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Abstract: Socioeconomic inequalities in educational achievement are pervasive across
societies. To inform a European Commission-funded project on educational inequalities
in children, adolescents, and young adults, we used a scoping review methodology to
synthesise the methods, topics, and coverage of reviews of empirical studies published
in the past five years (2019–2024). Our systematic search of the Web of Science database
identified 498 unique records, which were screened for eligibility. Of these records, 57 pro-
gressed to full-text screening, with 29 included in the metareview. We extracted data on
the reviews’ methodologies, overarching conceptual perspectives, conceptualisations of
socioeconomic inequalities and educational achievement, and educational stages covered.
Our analysis found gaps, including a lack of qualitative reviews, a lack of focus on primary
education and on tertiary education outside of university (e.g., further education college),
scarce coverage of the impact of broader contextual indicators of socioeconomic inequality
(e.g., school and neighbourhood contexts) on educational outcomes, and a narrow focus on
academic achievement. To conclude our metareview, we synthesise and expand the review
topics into an interdisciplinary conceptual diagram that illustrates the breadth and depth
of research needed in this field.

Keywords: achievement; economically disadvantaged; literature reviews

1. A Metareview of Research on Educational Inequality and
Socioeconomic Disadvantage

Education is an essential foundation of most societies, but there are inequalities in
access to education and in the distribution of educational outcomes. Research has docu-
mented that educational inequality is a driver of broader societal inequalities in income,
health, life satisfaction, and civic participation (Blanden et al., 2023), a force behind politi-
cal conflict (Piketty, 2020), a predictor of population health (Kawachi et al., 2010), and a
nexus of cumulative disadvantage processes (Dupre, 2008; Kaye, 2024). Behind educational
inequality are social stratification processes, which create systemic differences in educa-
tional experiences and opportunities for people from different cultural groups, including
disability, gender, ethnic/migrant and social origin. Educational inequality is, therefore,
a subject of considerable scholarly interest in many disciplines, including educational
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research, economics, history, politics, philosophy, psychology, and sociology. Perhaps the
most important time in the life course to examine educational inequalities is during the first
25 years of life, as educational inequalities reliably predict adult occupational outcomes
and wellbeing (Symonds et al., 2016, 2023).

What we know about this field is best encapsulated by the many reviews of edu-
cational inequality. These reviews have been conducted by researchers working within
and across social sciences disciplines, for example, Liu et al.’s (2020, 2022) psychologi-
cal research on socioeconomic inequality and educational achievement, Schmutz’s (2024)
sociological research on early childhood education, and Shi and Bangpan’s (2022) educa-
tional research on inequalities and vocational education. These three reviews employed
meta-analysis, systematic narrative reviewing, and qualitative synthesis, demonstrating
the range of evidence synthesis techniques used. This diversity of approaches creates an
excellent opportunity for a meta-synthesis to highlight cross-disciplinary differences in the
reviews’ perspectives and outcomes and to identify methodological gaps. The results of
this meta-synthesis may benefit researchers focusing on overlooked areas of educational
inequalities and assist policymakers in understanding the biases, limitations, and opportu-
nities within the research field that inform their decisions. Accordingly, our research team
aimed (1) to scope all evidence syntheses of socioeconomic disadvantage and educational
inequalities using a systematic search methodology; (2) to map the empirical coverage
of these reviews; and (3) to map and synthesise the conceptual perspectives taken by the
reviews to create an integrated interdisciplinary perspective of socioeconomic disadvantage
and educational inequality.

2. Socioeconomic Disadvantage and Educational Inequality
In this review, we focus on socioeconomic disadvantage, whilst recognising that there

are many intersecting drivers of educational inequality. When understood from a socioe-
conomic disadvantage perspective, educational inequality is a stratification process in
which better-off families pass on advantages to their children (Bloome et al., 2018). Family
socioeconomic position, or status (SES), is a complex concept that encompasses different
aspects (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). It is usually measured using indicators of household
income, parental education and occupational social class. These indicators are correlated,
however, and each indicator can also have unique associations with different aspects of
family processes and child development outcomes (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). Impor-
tantly, SES indicators vary in the extent to which they change over time: household income
tends to be the most volatile, particularly at times of economic turbulence. Moreover, the
economic domain of SES may overlap with poverty, which is itself a multidimensional
concept that can be measured using indicators of low household income/consumption,
enforced deprivation of socially perceived necessities, and subjective financial strain. To-
gether, poverty, lower SES, and strain from economic uncertainty make some students
more vulnerable to unequal learning conditions and cultures (Hanappi et al., 2015).

3. Educational Inequality
Although socioeconomic gradients in educational achievement manifest throughout

the life course, they begin in early childhood and can cascade across childhood and adoles-
cence. Evidence from longitudinal studies in rich countries shows that by the time children
start compulsory schooling, those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are already
behind their more advantaged peers in cognitive test scores (Chzhen & Bruckauf, 2016;
Skopek & Passaretta, 2021). These gaps tend to persist throughout the years of schooling.
International assessments of student learning find large SES gaps in children’s achievement
in primary and secondary school in all countries (Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010).
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Socioeconomic differences in secondary school achievement are further reflected
in access to tertiary education. Post-compulsory education is increasingly key to both
individual prosperity in knowledge-based economies and overall social progress, but
children from more privileged backgrounds are more likely to access and complete higher
education (Palmisano et al., 2022). Qualitative research with university students from
different social class backgrounds suggests that lower SES students face not only economic
but also social and cultural barriers to educational achievement (Lynch & O’Riordan, 1998).

4. Reviews of Educational Inequality
Overall, there is a large body of literature documenting the impact of socioeconomic

disadvantage on educational inequalities. The growth of this evidence base has enabled
reviews of different aspects of educational inequalities including achievement (Yazdani
et al., 2024), cognitive test scores (Williams et al., 2022), and student retention (Mishra et al.,
2020). However, it is possible that these reviews are missing critical aspects of the evidence
base, such as specific educational stages or indicators of educational inequality, meaning
that the field is only partially mapped. Furthermore, the reviews could cluster within a
specific research field, i.e., sociology, and use theories only relevant for that field, meaning
that only a narrow set of mechanisms and perspectives is emphasised in their conclusions.
The content and framing of the reviews present an important issue for the quality of the
evidence base and for the translation of research findings into practice and policy. This
is because educational and government organisations are more likely to make decisions
based on evidence syntheses compared to individual research articles, which can be biased
towards the views of the authors or specific research fields, i.e., sociology or psychology.

Existing conceptualisations of the relationship between socioeconomic status and
educational inequality vary significantly across disciplines, each offering valuable but
partial insights. For instance, in sociology, frameworks often emphasise structural de-
terminants such as social class, cultural capital, and institutional bias, highlighting how
unequal access to resources and opportunities perpetuates stratification across generations
(Bourdieu, 2011). Psychology, by contrast, tends to focus on individual-level processes such
as cognitive development, motivation, stress, and the influence of home environments on
learning (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Other conceptual perspectives, such as human devel-
opment, life course, and rational choice theory, introduce alternative important temporal
and contextual lenses, emphasising how the timing and accumulation of disadvantage
affect outcomes across the life course (Elder, 1998; Heckman & Mosso, 2014). While each
approach contributes to understanding how SES shapes educational experiences, a major
gap in the literature lies in the fragmentation of these insights. Our synthesis aims to bring
these conceptual strands together to promote a more holistic, systematic understanding
of how educational inequality is produced and sustained. Accordingly, we conducted a
review of reviews, i.e., a metareview, to synthesise the coverage that these other reviews
have achieved. With our review, we provide a clear overview of gaps in the evidence
synthesis of socioeconomic disadvantage and educational inequality.

5. Current Study
Socioeconomic variation in educational experiences is a key predictor of adult occupa-

tional and wellbeing outcomes (Symonds et al., 2016, 2023). The corresponding evidence
base is varied and has been reviewed using different perspectives and methodologies.
At the metalevel, a review of reviews is necessary for informing researchers and social
policy about the approaches to mapping this evidence base, which will help identify gaps
where evidence has yet to be mapped or interpreted using alternative disciplinary per-
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spectives. The aim of the current study was, therefore, to map and synthesise reviews of
socioeconomic disadvantage and educational inequalities.

In line with our research aims presented in the Introduction, we used a systematic
review methodology to ask the following: (1) How many reviews are there and how
many studies are covered by them? (2) Which educational stages are represented across
the reviews, and what are the trends and gaps? (3) Which socioeconomic disadvantage
indicators are represented across the reviews, and what are the trends and gaps? (4) Which
educational inequality outcomes are represented across the reviews, and what are the
trends and gaps? (5) Which conceptual perspectives are represented across the reviews,
and what are the trends and gaps? To address these questions and efficiently synthesise the
existing evidence within a clearly defined scope, we employed a scoping review, which
allows for a streamlined yet systematic mapping of key trends and gaps, details of which
are provided in the Section 6 below.

6. Methods
6.1. Scoping Review

We selected a scoping review methodology to provide a broad examination of the
existing literature, identify available evidence, clarify key concepts, and assess how research
is conducted in a specific field (Munn et al., 2018). Scoping reviews are distinct from other
types of systematic reviews as they do not seek to answer specific research questions,
such as the effectiveness of a treatment. Instead, they focus on mapping and synthesising
existing research in a niche area. A scoping review brings coherence to the field, drawing
on studies across the social sciences and humanities to provide an interdisciplinary map
and synthesis of reviews of socioeconomic disadvantage and educational inequalities.
Our review adhered to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) statement (Page et al., 2021), which provides a flexible yet standardised
methodology for systematic reviews.

6.2. Eligibility Criteria

Our search aimed to synthesise reviews of empirical studies on the impact of socioe-
conomic disadvantage on educational inequality. All review types were included (e.g.,
systematic narrative reviews and meta-analyses, and non-systematic reviews). Reviews
were included if they were published in peer-reviewed academic journals and books, in the
past five years (May 2019–June 2024). By focusing on peer-reviewed academic publications,
we generated a corpus of reliable high-quality reviews, which bolstered the quality of our
meta-synthesis. Furthermore, the five-year timeframe (2019–2024) meant that we reviewed
more recent reviews that are likely to include a larger number of studies and represent
current research perspectives and techniques and are, therefore, a better indicator of the
shape and scope of the field. We limited our search to reviews published in English because
English was the common language of the researchers.

6.3. Information Sources

We conducted several test searches in EBSCO Host, ProQuest, Scopus, and Web of
Science. There was nearly 100% overlap in the records retrieved from Web of Science and
the other databases; therefore, we used only Web of Science to create greater parsimony in
the search process.

7. Search Strategy
Table 1 presents search terms consisting of synonyms for key concepts (e.g., educa-

tional achievement) and displays how these were combined using Boolean operators into a
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search string. The search terms and string were carefully developed following several test
searches using alternative terms and combinations of terms. In this development phase, we
discovered that it was preferable to use synonyms for educational achievement/attainment,
rather than search for terms and phrases representing educational inequality. This was for
two reasons. First, we restricted our search to reviews that had titles including terms for re-
view and educational achievement. This decision was in line with our logic that the reviews
had to focus on educational inequalities, rather than on other topics that may be loosely
related to educational inequalities and outcomes in the abstracts. Second, we anchored the
search on socioeconomic disadvantage by requiring these synonyms to be in the abstracts.
This combination of key constructs across the titles and abstracts resulted in many highly
relevant results, demonstrating that the search had both sensitivity and comprehensiveness.

Table 1. Search string.

Construct Search Terms Field Boolean Operator

Reviews (review OR synthesis OR “meta-analysis”) Title AND

Educational achievement (education OR educational OR achievement OR
attainment OR academic OR GPA) Title AND

Socioeconomic inequality

(disadvantage OR equality OR equity OR exclusion
OR “economic advantage” OR gradient OR inequality
OR “low income” OR SES OR socioeconomic OR
“social class” OR unemployed OR unemployment OR
“social justice” OR poverty OR unequal)

Abstract AND

CAYA

(child OR children OR childhood OR teenager OR
teenage OR youth OR “young person” OR adolescent
OR adolescence OR “young adult” OR “emerging
adult” OR “early years” OR student OR pupil)

Abstract AND

8. Selection Process
The records were retrieved from Web of Science on 6 June 2024. One researcher

performed the searches and exported the results into Microsoft Excel, combined the records,
and removed duplicate records to create a clean dataset for screening.

In the first step, each record was screened independently by two researchers using the
inclusion criteria to identify whether the publication (1) was a review of empirical evidence
or theory, (2) explicitly focused on socioeconomic-based inequalities in learning outcomes
obtained across a general population of school or college students, and (3) focused on
individuals aged between the start of pre-school (age 3/4 years) and the end of young
adulthood (age 24 years).

To determine the screening assignment, records were randomly assigned across six
researchers. Each person screened a third of the records, so that each record was indepen-
dently screened twice. Records were assessed against the inclusion criteria and scored
“yes” (definitely meets), “maybe” (unable to tell whether meets), or “no” (definitely does
not meet) for each criterion. Following this step, the percentage agreement of records that
should proceed to full-text screening was 92%, and the interrater reliability was assessed
as good (Cohen’s κ = 0.66) (Gisev et al., 2013). Disagreements between researchers were
resolved by a senior researcher who triple screened the relevant records and cast a veto
vote on whether the record should proceed to the second step.

The second step comprised full-text screening of all records shortlisted in the previous
step. All records were retrieved from the search databases and downloaded as PDFs,
and the full text was screened using a further iteration of the inclusion criteria. At this
step, a further criterion was added to ensure that records also included one or more
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named conceptual perspectives to underpin the review of educational socioeconomic
inequalities. The full-text records were randomly assigned to one of four researchers, who
read through the texts and scored them as a “yes” or a “no” for inclusion against the
expanded criteria. Full texts were only screened once. Documents that passed full-text
screening were transferred to the list of included records for the present review.

9. Data Collection Process
Data were collected from the reports using a data extraction framework described

in the following section. Microsoft Excel was used to process the data. Four researchers
extracted the data, covering a fourth of the 29 reports each. The reports were randomly
assigned to the four researchers. Random checks on the quality of the data extraction were
conducted by a fifth researcher.

10. Data Items
The research team jointly constructed a data extraction framework, which was piloted

on five papers and then refined, to ensure that it was a good fit to the dataset. The data
extraction framework had three components. The first component focused on extracting
study characteristics, including the type of review, size of the review (i.e., number of studies
included), and the field of the journal in which the review was published. These data were
stored in short format, i.e., one row of data per review.

The second component of the data extraction framework coded the full set of educa-
tional stages covered, the main indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage studied, main
educational outcomes studied, and main conceptual perspectives used, for each review.
The data were input using free text for the purpose of developing a coding framework
after data collection. These data were stored in a long format, because multiple stages,
indicators, outcomes, and perspectives were used within individual reviews. Conceptual
perspectives were input if they were described in one or more sentences with a citation
from the literature. These could be found anywhere in the review (i.e., in the Introduction,
Methodology, or Discussion sections).

The third component was a quality review of how the review authors used theory, i.e.,
the quality of the conceptual perspectives underpinning the reviews. We scored each of the
papers as “1 = no”, “2 = partially”, or “3 = yes” in response to the following questions: ‘Are
one or more theories clearly described with appropriate citations?’ and ‘To what extent do
the authors synthesise the theories?’ A further question—‘Do the authors propose their
own theoretical perspective?’—was coded with binary “yes”/“no” response options.

Reviews were assigned ID numbers to ensure data from the two sheets could be
matched and data from any individual review could easily be identified. The coding frames
for each of the two data extraction frameworks are provided in the appendices.

11. Risk of Bias and Effect Measures
Because this study was a scoping review (i.e., aimed to assess the scope of coverage of

all available literature rather than specific research findings) with a narrative synthesis, no
risk of bias or effect measures were considered.

12. Synthesis Methods
Study characteristics data and the quality assessment items were analysed using

counts and descriptive statistics. The qualitative data in long format, i.e., the data on
educational stages, indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage, educational outcomes, and
conceptual perspectives, were analysed using semantic thematic analysis described in detail
below. The qualitative analysis was performed by a senior researcher with assistance from a
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second senior researcher and mid-career researcher. First, each long-format list was cleaned
(copy edited) and read through to achieve familiarisation with the data. Second, the lists
were sorted alphabetically to identify similar and identical words (e.g., achievement). Third,
similar terms were grouped and given an overarching code by using expert knowledge of
educational systems and theory (e.g., test scores were coded as ‘achievement’, and all forms
of social, cultural, and economic capital were coded as ‘capital’). Quantitative summaries
of the main themes were produced and are included in the results as text and in figures.

13. Results
13.1. Study Selection

The study selection process is summarised in Figure 1. There were 743 records re-
trieved, which contained 245 duplicates. After duplicates were removed, 498 records
remained for title and abstract screening. This step rejected 441 records, leaving 57 reports
for full-text screening. All reports were retrieved and screened. Of these reports, 29 met the
eligibility criteria and proceeded to the data extraction stage.

 

Figure 1. PRISMA diagram of the search and selection process.

13.2. Study Characteristics

There were 29 reviews that covered a total of 1950 empirical studies of socioeconomic
disadvantage and educational inequalities (study coverage: min = 14, max = 326, M = 75,
SD = 68.59). The reviews spanned a five-year period, with 2021 having the most reviews
(N: 2019 = 4, 2020 = 11, 2021 = 2, 2022 = 6, 2023 = 4, 2024 = 2). The reviews either focused
on a specific geographic area (N = 11: Scandinavia = 1, Australia = 1, China = 2, UK = 3,
USA = 4), on low- and middle-income countries (N = 2) or were international in scope
(N = 16). Of the 29 reviews, 11 (39.93%) were systematic narrative reviews. These reviews
used systematic search methods to identify publications and then analysed their results
using a narrative approach (i.e., writing about the results, rather than analysing extracted
data using qualitative or quantitative methods). There were nine meta-analyses (31.03%)
that produced a quantitative report of study findings. Further, there were four scoping
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reviews (13.97%) and four conceptual reviews (13.97%) that reviewed the literature without
using systematic techniques. One other review (3.45%) was produced using a combination
of a systematic search and a snowball search, followed by a narrative review. Of note, there
were no systematic reviews of qualitative studies, presenting a major gap in the approach
to data synthesis.

Most reviews (N = 17, 58.62%) were published in educational research journals, indi-
cating that at the broadest level, they were in the field of educational research, although at
a lower level, they had further subject specialisations including psychology and sociology.
There were fewer reviews published in subject-specific journals. The most common specific
field was psychology (N = 6, 20.69%), followed by sociology (N = 3, 10.34%). One review
(3.45%) was published in a social policy journal, and one review (3.45%) was published in a
medical research journal. There were no reviews published in economics, demography, or
anthropology journals.

14. Results of Synthesis
14.1. Educational Stage

The reviews either focused on a single educational stage (e.g., primary school) or
on combined educational stages (e.g., all school aged children). We first analysed the
educational stage or stages represented within reviews (Table 2). This analysis found
that there were no reviews that focused solely on primary education or on tertiary-level
education that was not university (e.g., polytechnic, further education college). The most
represented educational stages within individual studies were all school-aged children,
university education, middle/secondary school, and early years.

Table 2. Educational stage within reviews.

Educational Stage N Reviews % Reviews N Studies % Studies

Single stage *
Early years 5 17.24 215 11.03
Primary school 0 0.00 0 0.00
Middle or secondary school 5 17.24 362 18.56
Tertiary education—non-university 0 0.00 0 0.00
Tertiary education—university 6 20.69 452 23.18
Combined stage
Early years and primary 0 0.00 0 0.00
All school-age children 8 27.59 692 35.49
Early years and all school age 2 6.90 87 4.46
Middle/secondary and non-university 1 3.45 31 1.59
All tertiary education (non-university and university) 1 3.45 33 1.69
All school age and university 1 3.45 78 4.00
Total 29 100.00 1950 100.00

Notes: * = Italics are used to distinguish between studies focusing on a single educational stage and those that
span multiple stages, to clarify differences in study scope and sample composition.

A slightly different picture emerged when analysing the educational stage represented
across the 29 reviews (Table 3). Here, middle/secondary school was the best represented,
followed by primary school, university education, and early years. Similar to the within-
review analysis, there was very little representation of non-university third-level education,
presenting another interesting evidence gap for future research to examine.
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Table 3. Educational stage across reviews.

Educational Stage N Reviews % Reviews

Early years 7 15.91
Primary school 11 25.00
Middle or secondary school 16 36.36
Tertiary education—non-university 2 4.55
Tertiary education—university 8 18.18
Total 29 * 100.00

Notes: * = many individual reviews have multiple educational stages, total number of reviews given.

14.2. Indicators of Socioeconomic Disadvantage

Family SES (including social class and occupation), family income, and parental educa-
tion were the most prevalent indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage used in the reviews,
ranging from a third to a half of reviews taking these perspectives (Table 4). Present in one
review each was an interesting set of other indicators, including classroom disadvantage,
economic disadvantage, educational opportunities, family material assets, neighbourhood
deprivation, regional income, school SES, and widening participation. These results present
a trend of reviews focusing on individual-level factors (e.g., within the family) that are well
established in the literature. The broader context of socioeconomic disadvantage present in
schools, neighbourhoods, communities, and societies was presented in a more diverse way
and, less frequently, across reviews, signalling another gap that future evidence syntheses
could focus on (such as a review of classroom-level disadvantage on educational outcomes).

Table 4. Socioeconomic disadvantage indicators across reviews.

Socioeconomic Disadvantage Indicators N Reviews % Indicators % Reviews

Family SES (including social class, occupation) 15 36.59 51.72
Family income 10 24.39 34.48
Parental education 8 19.51 27.59
Classroom (disadvantage) composition 1 2.44 3.45
Family economic disadvantage 1 2.44 3.45
Lack of learning opportunities 1 2.44 3.45
Family material assets 1 2.44 3.45
Neighbourhood deprivation 1 2.44 3.45
Regional income 1 2.44 3.45
School SES 1 2.44 3.45
University access programmes 1 2.44 3.45
Total 29 * 100.00 100.00

Notes: * = many individual reviews have multiple indicators, total number of reviews given.

14.3. Educational Inequality Outcomes

The most common educational outcome studied from an inequality perspective across
the reviews was academic achievement (Table 5). This was represented across 16 reviews,
mainly by school/college grades and test scores. This result is not surprising, considering
that academic achievement (and synonyms) was a key focus of the search. The second most
common outcome studied across eight reviews was educational engagement. Indicators
of engagement included student emotional engagement (i.e., aspirations and goals) and
behavioural engagement (i.e., drop out, student retention, and student participation rates).
Cognitive ability was studied in three reviews. Socioeconomic outcomes of education (e.g.,
student employment) were studied in two reviews, as were socioemotional skills (e.g.,
relationship skills and emotional regulation as an outcome of early childhood education).
Outcomes only studied in one review each were academic readiness, academic resilience,
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achievement motivation, classroom instructional quality, educational social mobility, and
educational trajectories.

Table 5. Educational inequality outcomes across reviews.

Inequality Outcomes N Reviews % Outcomes % Reviews

Academic achievement 16 41.03 55.17
Educational engagement 8 20.51 27.59
Cognitive ability 3 7.69 10.34
Access to early childhood education 2 5.13 6.90
Social/economic outcomes of education 2 5.13 6.90
Socioemotional/non-cognitive skills 2 5.13 6.90
Academic readiness 1 2.56 3.45
Academic resilience 1 2.56 3.45
Achievement motivation 1 2.56 3.45
Classroom instructional quality 1 2.56 3.45
Educational social mobility 1 2.56 3.45
Educational trajectories 1 2.56 3.45
Total 29 * 100.00 100.00

Notes: * = many individual reviews have multiple outcomes, total number of reviews given.

14.4. Conceptual Perspectives

A total of 62 conceptual perspectives were extracted from the reviews and were coded
into broad domains by the lead researcher, then cross-checked in discussion with the second,
third, and fourth researchers (Table 6). The most common type of conceptual perspective
used across 15 reviews regarded processes of capital accumulation and reproduction (e.g.,
cultural, social, and economic capital theories). Bourdieu’s (cf. Bourdieu, 2011) perspective
of social, economic, and cultural capital was the most prevalent capital theory. Other
perspectives included the network theory of social capital (Lin, 2017) and Becker’s (1964)
human capital. Ebenezer’s (2013) perspective on social justice was also coded into the
capital domain, given that social justice can be understood as a capital-oriented perspective
on equality.

Table 6. Conceptual perspectives across reviews.

Domain N Reviews % Theories % Reviews

Capital perspectives 15 24.19 51.72
Ecological systems 8 12.90 27.59
Family processes 8 12.90 27.59
Individual choice 8 12.90 27.59
Psychological development 7 11.29 24.14
Cultural processes 3 4.84 10.34
Gender 3 4.84 10.34
Life course 3 4.84 10.34
Social structures 3 4.84 10.34
Transactional 2 3.23 6.90
Economic processes 1 1.61 3.45
Social mobility 1 1.61 3.45
Total 29 * 100.00 100.00

Notes: * = many individual reviews refer to multiple conceptual domains, total number of reviews given.

The reviews also emphasised theories regarding socioecological and sociocultural de-
velopment. Bronfenbrenner’s (cf. Bronfenbrenner, 1979) ecological systems theory was the
next most frequently used conceptual perspective, demonstrating the field’s commitment
to socioecological perspectives across eight reviews. Theories regarding family processes,
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including attachment theory (Ainsworth, 1979), family stress theory (Conger et al., 1994),
and sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), were also present in eight reviews, signalling a
sociocultural developmental focus in the field.

Perspectives on individual agency and psychological development were also present
across the reviews. In eight reviews, several theories of individual choice were cited,
including rational choice theory (Boudon, 1974) and the college choice model (Hossler et al.,
1989). Theories of psychological development were present in seven reviews, including
expectancy value theory (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), identity dissonance (Monrouxe, 2010),
minority students’ survival in college (Nagasawa & Wong, 1999), and the socioecological
concept of resilience (Ungar, 2013).

Less prevalent, although perhaps no less important, were theories about cultural
processes, gender, life course theory (e.g., Elder, 1998), social structures (Giddens, 1979),
transactional theory (Sameroff, 2009), economic processes (Heckman & Mosso, 2014), and
social mobility (Kaufmann et al., 2004), present in one or two reviews each.

Contrary to the analysis presented earlier, which demonstrated that the reviews fo-
cused more on individual disadvantage indicators and less on context, the conceptual
perspectives across studies emphasise the role of the broader context in shaping individual
development. This presents a mismatch between the indicators of socioeconomic disad-
vantage studied in the reviews and the conceptual perspectives used to frame the reviews.
Accordingly, more measured indicators of broader contextual socioeconomic disadvantage,
such as classroom composition and neighbourhood deprivation, could be usefully used to
augment future reviews in this field.

15. Overarching Synthesis: Educational Inequality and
Socioeconomic Disadvantages

Our synthesis of the theories reveals a strong socioecological and sociocultural per-
spective on individual agency that is grounded in capital and transactional processes and
accounts for time, age, and educational stages and transitions. We attempted to represent
this synthesis in a diagram (Figure 2) that includes each core dimension. Drawing on
our academic expertise in psychology, human development, and sociology, and on other
models of sociocultural and socioecological influences on students’ wellbeing and develop-
ment (e.g., Gromada et al., 2020), we provided further detail on the factors making up each
dimension for researchers to consider.

Figure 2 illustrates a multi-layered model of the influences shaping educational out-
comes and inequalities for children and young adults. It is structured around concentric
layers that reflect different but interrelated levels of influence. At the centre is the CAYA
agent, embedded in immediate relational contexts—family, educators, friends, carers, and
mentors—who directly shape daily experience. Surrounding this core are institutional and
community settings, including pre-schools, schools, colleges, homes, and clubs. These
reflect the meso-level environments where educational engagement and transitions occur.
Encompassing these are broader systemic structures, grouped under the socioecological
context, which include the education system, labour market, economy, health and welfare
systems, culture, and the built and natural environment. Though labelled socioecological,
this layer incorporates political and institutional structures such as national security and
governance, acknowledging their critical influence on educational opportunity.

Beneath the figure, the sociocultural context highlights key dimensions of inequality
and diversity, such as gender, ethnicity, and social class. This section is further divided into
experience and functioning, alongside recognition of neurodivergence, cognitive ability,
and disability as distinct factors. The horizontal axis underscores that these influences
unfold across educational stages and transitions and across age, development, and life
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stages, reinforcing the dynamic and cumulative nature of educational (dis)advantage
over time.

The included factors are not exhaustive and are intended to enhance the utility of
the synthesis by making abstract theoretical concepts more tangible and applicable for
researchers. They extend beyond any single conceptual framework used in the reviews,
reflecting the breadth of influences identified across disciplines. At the time of writing,
there are several international wars occurring (in Ukraine and Gaza), drawing our attention
to the important role of national security and climates of war and peace in the process of
socioeconomic disadvantage and educational inequality (as represented in Figure 2).

 

Figure 2. Factors involved in educational inequality and socioeconomic disadvantage.

16. Discussion
A large body of evidence has documented socioeconomic inequalities in education,

resulting in a growing number of literature reviews on the topic. Using a systematic search
methodology focused on identifying reviews of socioeconomic inequalities in academic
achievement, we identified 29 reviews published between 2019 and 2024 that met our
inclusion criteria. Our metareview mapped and synthesised this evidence base across
these reviews in terms of the number of studies, educational stages, indicators of socioe-
conomic disadvantage, indicators of educational inequality and theoretical perspectives
used. After analysing these data, we identified several gaps in the evidence synthesis
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on socioeconomic disadvantage and educational inequality, which we discuss below. We
also synthesised the conceptual perspectives used by the reviews to create a conceptual
diagram to inform a project on educational inequalities and to provide a starting place
for the academic community to imagine a more integrated, cross-disciplinary approach to
researching equational inequalities.

Of our main results, first, there were no systematic reviews of qualitative studies. This
suggests that the rich qualitative evidence on socioeconomic educational inequalities in
childhood and young adulthood is largely absent from the kind of syntheses that inform
academic studies and policy on the subject. This is a major shortcoming in the evidence
base for this review, as several key sociological studies of educational inequalities have
used qualitative methods such as ethnography and interviews (Calarco, 2018; Lareau,
2011). Related to this is the relatively narrow disciplinary focus of the reviews, with
the majority published in educational research journals. While several reviews were
published in psychology or sociology journals, there were none in economics, demography
or anthropology.

Second, there were major gaps in the coverage of educational stages. Of the reviews
that focused on a single stage of education, none included primary or non-university
third-level education. Instead, they were equally divided between early years (e.g., pre-
school), middle or secondary school and university. Of the reviews that combined stages
of education, by far the most common focus was on all school-age children. When we
look instead at stages of education stages presented in the 29 studies, 13 of which covered
several stages, middle or secondary school was best represented, followed by primary
school. Non-university third-level education was the least common stage, appearing in
only two studies with a broader focus.

Third, the indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage used by the reviews tended to
focus narrowly on family-level factors rather than broader areas such as classrooms, schools
or neighbourhoods. Of all the indicators present in the studies, the vast majority included
parental social class or occupation, family income or parental education. Non-family
indicators, such as school SES or neighbourhood deprivation, were only included in one
review each. This suggests that future reviews could focus on the less common non-family
indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage.

Fourth, the reviews tended to define educational outcomes in terms of academic
achievement and, to a lesser extent, engagement. This narrows the conceptual scope of what
can be considered an educational outcome and limits policy to what is more easily measured.
Thus, academic achievement was based on indicators of grades or test scores. Engagement
included aspirations and goals (i.e., emotional engagement) or participation/retention
(i.e., behavioural engagement). A minority of studies focused on cognitive ability. A more
varied list of outcomes, included in only one study each, comprised academic readiness,
academic resilience, achievement motivation, social mobility, and educational careers.

Fifth, there was incomplete coverage of the conceptual perspectives by the indica-
tors of socioeconomic disadvantage used by the reviews. The most common grouping of
conceptual perspectives was capital theories, such as Bourdieu’s social, cultural and eco-
nomic capitals (Bourdieu, 2011). The next most common perspective was Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979) ecological systems theory, which emphasises the different contexts that influence
children’s development, from family and school to wider culture. In contrast, the indicators
of socioeconomic disadvantage used in the reviews rarely extended past the experiences
of individuals within families, despite both capital and ecological theories emphasising
the role of broader contexts such as classrooms, schools, and neighbourhoods. Meanwhile,
the sheer number of different conceptual frameworks identified in this study—66 named
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theories and models across 20 reviews—suggests the need for an integrated, interdisci-
plinary perspective.

We attempted a synthesis of these perspectives using a diagram (Figure 1) to encour-
age researchers to work on combining perspectives into a richer, more comprehensive
approach. The diagram signals how using multiple perspectives and concepts can enrich
individual studies and also reviews of educational inequalities. For example, sociologists,
traditionally focused on gender, migration, and social class, may usefully expand their
research to consider issues of neurodiversity and disability and individual social, cognitive,
and behavioural functioning. Likewise, psychologists could broaden their approach to
researching individual’s experiences of social systems typically studied in sociology, such
as experiences of equality, care, and agency. Educational researchers could combine both
sociological and psychological approaches when designing studies from the outset, includ-
ing theories of capital and human development. And, furthermore, all disciplines could
take a longitudinal approach to understanding the multiple influences and pathways that
shape individual lives and the experiences of groups of individuals nested within different
strata of society.

17. Limitations
This study used a scoping review approach to map the evidence base on socioeconomic

inequality in education. Our restriction of the search for reviews published in the last five
years (2019–2024) is that we omitted older reviews that might otherwise have met our
inclusion criteria. However, some of the reviews in our study included evidence dating
back up to 30 years, to 1995 (e.g., Broer et al., 2019). This means that our overall corpus of
reviews represents evidence far outside of the five-year inclusion window (2019–2024). We
also limited our search to reviews published in English, which was the common language
of the researchers. With more time and resources, it would have been possible for us to
screen reviews published in other languages, if these were identified using our search
strategy. It is possible that some of the gaps identified in this scoping review may have
been covered by earlier research or by reviews published in languages other than English.

Our review of reviews is also subject to the more general limitations of the system-
atic review approach. Although systematic search procedures are designed to improve
objectivity, researchers still have to make subjective decisions (Uttley et al., 2023). We
followed the PRISMA guidelines but still had to make decisions about our search terms.
The importance of some of these decisions only became apparent after we completed this
study. For example, the fact that we found very few reviews that used cognitive skills as
an educational outcome may be because we did not include the term “cognitive” in our
search string.

18. Conclusions
Our meta-synthesis of reviews on socioeconomic disadvantage in educational out-

comes identified several gaps and trends in the recent evidence base. First, the reviews tend
to focus on quantitative studies and fail to synthesise the rich findings from qualitative
studies. Second, most reviews focused on the primary and secondary school or university
level, with few studies including the tertiary non-university level. Third, most indicators
of disadvantage included single measures of family resources, such as parental occupa-
tion or education, rather than richer measures of family SES or broader contexts, such as
schools or neighbourhoods. Fourth, educational outcomes were most often defined in
terms of academic achievement or engagement, limiting the scope of what we understand
as individual and societal outcomes of education. Finally, the complexity and breadth of
the conceptual frameworks underpinning the reviews surpassed their empirical focus on
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single indicators of disadvantage and narrowly defined educational outcomes. At the same
time, the large number of perspectives informing the reviews allowed us to integrate the
conceptual frameworks into a diagram (Figure 1) for the purposes of informing a project
and future research endeavours.

Future research informed by an integrated conceptual framework would have the
following features. It would incorporate the concept of multiple capitals, arising from social
stratification processes in which individual agents accumulate (dis)advantages through
their interactions with others. It would focus on children and young adults in nested
domains of the socioecological environment, from those closer to the individual to those
further away. Agency, represented by individual psychological functioning, would moder-
ate the influence of these contexts, as individuals interact and respond differently to their
environments. The framework would also allow for the intersection of different individual
and family characteristics, such as gender, ethnicity, ability and family SES, within the
sociocultural context where social interactions shape human development. Finally, the
framework would account for individual life course stage (e.g., age) and educational stages
and transitions (e.g., from school to college) that frame and shape educational experiences.
By taking an integrated, interdisciplinary perspective, future reviews of socioeconomic
disadvantage and educational inequalities might improve the comprehensiveness of their
searches and provide a deeper explanation of the findings of the studies they review.
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