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An example of deficit thinking in schools could be a teacher who assumes that all
students who are struggling in a particular subject have a learning disability, rather
than looking for other possible explanations or considering the students' strengths
and abilities. This approach is deficit-based, as it focuses on the students'
problems and shortcomings rather than their strengths and abilities (Rutter, 2012).
If the teacher were to act upon such assumptions when a learning disability was
not actually present, the student could begin to internalize these assumptions,
leading to negative perceptions about their potential.

In contrast, a strength-based approach would involve identifying the students'
strengths and abilities, and providing them with the support and resources they
need to develop and build on those strengths. For example, the teacher might
consider whether the students are struggling because of a lack of adequate
support or resources, or because they are not being challenged or engaged in the
material. The teacher might also intentionally identify what the students can do
and find ways to build on such strengths and help them improve in the subject,
rather than assuming that they have a learning disability. When this approach is
implemented prior to jumping to conclusions, the student is provided an
opportunity to demonstrate their abilities without a shadow of low expectations.

Overall, this example illustrates how deficit thinking in schools can be limiting and
unhelpful, while a strength-based approach can be empowering and can help
students achieve their goals. The assumptions we develop about students from
our deficit beliefs must be identified and challenged if we wish for all students to
reach their full potential.This approach also allows teachers to feel more effective
in their roles.

To learn more about how deficit thinking manifests in the school setting, check out
Hacking Deficit Thinking: 8 reframes that will change the way you think about
strength-based practices and equity in schools by Byron McClure and Kelsie Reed.

REFERENCES

McClure, B. & Reed, K. (2022). Hacking deficit thinking: 8 reframes that will change
the way you think about strength-based practices and equity in schools. Times
Ten Publications.

Rutter, M. (2012). Resilience: Protecting children from the negative
effects of adversity. Policy Press.

BRIEF JANUARY
2023

strengthbasedcollective.com

STRENGTH-BASED
COLLECTIVE

WHAT IS AN EXAMPLE OF DEFICIT THINKING IN SCHOOLS?

SBC


