
EGA091278 Lifting the Veil: The Role of Hope in Education 
 

Luke A. Egan1 

Jude Butcher1 

  
 

1Institute for Advancing Community Engagement, 
Australian Catholic University 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
The outcomes of education depend on whether various educational goals are met. 

Hope theory states that those who are more hopeful are better able to formulate and pursue 
such goals; they are more able to identify workable routes to their goals and to motivate 
themselves to follow these pathways. This paper explores the research linking hope theory 
with education, and it adds to this knowledge base by presenting examples of educational 
initiatives that demonstrate the role played by increased hope. By examining education 
through the lens of hope theory, this paper shows that the benefits of hope go beyond the 
attainment of specific goals: successful goal pursuit in one area has a generalised effect on 
hopefulness in other areas. By reaching an educational goal, a learner’s overall capacity to 
continue their educational journey is enhanced. As such, it is argued that hope is fundamental 
to the education process and deserves further research attention. 



 

Introduction 
All purposeful human behaviour is goal-oriented. This statement seems to be a mere 

truism, until its deeper implications are understood. The psychological theory of hope offers a 
scientific framework for understanding how people reach their goals, and how they motivate 
themselves in doing so. Any educational task, from doing one’s homework to writing a 
thesis, involves a series of purposeful behaviours, and therefore can be seen as one or more 
goals, each of which can be divided into subgoals. As such, hope theory has much to offer 
those educators who wish for their students to have greater success in pursuing and fulfilling 
their educational goals. By understanding how learners approach their goals, and how they 
motivate themselves in the process, educators may identify ways in which to improve 
teaching and learning in all areas of the educational sphere. By lifting the veil on hope, and 
appreciating its importance within education, we may improve the educational experience in 
previously unimagined ways. 

 
Hope Theory 
The construct of hope was originally studied only within the fields of philosophy and 

theology. But with the advent of the positive psychology movement – and the accompanying 
shift in focus away from psychopathology and towards human strengths – psychological 
processes such as hope began to be studied scientifically. Hope theory, pioneered by the late 
C. R. Snyder in the early 1990s (see Snyder, Irving, & Anderson, 1991b), has provided 
researchers with an explanatory model that has stood the test of almost 20 years of empirical 
investigation. According to hope theory, the process of hope is cognitive in nature; it is goal-
directed thinking. Emotions play an important role, but cognitions are primary: thoughts 
regarding one’s goals will determine how one feels (Snyder, 2002; Snyder et al., 1996). 
Should one believe that a goal has been reached or is being successfully pursued, positive 
emotions will result; should one believe that a goal has been unfulfilled or is being 
unsuccessfully pursued, negative emotions will result. Goal-directed thoughts and feelings 
influence how one behaves in pursuing goals, and these behaviours in turn affect how one 
thinks and feels. For example, more hopeful thoughts and more positive feelings energise one 
to act more successfully in reaching for goals, and with each successful action one’s thoughts 
become more hopeful and one’s emotions become more positive. Along with goals, hope is 
understood in terms of two other cognitive foci: pathways thinking and agency thinking.  The 
trio of goals, pathways, and agency is discussed below. 

 
Goals 
Goals are central to our lives (Snyder, 1994; Snyder, 2002), and our life trajectories 

often hinge on whether certain goals are met. For example, take the educational goal of 
fulfilling course requirements and earning a university degree: of those who attempt to reach 
this goal, the ones who succeed generally have a better chance of finding employment, 
forging a positive career path, and improving their life prospects. Those who are more 
hopeful think about their goals differently compared to those who less hopeful. More hopeful 
people are more likely to set goals that are realistic, well-defined, and divided into 
manageable subgoals. They generally approach their goals with positive emotions, a focus on 
success, and a sense of challenge or adventure. Less hopeful people are more likely to set 
goals that are unrealistic, vague, and unmanageable. They generally approach their goals with 
negative emotions, a preoccupation with failure, and a sense of ambivalence or intimidation. 
So, even at the initial stage of goal-setting (i.e., before goal pursuit has begun), there are 
differences between high- and low-hope people. People who superficially have the same goal 



(e.g., passing an exam), with mentally represent the goal in vastly different ways, depending 
on their levels of hope (e.g., a high hope person will break the goal down into subgoals: 
reading textbooks, making notes, consolidating the notes, writing practice exams; a low hope 
will not). 

 
Pathways Thinking 
Pathways thinking refers to one’s perceived capacity to identify or construct workable 

routes leading to one’s goals. As Snyder (2002) put it: “Goals remains but unanswered calls 
without the requisite means to reach them” (p. 251). On average, those who are more hopeful 
are better able to produce effective pathways by which to reach their goals, and, when their 
chosen pathway becomes obstructed, they are better able to generate plausible alternative 
pathways to overcome the obstruction (Snyder et al., 1996). Those with less hope are more 
easily thwarted by obstacles; they have more difficulty in identifying workable alternatives. 
High hope people, in contrast, are more flexible in how they think about their goals, and are 
more likely to persist in trying to find ways around the impediments that threaten their goal 
pursuits. To illustrate this difference, imagine the educational goal of researching a topic for 
an essay. A low hope person identifies the pathway of performing an internet search using a 
search engine such as Google. A high hope person identifies a better pathway: performing an 
internet search using a specialised search engine (such as Google Scholar) or searching a 
specialised database pertaining to the essay topic. Next, both people encounter an obstacle. 
The low hope person cannot find any useful information from his internet search. Faced with 
this obstruction, this person is at a loss, and cannot think of any other ways in which to 
retrieve information for the essay. The high hope person encounters the same obstruction: 
despite having used a superior pathway (the specialised search engine/database), no useful 
information is found. But this person is flexible, and quickly identifies an alternative 
pathway: a better, more expansive database is located. Searching this alternative database, the 
high hope person finds the required information and is able to write the essay. 

 
Agency Thinking 
Agency thinking refers to one’s perceive capacity to follow the pathways leading to 

one’s goals. So, while pathways thinking is concerned with the process of identifying 
pathways, agency thinking is concerned with the process of actually travelling along these 
pathways. On average, those who are more hopeful are better able to motivate themselves to 
pursue their goals, and they are less likely to become demoralised when their pursuits become 
impeded (Snyder, 2002). Low hope people are easily deflated by setbacks, and have trouble 
motivating themselves to follow alternative routes. In contrast, high hope people might be 
initially disappointed to encounter an obstacle, but they quickly overcome this temporary 
frustration and reenergise themselves to  travel along alternative pathways (Snyder, 1994). 
Returning to the previous example of the task of researching an essay topic, imagine a low 
hope person and high hope person. Imagine that they identify the same pathway leading to 
their goal: conducting a database search. The low hope person, despite having identified a 
workable pathway, has trouble motivating himself/herself to perform the search. This person 
procrastinates and does not devote much time to conducting a thorough search. The high 
hope person is highly motivated, and gets to work without delay. He/she concentrates fully on 
the task, and conducts a detailed search of the database. Then, a setback occurs: the database 
goes offline and can no longer be accessed. Both people identify an alternative route: going to 
a local library to continue their research. But the low hope person, despite recognising this 
alternative, has trouble motivating himself/herself to leave the house and travel to the library. 
Having been disappointed by the setback, this person does not have the energy to make the 
trip. In contrast, the high hope person has the energy and zest to travel to the library and 



continue researching the topic. This person might even see the trip to the library as an 
adventure, or as an opportunity to test his/her research skills in a new context. This spirit of 
challenge, vigour, and self-improvement characterises high hope individuals. 

 
Feedback Loops 
Pathways and agency thinking do not have merely an additive effect on levels of 

hope. Rather, the two components are reciprocally derived and mutually reinforcing (Snyder, 
1995; Snyder et al., 1991a). Improvements in one component strengthen the other 
component; degradations in one component weaken the other component. Thus, hope can be 
enhanced or degraded via positive or negative feedback loops. The process is simple; 
consider how the positive loop operates: when a person perceives that there are many 
effective pathways leading to his/her goal, the person feels positive about the prospect of goal 
attainment and so finds it relatively easy to motivate himself/herself to follow one of the 
available pathways. And when a person believes that he/she is highly capable of pursuing a 
goal, this positive self-belief energises the person to look for plausible routes by which to 
reach the goal. Consider also the negative loop, this time in the context of an educational 
example. A student must research an essay topic. The student has a low level of pathways 
thinking, and cannot think of any worthwhile ways in which to gather information to write 
the essay. As such, he/she feels demoralised and helpless, that is, his/her sense of agency is 
diminished. Alternatively, the student begins with a low level of agency thinking, and so is 
unable to find the motivation to research the topic. As a result, he/she does not even bother to 
try to identify ways in which the research could be carried out, that is, his/her pathways 
thinking is inhibited. The operation of positive and negative feedback loops is a crucial 
feature of the hope process. Should one component be weakened, there will be the danger of 
a negative spiral whereby the overall level of hope would be greatly diminished. But should 
one component be strengthened, there will be the possibility of a positive spiral whereby the 
overall level of hope would greatly enhanced. The message for educators is clear: even a 
small boost to just one component of a learner’s sense of hope could lead to larger gains in 
the learner’s overall hopefulness, but even a small blow to just one component could lead to 
larger losses. Thus, it is important for educators to be attentive to learners’ levels of pathways 
and agency thinking, in order that the learners might have a better chance of meeting 
educational goals. 

 
A Definition of Hope 
Viewing hope in terms of goals, pathways, and agency, we get a comprehensive 

picture of hope and how it operates. To summarise these three components and how they 
interact, Snyder et al. (1991b) offered the following definition: 

 
Hope is a positive motivational state that is based on an interactively derived 
sense of successful (a) agency (goal-directed energy), and (b) pathways 
(planning to meet goals). (p.287). 

 
This definition describes hope as a state, and while it is true that a person’s level of hope can 
vary from situation to situation, each person also possesses a characteristic, enduring, cross-
situational level of hope. That is, there are individual differences in levels of trait hope 
(Snyder, 2002). So, while some situations will obviously be more hope-promoting than 
others, some people are simply more hopeful than others at the level of personality. However, 
this does not mean that there is no recourse for people with low levels of trait hope. Even 
relatively ingrained personality traits can be changed (e.g., by participating in therapy or 
counselling). Life experiences, particularly when aggregated over a long period of time, can 



change our personalities and make us more or less hopeful (Snyder, 1995). Indeed, there is 
evidence that hopeful people. This can be good or bad news for educators. Frequent negative 
experiences, such as constant school bullying, can crush a student’s hope and leave him/her 
significantly disadvantaged when attempting to attain educational goals (and non-educational 
goals too: degrading hope in one sphere lessens overall hope). But on the other hand, frequent 
positive experiences, such as daily exposure to an attentive and nurturing teacher, can cause a 
student’s hope to flourish, leaving him/her better able to pursue and meet his/her goals. 

 
Empirical Evidence 
Having outlined hope theory and how it can be understood in educational contexts, 

this paper now turns to the empirical evidence demonstrating the role that hope plays in 
education. 

In a longitudinal study of hope and academic success, Snyder et al. (2002) 
administered a measure of trait hope to 213 newly admitted university students. The 
academic performance of these students was tracked over the following six years. Higher trait 
hope positively predicted cumulative GPA over the six year period. At the end of this period, 
those students who had originally indicated higher levels of trait hope were more likely to 
have graduated and were less likely to have been dismissed from the university due to poor 
grades. 

In another study of university students, Chang (1998) found that those with higher 
trait hope were more likely to exhibit constructive problem-solving styles and were less likely 
to exhibit dysfunctional styles. Furthermore, participants with higher trait agency indicated 
greater satisfaction with the academic and interpersonal areas of their lives. Each student was 
asked to describe the coping strategies that he/she had employed in response to a recent 
academic stressor. The more hopeful the student, the less likely he/she was to have used 
coping strategies characterised by disengagement (specifically, by social withdrawal and self-
criticism). In other words, higher trait hope predicted better coping with stressful academic 
situations. 

While conducting a validation study of a measure of trait hope in adults, Snyder et al. 
(1991a) performed research indicating that, among high school and university students, trait 
hope was a positive predictor of academic achievement. And not only was it observed that 
university students with higher hope obtained better end-of-semester grades, but these 
students had also aimed for higher grades at the start of the semester, relative to students with 
lower hope. In short, those university students who were more hopeful set higher grade goals 
at the outset and later went on actually to achieve higher grades. 

The hope-academic success relationship has also been found in younger students. 
Snyder et al. (1997) assessed the validity of a measure of trait hope in children, and observed 
a number of links between hope and educational achievement. Trait hope positively predicted 
scores on a standardised basic skills test for Kindergarten through Year 12 students, 
controlling for global self-worth and for a measure of scholastic competence. So, for two 
children with equal self-worth and equal scholastic competence, the one with higher trait 
hope may be expected to perform better on a basic skills test. 

Athletic and sporting activities constitute a substantial dimension of the school and 
university experience for many students. Curry, Snyder, Cook, Ruby, and Rehm (1997) 
carried out three studies of hope within samples of university student athletes. In the first 
study, athletes were found to have higher levels of trait hope than non-athletes. This finding 
was expected, given that the typical athlete is highly goal-oriented, and so should be more 
hopeful than the average university student. No differences were found between athletes and 
non-athletes on a measure of global self-worth, and while trait hope was positively correlated 
with self-worth, this relationship did not explain the higher levels of hope among athletes. 



Curry et al. (1997) also examined the athletes’ GPAs for the semester, finding that higher 
trait hope predicted higher GPAs beyond the athletes’ cumulative GPAs. That is, those 
athletes who were more hopeful enjoyed more academic success, controlling for past 
academic performances. 

In their second study, Curry et al. (1997) found that both trait and state hope 
positively predicted athletic success in a group of cross-country runners, controlling for the 
amount of training performed by each runner. Their third study revealed a positive 
association between trait hope and athletic performance in a group of track-and-field athletes, 
controlling for the athletes’ coach-rated athletic giftedness. More hopeful athletes were also 
found to exhibit less negative and more positive affectivity. So, even taking into account 
other influential factors, athletes with higher levels of hope feel better and perform better. 

The studies just reviewed provide compelling evidence of the importance of hope 
within the educational sphere. Given the longitudinal nature of many of these studies, and 
given that most of them investigated the trait form of hope, there is good reason to believe 
that hope is causally prior to academic and athletic performance in schools and universities. It 
is undoubtedly true that the attainment of specific goals (e.g., passing an exam, qualifying for 
an athletic championship) may enhance one’s level of dispositional hope, but the general rule 
is that personality traits are relatively enduring, and so when an association is found between 
a trait (such as hope) and a specific behaviour (such as reaching a goal), it is more plausible 
that the trait caused the behaviour than that the behaviour caused the trait. Indeed, one would 
expect that those who are more predisposed both to identify workable routes to their goals 
and to motivate themselves to pursue their goals should be more successful in reaching their 
goals. 

 
Lifting the Veil 
As the preceding evidence shows, hope plays a major role in educational success. To 

raise students’ level of hope is to give them a greater chance of reaching their academic and 
athletic goals, which in turn gives them a significant advantage as they complete their 
educational journeys and move on to other careers and life circumstances. Contrary to 
common conceptions, hope is not just a nice feeling; it is not just an empty expectation of 
positive outcomes. Hope is a crucial dimension of cognitive functioning, on whose presence 
or absence the whole course of one’s life may hinge. And yet, it seems that little attention is 
paid to hope and to efforts to increase it. Some psychological constructs, such as self-esteem, 
have garnered considerable recognition in the educational sphere, and rightly so, but others, 
such as hope, are still waiting to be fully appreciated and utilised. Hence the title of this 
paper: ‘lifting the veil’. The importance of hope has been hidden from educators and students 
for too long, and it is the purpose of this paper to unveil hope for all to see. In valuing hope, 
we value the possibility of enhancing the educational experiences for learners and educators 
alike. 

Understanding a problem is half the solution. In the field of education, why has hope 
not received as much attention as arguably less important psychological constructs? One 
possible explanation is the focus placed upon so-called ‘hard outcomes’. Policy-makers, 
administrators, and other authorities understandably emphasise those outcomes considered to 
be most directly related to education, such as socio-economic status, employability, and 
intelligence. As Howard et al. (2008) put it: 

 
The distinction between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ outcomes is likely a result of the 
emphasis placed upon variables whose effects are more readily measurable 
and whose importance is more readily demonstrable (p. 484). 

 



But to ignore ‘soft’ outcomes is to fail to understand education in its entirety, and thereby to 
miss opportunities to enhance the efficacy of educational practices for all types of students 
and educators. Hope has been shown to predict educational outcomes even when controlling 
for those variables often thought to overshadow the contribution of psychological factors. 
Two athletes who are equally talented and have undertaken equal amounts of training would 
be expected to perform equally well, but if one were significantly more hopeful then that 
athlete would quite likely outperform the other. Two students with equal scholastic 
competence and who possess equal levels of self-worth (one of the few ‘soft’ outcomes 
regularly emphasised in the educational context) would likewise be expected to perform 
equally well on an academic skills test, but if one were significantly more hopeful then that 
student would quite likely outperform the other. If hope be a ‘soft’ outcome, it certainly 
predicts some truly ‘hard’ outcomes! 

Another explanation is that the field of research into hope is relatively new, and so 
there simply has not been enough time for the relevant findings to come to the attention of 
those in the field of education. However, given that the scientific study of hope has been 
underway for almost 20 years, and given that hope has been investigated within educational 
contexts almost since the inception of hope theory, it really is time for a greater emphasis to 
be placed upon hope within education. Educators and learners have every to gain by 
unveiling hope and promoting it wherever possible. 

 
Conclusion 
The good news for educators is that the very process of education is hope-enhancing 

(Snyder, 2005), and levels of hope among students can only be more greatly enhanced when 
education is delivered with an explicit focus on hope promotion. As Snyder (2005) said: 

 
…learning reflects an expansion of our students’ perceptions that they are 
empowered – not only with new and additional information…but also with the 
confidence to become a life-long problem-identifier and problem-solver (p. 
80). 

 
Tackling educational goals is the daily occupation of students, and the more one is 

called upon to reach for goals, the better one becomes at doing so. Of course, persistent 
experiences of failure can lessen hope and make one poorer at pursuing goals, so it is crucial 
for educators to be mindful of the importance of hope, and to ensure that each learner is 
engaged in learning experiences that will promote hope. This does not mean setting tasks that 
are too easily accomplished; a defining characteristic of hopeful people is that they set grand 
goals for themselves and relish the challenge of a difficult goal. Indeed, hopeful individuals 
often find ways to make easy goals more challenging (Snyder, 2002), for example by 
insisting that they complete an assignment well ahead of the deadline. With this in mind, 
educators should structure educational tasks in such a way as to stretch their students’ 
abilities without setting them up for failure. Struggling students could benefit immensely 
from teachers who explicitly guide them through the process of identifying the available 
pathways by which to reach a goal and of finding the motivation to follow these routes 
(Snyder, 2005). Teachers act as role models for their students, and teachers who are well-
prepared for their lessons (i.e., who exhibit clear pathways thinking), who demonstrate 
flexibility in the face of unexpected difficulties, and who are enthusiastic about the lesson 
content (i.e., who exhibit motivation and agency) will set a hopeful example (Snyder, 2005). 

Hope theory has undergone major advances since its creation, and, were it to be 
applied by more and more educators in more and more contexts, not only would the body of 
scientific knowledge of hope be expanded, but teachers and students alike would also reap 



the benefits of increased hope. Hopeful teachers create more hopeful students, and more 
hopeful students enjoy more educational success and make the teaching experience a more 
positive one. And the better one is at pursuing goals within the educational sphere, the better 
one will be at pursuing goals in other areas of life. There is so much to be gained by placing 
added emphasis on hope, by lifting the veil on this important psychological construct and 
realising its potential for all who would reach for an educational goal. 
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