deprived areas of the country, where 
issues of continued low attainment – despite extra investment and highest spending per 
pupil – remain a pressing priority. For all three local champions, the issue of ‘aspiration’ 
for young people, parents and local communities was seen as highly relevant to their 
roles. However, rather than sharing or endorsing the key message from the JRF 
research challenging the myth of low aspirations, the goal of ‘raising aspirations’ was 
seen as a major priority which urgently needs to be tackled, as well as identifying 
positive role models for young people most at risk of poor outcomes. As one 
interviewee expressed it, although ‘the poverty of the area is often used as an excuse 
[for low attainment], the area could more pertinently be said to be suffering a ‘poverty of 
ambition’. Similarly, another local poverty champion described raising aspirations as 
being of ‘utmost importance’; in his view, ‘there is a great need to break the culture of 
low aspirations, particularly in some of the valleys’. The Communities First programme 
was cited as the main way of ‘pushing this agenda,’ with further action being taken to 
offer activities to disadvantaged children during the summer holidays to maintain 
contact with learning and education.  
 
Barriers to impact: lack of resonance and understanding of key 
messages 
 
As indicated, the Welsh interviews highlight the continued need to counteract prevalent 
social attitudes and beliefs about a ‘culture of low aspirations’ in deprived communities. 
Indeed, the tendency to fall back into the rhetoric of ‘raising aspirations’ was something 
that was observed during the course of the interviews, even among those who 
described themselves as being very familiar with the work. Thus, while a small number 
of interviewees regarded the work on aspirations as adding rigour and nuance to the 
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debate, others were more cautious about its level of impact in the face of powerful 
countervailing forces pulling in the opposite direction:  

 
‘It’s not completely filtered down – people are still talking very blandly about 
improving aspirations without understanding the messages from these reports, so 
there still needs to be a bit of a push to get those message in…you can’t just 
produce something and leave it because you’re still trying to counteract general 
social attitudes and messages.’  
Welsh civil servant 

 
As these responses suggest, it seems that there were particular difficulties in 
communicating the complex and subtle messages from the JRF research in the Welsh 
context, where the goal of ‘raising aspirations’ and tackling a culture of low aspirations 
continues to be a strong focus of government policy at the national, local and regional 
level (see Box 10).  
 

 

Box 10: Difficulties in communicating a complex and subtle message on 
aspirations 
 
Some of the complexities and subtleties of research findings on ‘aspirations’ 
are brought out in David Egan’s (2012) research report for Save the Children, 
which draws on Cabinet Office research (2008) as well as the analysis for the 
JRF by Goodman and Gregg (2010) to highlight the shift from initially high 
aspirations among parents and younger children to lower aspirations for some 
young people:  

 
‘Although the evidence is that children from disadvantaged backgrounds 
have the same life and career aspirations as their more privileged peers 
through their primary and into their secondary years, ultimately a culture of 
low aspirations often caused by the poor prospects of employment pointed 
out above and lack of role models and mentors who can point the way 
ahead seem to have a powerful negative effect.’  
Egan 2012, p.11 

 

While the message about younger children having high aspirations regardless 
of socio-economic background is very much in line with the more recent JRF 
research, this extract brings out some of the challenges in distinguishing 
between high individual aspirations and a ‘culture of low aspirations’ 
associated with a particular community or place. As Egan (2012) goes on to 
observe, families and peer groups are important elements within the 
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communities in which poorer children grow up, and ‘place’ can itself make a 
significant different to how well they achieve in school:  

 
‘Children living in deprived communities face a cultural barrier which in 
many ways is bigger than material poverty. It is the cultural barrier of low 
aspirations and scepticism about education which is seen to be for other 
people.’  
DCSF, 2008, p.27, cited in Egan, 2012, p.12 

 
For this reason, the headline message from the JRF programme highlighting 
‘questionable’ assumptions about low aspirations may have failed to resonate 
in the Welsh context, because there continues to be a strongly held view that 
‘low aspirations’ form part of a ‘cultural barrier’ to educational achievement 
and progression in more deprived communities.  
 

 

 

Some interviewees also expressed frustration with the Welsh government for wanting to 
introduce or roll out initiatives before the evidence was clearly established, which 
suggests that Welsh policy-makers and political leaders are not drawing on research in 
a systematic way.   
 
Frustration at lack of Welsh-specific research 
 
There was also a suggestion from some Welsh interviewees that a lack of engagement 
with the research may have stemmed from frustration with what is widely seen as the 
Anglo-centric nature of the organisation and its relatively weak Welsh programme: 
 

‘[JRF] comes across to me as very England-centric, it’s only latterly that there’s 
been some awareness that things are different this side of the border. There’s a risk 
of some of the reports being ignored because it’s a UK one.’  
Charity representative 
 
‘There’s nothing worse than seeing a report by an organisation that’s meant to be a 
UK-based organisation that basically only has English policy in mind, doesn’t have 
an appreciation that things have been devolved.’  
Welsh civil servant 

 
Rather than being a particular criticism of the JRF programme on education and 
poverty, however, the lack of Welsh-specific research was evidently part of a wider 
frustration about a shortage of robust evaluations in the Welsh context and the lack of 
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data that drills down to the local level. Faced with limited quantitative data, Welsh 
interviewees recalled often having to apply English reports to a Welsh context: 
 

‘You have one or two newspapers that are Welsh specific…and one or two thinktank 
organisations, so we do look elsewhere to other organisations to influence us…’ 
Welsh civil servant 
 
‘I think we have a bit of an evidence void. We look to JRF, we look to the Sutton 
Trust and so forth… and that doesn’t play very well for us because we are a 
separate nation and we do have a separate language as well. There is a completely 
different culture within the education system in Wales and we don’t have that 
evidence base.’  
Academic/researcher 

 
As a result of this ‘evidence void’, the JRF Welsh summaries were seen as useful but 
limited in quantity. With a different culture and language, interviewees called for JRF to 
give greater recognition to the different political and policy agenda in Wales and to have 
more of a Welsh presence in a devolved context:  

 
 ‘JRF would have more purchase if they very obviously had a devolved incarnation 
and I think that devolved incarnation should be able to do publications in English and 
Welsh, for instance, because just by producing English [publications] you are 
automatically cutting out a whole segment, particularly in the education world where 
there is a large segment of the education system that is through the medium of the 
Welsh language.’  
Charity representative 

 
However, although the lack of Welsh-specific evidence is clearly a frustration, it does 
not seem likely that this was the main reason for the lack of engagement with, and 
limited impact of, the JRF programme. Rather than making a deliberate decision not to 
use the JRF research because the underlying evidence was largely UK-wide or 
international, it seemed instead that the findings and messages from the programme 
had not been articulated clearly enough and had become blurred and confused with 
other outputs from the JRF or other sources.  
 
Maximising the JRF’s impact and influence 
 
Thus, compared to the UK government, the policy context in Wales is widely seen as 
more favourable to organisations such as JRF, with a strong focus on tackling poverty 
and educational disadvantage. But while JRF is seen as ‘pushing at an open door’, 
there are doubts about how far this potential impact is currently being realised: 
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‘Having a good message isn’t enough; more needs to be done for dissemination. 
JRF needs to be more tailored to the Welsh agenda… The door is open to hear what 
an organisation like JRF has to say, though it is not necessarily doing enough to 
maximise its potential impact and influence.’  
Welsh civil servant 

 
Despite specific attempts to tailor the JRF programme to the Welsh audience (including 
the use of Welsh intermediaries, which was viewed positively), the evaluation suggests 
that the recent JRF programme on education and poverty failed to have wider impact 
because of a lack of clarity about the key findings – which meant that Welsh 
stakeholders tended to view the recent reports as a reiteration of previous messages 
about the general links between poverty and poor education outcomes – but without 
fully understanding what was new or distinctive about the recent research. Above all, it 
highlights difficulties in communicating a complex and subtle message due to the nature 
of the findings, as well as resistance to some of the key messages in the face of 
prevalent social attitudes and beliefs about ‘poverty of aspirations’ in areas of high 
deprivation in Wales.  
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6 Impact on English local authorities 
 

In the English context, as well as exploring levels of awareness and engagement 
among policy-makers and opinion-formers in Whitehall and Westminster, the evaluation 
also considered how far the research was known, used and valued at the local authority 
and regional level. While the role and responsibilities of local authorities in relation to 
education and poverty have been changing, local councils continue to have a potentially 
important part to play both in co-ordinating and providing key services, as well as in 
encouraging all local partners (both statutory and non-statutory) to work together to 
improve educational attainment and wider outcomes and address disadvantage in a 
holistic way. This section covers findings from interviews with local stakeholders, a 
review of local approaches to tackling educational disadvantage, and follows up 
references to specific local activity which came to light during the evaluation.  
 

Box 11: Research methods: assessing the impact on English schools and 
education providers 
 

The review of local approaches to tackling educational disadvantage focused on 
14 local authorities and city regions which have set up a child poverty or fairness 
commission to review the adequacy of local provision and make 
recommendations for action. The review included analysis of the terms of 
reference, published papers and final reports of each commission, as well as ten 
follow-up interviews with commission members and advisors, which provided a 
chance to inquire about the reasons for establishing the commission, the main 
issues and priorities arising in the local area, as well as specific questions about 
the research and evidence base behind the commission’s report and 
recommendations.  
 

 The evaluation team also followed up references to specific local organisations 
in different parts of the country, which had been mentioned during discussion 
with the JRF team and commissioned authors, to examine how far engagement 
with different strands of dissemination activity had a sustained impact on local 
partners’ awareness, advocacy and action. 
 

 

Key findings 
 

 Analysis of the local commission reports reveals a varied picture in terms of their 
treatment of ‘aspirations’ as a driver of low attainment: some were silent or 
agnostic on the subject, some contained mixed or even contradictory messages 
about ‘poverty of aspirations’, and some were closely aligned with the findings 
and messages of the JRF programme in terms of challenging the myth of ‘low 
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aspirations’ and trying to ‘keep aspirations on track’. Although none of the reports 
explicitly reference the recent JRF publications on education and poverty, 
interviews with local stakeholders confirmed that the research on AABs and 
attainment had been an important source of information in several cases. 

 Overall, there were signs of partial awareness of the JRF programme, with strong 
acceptance and endorsement of the key messages on ‘aspirations’ among a 
handful of local actors, but also wide gaps in awareness and acceptance of the 
main findings. In addition, it was less apparent that endorsement at a local 
authority level was having a direct impact on the actions and decisions of local 
practitioners, or that the infrastructure and mechanisms exists for research to be 
shared with schools and other providers in a routine or systematic way.  
 

Varied approaches towards ‘aspirations’ 
 
Analysis of the commission reports reveals that issues relating to parental and child 
aspirations as a driver of low attainment and other poor outcomes are treated in a 
variety of ways across the different localities, falling into three distinctive patterns:  
 

 no reference to aspiration as a driver of low attainment; 
 mixed messages about ‘poverty of aspiration’; 
 close alignment with the JRF programme, challenging the myth of ‘low 

aspirations’.  
 
No reference to ‘aspiration’ as a driver of low attainment 
 
First, a number of strategies and reports were identified in which there is no discussion 
of parental or child aspiration as a cause or driver of low attainment. These reports 
might be described as ‘agnostic’ on the subject of aspirations, because they avoid 
making explicit judgements either about people from low-income families suffering from 
a poverty of ambition or needing targeted help to raise their (low) aspirations. 22 For 
example, the Islington Fairness Commission, which reported in June 2011, highlights a 
number of priorities to improve children’s life chances: support for parents in the first 
year of a child’s life; affordable childcare; and the importance of parental engagement in 
reading and literacy. However, while seeking to encourage and support certain positive 
parenting behaviours (notably in relation to reading), it does not touch on the subject of 
parental attitudes and aspirations.  
 
The Newcastle Fairness Commission (Newcastle City Council and Newcastle 
University, 2012) also does not address the issue of ‘aspirations’ explicitly (beyond 
stating a general principle that all people should have opportunities to participate in civic 
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life and wider society, and a chance to fulfil their aspirations for the future). Articulating a 
set of principles to assist with fair decision-making in a climate of austerity, it argues for 
progressive universalism, including targeted early years support for children who need it 
most, and more support for ‘vulnerable’ young people. 
 
It further argues that young people are ‘vulnerable’ because they lack formal rights, thus 
leading to feeling disempowered, and that young people face unfair treatment since 
they are often labelled as anti-social. Thus, it deliberately avoids a deficit model, calling 
for ‘continued investment in building capacity and providing facilities and resources in 
deprived communities’, while emphasising that ‘priority should be given to developing 
community independence and self-reliance’ (p.41). Similarly, the York Fairness 
Commission, published in September 2012, takes an explicitly asset-based approach, 
for example in looking to build the self-confidence and skills of parents and 
endeavouring to overcome barriers for parents who may not feel comfortable in a school 
environment, or who themselves have difficulty with maths or English, as well as looking 
at wider mentoring and role models in the community and in schools to further support a 
positive learning culture. 
 
Belief in ‘poverty of aspirations’ 
 
Meanwhile, a second group of reports contain general or mixed messages on the theme 
of ‘low aspirations’, implying either a lack of awareness of the JRF research or a lack of 
acceptance and understanding of its key messages. For example, the Liverpool 
Fairness Commission’s report (2012) calls for the city and its partners to ‘come together’ 
to close the gap between the ‘haves and have nots’ and to ‘increase the general 
aspirations for all its citizens’. It draws on evidence from the Liverpool City Region Child 
and Poverty Needs Assessment, which shows that ‘children from poor families’ and 
‘young people from disadvantaged backgrounds in particular suffer from a poverty of 
aspiration’ (2012, p.26). In addition, the commission refers to evidence from local 
charities and services which ‘reinforces our concerns about the low aspirations and 
levels of attainment’ of poorer children:  

 
‘By primary school many children living in poverty experience forms of developmental 
disadvantage and will already tend to have lower aspirations than their peers. 
Educational attainment at secondary school evidences this.’ (p. 39).  

 
Similarly, the Blackpool Child Poverty Framework (Blackpool Borough Council, 2012) 
refers repeatedly to ‘raising aspirations’ in its vision, corporate priorities and key areas 
of work, implying a belief in a lack of aspirations among low-income groups. The 
framework is based on a ‘thorough analysis of need’, which identified key local factors 
driving and exacerbating poverty in Blackpool, including ‘a high rate of teenage 
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pregnancy, reflecting low aspirations and impacting on the desire and ability of young 
mothers to gain qualifications and find work’ (p. 4). However, it also commits to helping 
everyone to raise and realise their ambitions’ (p. 3), for example, by providing the 
necessary information and guidance so that all young people can ‘remain on track to 
achieve their career goal’ (p. 7).  
 
Challenging the myth of low aspirations 
 
Finally, a third set of reports contained statements which are closely aligned (whether 
intentionally or otherwise) with JRF’s main findings and messages on aspiration, notably 
around supporting young people to achieve their already high aspirations, rather than 
simply seeking to ‘raise aspirations’ or inspire young people to ‘aim higher’. For 
example, the Sheffield Fairness Commission (2012) refers to ‘compelling evidence’ that 
despite their lower average attainment, young people from poorer backgrounds ‘have 
the same high levels of aspiration as other children in the city’. Where they struggle, it 
stresses, is in knowing ‘how to achieve those ambitions’ (p. 51). The report also 
highlights the trajectory of young people’s aspirations, pointing to evidence that these 
‘tend to drop at the point of entry to secondary school (ages 11-12)’ (p. 51). In response, 
it calls for a shift in existing activity relating to aspirations, such as information, advice 
and guidance, to be more strongly focused on 11 –12-year-olds (p. 52). As the report 
stresses:  

 
‘Rather than raising aspirations in order to raise attainment, there is a real need for 
children and parents to be offered support to learn more about educational career 
options so they can make more informed decisions about their future’ (p. 52).   
 

Similar views are expressed in a report by the Knowsley Children and Families Board 
(2011): 
 

 
‘We know that the vast majority of young people in Knowsley are positive and 
ambitious for their future and that their parents say they want to support them to 
achieve their goals. However, these aspirations are strongest in younger children 
and for many children seem to weaken once they become teenagers. We would 
want to try and help young people retain their ambition as they get older’ (p. 7).  

 
In addition, the final report of the Tower Hamlets Fairness Commission (Rahman, 
2013), emphasises that it is not ‘lack of aspiration’ that young jobseekers struggle with, 
but support and networks to access appropriate opportunities. This situation has 
effectively meant that young people tend to be ‘underemployed’ and therefore not 
fulfilling their potential. In addition, it stresses that reluctance to pursue places at higher 
education beyond east London is not due to a ‘lack of aspiration among young people, 
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but rather that there can sometimes be an apprehensiveness, especially among 
parents’ (Rahman 2013, p. 20).  
 

Finally, Torbay Gains, the report of the Torbay Child Poverty Commission (Kennedy, 
2013) explores how local services and communities can work better together ‘to help 
families and improve people’s aspirations and opportunities for employment’.  Drawing 
on a local evidence session with young people, including young carers, children in care, 
young people with disabilities and the Youth Parliament, it observes that many young 
people were ‘clear about their dreams, skills and talents’, setting out ‘positive ambitions 
for the future’, as well as acknowledging the barriers to realising them – particularly lack 
of money, job shortages and transport costs, as well as issues of family crisis, bullying 
or illness. In addition, some young people felt that the school system at times let them 
down, so that ‘they were not encouraged to achieve their full potential and were held 
back by being told ‘you can’t do it’ rather than having people who believed in them and 
being told “you can do it”’ (Kennedy, 2013, pp. 13-14).23 
 
How much awareness was there of the JRF programme? 
 
Across the commission reports and local strategy documents, there were few direct 
references to JRF’s work in general and no specific references to the education and 
poverty programme. The lack of direct references is not particularly surprising, given the 
nature of the documents, which were intended for use by local audiences and aimed at 
being as widely accessible as possible. In some cases, the lack of academic references 
reflected limited opportunities to draw on the wider research literature, due to practical 
constraints such as a lack of administrative or secretarial support. In other cases, it 
reflected the aims and motivations behind the commission – ‘to help make fair decisions 
at a time of austerity’, in one case, and ‘to hold up a mirror – and to stop political 
backpeddling’ in another. Thus, the type of report that local councils and commissioners 
wanted to produce was ‘not a piece of research; it was about listening to local partners 
and drawing them in’. As one independent chair observed:  

 
‘They [the local council] didn’t particularly want a more academic approach… they 
didn’t want to see a report gathering dust on the shelf. So it’s not a piece of research; 
it was about showing that we had listened to local voices… Hence, they did not want 
us to include a massive long bibliography’.   

 
Discussion with the JRF programme team, advisors and commissioned authors 
identified specific instances where there had been communication with several 
commission members, chairs or secretariats, as well as more direct involvement by 
senior JRF staff as commissioners in several cases. Interviews with a range of 
stakeholders, including contact with the commissions, confirmed that the JRF research 
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was more widely known than the number of references would suggest, and that in some 
cases it had played an important part in their deliberations and conclusions. 
Membership of local child poverty and fairness commissions often included an 
independent chair, leading academic or representative from an external organisation 
(such as Save the Children or the Child Poverty Action Group) who was able to bring 
particular knowledge and expertise of the issues in question. Asked whether specific 
research reports had been particularly useful to inform the commission’s approach and 
deliberations, interviewees gave a number of references, as illustrated below:  
  

‘Frank Field and Graham Allen stuff and The Spirit Level.’ 

‘Again, I use the CPAG figures to highlight the costs of child poverty for the local 
area, amounting to an extra £6 or 7 grand per child.’  

‘I’d refer to JRF or Save the Children.’ 

‘Certainly on aspirations and education, I’ve always got JRF updates coming in all 
the time, though I can’t remember individual report names because I don’t have them 
with me.’ 

 

However, while there was typically good knowledge among these stakeholders of JRF’s 
work (at least in general terms), there was less evidence of awareness among other 
local actors, such as elected local councillors or some of the local officers. Again, these 
gaps in awareness across the country and among different parts of the audience are not 
wholly surprising, if judged for example by the limited ‘opportunities for view’ in low 
media coverage achieved nationwide.  
 

How much acceptance and endorsement was there of the key 
messages? 
 
The interviews identified a number of local actors who have very good knowledge of 
JRF’s research and strongly endorse its findings and messages challenging the myth of 
‘low aspirations’. As one set of local officers articulated it, the JRF Round-up report and 
underpinning research on aspirations is a ‘seminal piece of work’, which had been 
‘incredibly useful’ for their work in tackling poverty and disadvantage. From their point of 
view, the research was particularly welcome because it ‘chimes with what we’ve always 
known about the positive ambitions of the vast majority of young people and parents’, 
as well as being in accord with the chief executive’s view, which ‘refuses to tolerate the 
idea of poverty of aspirations’. 
 
In the case of Children North East, a charity campaigning to promote the rights and 
improve the lives of children and young people in the north east of England and counter 
the effects of poverty and inequality on their lives, its engagement with JRF on 
aspirations led it to revise its vision and mission statement. Whereas it had previously 
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pledged to give ‘children and young people opportunities to raise aspirations’, as part of 
its broader aims, the executive team subsequently decided to amend its mission 
statement to remove the reference to raising aspirations. In this case, the research was 
welcomed because it reinforces many of their core messages – ‘we felt it was intuitively 
right’ – and because it provides robust research to challenge negative views and 
stereotypes of children and young people from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
 
As well as active endorsement by certain organisations and individuals, interviews with 
local stakeholders also pointed to a range of views and attitudes held by local 
councillors and other commission members. As these commission members expressed 
it:  

 
‘I’d say we had both sides of the coin: there were those who said we’ve got lots of 
jobs or we’ve got these big new investment projects coming; but our young people 
can’t be bothered to get up in the morning. But there wasn’t a lot of undermining the 
young people. I think people were mostly sympathetic towards their plight.’ 
Independent expert 
 

‘We didn’t get some of the harder views about parents or young people being lazy or 
feckless. We’ve got a troubled families agenda, but I think people generally 
recognise that there is a wider problem around youth unemployment.’  
Independent chair 

 
In another case, an independent chair described her own motivation in wanting to ‘push 
back against the troubled families agenda, which was probably in the background of 
what some others were thinking’. In her words, it was important to show that ‘it was not 
about stigmatising families or labelling them’, but rather about ‘recognising that the 
number of families in poverty was much wider than just the most vulnerable or needy’.  
 
What were the barriers to action? 
 
Nevertheless, while the interviews provide some interesting examples of the research 
being championed at the local level, it is evident that simply being included in a local 
strategy document or commission report will not automatically translate into concrete 
action on the ground. In the follow-up interviews, commission members and advisors 
were asked about the process for engaging with practitioners and communicating the 
report’s conclusions and recommendations to local stakeholders. Although some 
reported plans to share the recommendations with schools and other education 
providers (e.g. by tasking local education officers to send out copies of the report to 
every school, or by holding annual conferences for local, regional and national 
organisations to help implement the recommendations), it was not always clear that the 
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planned engagement with local practitioners had been undertaken or was being 
followed up in a systematic way. In addition, some commissioners said that they were 
hampered by a lack of resources from undertaking widespread engagement with 
practitioners: 
 

‘If there had been more money [for engaging with schools], I’d have liked to delve 
deeper. We had one session with schools, in which an area manager spoke about 
how one school uses the pupil premium to support language needs. I’d have liked to 
have a forum with headteachers, but that was never going to happen. No one 
mentioned specific programmes that they were using in schools. No one mentioned 
the types of programmes that you’d have expected.’ 
 Independent chair 

 
Moreover, in the context of increasing school autonomy, it is apparent that local 
commissioners and local councils are conscious of their declining role and authority 
when it comes to promoting a particular type of approach or intervention for schools. 
Although they could make recommendations, local council members were aware that 
they could not require schools to adopt a particular approach or strategy:  

 
‘I think the local authority is finding that the education system is getting away from 
them in terms of what they can do about it. That’s why we [the Commission] picked 
up on the Pupil Premium, in terms of what local authorities and schools can do. But 
it’s a tough nut to crack, as schools have the autonomy to make their own decisions 
these days.’  
Independent chair 
 

Thus, while there are signs of partial awareness of the JRF programme among 
stakeholders at the local authority level, and some acceptance and endorsement of its 
key messages, it was less apparent that this was having a direct impact on the actions 
and decisions of local practitioners, or that the infrastructure and mechanisms exists for 
research to be shared with schools and other providers in a routine way. The role of 
research intermediaries and the scope for school engagement with research are 
discussed further in the following two sections.  
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7 Impact on educational research 
 
 

‘If we break down the overall process of knowledge mobilisation, we see that it is a 
relatively complex chain of activities, requiring distinct processes of research 
production, synthesis, distribution, transformation and implementation all working 
together .’ 
Sharples 2013, p. 8) 

 
In a more devolved educational context, in which there is renewed emphasis on the use 
of research to inform the decisions of school leaders and other local decision-makers, 
one of the main objectives for the JRF programme team over the medium term has 
been to work with partner organisations to strengthen the evidence base in relation to 
AABs and address the significant gaps that remain. In this section, we review how far 
the JRF research is known, used and valued by others in the educational research 
community (including research funders, professional researchers and intermediaries), 
as well as assessing what steps have been taken in response to the JRF programme to 
strengthen the evidence base in relevant areas. 
 
Key findings 
 

 Stakeholder interviews indicate good knowledge of the main research findings in 
parts of the educational research community, including government analysts in 
the relevant departments and major education funding bodies including the 
Education Endowment Foundation (EEF), Impetus Trust, Sutton Trust and 
Nuffield Foundation. The research has also informed the relevant sections of the 
Sutton Trust–EEF toolkit, which describes the reports by Gorard et al. (2012) and 
Cummings et al. (2012) as ‘systematic and high-quality reviews of aspiration 
interventions’. However, there also appear to be significant gaps in awareness 
and a view among some academic researchers that the programme has not 
been fully informed by previous research in the field.  

 The main follow-up study to date has been a subsequent review of the evidence 
on the effectiveness of parental involvement interventions by Gorard and See 
(2013) commissioned by the Nuffield Foundation, which concludes that the 
effectiveness of such interventions is less firmly established than had been 
anticipated. Although the JRF programme is seen as ‘setting the bar very high – 
and rightly so’ when it comes to reviewing the quality of evidence and 
effectiveness of interventions in this area, the complex messages from the 
research and lack of clear evidence of what is effective present something of a 
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challenge when it comes to communicating the findings and working directly with 
practitioners.  
 

Awareness of the programme among policy researchers 
 

As outlined in Section 4, the IFS/CMPO analysis by Goodman and Gregg (2010) is 
widely cited in the main government strategy documents, independent reviews and 
commissions published since 2010. By contrast, although there is some awareness 
among government analysts of the subsequent research published in April 2012, the 
three main reports (Kintrea et al., 2011; Gorard et al., 2012; Cummings et al., 2012) are 
not referenced in official reports published by the UK or Welsh government over the 
relevant period. In both cases, the relevant officials described the research as robust 
and reliable, though one analyst highly familiar with the work remarked that the findings 
‘did not tell us anything that we didn’t know before’.  
 
Among the wider research community, there were signs of strong awareness and 
engagement with the JRF programme in parts of the educational research community, 
notably among major education funding bodies including the Education Endowment 
Foundation (EEF), Impetus Trust, Sutton Trust and Nuffield Foundation. For this 
audience, the most prominent findings have been both the evidence from Kintrea et al. 
(2011) that low-income families have high aspirations, but may lack the resources to 
realise that aspiration effectively, as well as the findings of the two reviews by Gorard et 
al. (2012) and Cummings et al. (2012), including the absence of clear evidence of 
causality and the ‘promising’ evidence on parental involvement in education, and the 
need to invest more in high quality evaluations of such programmes to promote more 
focused and evidence-informed practice (see Box 7 in Section 4).  
 
However, the evaluation also indicated gaps in awareness, both among government 
analysts working on related areas of policy such as child poverty, and among some of 
the leading academics on aspects of poverty and education. Interviews with several 
academic researchers revealed that although they are subscribers to JRF’s email 
bulletin and regular visitors to the website (and indeed in two cases had contributed to 
earlier work by the organisation in this area), the most recent research on AABs and low 
attainment had not come to their attention. Furthermore, although those familiar with the 
research generally described it as robust and reliable, two of the academic researchers 
interviewed for the evaluation expressed criticism that the programme did not appear to 
be fully informed by previous research in the field on the socio-economic status 
attainment gap and did not explicitly acknowledge the similarities in findings with 
previous studies on the determinants of aspirations.  
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Translating into guidance for practitioners 
 
When it comes to translating the research into guidance for practitioners, the most 
significant use of the research to date has been to inform the Sutton Trust–EEF toolkit, 
a high profile educational resource intended to inform schools’ allocation of pupil 
premium money to improve outcomes for disadvantaged pupils. As summarised in 
Table 5, the most relevant section of the toolkit on aspiration interventions is informed 
by the three main JRF research reports by Gorard et al. (2012), Cummings et al. (2012) 
and Kintrea et al. (2012) in its headline messages and findings.  
 
Echoing the JRF research, the toolkit states that ‘the relationship between aspirations 
and attainment is complex’ and ‘there is no evidence of a clear causal connection 
between learning, aspirations and attitudes to school’. It also highlights that ‘most young 
people have high aspirations for themselves’ and hence it is important to ‘keep these on 
track’, using the same language as the JRF programme.  While the toolkit’s findings are 
consistent with those of the JRF research, it is interesting to note that the toolkit’s 
summary of key points differs slightly, by emphasising the need to ‘avoid 
generalisations’ due to the ‘diversity of AABs in disadvantaged communities’, as well as 
explicitly stating that some pupils have low aspirations and that interventions for such 
learners should be carefully monitored. 
 
In reviewing the quality of evidence on AAB interventions, the toolkit again echoes the 
findings from the JRF research in drawing attention to the weakness of the existing 
evidence base and the need for more rigorous studies, particularly research focusing on 
pupil level rather than school level interventions. In the absence of any meta-analyses 
of the impact of raising aspirations on learning outcomes (which are not possible due to 
the poor quality of the available studies), the toolkit draws on the two JRF reviews by 
Gorard et al. (2012) and Cummings et al. (2012), which are described as ‘systematic 
and high-quality reviews of aspiration interventions’. In addition, the analysis of impact 
and effect sizes in Cummings et al. (2012) is used to inform the toolkit’s assessment of 
the potential impact of aspiration interventions, which are awarded only one star out of 
five possible stars: ‘on average, interventions which aim to raise aspirations appear to 
have little or no positive impact on educational attainment’. 
 

Table 5: Summary of contribution to the Sutton Trust–EEF Teaching and 
Learning Toolkit 

Intervention Key points from the toolkit References to 
JRF 

‘Aspiration’ 
Interventions 

‘Very low or no impact for moderate cost 
based on very limited evidence.’ 

 Little to no positive impact on attainment. 

Cummings et al. 
(2012) 
 
Gorard et al (2012) 
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 Evidence base is generally weak; more rigorous 
studies are required. 

 Most young people have high aspirations; 
hence, it is more important to keep these on 
track by ensuring students have knowledge and 
skills to progress.  

 Direct focus on raising attainment likely to be 
more effective than simply raising aspiration. 

 AABs in disadvantaged communities are 
diverse, so generalisations should be avoided. 

 The impact of any interventions for learners with 
low aspirations should be carefully monitored. 

 
Kintrea et al. (2011) 
 

Mentoring 
programmes 

 The impact of mentoring varies, but overall, it is 
likely to have only a small impact on attainment. 

 Positive effects tend not to be sustained once 
the mentoring stops.  

 Mentors will benefit from training and support. 

No references to JRF 
reports 

Parental 
involvement 

 The association between parental involvement 
and academic success is well established, but 
lack of rigorous evaluation of approaches. 

 Parents should be encouraged to offer practical 
support (e.g. places where they do homework).  

Cummings et al. 
(2012)  
Gorard et al. (2012)  
 

Social and 
emotional 

learning (SEL) 

 SEL interventions can have a significant impact 
on attitudes to learning, social relationships and 
attainment itself, though not all equally effective. 

 Impact of any initiative should be evaluated 
carefully. 

 
No reference to JRF 

reports 

Sports 
participation 

 Being involved in extra-curricular sporting 
activities may increase attendance and 
retention.  

 Participation in sports does not straightforwardly 
transfer to academic learning.  

Cummings et al. 
(2012) 

 

 

Further references to the JRF reports are made in the toolkit sections on parental 
involvement and sports participation (see Table 5), though in these cases the summary 
of effect sizes are drawn directly from the original studies rather than the JRF evidence 
reviews. In addition, the toolkit includes a number of approaches (notably mentoring and 
social and emotional learning), which are partially covered in the JRF reviews, though 
here the toolkit does not draw on the JRF analysis (as might have been expected, given 
the overlap in approaches). 
 
Strengthening the evidence base on AABs and attainment 
 
In terms of its contribution to further research in the field, the main follow-up study has 
been a review of the evidence on the effectiveness of parental involvement 
interventions commissioned by the Nuffield Foundation (Gorard and See, 2013). The 
evidence reviewed by Stephen Gorard and Beng See at the University of Durham 
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presents a ‘mixed and far from encouraging picture for the success of parental 
involvement interventions’. Of the seven studies (out of 68) rated medium quality, two 
interventions (each covered twice) suggested positive effects on attainment, one 
programme was found to have no effect on attainment and two studies suggested a 
negative effect for the programme concerned. Furthermore, in other studies involving 
complex interventions, when the effects of parental involvement were separated from 
the other elements, it is these other aspects that were shown to be effective.  
 
Perhaps disappointingly, therefore, ‘the promise of improving attainment by enhancing 
parental involvement interventions is less than appeared to be the case when we began 
this review’ (Gorard and See, 2013, p. 4). The authors’ forthright conclusion is that 
continuing to invest significant sums in such interventions, without strengthening the 
evidence base or monitoring programmes effectively, is unethical: 

 
‘Commissioners and funders should monitor programmes and fields of research and 
withdraw funding if they are not making progress. …Currently too much work is mired 
in a repetitive phase of exploration without progress. This is an unethical use of 
taxpayer and charitable funding.’  
Gorard and See, 2013, p. 8).// 

 
The authors concerns ‘about the shortage of rigorous research evidence, not only in 
education, but across many areas of social policy’ are shared by Josh Hillman, Director 
of Education at the Nuffield Foundation. In his foreword to the paper, Hillman observes 
that the overall message is clear: ‘We do not know whether these interventions work or 
not, because there are no high-quality evaluations available.’  However, ‘This does not 
mean that we should stop trying to increase parental involvement in education. Rather, 
it means that if we are going to invest in significant interventions, we also need to invest 
in high quality, rigorous research that will show to what extent they are effective in 
raising attainment and other outcomes’ (Gorard and See, 2013, p. 2).  
 
As these remarks indicate, the JRF programme on AABs is part of a growing 
recognition about the need for more rigorous primary research, more systematic review 
processes and more robust evaluations of interventions. In this regard, the JRF reviews 
by Gorard et al. (2012) and Cummings et al. (2012) were welcomed as making an 
extremely robust contribution to the field:  

 
‘The research by Stephen Gorard and co. set the bar extremely high – and rightly so, 
in my opinion. Too often, the bar is set extremely low, almost at the level of 
anecdote.’  
Research funder 
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‘It is an extraordinarily detailed assessment of quite complex evidence.’  
Research intermediary 
 

‘We have used the review of interventions extensively. It is an extremely thorough 
piece of work’  
Research funder 

 

And yet, while investing in ‘high-quality, rigorous research’ may be an appropriate 
response for research funders and commissioners, the lack of clear evidence about 
whether parental involvement and other AAB-type interventions actually work or not 
presents something of a difficulty for those working directly with practitioners. The 
challenges involved in communicating the findings of the JRF programme and related 
research to schools and teachers are discussed further in the next section.  
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8 Impact on English schools 
 

As well as seeking to strengthen the evidence base and promote more robust 
evaluations of AAB-type interventions, the second main objective for the JRF 
programme over the medium term has been to highlight the ‘proliferation of hopeful 
interventions’ and actively promote more focused and evidence-informed practice on 
AABs. In the words of the interim programme manager, ‘We just knew that there was a 
national story and also a very local story to tell, because education happens locally’. To 
examine the impact of the programme on English schools, this section examines levels 
of awareness and engagement among education practitioners and providers, informed 
by a survey of a sample of teaching schools, a focus group of senior school leaders and 
conversations with five academy sponsors.  
 
Box 12: Research methods: assessing the impact on schools and 
education providers 
 

To explore levels of awareness and engagement among teachers and school 
leaders, an online survey questionnaire was administered to a sample of 100 
teaching schools, selected from those who attended the research and 
development annual conference in November 2013. The survey achieved a 
response rate of 34 per cent. Adapting a number of questions from the National 
Evaluation of the Pupil Premium (Carpenter et al. 2013), the survey asked about 
the provision made in each school for disadvantaged pupils, the criteria used to 
define disadvantage and evaluate impact on outcomes and the use of different 
sources of information in deciding how to spend the school’s pupil premium.  
 

To further explore some of the issues raised in the survey a focus group was 
conducted with nine senior school leaders (headteachers, deputy heads and vice 
principals, with responsibility for teaching quality or continuous professional 
development), held in Merseyside. This structured discussion provided a chance 
to consider the key messages from the JRF research programme in more depth, 
focusing on the key points presented in the Round-up (Carter-Wall and Whitfield, 
2012) and the Viewpoint for English schools (Menzies, 2013).  
 

In addition, telephone interviews were conducted with representatives from five 
academy sponsors (multi-academy or umbrella trusts, selected from a review of 
their websites) to ask questions about the nature of provision for ‘aspirations’, 
the use of research and evidence from different sources to guide their planning 
and decision-making and the extent to which schools in their family of academies 
were supported to build capacity for research engagement and conduct 
evaluations of their own programmes.   
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Key findings 
 

 Awareness: The survey findings indicate some awareness among schools of 
JRF as a general source of information, but only very limited awareness of the 
recent education and poverty programme. Although 50 per cent of teaching 
schools in the survey report using the pupil premium toolkit, (roughly in line with 
the national evaluation figures), the follow-up questions and interviews did not 
indicate that any of the schools or academy sponsors included in the evaluation 
had referred to the specific section on aspiration interventions, which was 
informed by the JRF research. 

 Acceptance and understanding: Interviews with senior school leaders 
(headteacher, deputy head or vice principal) and academy sponsors suggest that 
the headline messages for schools about ‘keeping aspirations on track’ are not 
fully accepted, creating confusion and resistance in some cases, because it does 
not appear to resonate fully with teachers’ underlying beliefs and assumptions 
about the drivers of low attainment.  

 Advocacy and endorsement: Although the JRF programme has worked with a 
number of intermediaries to engage with teachers and practitioners, the nature of 
such engagement to date has been patchy. The evaluation suggests that there is 
much more that could be done to engage with academy sponsors, local 
authorities and other intermediaries to promote wider engagement and use of the 
research and translate it into practical recommendations for action.  

 Action: The evaluation produced few concrete examples of impact, in the sense 
of schools changing their practice in response to the JRF programme by 
developing new programmes or evaluating existing initiatives more robustly. 
Although some examples of more sustained school engagement were reported, 
the overall impression is of a continued proliferation of ‘hopeful interventions’ in 
schools in relation to AAB-type interventions, including parental intervention, with 
limited internal monitoring of outcomes. 

 
Findings from the school survey 
 
Schools’ provision for disadvantaged pupils and aspirational programmes 
 
First, against a backdrop of shifting government priorities (see Section 3), the survey 
asked schools about their provision for disadvantaged pupils. Survey responses 
revealed a fairly even balance between ‘core’ teaching and learning activity and 
provision for AAB-type interventions, though with greater weight towards the former. 
The most common responses (selected by more than nine in ten respondents) were 
additional staff (such as extra teachers, teaching assistants or learning mentors), 
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additional support outside the classroom (such as one-to-one or small group teaching), 
support from specialist services (e.g. educational psychologists) and curriculum-related 
school trips. The next most popular set of responses (chosen by more than eight in ten 
respondents) included curriculum enrichment and out-of-hours activities (breakfast 
clubs, homework clubs etc.) for pupils. Parental support and engagement and 
mentoring programmes were also popular, selected by 74 per cent and 59 per cent 
respectively.  
 
A related question asked schools specifically about provision for ‘raising aspirations’ or 
‘broadening horizons’. In response, 77 per cent said they had activities of this type, of 
which four fifths were aimed at all pupils and one fifth were targeted at particular groups 
of students:  
 

‘FSM6 white British boys’ (i.e. those eligible for FSM at any point in the last six 
years).’ 
 

‘All year 11 students have progression interviews in January. Students post-GCSE 
plans are considered in conjunction with their attainment, and support offered as 
necessary.’ 
 

‘Through constant monitoring, we target whichever groups need additional support.’ 
 

‘This is not a generic approach but one that has focus on different levels. In the past 
this has been to raise aspirations for low aspirational students as we are in a heavily 
deprived area. We are currently working on a programme to raise aspirations of 
more able but low achievers.’ 

 
Schools’ use of evidence and awareness of JRF research 
 
Next, the survey asked about schools’ use of evidence in making decisions about how 
to spend their pupil premium. Asked to select from a range of different sources of 
information, both internal and external (including JRF), the most popular response was 
use of their ‘own internal monitoring and evaluation’, selected by 74 per cent of teaching 
school representatives (compared with 98 per cent of both primary and secondary 
schools in the national evaluation). The next most popular answer was the Sutton 
Trust–EEF toolkit, selected by 50 per cent of teaching schools (compared with 33 per 
cent of primary schools and 52 per cent of secondary schools in the national 
evaluation). A similar proportion (47 per cent) of respondents said they used evidence 
from other sources/word of mouth, (noticeably fewer than the 74 per cent of primary and 
81 per cent of secondary schools in the national evaluation survey). Perhaps 
surprisingly, given their R&D remit, a smaller proportion of teaching school respondents 
(47 per cent) said they drew on academic research than was the case in the national 
evaluation survey (67 per cent of primary and 63 per cent of secondary schools). 
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Roughly a third of respondents said they referred to the ‘what works’ pages of the DfE 
website (35 per cent), a similar proportion to those who used local authority schemes 
(29 per cent). Finally, a fifth of respondents (21 per cent) said that they used JRF as a 
source of information in deciding how to spend their pupil premium.  
 
The survey further asked if respondents were aware of specific research on the 
relationship between pupil attitudes, aspirations and behaviours (AAB) and low 
attainment. In this case, just under half of respondents (16) said they were familiar with 
such research, giving further details as follows:  
 

 The most frequent source was Carole Dweck’s work on growth mindsets, 
mentioned by eight respondents.  

 Individual references were made to a variety of research studies, including 
EdYou – a smallscale study into over-achieving white, working class boys, meta-
analyses provided by the Sutton Trust, Alan Maclean’s model of the motivated 
school, Dan Pink’s work in his book Drive: The surprising truth about what 
motivates us, and the Graham Allen Report. 

 Other respondents referred to general areas of research, including ‘insights from 
the broader discipline of psychology’, ‘child development and behaviour’, 
‘emotional readiness to learn’ and ‘neuroscience research on the brain’.  

 One respondent responded unprompted to the open question by saying they 
were familiar with ‘Joseph Rowntree Foundation documents’. 

 
Thus, while a fifth of schools in the survey reported that they use (unspecified) JRF 
research to guide their decisions about the pupil premium, only one respondent 
indicated that they were aware of JRF’s recent work on AABs and attainment. While 
these findings are based on a small sample size and response rate, they indicate that 
the recent JRF research is not widely known among teaching schools. Given the limited 
nature of the survey (and also the scattergun approach to disseminating the research to 
schools in different parts of the country), there is every chance that the evaluation will 
have missed out individual schools where there is good knowledge of the JRF research 
on AABs and attainment. However, given what is known about the patchiness of 
research engagement among schools in general (Nelson and O’Beirne, 2014), we 
believe that the level of knowledge and awareness across the country is unlikely to be 
significantly higher than that indicated in the survey, and may well be slightly lower 
among non-teaching schools, which do not have a special remit to focus on R&D.  
 
Criteria used to define disadvantage 
 
As well as gauging levels of awareness of the JRF research programme, the survey 
also examined the criteria used to define ‘disadvantage’ and target additional support at 
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particular students. In addition to the specified answers (taken from the national 
evaluation survey questionnaire), these questions included an additional response 
pertaining to low aspirations, to gain an insight into schools’ beliefs, attitudes and 
assumptions about the aspirations of particular groups of children, young people and 
parents. 
 
Asked about the criteria used to define disadvantage, the most popular response was 
‘pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM)’, followed by ‘children in care’ and ‘low 
attainment’. Interestingly, the additional response, ‘children from low aspiration families’ 
was selected by two fifths of respondents – a lower proportion than the most common 
criteria, but not far behind ‘children from low-income families’ and well above the least 
popular responses (‘children from single parent families’ and ‘families from specific 
geographical areas’). Asked about the criteria used for targeting support to 
disadvantaged pupil, almost six in ten respondents selected ‘low aspirations’ (59 per 
cent) and three quarters selected ‘negative attitudes towards learning’ (77 per cent), 
indicating that these criteria have resonance for well over half of respondents. While it 
would take further research and analysis to unpack the beliefs and assumptions behind 
these answers further, this level of response at least suggests that the idea of children 
coming from ‘low aspiration families’ or themselves having ‘low aspirations’ and 
requiring additional support on this basis had some resonance in a fair number of 
cases.  
 

In addition, respondents were asked how the impact of the school’s support for 
disadvantaged pupils is measured. As might be expected, the most popular response 
was ‘improvement in attainment’, followed by ‘improvement in attendance’, 
‘improvement in behaviour’ and ‘improvement in confidence’. Interestingly, more than 
half of respondents also said that they monitor ‘improvements in aspiration’ as a way of 
measuring the impact of their support for disadvantaged pupils.  
 
Teachers’ views about low aspirations as a driver of low attainment 
 
To explore their beliefs and assumptions a little further, teachers in the survey were 
asked an explicit question about their views of the relationship between low aspirations 
and low attainment.  
 

 Asked to say which statement best described their view, over three quarters 
(79.4 per cent) agreed that: ‘Low aspiration is a contributing factor towards low 
attainment for some disadvantaged pupils.’ 

 Almost a quarter (23.5 per cent) believed that: ‘Poverty of aspirations among 
disadvantaged parents and pupils is an important cause of low attainment for 
such pupils.’ 
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 And only one respondent (2.9 per cent) stated that: ‘There is no such thing as 
'poverty of aspirations' among parents or pupils from disadvantaged 
backgrounds.’ 

 
Again, although the survey findings should be treated with caution given the small 
sample size and modest response rate, these responses are at least suggestive about 
what teachers’ underlying beliefs and assumptions may be about the aspirations of 
disadvantaged children and their families. In short, as well as a basic lack of awareness 
of the JRF research or the relevant section on ‘aspirations’ in the Sutton Trust–EEF 
toolkit, the survey indicates that there may be additional barriers to overcome before the 
research is fully accepted and acted upon by school practitioners.  
 
Findings from the focus group and interviews 
 
Building on the findings from the survey, the focus group and follow-up interviews 
provided a chance to explore schools and academy sponsors’ views about the JRF 
research in greater depth.  
 
Schools’ provision for disadvantaged pupils and ‘aspirational’ programmes 
 
Asked about the provision that they offer for disadvantaged pupils, the nine senior 
school leaders in the focus group and five academy sponsors described a range of 
activity, focused both on ‘core teaching and learning’ (such as reading recovery) and 
also on inclusion and enrichment, including mentoring programmes and parental 
engagement or parental involvement activities. Asked whether there is a particular focus 
in their school or academy chain on promoting positive attitudes towards education or 
broadening horizons and aspirations for the future, interviewees described a number of 
inspirational and aspirational programmes, including ‘inspiring speakers for schools’ and 
outdoor activities and mentoring programmes, aimed at expanding pupils’ horizons and 
giving them a broader set of experiences and competences.  
 
Use of evidence to inform aspirational programmes  
 
Teachers and academy sponsors were also asked about their use of evidence to inform 
the choice or design of such programmes and activity. Responses suggested that while 
the use of evidence is becoming more commonplace to support ‘core’ teaching and 
learning activity in the classroom, schools and sponsors are not routinely drawing on 
academic research or guidance from sources such as the Sutton Trust–EEF toolkit to 
inform the design of AAB-type interventions, including parental intervention. Some 
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participants described looking at research as on their ‘to-do list’, while others admitted 
that their good intentions about accessing research were not always realised: 
 

‘I would go to Google or the EEF toolkit. Or at least, I always mean to do this – I’m 
not sure that I ever have looked at the toolkit!’  
Vice principal 
 

‘We have a number of mentoring schemes with different corporate companies. Our 
starting point is always what will be most appropriate for the school in question, and 
also what the corporate partner is able to offer… Looking at research is certainly on 
my to-do list; we could definitely look at what other organisations are doing and look 
at research to see if it is as impactful as it can be.’ 
Academy sponsor 
 

 

In another case, this representative from an academy sponsor reported finding some 
‘noticeable gaps in the evidence’ about what types of provision are effective:   
 

‘My feeling on the research out there [on outdoor activities] was that it was useful, 
there were lots of good ideas, but there were also some noticeable gaps in the 
evidence. While it gave some general principles, it also said that we don’t know what 
types of trips work or what types of activities make a difference. So we have focused 
on consulting with our schools and finding out what is helpful for their needs, starting 
with what they recommend and what is better for the school in question.’ 
Academy sponsor 

 
In addition, schools and academy sponsors were asked specifically about their provision 
for parental involvement and engagement by parents. The responses on parental 
involvement followed a similar pattern to provision for mentoring and extra-curricular 
activity: the majority of schools and sponsors said that they had some provision, 
schemes or activity for involving parents, but were not generally able to give specific 
examples of drawing upon a wider research base to inform this work.  
 
One notable exception here was an academy sponsor which has drawn explicitly from 
the JRF research programme to influence the design of a new mentoring programme, 
which it is currently introducing across its family of academies to broaden horizons for 
disadvantaged young people and support them to realise their aspirations and 
ambitions. Although awareness of JRF’s work in general in this case was found to be 
high, it was the close relationship with one of the commissioned authors (Loic Menzies), 
which had really brought the findings of the recent JRF programme to the attention of 
the sponsor.  
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Internal monitoring and tracking of ‘impact’ 
 
Given the emphasis in the JRF research on improving monitoring and evaluation of 
programmes, it is also interesting to see how practitioners reported the internal 
processes for evaluating AAB-type interventions in their settings. Here, schools and 
sponsors described difficulties in knowing how to monitor the impact of their 
programmes, particularly over the longer-term:  

 

‘Monitoring and tracking is something I’ve found really tricky. Every year there is an 
evaluation report which we send out to our partners. If I’m honest, it’s quite hard to 
monitor the development that a student makes during the programme. Our students 
and mentors fill out a pre- and post-assessment form, but it can be quite subjective – 
it’s something that I’ve been looking at improving for this year. I’d like it to be more 
quantitative, to be able to pull more out from the data.’  
Academy sponsor 

 

‘At the moment we track through pupil survey and teacher survey and case studies, 
looking at the impact on pupils’ personal and social development, their resilience 
and confidence, their relationship with the teacher, and on pupil leadership.’ 
Academy sponsor 
 

‘We use surveys from each trip and follow up by asking about the impact on 
academic studies, but we don’t have a deep way of tracking the impact – seeing if it 
has a sustained effect over time, for example.’  
Academy sponsor 
 

‘This is an area where we could definitely do more.’  
Deputy headteacher 

 
Barriers to engagement: resistance to the headline message 
 
As well as exploring the use of evidence to inform their existing provision, the focus 
group provided a chance to discuss the key findings and messages from the JRF 
research programme in greater depth, focusing on the ‘key points’ presented in the 
Round-up (Carter-Wall and Whitfield 2012) and the Viewpoint for English schools 
(Menzies, 2013). In the focus group discussion, it quickly became apparent that not all 
participants were persuaded by the key message about ‘keeping aspirations on track’ 
rather than ‘raising aspirations’. As argued in the Viewpoint:  

 
‘(T)he problem for pupils is not “where am I going?” but “how do I get there?” 
Schools should focus on “keeping aspirations on track”. Working with parents 
(meaning parents or guardians) is a highly effective way of doing so.’  
Menzies 2013, p. 2 
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Participants thought that this was problematic, because in their view, not all pupils have 
high aspirations or a clear destination in mind beyond the end of compulsory schooling. 
As two senior leaders expressed it: 

 

‘The trouble with telling schools they need to achieve aspirations instead of raising 
aspirations is that it assumes that all young people have high aspirations to begin 
with.’  
Vice principal 
 

‘It’s fine to say that students know where they are going – but in my experience this 
isn’t so in every case. I don’t mean to be rude, it’s just that we work really hard with 
some of our students to help them make the right choices and aim higher than they 
would have done otherwise’.  
Deputy head 

 
As Goodman and Gregg (2010) highlight, what might look like low aspirations for older 
students may often be high aspirations that have been eroded by negative experience. 
Some schools and academy sponsors reported being aware of precisely this type of 
drop in aspirations between primary and secondary phases. As one sponsor described, 
despite apparently high aspirations in one of their primary schools, when teachers in the 
neighbouring secondary school saw the results of a survey of young people’s expected 
post-16 destinations, ‘they were saddened at how low the aspirations were’. 
Nevertheless, while the participants in the focus group agreed that some children seem 
to lose an earlier spark or sense of ambition later in secondary school, there was still a 
strong perception that young people’s aspirations are variable and not all pupils have 
high aspirations to begin with. 
 
Where the focus group participants struggled was in knowing what practical difference 
the research findings would have for their school. In line with the Viewpoint, all the 
senior teachers agreed that any activity focused on raising or inspiring aspirations 
needed to be accompanied by specific information, advice and guidance on how to 
meet those aspirations. When pressed about the distinction between raising and 
achieving aspirations, some of the teachers and school leaders struggled to see what 
practical difference this could make to their setting.  
 
Reluctance to give up inspirational programmes 
 
What is more, a number of practitioners said they would be very reluctant to give up 
inspirational programmes, which aim to raise aspirations or encourage children to aim 
higher. In their view, the aspirational programmes and activities in their own schools add 
value to all pupils, even those who do have a clear destination in mind, while offering 
particular benefits to those who do not yet know ‘where they are going’. Senior teachers 
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also welcomed a strong focus on broadening horizons, in the sense of expanding the 
range of possible options for the future, by increasing exposure to different types of 
career, as well as becoming more knowledgeable about jobs in different sectors and 
industries from those that would otherwise be considered.  Again, this was something 
that was considered relevant to all pupils, but was seen as particularly important for 
young people from more deprived areas and more disadvantaged family backgrounds. 
 
Several participants expressed reservations about the strong emphasis on achieving 
aspirations, because in their schools they felt there was sometimes a slight disconnect 
between the aspirations of particular pupils and the reality of the grades that they had 
achieved or were predicted to get. One deputy head gave the following example:  
 

‘In the sixth form, I’m aware that there is sometimes a slight disconnect between 
aspirations and reality of grades that they’ve got. For example, I’m thinking of one 
student who said she wanted to go to medical school, but it was difficult because 
she was predicted to get Bs and Cs rather than As. So we had to talk about that and 
explore other options which might make sense for her.’ 

 
Furthermore, in line with the findings from the Glasgow University study, which found 
some differences in aspirations and expectations between young people in the three 
locations (London, Nottingham and Glasgow), there was also a perception that young 
people’s outlook and expectations are not uniform across the country. As observed by a 
representative of a multi-academy trust with schools in locations around the country, 
pupils in their London schools appear to display higher aspirations than some pupils in 
deprived areas outside the capital. For participants in the focus group, the fact that 
schools in other parts of the country are performing more strongly reinforced the 
challenges they face in their local communities. In their view, the success of London 
schools probably reflected a more positive set of cultural attitudes towards education 
and a stronger sense of motivation to succeed among pupils in the capital.  
 
Thus, for a variety of reasons, not all practitioners and providers appeared to accept 
that the headline message of ‘keeping aspirations on track’ is appropriate for all pupils. 
They saw raising aspirations and achieving aspirations as intimately connected, and 
hence there was some resistance to the idea of prioritising one above the other.  
 
Possible explanations for these findings 
 
Although further research would be needed to explore the prevalence of such views and 
understand the beliefs and assumptions behind them, a number of possible 
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explanations might be tentatively suggested for the apparent resistance to the headline 
message about keeping aspirations on track. 
 
First, it is possible that the headline message on aspirations in the JRF summary 
documents are too generalised. Somewhat ironically, given that the research is 
obviously intended to challenge an overly-generalised view that aspirations in deprived 
communities and low-income families are too low, it may be the case that the summary 
document and Viewpoints over-generalise in the opposite direction: i.e. do not 
sufficiently acknowledge the more nuanced findings in the full research report, which 
shows that most but not all young people from disadvantaged backgrounds have high 
aspirations, and that average aspirations vary from place to place, indicating that a 
more tailored and localised response is needed in different localities. As summarised in 
Section 7 the pupil premium toolkit stresses that ‘AABs in disadvantaged communities 
are diverse, so generalisations should be avoided’, as well as calling for the ‘impact of 
any interventions for learners with low aspirations [to] be carefully monitored’. Rather 
than simply stressing that aspirations are generally high, adopting a formulation of this 
type with a more nuanced message may help to avoid resistance from teachers who do 
not accept that aspirations are uniformly high.  
 
Second, it is possible that some of the views and attitudes expressed in the survey and 
focus groups reflect low expectations on the part of teachers. There was some 
recognition in the survey that low teacher expectations may be part of the problem, with 
one teacher offering the following perspective:  
 

 

‘However I would argue that it is low expectations of teachers in schools in general 
that drive low attainment ... I think that the education system drives low attainment in 
certain pupils and you need to believe in all children and that they can go as far as 
the moon!’ 

 
There was also some discussion in the focus group of the idea of adopting a ‘growth 
mindset’, as articulated by academics such as Carol Dweck, to ensure that no children 
in a class were given a negative label as low ability or allowed to think that their 
(currently low) level of attainment was fixed.  
 
In the main, however, the teachers surveyed subscribed to the view either that 
disadvantaged families are characterised by a ‘poverty of aspirations’ or that ‘low 
aspirations is a contributing factor towards low attainment’. Such views appear to reflect 
a wider tendency among teachers and practitioners, as reported in the JRF research, to 
underestimate the level of aspiration and ambition among parents and students from 
low-income families. As Cummings et al. (2012) argue, teachers and other 
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professionals ‘may need to revise upwards their estimation of the aspirations of parents 
and children’, while also doing more to ‘engage with parents on parents’ own terms’ (p. 
4). 
 
On one interpretation, such views reflect precisely the kind of questionable or false 
assumptions about low aspirations as a driver of low attainment that the research seeks 
to debunk. But on another interpretation, rather than assuming that all low-income 
families have low aspirations, these statements might reflect a more nuanced view of 
the relationship between AABs and attainment. It follows that further research is needed 
to examine the relationship between teacher attitudes, behaviours and expectations, on 
the one hand, and low attainment, on the other, and to investigate how far these 
attitudes, behaviours and expectations can be changed. 
 
Moreover, even if further research were able to establish that low teacher expectations 
are part of the problem, there is still a need to find effective ways of changing teachers’ 
underlying beliefs and attitudes. As we might expect, achieving this type of deeper 
attitudinal and behavioural change is not something that can be done through standard 
forms of communication or dissemination activity; it requires structured programmes of 
professional development that are sustained over many months. For example, 
international evidence on continuing professional development highlights examples of 
successful practice when it comes to transforming or reframing teachers’ perceptions of 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Timperley et al., 2007). The research shows 
that bringing about this type of change in attitudes, behaviours and expectations among 
teachers can be achieved through extended, structured programmes of professional 
learning, typically lasting for at least 12 or 18 months.24
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9 Conclusions and recommendations 
 

This evaluation has explored how far the short- and medium-term goals of the JRF 
programme on education and poverty 2010–2013 have been achieved. As well as 
describing the level of awareness, acceptance, advocacy and activity among different 
parts of the audience, it has also sought to explain why this level of engagement and 
impact has been achieved, by assessing the contribution of different factors – from 
features of the external environment, to the nature and quality of the research, the 
distinctiveness and clarity of the messages and the extent to which the research has 
reached both the interested and the most influential parts of the audiences.  
 
 

Assessing the short-term impact 
 
How much awareness is there of the JRF Education and Poverty 
Programme 2010–2013?  
 
In both the English and Welsh contexts, we conclude that the short-term goal of the 
programme – for the research and outputs to be ‘known, used and valued’ by 
practitioners, policy-makers and researchers – has been partially met, with good levels 
of awareness of the programme among certain parts of the policy and research 
audience, notably key government analysts and some of the major education funders, 
as well as high levels of endorsement among particular stakeholders, including charity 
representatives and anti-poverty campaigners. This good awareness among certain 
parts of the audience reflects the success of the JRF programme team in identifying and 
engaging directly with representatives from some of the main organisations involved in 
tackling educational disadvantage.  
 
However, the evaluation also reveals some noticeable gaps in knowledge and 
understanding among key stakeholders, including political advisors, local practitioners 
and education providers, as well as some of the leading academics working on aspects 
of poverty and education. Lack of awareness in these cases can be partly attributed to 
the limited coverage in the national media, which remains an important vehicle for 
promoting and highlighting research findings and messages to general and specialist 
audiences. Low levels of awareness among local practitioners, teachers and education 
providers can be attributed to the scattergun nature of dissemination activities for these 
audiences. In certain cases (notable among the Welsh interviewees), those interviewed 
were aware of recent JRF outputs on education and poverty, but unable to recall 
specific messages or findings from the programme, despite having taken part in 
dissemination activities, suggesting that the headline messages were not sufficiently 
distinctive or communicated clearly enough to make a lasting impression.  
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Although these findings are based on contact with a limited number of stakeholders 
(only 56 individuals out of a total target audience of many thousands or even millions), 
we believe that the evaluation provides a reasonable indication of the mixed level of 
awareness among some of the most influential members of the target audience.  
 
How much resonance do the key findings and messages have with target 
audiences and how far are they accepted and endorsed by different 
stakeholders?   
 
The evaluation suggests that the JRF programme has achieved varying levels of 
acceptance and endorsement among different parts of the audience. For campaigners 
in the charitable sector and anti-poverty champions in the media and local government, 
the most prominent finding has been the research challenging negative stereotypes 
about people in poverty and the myth of low aspirations, which has had particular 
resonance at a time of fiscal austerity and in the context of far-reaching reforms of the 
welfare system and contested political claims about the causes of poverty. For anti-
poverty campaigners, this research appears to accord with their core beliefs and values, 
as well as providing useful ammunition for those seeking to push back against 
individualist accounts of poverty, which are seen as blaming those affected for not doing 
more to improve their social and economic position.  
 
But while the research findings on aspiration are compelling for some members of the 
audience, the findings of the programme as a whole appear to have had less resonance 
and less sustained impact upon other audiences. For example, resistance to the key 
message on aspiration was evident among local poverty champions, as well as some of 
the national charity representatives in Wales, where the findings did not appear to 
accord with some widely held views about a culture of low aspirations in deprived 
communities. There were also signs of resistance to the key message about keeping 
aspirations on track among the teachers and educators surveyed and interviewed for 
the evaluation in England. Participants thought that this was problematic, because in 
their view not all pupils have high aspirations or a clear destination in mind beyond the 
end of compulsory schooling.  
 
While the research findings on aspirations were the most prominent element for some 
stakeholders, it is also important to reflect on the reasons why other aspects of the JRF 
programme failed to have greater resonance. In the case of parental involvement 
interventions, which the two reviews of causality and interventions found to be most 
promising, the evaluation suggests that policy audiences were generally underwhelmed 
by the finding because it was seen as fairly familiar – that is, as confirming what policy-
makers already know rather than producing new or distinctive findings. Thus, although 
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government officials affirmed that the JRF programme was a robust and useful source 
of evidence, the nature of the findings may have hindered wider recognition and 
endorsement of the research.  
 
Assessing the medium-term impact 
 
How far has the programme helped to strengthen the evidence base and 
promote more robust evaluations? 
 
Over the medium term, the JRF programme team set itself the objective of working with 
potential partners (including other research funders and intermediary bodies) to 
communicate the findings of the research and address the significant gaps in the 
evidence on AABs identified in the two reviews. In many ways, this activity appears to 
have been the most successful element of the programme, informing the relevant 
section on aspiration interventions in the Sutton Trust–EEF toolkit, which is now one of 
the main sources of evidence for schools on cost-effective ways to narrow attainment 
gaps. Among many researchers, the two reviews conducted by Gorard et al. (2012) and 
Cummings et al. (2012) are seen (rightly) as setting the bar extremely high in 
establishing what counts as high-quality evidence. As such, the programme has 
contributed to growing recognition among some of the major funders about the need for 
more rigorous primary research and robust evaluations of interventions. 
 
Nevertheless, there are still significant gaps in the evidence about what types of 
interventions are actually effective. Somewhat disappointingly, the main follow-up study 
– a detailed review of the evidence on the effectiveness of parental involvement 
interventions, commissioned by the Nuffield Foundation – concludes that the evidence 
is less promising than previously indicated. While the contribution of more detailed 
analysis is to be welcomed, this revised view of what the existing evidence actually 
shows creates some difficulty when it comes to communicating the research to policy-
makers, practitioners and education providers. 
 
What impact has the JRF programme had on government policy in England 
and Wales? 
 
In policy terms, the JRF programme has not achieved any discernible impact on UK or 
Welsh government policy. In the English context, the IFS/CMPO analysis is widely 
known by certain government analysts, being described as ‘good quality, quantitative 
evidence’ and ‘thorough, robust research’, produced by academics with a very strong 
reputation in the field.  But while the study has provided a lot of data which is useful for 
illustrative purposes, the authors were not commissioned to provide analysis of specific 
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policy interventions or offer detailed recommendations for policy-makers or 
practitioners; as such, the analysis has not informed the development of policy since 
2010 under the Coalition Government. As one government analyst described it, while 
the study usefully brings together analysis from different datasets in one report, ‘in 
policy terms, it did not tell us anything we didn’t know before’.  
 
Meanwhile, although the reports by Kintrea et al. (2011), Gorard et al. (2012) and 
Cummings et al. (2012) were intended to have a more direct impact on policy, for a 
number of reasons these reports have been less widely used in official documents and 
achieved variable levels of awareness and recognition inside the UK government. 
Those familiar with the programme regard the two main reviews of causality and 
interventions as carefully conducted, according to very robust standards of educational 
research. Rightly or wrongly, however, the reviews were not seen as producing new or 
distinctive findings of the kind that are useful for policy-makers, but rather as confirming 
what was already known (for example, about ‘parental involvement’ being a promising 
area for intervention). Furthermore, while there has been continued policy interest in the 
drivers of poor outcomes for children and young people, with a renewed focus on 
aspects of character and other individual attributes, including parental and child 
aspirations, attitudes and behaviours, the nature of the evidence produced by the JRF 
programme meant that it was difficult to formulate a clear or tangible set of policy ‘asks’. 
 

In addition, the evaluation highlighted the limited scope for influencing the UK 
Government in the recent period. While the period from the early 2000s to 2010 was 
associated with a broadening of focus on children, families and communities, 
stakeholders observed that there has been a noticeable shift or narrowing in 
departmental priorities back towards core teaching and learning. In the words of one 
senior official in the Department for Education, beyond the flagship policies (such as the 
new pupil premium and academies and free schools programme), ‘We don’t have any 
policies anymore’. Thus, whereas previously there may have been opportunities to 
introduce new policies or initiatives, the scope for influencing central government has 
diminished.  
 
By contrast, JRF was seen as pushing at an open door when it comes to influencing 
Welsh government policy, but as not maximising its potential impact and influence, 
despite commissioning a Welsh-specific Viewpoint and conducting disseminating 
activities and meetings with senior officials and the education minister. Although 
interviewees welcomed RF’s use of Welsh advisors and intermediaries, and although 
attempts had been made to tailor the research to the Welsh agenda, interviewees felt 
that this needed to go further, specifically through the commissioning of Welsh-specific 
research and analysis of Welsh national and local data, to provide more detailed and 
focused recommendations for policy and practice in the Welsh context. Nevertheless, 
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although the lack of Welsh-specific evidence is clearly a frustration for many policy-
makers and advisors in Wales, it does not seem likely that this was the main reason for 
the lack of impact of the JRF programme. For example, there was no evidence to 
suggest that any of the interviewees had made a deliberate or conscious decision not to 
use the JRF research because the underlying evidence was largely UK-wide or 
international. Rather, it seemed that the findings and messages had tended to become 
blurred with other outputs from the JRF or other sources, perhaps reflecting difficulties 
in articulating a clear and distinctive message from the research because of the nature 
of the findings, as well as difficulties in communicating a complex and subtle message 
about the nature of individual vs. community aspirations in the Welsh context, where 
there continues to be a strong policy focus on addressing community-level barriers and 
disadvantages including low aspirations.  
 
Furthermore, it is important to bear in mind that even if the JRF programme had 
commissioned Welsh-specific research (e.g. extending the qualitative research study to 
include a Welsh school, or conducting special analysis of Welsh datasets) it may not 
have had any greater impact on government policy and practice, given constraints of 
timing and context (including pressures on ministers to deliver results and respond to 
criticism, for example of poor educational performance in Welsh schools).  
 
To what extent has the research informed and influenced practitioners and 
education providers, leading to a change in practice in schools and other 
settings? 
 
The evaluation also assessed how far the programme has managed to bring about a 
change in practice, by promoting more focused and evidence-informed teaching and 
learning in schools and other settings. Here, the findings indicate that there is some 
awareness in schools of JRF as a general source of information, but only very limited 
awareness of the recent work on AABs and attainment. The evaluation produced few 
concrete examples of impact, in the sense of schools changing their practice in 
response to the JRF programme by developing new programmes or evaluating existing 
initiatives more robustly. Although some examples of more sustained school 
engagement were reported, the overall impression is of a continued proliferation of 
‘hopeful interventions’ in schools in relation to AAB-type interventions, with limited 
internal monitoring of outcomes. This limited level of engagement with the JRF 
programme may reflect the scattergun nature of dissemination activities, while also 
reflecting the weak infrastructure for promoting wider engagement with research among 
practitioners.  
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How far has the programme managed to ‘change the conversation’ on 
aspirations? 
 
Finally, as well as seeking to influence policy, research and practice, the JRF 
programme also sought to have a wider impact on public beliefs and attitudes about the 
nature of poverty and disadvantage. As expressed by one of the commissioned authors, 
the goal here has been to ‘change the conversation’ about poverty and inequality more 
widely, so that there is a shift in attitudes and understanding about the reality of 
disadvantage in the UK today. As discussed above, while the research has had 
particular resonance for campaigners in the charitable sector and anti-poverty 
champions in the media and local government at a time of fiscal austerity and far-
reaching political reform, it has had a less sustained impact on other parts of the 
audience, who perhaps do not share the same intuitive belief about the myth of low 
aspirations.  
 
Analysis of media coverage illustrates some of the difficulties in changing attitudes in 
the English context, in what remains a highly polarised debate about the causes of 
poverty and intra-generational disadvantage. As highlighted in Section 3, while 
journalists in some media outlets have used the recent research to challenge the 
accepted wisdom about a poverty of aspirations among the least advantaged, a number 
of journalists and commentators have drawn on earlier or unspecific JRF research to 
emphasise the links between low aspirations and low attainment, using the evidence of 
statistical association to imply a ‘proven’ causal connection. Of course, this tendency to 
draw selectively on research which appears to support one’s intuitive beliefs (whether 
the research in question actually does so or not) is not unique to the media – and is not 
unique to any one side of the debate. Arguably the same tendency is evident in some of 
the recent UK government strategies and related documents on child poverty and social 
mobility, which continue to refer to disparities in parental and child aspirations as a key 
factor contributing to unequal outcomes.25 One might speculate that the more recent 
JRF research findings are not more widely known or used because they do not fit 
popular assumptions about the presumed causal relationship between low aspirations 
and low attainment. In Wales, despite the optimistic appraisal of one interviewee, there 
were few signs that the JRF research had changed the mindset on aspirations. In the 
words of one senior official: ‘It’s not completely filtered down – people are still talking 
very blandly about improving aspirations still without understanding the messages from 
these reports’. Changing the conversation appears particularly challenging in the Welsh 
context, where belief in low aspirations among individuals and deprived communities 
continues to be a strong focus of government policy at the national, local and regional 
level.  
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Against a backdrop of hardening public attitudes towards people on unemployment and 
other benefits, it is not perhaps surprising that the JRF programme has had only a very 
limited impact on changing people’s minds. As the evaluation reinforces, providing 
evidence that reinforces (some) people’s intuitive beliefs and values is generally rather 
easier than promoting findings which may contradict their existing views. The challenge 
for any future work in this area is therefore to find ways of communicating often complex 
and subtle messages in ways that have a wider resonance and impact, beyond the 
natural advocates who are most inclined to hear and endorse the key messages.  
 
Implications for long-term impact 
 
Over the longer term, the aim of the JRF programme on education and poverty is to 
improve outcomes for disadvantaged children and young people by promoting the 
uptake of more effective interventions. The research has had only a limited period of 
time to make a difference, which means it would be premature to predict its long-term 
impact. As it stands, however, the evaluation suggests a number of reasons why the 
programme is unlikely to meet its longer term goals and objectives.  First and foremost, 
achieving sustained impact over time is hampered by the lack of clear evidence on what 
is actually effective to improve children’s outcomes in relation to AABs. Without a 
stronger evidence base, it may not be worthwhile to undertake further engagement 
activity with schools. Second, achieving longer term impact requires a more systematic 
and sustained approach to dissemination in the different contexts for policy and 
practice. Although the JRF programme has worked with a number of intermediaries to 
engage with teachers and practitioners, the evaluation suggests that there is much 
more that could be done to engage with academy sponsors, local authorities and other 
intermediaries to promote wider engagement and use of the research and translate it 
into practical recommendations for action. Again, however, such engagement activity is 
only likely to be worthwhile if the nature of the research findings allows for clear and 
concrete suggestions for practice. 
 
Recommendations for future dissemination and influencing strategies 
 
Distilling the key messages 
 
As outlined in Section 3, the key messages for the programme were worked out at a 
media training day in January 2012 and then refined and honed through events with a 
range of audiences in advance of the formal launch of the Round-Up and full reports in 
April 2012.  Although the media training day was seen as useful by those involved, the 
evaluation suggests that the process of distilling the research findings and then 
formulating key messages would benefit from more rigorous trialling and testing with 
different sections of the audience. This stage of the dissemination activity could 
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therefore benefit from more detailed stakeholder analysis, including mapping and 
segmentation of the potential audiences, and testing of key messages with different 
types of stakeholder (e.g. segmented by professional group, political views and core 
beliefs and values about the nature and causes of poverty).  In particular, any future 
work in this area should concentrate on testing key messages to find ways of 
connecting with and convincing more sceptical members of the audience, for whom the 
research appeared to have less resonance, as distinct from those who intuitively accept 
the main findings about ‘aspirations’.   
 
Media strategy and press release 
 
Disappointment was expressed by some commissioned authors about the low level of 
national coverage of the JRF reports published in 2012, which may help to explain the 
notable gaps in awareness among certain key stakeholders. Given the continued 
importance of national media coverage for raising the profile of research, it is worth 
reviewing the media strategy for the programme to assess whether sufficient emphasis 
was given to securing national coverage, and to consider whether a revised set of 
headline messages could have achieved greater media interest. Future work in this 
area should also pay close attention to the way that JRF research on education and 
poverty is being used in the media, particularly when the research is used to support 
alternative perspectives and viewpoints.  
 
Communicating the key findings 
 
As discussed, the lack of awareness of specific findings and messages from the JRF 
programme, even among those who attended dissemination events, suggests that 
these were not presented clearly or persuasively enough to have a lasting impact on 
participants. As well as gathering feedback from events and seminars on the day, it 
might be useful to obtain permission from participants to follow up initial feedback to 
monitor which parts of the presentation are recalled more clearly and which have faded 
or been forgotten.  This type of monitoring would also allow for different styles of 
presentation and communication to be reviewed, to assess which make the strongest 
impression on the day and which have lasting impact over time.  
 
Targeting key stakeholders for influencing  
 
The evaluation has identified gaps in both general awareness of the research 
programme and limited recollection of specific messages and findings from the 
programme. This suggests that for some parts of the audience, there were not enough 
opportunities to hear or view the message, and that for others the messages were not 
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communicated clearly enough to make a lasting impression.  In terms of the former, the 
lack of national media coverage may have contributed to general gaps in awareness 
among certain parts of the policy and research community.  In the main, however, the 
dissemination and influencing activity appears well targeted when it came to accessing 
and having contact with ministers and senior officials in Whitehall and Cardiff – it is just 
that the messages did not seem to stick or have lasting impact and influence, which 
may be partly due to the nature of the findings and evidence, the lack of clear policy 
‘asks’, and the reduced scope for influencing in the recent context.  
 
Influencing schools and practitioners 
 
As indicated, the influencing activity could have been more strategic when it came to 
communicating with practitioners. Although the scattergun approach to dissemination 
was obviously limited in its total reach, this type of approach is understandable given 
limited time and resources. Indeed, it is not clear that a fully comprehensive approach 
would have been warranted in the circumstances, given the nature of the evidence 
generated through the programme, as well as the limited culture of using evidence from 
external research in schools. While the programme team made good use of its existing 
contacts and networks, as well as building on those of commissioned authors, the 
barriers to research engagement in schools suggests that a different type of activity is 
needed to engage with schools in a more meaningful way. Such activity would need to 
be very intensive to build schools’ capacity, as well as giving detailed guidance on how 
they can make their existing programmes more robust and sustained to ensure lasting 
impact.  However, investment in this type of intensive activity may not be warranted, 
given the gaps in the research evidence and lack of really promising interventions.  
 
Recommendations for future research and enquiry 
 
The different strands of activity undertaken for the evaluation provided a chance to 
explore the views of policy-makers, researchers, intermediaries and practitioners about 
what future research and analysis is needed on education and poverty, as well as 
considering what wider activity might be required to make further progress towards the 
programme’s long-term goals.  
 
There was general agreement among stakeholders that there is scope for further work 
by JRF on education and poverty, not least because the topic itself is so vast that it 
requires continued engagement, but also because the landscape of educational 
research has changed. At a time when the nature and causes of poverty are politically 
contested, when government funding for educational research in England has largely 
shifted to the Education Endowment Foundation and other sources of research funding 
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(such as the ESRC and Department for Education) have been scaled back, those in the 
research community perceive a greater need for non-governmental investment in high-
quality, non-partisan, mixed methods research focusing on educational disadvantage. In 
this context, JRF was widely seen as having a potentially important role to play in 
commissioning new research in this area, reflecting its established reputation for 
producing authoritative, robust research on different aspects of poverty and 
disadvantage.  
 
‘Big picture’ thinking on education and poverty 
 
In particular, a number of stakeholders emphasised the valuable role that JRF could 
play by contributing ‘big picture’ thinking and research on education and poverty, 
providing a full analysis which places micro-level analysis (e.g. of individual attitudes 
and behaviours) within a broader framework and understanding of the macro social and 
economic context.  
 
Evaluation of a broader range of approaches 
 
There was also a perceived need for research focusing on a broader set of educational 
outcomes (beyond merely formal attainment in a narrow range of subjects), as well as 
evaluations of area-based and multi-strand interventions, which take into account the 
interplay between individual, family and community level factors on children’s 
development and future outcomes. There were calls for more in-depth research on the 
impact of ‘place’ and local labour markets on children and young people’s aspirations, 
attainment and trajectories.  
 
Explanations for regional variations in outcomes 
 
Among policy audiences, there was particular interest in understanding the reasons 
behind regional disparities in educational attainment. Investigating the role of teacher 
expectations, attitudes and behaviours in contributing to within and between school 
variations in attainment was felt to be particularly important in the current context, 
because the success of the London Challenge and relative improvement of other 
metropolitan areas has focused political attention on the issue of regional disparities in 
education – and the need to do more to enhance outcomes and raise expectations 
among teachers, individual learners and communities in other parts of the country.  
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Links between inclusion and attainment 
 
From schools’ perspective, there was interest in exploring the links between inclusion 
and attainment, to provide more detailed understanding of how educational enrichment 
and inclusion activities make a difference on pupil attainment and vice versa.  
 
Further research on parental involvement 
 
In light of evidence that the effectiveness of parental involvement interventions is less 
promising than previously indicated (see Gorard and See, 2013), there were also calls 
for further work on parental engagement to provide a better understanding of what is 
effective, as well as suggestions to revisit the key messages in the JRF Round-Up and 
Viewpoints about the role of parental engagement to reflect the less promising nature of 
such work.  
 
Ending the proliferation of hopeful interventions 
 
Finally, the evaluation drew attention to an important set of questions about how 
research is used, shared, translated and ‘mobilised’ for practitioner audiences. In 
particular, it highlighted the related issues of how best to persuade practitioners to adopt 
effective practices, where the evidence is well-established, but also how to persuade 
them to modify an approach or even cease an intervention altogether, when the 
supporting evidence is unpromising. Given the suggestion that there continues to be a 
proliferation of ‘hopeful’ interventions, there may be value in drawing on insights from 
other disciplines (such as behavioural insights from social psychology and behavioural 
science) to understand more about successful ways of encouraging schools to break 
out of existing patterns of practice and change what they do.  
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Notes 
 
1 This recent work built on earlier research by JRF published in 2007, which explored 
how poverty affects children’s education, and the role of education as a route out of 
poverty (Hirsch, 2007). It also coincided with a 2011 review of the evidence on the links 
between poverty, ethnicity and education (Tackey, 2011). 
 
2 Although both reviews distinguish between three levels of evidence, the criteria used 
in each case is not identical: Gorard et al. (2012) distinguish between ‘strong or 
promising’, ‘indicative’ and ‘unpromising’, whereas Cummings et al. (2012) distinguish 
between ‘strong’, ‘promising’ and ‘unpromising’. 
 
3 The figure of 51 is derived from filtering out duplications from a longer list of 74 items 
compiled by JRF.  
 
4 Since 2010, a number of local authorities and city regions have established child 
poverty and fairness commissions, aimed at reducing child poverty, promoting the life 
chances of disadvantaged children and young people or focusing upon a broader set of 
issues relating to fairness and equality. These include child poverty commissions in the 
Liverpool City Region, Leicester City, the north east and Torbay, as well as fairness 
commissions in Islington, Liverpool, Newcastle, Sheffield, York, Blackpool, Tower 
Hamlets, Southampton and Portsmouth.  
 
5 Although specific duties have been placed on local authorities to work towards ending 
child poverty, in reality not all local authorities are adhering to their legal obligations 
under the Child Poverty Act 2010. Indeed, research by 4Children in 2012 revealed that 
over half of all local authorities had not yet produced a local child poverty strategy and 
approximately one third had not undertaken a local area needs assessment.  
 
6 All designated teaching schools are expected to work with other schools in their 
teaching school alliance to deliver school-led teacher training and professional 
development, provide school-to-school improvement and support, as well as engage in 
research and development (R&D) activity. Although engagement in R&D is still 
developing, these schools are arguably better placed to draw upon external evidence 
than non-teaching schools. 
 
7 For example, the general framework for assessment in the 2014 Research Excellence 
Framework (REF) for UK higher education institutions, gives a broad definition of impact 
as ‘an effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy or 
services, health, the environment or quality of life, beyond academia’.  This includes, but 
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is not limited to a (positive) change in ‘activity, attitude, awareness, behaviour, capacity, 
opportunity, performance, policy, practice, process or understanding’ (HEFCE, 2011, p. 
48). 
 
8 For example, while the main research reports may be subject to formal review by 
certain stakeholders (e.g. academic researchers and government analysts), other 
audience members (including some researchers) are more likely to rely on intuitive 
judgements about the ‘rightness’ or ‘wrongness’ of the findings, depending on whether it 
tallies with their own view of the world and accords with their core beliefs, values and 
assumptions (see Appendix 2).   
 
9 The remainder of the 51 press items were to previous or unspecific JRF research on 
education and poverty. 
 
10 Traffic to the site is dominated by Google searches, Google adwords and direct 
views, with over nine in ten visits emanating from these sources in 2012. Visits 
prompted by Google adwords accounted for one third of traffic (420,000 visits, of which 
48,805 were generated by the search terms ‘education and poverty’), as well as 
contributing 30% more ‘new visitors’ as compared to 2011. However, visitors from this 
source tend to spend less time on the site and visit only one page, indicating that the 
levels of engagement may be fairly limited. Although JRF’s email alerts remain an 
important source of traffic, visits to the website from this site dropped by a third over this 
period. 
 
11 The number of visits to the publication page (68,958) is significantly higher than for 
the programme home page (18,749), which may be because many visitors proceed 
directly to the publication pages rather than accessing via the home page. If this is so, 
the approximate number of unique visitors may accordingly be higher: applying the 
same ratio would imply just over 17,000 unique visitors. It may be that the true figure 
lies somewhere between the two; however, for the purpose of the evaluation it is worth 
emphasising that neither figure is able to shed light on the reach of the programme 
among the most influential members of the audience, including those with decision-
making responsibility.  
 
12 The download figures do not include those visitors who read the publication directly 
on the web page, for which no data is available. It is also not possible to tell how many 
downloaded copies were actually read, or how far the research findings and messages 
were accepted and understood.  
 
13 The figure of 51 is derived from filtering out duplications from a longer list of 74 items 
compiled by the JRF. 
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14 While still a small proportion of the overall total (3 per cent), the total number of 
referrals to the JRF website from social media (predominantly Twitter and Facebook) 
rose by 200 per cent during 2012 to 33,000, of which 29,000 were from Twitter.  
 
15 Although internal monitoring shows that the education programme does not feature 
in the top 20 JRF blogs in 2012, this can be attributed to the temporary absence of the 
programme manager, rather than a declining readership. No specific blogs were posted 
on the theme of education in 2012, with only one on a related theme of social mobility 
by the interim programme manager, Grahame Whitfield.  
 
16 The exception here is the social justice strategy, published in March 2012, which 
contains one reference to Tackling Homelessness and Exclusion (McDonagh, 2011) 
and no references to the recent research on education and poverty.  
 
17 The Social mobility strategy contains five references to JRF publications, all of which 
are references to the IFS/CMPO analysis by Goodman and Gregg (2010). Meanwhile, 
the child poverty strategy contains seven references to JRF publications, of which two 
are to the IFS/CMPO analysis, as well as an additional reference to a related IFS 
working paper based on the findings of the JRF-funded analysis. 
 
18 The Frank Field report (2010) contains eleven references to the IFS/CMPO analysis, 
as well as three references to other JRF reports. 
 
19 The State of the Nation report (2013) contains two references to the IFS/CMPO 
analysis, as well as five references to other JRF reports (not from the recent programme 
on education and poverty). 
 
20 As the authors conclude, the analysis points to the need to ‘improve the home 
learning environment’ and ‘allocate funding towards from the poorest backgrounds… [to 
provide] the necessary direct teaching support when children start to fall behind’ 
(Goodman and Gregg, 2010, p. 8). 
 
21 Although not explicitly mentioning the JRF research in the session, the jointly-
authored publication for the Sutton Trust (Francis and Hutchings, 2013) refers to the 
evidence from the Glasgow University study by Kintrea (2011). 
 
22 Interviews with commission members suggested that in at least one case the issue 
of low aspirations among lower income groups was deliberately avoided, due to lack of 
evidence that low aspirations are stratified or that it is a causal factor in low attainment. 
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In other cases, it was not clear whether the lack of focus on aspirations as a driver of 
low attainment was deliberate or accidental. 
 
23 Background papers show that the commission also heard evidence from the youth 
offending team which suggests that certain families and children face a challenging set 
of issues, including ‘family breakdown, domestic violence, homelessness, low 
aspirations, low school attendance and substance misuse’, as well as reporting ‘high 
incidences of depression and mental health issues’ among parents, which ‘significantly 
impacts on the aspirations of young people’. Thus, while explicitly recognising the 
positive ambitions of many young people, the report also touches on perceived 
problems of low aspirations among a particular set of families. This dual focus on a 
smaller group of low-income families facing multiple disadvantages and a much broader 
group demonstrating positive ambitions and high aspirations is not uncommon. 
 
24 The Best Evidence Synthesis (BES) review conducted by Helen Timperley and 
colleagues at the University of Auckland identified a group of eight core studies from the 
United States and New Zealand that made explicit the goal of changing how teachers 
thought about students in terms of their social positioning or their abilities. As the 
authors note, all met the team’s methodological criteria and had evidence of moderate 
to high academic and/or social outcomes for students (Timperley et al., 2007, p. 160). 
 
25 For example, the Child Poverty Evidence Review published in February 2014 cites 
evidence from Goodman and Gregg’s (2012) analysis on the link between parental and 
child aspirations, on the one hand, and educational attainment, on the other. The same 
review does not make use of the findings of the JRF programme to highlight either the 
questionable assumptions about low aspirations, or the lack of clear evidence of a 
causal influence between either parental or child expectations and attainment. 
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Appendix 1: List of organisations consulted 
 
Policy-makers 
Cabinet Office 
Child Poverty Unit 
Department for Education 
HM Treasury 
House of Commons 
House of Lords 
Independent Review of Child Poverty and Life Chances 
Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission 
Welsh Government 
Local Councils and Commissions 
 
Think tanks and research institutes 
Bevan Foundation 
Centre Forum 
Centre for Social Justice 
Institute of Education 
Institute for Effective Education, University of York 
Institute for Fiscal Studies 
Institute of Government 
Institute for Public Policy Research 
National Institute of Economic and Social Research 
Policy Exchange 
University of Durham 
University of Loughborough 
University of Newcastle 
 
Charitable and third sector 
Barnardo’s 
Child Poverty Action Group 
Princes’ Trust 
Save the Children 
Teach First 
Trade Union Congress  
 
Media 
BBC 
The Guardian 
The Times 
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Appendix 2: Intuitive and rational models of 
engagement 
 
The framework for the evaluation recognises that not all stakeholders will necessarily apply the 
same standards for judging the usefulness, value or quality of the research. While certain 
stakeholders will subject the main research reports to review according to formal academic 
criteria and standards of evidence, other audience members are more likely to rely on intuitive 
judgements about the ‘rightness’ or ‘wrongness’ of the findings, e.g. depending on whether it 
tallies with their own view of the world and accords with their core beliefs, values and 
assumptions. To illustrate these differences, Figure A1 shows the pattern of engagement that 
might be anticipated for a campaigner, while Figure A2 shows the pattern of engagement that 
might be typical of a government analyst or academic researcher. 
 
Figure A1: Model of engagement: Intuitive acceptance of key messages 

 
 
Figure A2: Model of engagement: Rational acceptance of key research findings 
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Appendix 3: Teaching school survey results 
 
Q1. Please give the name of your school 

   
 
   

Answered question  34 
Skipped question  0 

 
 
Q2. Please tell us your role in the school 

   
 
   

Answered question  34 
Skipped question  0 

 
 
Q3. Please tell us if your school is: 

Answer options Response 
per cent 

Response 
count 

Primary 20.6% 7 
Secondary 61.8% 21 
Nursery 8.8% 3 
All-through 5.9% 2 
Special 5.9% 2 
Independent 2.9% 1 

Answered question  34 
Skipped question  0 
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Q4. We are interested in the provision that your school makes for 
disadvantaged pupils. Which, if any, of the following activities or 
programmes does the school currently offer in order to support 
disadvantaged pupils? Please tick all that apply. 

Answer options Response 
per cent 

Response 
count 

Additional support outside the classroom (e.g. one-
to-one tutoring, small group teaching) 

94.1% 32 

Additional support inside the classroom 82.4% 28 
Additional staff (e.g. teaching assistants, extra 
teachers, learning mentors, family support workers) 94.1% 32 

Parental support and engagement 73.5% 25 
Support from specialist services (e.g. educational 
psychologist, counsellor, health worker) 94.1% 32 

Reducing class sizes 50.0% 17 
Out of hours activities (e.g. breakfast clubs, after 
school and holiday clubs, homework clubs, sports 
and leisure activities) 

88.2% 30 

Mentoring 58.8% 20 
Summer schools 41.2% 14 
Curriculum related school trips 94.1% 32 
Provision of materials or resources 85.3% 29 
Alternative learning pathways (e.g. arrangements 
with local FE colleges, other schools or providers) 44.1% 15 

None of the above 2.9% 1 
Don't know 0.0% 0 
Other (please specify)  4 

Answered question  34 
Skipped question  0 

 
 
 
Q5. If and when you target support at disadvantaged pupils and families, 
what criteria do you use to define disadvantage? 

Answer options Response 
per cent 

Response 
count 

Pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) 88.2% 30 
Children in care/looked after 82.4% 28 
Low attainment/lack of progress 70.6% 24 
Children from low income families 50.0% 17 
Children from low aspiration families 41.2% 14 
Children from single parent / lone parent families 26.5% 9 
Families from specific geographical areas  
(e.g. using ACORN or IDACI) 17.6% 6 
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Families in temporary or poor accommodation 32.4% 11 
Lack of contact with parents/difficult family 
situations 64.7% 22 

Disadvantaged children with special educational 
needs 79.4% 27 

Don't know 0.0% 0 
Other (please specify)  3 

Answered question  34 
Skipped question  0 

 
 
Q6. What criteria do you use for choosing which disadvantaged pupils to 
target for support? 

Answer options Response 
per cent 

Response 
count 

Those not making good progress 94.1% 32 
Those with low attainment 94.1% 32 
Those with negative attitudes towards learning 76.5% 26 
Pupils with low aspirations 58.8% 20 
Pupils from specific minority ethnic groups 26.5% 9 
Pupils with English as an Additional Language 
(EAL) 58.8% 20 

Pupils with special educational needs (SEN) 88.2% 30 
Pupils with disruptive behaviour 64.7% 22 
Particular age groups/classes 17.6% 6 
Don't know 2.9% 1 
Other (please specify)  1 

Answered question  34 
Skipped question  0 

 
 
Q7. In deciding how to spend your pupil premium, have you used any of 
the following sources of information? 

Answer options Response 
per cent 

Response 
count 

Local authority schemes 29.4% 10 
The Sutton Trust Toolkit 50.0% 17 
The ‘What works’ pages of the DfE website 35.3% 12 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation research 20.6% 7 
Your own internal monitoring and evaluation 73.5% 25 
Evidence from other schools/word of mouth 47.1% 16 
Academic research 47.1% 16 



 114 

Don't know 26.5% 9 
Other (please specify)  5 

Answered question  34 
Skipped question  0 

 
 
Q8. If measuring the impact of your support for disadvantaged pupils, do 
you look at any of the following...? 

Answer options Response 
per cent 

Response 
count 

Improvement in attendance 85.3% 29 
Improvement in behaviour 85.3% 29 
Improvement in attainment 91.2% 31 
Improvement in confidence 70.6% 24 
Improvement in aspiration 55.9% 19 
Reduction in pupils being NEET after leaving 
school 26.5% 9 

Reduction in exclusions 41.2% 14 
Avoiding criminal behaviour 14.7% 5 
None of the above 0.0% 0 
Don't know 5.9% 2 
Other (please specify)  1 
 
 
 
Q9. Does the school have a particular focus on 'raising aspirations' or 
'broadening horizons' (or similar programme), and if so, is it targeted on 
particular groups of pupils? 

Answer options Response 
per cent 

Response 
count 

Yes – all pupils 61.8% 21 
Yes – targeted at particular pupils 14.7% 5 
No 14.7% 5 
Don't know 8.8% 3 

Answered question  34 
Skipped question  0 
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Q10. Which of the following statements best describes your view of the 
relationship between low aspirations and low attainment: 

Answer options Response 
per cent 

Response 
count 

‘Poverty of aspirations among disadvantaged 
parents and pupils is an important cause of low 
attainment for such pupils’ 

23.5% 8 

‘Low aspirations is a contributing factor towards low 
attainment for some disadvantaged pupils’ 73.6% 25 

‘There is no such thing as 'poverty of aspirations' 
among parents or pupils from disadvantaged 
backgrounds’ 

2.9% 1 

Answered question  34 
Skipped question  0 

 
 
Q11. Are you familiar with any specific research on attitudes, aspirations 
and behaviours as a driver of low attainment? 

Answer options Response 
per cent 

Response 
count 

Yes 47.1% 16 
No 41.2% 14 
Don't know 11.8% 4 

Answered question  34 

Skipped question 
 
 0 
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