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1Département d’économie (ECON) – Sciences Po : EA4460 – 28, rue des Saints-Pères 75007 Paris,

France
2National University of Singapore (NUS) – 21 Lower Kent Ridge Road, Singapore 119077, Singapore

Abstract

This paper provides empirical evidence on how aspirations are formed and affect individ-
ual behaviour, decisions and paths in the context of education. Using unique survey data
merged with administrative data on French ninth graders, we show that low-SES students
have lower aspirations than their equally-achieving high-SES classmates. Furthermore, aca-
demic track assignments to high school the next year are even more unequal due to dysfunc-
tional dynamics: first, both low aspirations and low SES are associated with slower academic
progression over the year. Second, aspirations and parent SES play a role in track assign-
ment independently from one’s academic performance. Our results suggest that in France
an aspirational trap at school contributes to the poverty trap leading to the perpetuation of
social inequalities.
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