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ABSTRACT

Socioeconomic inequality and its relationship with education are a global challenge affecting most developing nations
around the world. Learners from advantaged socioeconomic backgrounds tend to do well academically than those
from less advantaged backgrounds, who face weaker outcomes and more challenging pathways through school.
Previous reviewed studies emphasise the importance of access to learning materials, parental education, school
quality, and neighbourhood conditions in shaping achievement, attainment, and progression. The strength of the
relationship is not identical in every setting. It varies by country, school level, the way socioeconomic status is
measured, and the academic outcome under consideration. The findings of this systematic review show that inequality
works through both direct and indirect channels, and that its effects accumulate over time rather than appearing in
isolation. Social reproduction, human capital, ecological systems, and cumulative disadvantage perspectives help
explain why educational gaps persist and widen across contexts. The review points to the need for early, coordinated
responses that combine policy reform, school support, family engagement, and community-level intervention.
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Introduction
Background to the Study

The development of all nations in the world is strictly tied
to the education of its citizens; the advancement in the
educational sector is critical to national development.
Education is a powerful tool that equips learners with the
knowledge, skills, and competencies needed for personal
growth, economic participation, and social mobility.
Academic outcomes such as achievement in schools, life
attainment, and progression in life, among others, are used
to analyse the effectiveness of educational experiences for
the students (Sirin, 2005; White, 1982). The outcomes are
shaped by several factors that may be influenced by the
social and economic conditions in which learners grow,
live, and study (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Duncan &
Magnuson, 2011).

Socioeconomic inequality refers to differences in access to
income, parental education, occupation, household
resources, housing quality, nutrition, learning materials,
and broader development opportunities (Bradley &
Corwyn, 2002; Sirin, 2005). In educational settings, these
inequalities often translate into unequal access to books,
tutoring, technology, stable learning environments, and
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schools with varying levels of support and composite
measures of socioeconomic status (SES) (Bradley &
Corwyn, 2002; Sirin, 2005). The schools in the global
north are completely different to those in the global south,
and this inequality often transcends beyond the lower-level
learners but also permeates into work identity and
ambiguity tolerance of international students (Akinwale
2026).

Socioeconomic inequality in academic outcomes has been
widely discussed across education, psychology, sociology,
and public policy. Students from more advantaged
backgrounds often benefit from stronger academic support
at home, better access to learning materials, more stable
routines, and exposure to enriching experiences that
promote learning (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Becker,
1964). In contrast, students from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds may face financial stress, crowded living
conditions, unstable access to learning resources, and
lower levels of academic support. These disadvantages
may affect attention, motivation, school engagement, test
performance, completion rates, and long-term educational
attainment (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011; Reardon, 2011).
Previous studies have indicated educational inequality as a
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pathway to unemployment in adulthood (Akinwale et al
2025, Akinwale & Ojakorotu 2026).

The relationship between socioeconomic inequality and
academic outcomes is not always direct. It may operate
through several mediating factors such as parental
involvement, school quality, teacher expectations,
neighbourhood environment, emotional well-being, and
peer influence (Duncan & Magnuson, 2012; Nieuwenhuis
et al, 2015). It may also differ according to age,
educational level, gender, and geographical context
(OECD, 2019; Reardon, 2011). For this reason, a
systematic review is necessary to bring together evidence
from different studies and present a more coherent
understanding of how socioeconomic inequality shapes
academic outcomes (Page et al.,, 2021; Higgins et al.,
2024).

Socioeconomic inequality in academic outcomes is closely
linked to the achievement of United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals, particularly SDG 4: Quality
Education and SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities. Disparities
in income, access to resources, and social capital continue
to shape students’ educational attainment, limiting equal
opportunities for learning and advancement. Addressing
these inequalities through inclusive policies, equitable
resource distribution, and targeted interventions is essential
for ensuring quality education for all and reducing broader
social and economic disparities, thereby advancing
sustainable and inclusive development globally.

The current study

Notwithstanding the extensive and enduring body of
scholarship  examining the relationship  between
socioeconomic status (SES) and academic achievement,
the evidence remains highly fragmented across
disciplinary ~ domains,  outcome  measures, and
methodological approaches. Existing studies variously
operationalize SES through indicators such as household
income, parental educational attainment, occupational
status, or broader dimensions of social disadvantage.
Likewise, academic outcomes are inconsistently defined,
encompassing measures of grades and standardized test
performance, as well as educational attainment,
progression, and persistence. Methodologically, the
literature spans large-scale quantitative analyses alongside
developmental, qualitative, and theory-driven
investigations. While this diversity has generated a
substantial volume of empirical evidence, it has also
limited the development of a coherent, integrative account
of the ways in which socioeconomic inequality influences
academic outcomes and the mechanisms through which
these effects are mediated (Sirin, 2005; OECD, 2019,
2023).

This creates a problem for both scholarship and policy.
Without a structured synthesis, it is difficult to know
whether the evidence points to one strong relationship or
several different ones that depend on context. It is also
difficult to tell which factors are acting as direct effects,
which are mediators, and which are moderators. For
example, parental education, school resources, and
neighbourhood context are frequently mentioned in the
literature, but they are not always treated consistently
across studies (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Nieuwenhuis et
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al., 2015). As a result, the field has plenty of findings, but
it still needs a clear and systematic account of what the
evidence collectively shows.

This systematic review aims to critically examine and
synthesise existing literature on the relationship between
socioeconomic inequality and academic outcomes,
enabling researchers to understand the extent to which
socioeconomic inequality shapes academic outcomes
across educational contexts and to identify the mediating
and moderating factors through which those effects are
expressed. The specific objectives of the review are to (a)
identify the major dimensions of socioeconomic inequality
reported in the literature; (b) examine the academic
outcomes most frequently associated with socioeconomic
inequality; (c ) explore the mechanisms through which
socioeconomic inequality influences academic outcomes;
(d) compare findings across different educational levels
and contexts.

METHODOLOGY
Systematic Review Approach

This study uses a systematic review approach a structured
and transparent way of identifying, selecting, evaluating,
and synthesizing existing research on a clearly defined
topic. Unlike a narrative review, which can rely heavily on
the author’s choice of sources and personal interpretation,
a systematic review follows a carefully planned and
replicable process aimed at minimizing bias and
strengthening the reliability of the conclusions. As outlined
in the Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of
Interventions, this process typically involves planning the
review, systematically searching for and selecting relevant
studies, extracting data, assessing the risk of bias,
analysing findings, grading the quality of evidence, and
interpreting the results. In addition, the PRISMA 2020
Statement highlights the importance of clear and
comprehensive reporting at each stage to ensure
transparency and reproducibility (Higgins et al., 2024;
Page et al., 2021). A key strength of the review approach is
that it begins with a clearly defined research question and a
pre-established review plan. This is important because the
review topic is not narrow or isolated; rather, it spans
broad constructs such as socioeconomic inequality,
academic achievement, educational attainment, and
contextual influences such as family, school, and
neighbourhood conditions.

Another major reason for selecting a systematic review
design is that it supports replicability. In research,
replicability means that another reviewer should be able to
follow the same method and arrive at a comparable set of
included studies, provided the same criteria are used.

The systematic review approach is also suitable because it
allows for comprehensive coverage of evidence. Instead of
relying on a small number of studies or on only the most
visible findings, the reviewer can search several databases
and include studies that meet the pre-specified criteria
regardless of the journal, country, or discipline in which
they were published.

PRISMA Framework

The PRISMA framework, which stands for Preferred
Page:
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Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses, is the reporting structure used to ensure that
systematic reviews are presented in a transparent,
complete, and reproducible manner. The PRISMA 2020
statement provides a 27-item checklist, an expanded
checklist, an abstract checklist, and template flow
diagrams for original and updated reviews. It is
specifically designed to improve the quality of reporting in
systematic reviews by making each stage of the review
process visible to readers and assessors (Page et al., 2021).

In this study’s context, the PRISMA framework is crucial,
as the topic requires a review process that is both
systematic and defensible. The evidence base on this topic
spans several disciplines and databases, meaning that the
review must show exactly how studies were identified,
screened, excluded, and ultimately included. PRISMA is
therefore the formal mechanism through which the present
review demonstrates precision, completeness, and
methodological transparency (Page et al., 2021; Higgins et
al., 2024).

Information Sources and Strategy

The information sources and search strategy section sets
out where the evidence for the review will be located and
how it will be retrieved in a way that is systematic,
transparent, and reproducible. For this topic, a single
database would not be enough. The literature appears
across education-specific repositories, multidisciplinary
citation indexes, psychology databases, scholarly search
engines, dissertation collections, policy repositories, and
international evidence platforms.

Topic-Specific Databases (Primary Search Focus)

The topic-specific database cluster is the backbone of the
search strategy because it is where education-relevant
evidence will be identified first.

PubMed

PubMed is the most important database in the primary
search because it is a free, authoritative, and highly
established resource for biomedical and life sciences
literature. The National Library of Medicine states that
PubMed contains more than 40 million citations and
abstracts and that it supports searching across biomedicine,
life sciences, behavioural sciences, chemical sciences, and
bioengineering. PubMed is also important because it is not
simply a biomedical database in the narrow sense. Its
coverage extends to behavioural sciences and related
disciplines, which makes it relevant to research on
academic outcomes, learning-related stress, developmental
processes, and educational inequalities that intersect with
health and behaviour.

PsycINFO

PsycINFO is included because the topic has a strong
psychological and developmental dimension. APA
PsycINFO is described by EBSCO as the world’s largest
resource devoted to peer-reviewed literature in behavioural
science and mental health, and it is also highly relevant to
education and related disciplines. The database contains
more than 4 million bibliographic records, with extensive
coverage of peer-reviewed journals, books, dissertations,

and book chapters, and it uses controlled vocabulary to
support precise retrieval (APA PsycINFO, EBSCO; APA
PsycInfo Guide).

Cochrane Library

The Cochrane Library remains one of the strongest sources
for rigorously synthesized evidence. Cochrane describes
the Library as a suite of high-quality health information
spanning reviews, protocols, data, and editorials. It
includes the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews,
which Cochrane identifies as the leading resource for
systematic reviews in health care, and CENTRAL, a
highly concentrated source of randomized and quasi-
randomised controlled trial records (Cochrane, 2025).
academic outcomes are often linked to health,
development, stress, and family environment.

OECD Repositories and OECD Data Sources

OECD’s publications and data resources are crucial for
this review, providing comparative education evidence,
policy reports, and international assessment data. The
OECD publications portal includes reports and research
papers, while the OECD data portal provides trusted
statistics and indicators, including education attainment,
education resources, PISA, students, and teachers.
OECD’s Education and Skills Directorate explicitly states
that it provides data, policy analysis, and advice aimed at
improving educational outcomes (OECD, n.d.).

Google Scholar

Google Scholar is included because it offers very broad
scholarly coverage across disciplines and publication
types. Google Scholar states that it provides a simple way
to search across articles, theses, books, abstracts, and court
opinions from academic publishers, professional societies,
online repositories, universities, and other scholarly
sources. It is useful not only for discovering peer-reviewed
studies but also for identifying recent papers, grey
literature, and works that may not yet be fully indexed
elsewhere (Google Scholar, n.d.).

A master search string for the review was therefore built
by combining the concept clusters in the following way:

("socioeconomic inequality" OR "socioeconomic status"
OR SES OR poverty OR deprivation OR "family income"
OR "parental education" OR "occupational status" OR
"social class")

AND

("academic outcomes" OR "academic achievement" OR
"academic performance" OR "educational attainment" OR
grades OR GPA OR CGPA OR "test scores" OR "school
performance” OR progression OR retention OR
completion)

AND

(student* OR learner* OR pupil* OR child* OR
adolescent* OR undergraduate* OR "primary school" OR
"secondary school" OR tertiary OR university)

This structure is deliberately broad enough to capture
many relevant studies while still being focused enough to
keep the evidence aligned with the research topic. The
search syntax will be adapted to the specific requirements
of each database, since PubMed, PsycINFO and other
databases each use slightly different field tags, subject
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headings, and truncation conventions. Systematic review
guidance emphasizes that the exact wording can vary
across platforms, but the conceptual logic of the search
should remain constant (Higgins et al., 2024; Page et al.,
2021).

Search terms will be refined through an iterative process.
Initial searches will be run in the core databases, and the
returned records will be examined to identify additional
keywords, alternate spellings, subject headings, and
commonly used phrases. This is an important step because
the language of inequality research is not uniform across
education, psychology, sociology, and policy studies.
Some papers will emphasize ‘“achievement,” others
“attainment,” others “performance,” and others “learning
outcomes.” Iterative refinement helps to avoid narrowing
the search too quickly and ensures that the final search
strategy reflects the language actually used in the literature
rather than only the language used in the review question
(Higgins et al., 2024; Page et al., 2021).

The final search terms will also be adapted for database-
specific field searching where relevant. For example, title
and abstract fields may be searched more narrowly in some
databases, while subject headings and full-text fields may
be used in others.

Study Selection Process

The study selection process is the stage where the reviewer
moves from a large pool of records retrieved from the
databases to the final set of studies that meet the review’s
eligibility criteria. In the methodology, this is one of the
most important phases as it determines which evidence is
ultimately allowed into the synthesis. The Cochrane
Handbook explains that study selection should be planned,
documented carefully, and carried out in a way that
distinguishes between records, reports, and studies,
because the same study may appear in more than one
publication or report (Higgins et al., 2024). PRISMA 2020
also requires that the flow of records through
identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion be
reported clearly and transparently so that readers can
follow how the final evidence base was assembled (Page et
al., 2021).

Identification of Studies

Identification of studies is the first stage of the selection
process. It begins after the search strategy has been
executed across the chosen databases and supplementary
sources. At this stage, the reviewer gathers all records
returned by the search terms, subject headings, filters,
citation tracking, and manual searching. PRISMA 2020
makes this stage visible in the flow diagram by showing
the number of records identified from databases, registers,
and other sources before any screening or eligibility
judgment begins (Page et al., 2021).

PRISMA Flow Diagram. Figure 1

IJDDT, Volume 16 Issue 53s, 2026 Page:



A Systematic Analysis of Socio-Economic Inequality and Academic Outcomes among Adolescents

The PRISMA flow diagram is the visual summary of the
entire study selection process. It shows how many records
were identified, how many duplicates were removed, how
many were screened, how many were excluded, how many
full texts were assessed, how many were excluded at full
text, and how many studies were included in the final
synthesis.

The study selection process was designed to ensure that
every record could be traced from the point of retrieval to
the point of inclusion or exclusion. Each stage was
numerically connected to the next, so that the final set of
included studies was derived through a clear and
defensible sequence of decisions (Moher et al., 2009; Page
et al., 2021). The process was structured as follows:

INCLUSION CRITERIA

Studies were included if they:

Examined socioeconomic inequality, including income,
SES, class, or parental education (Sirin, 2005; Bradley &
Corwyn, 2002)

Investigated academic outcomes, including achievement,
attainment, or performance

Focused on students within formal educational settings

Employed empirical research designs

1JDDT, Volume 16 Issue 53s, 2026

N  Records excluded™

Reports excluded: 234
Not focused on socioeconomic inequality, n = 60
Not focused on academic outcomes, n = 55
Wrong population, n = 40
Not empirical, n = 35
Insufficient data or inaccessible full text, n = 30
Dublicate reports. n = 14

—
g Total records retrieved, n = 1,363
£ PubMed, n = 261
H PsycINFO, n =792
= Cochrane Library, n = 60
OECD library, n = 50
— Google Scholar, n = 200
)
Duplicates removed
n=409
o St
£ Records after duplication, n =
i 954
5
(7]
Records Remaining After
Screening
954 - 620 = 334
—_J Full text reports assessed,
— n=
3
°
=
2
= Studies included in qualitative synthesis =100
Studies included in quantitative synthesis = 60
~—

Were published in peer-reviewed sources

Were available in full text

EXCLUSION CRITERIA
Studies were excluded if they:

Did not address both socioeconomic inequality and
academic outcomes

Focused on non-educational populations

Were theoretical, editorial, or opinion-based
Lacked sufficient methodological detail

Were duplicate publications of the same dataset

These exclusions protected the coherence of the review
and ensured that only studies capable of answering the
research question remained in the final synthesis (Higgins
et al., 2022).

Every stage of this workflow maintained numerical
consistency, logical continuity, and methodological
transparency (Page et al., 2021). Each reduction in records
was justified, traceable, and aligned with established
systematic review standards (Higgins et al., 2022).
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Data extraction is the stage of where the relevant
information from each included study is identified,
recorded, organized, and prepared for synthesis (Higgins et
al., 2022; Page et al.,, 2021). This stage is important
because the included studies are likely to differ in design,
sample, context, measurement, and outcome reporting
(Sirin, 2005; Reardon, 2011). The purpose of extraction is
therefore not simply to copy information from articles, but
to convert a large and varied body of literature into a
structured evidence set that can be compared meaningfully
(Petticrew & Roberts, 2006; Booth et al., 2016). PRISMA
2020 and the Cochrane Handbook both treat data
collection and extraction as core parts of systematic review
methodology because the quality of the final synthesis
depends heavily on the clarity and consistency of the
information gathered from each study (Page et al., 2021;
Higgins et al., 2022).

Presentation of Findings

Here, the findings are presented first in structured tables
that summarise the key characteristics of the included
studies. These tables show the study authors, year, setting,
design, sample characteristics, socioeconomic measure,
academic outcome, and main findings.

Where studies are sufficiently comparable for numerical
synthesis, the findings may also be presented using
statistical displays such as forest plots or summary effect
tables. Cochrane notes that most intervention reviews use

some form of statistical synthesis when the data permit it,
and it also explains that the preferred method depends on
the type of data available. In this review, any statistical
presentation was only used where the studies are
sufficiently similar in outcome type and measurement.
Where they are not, narrative and thematic presentation
will remain the primary mode.

The final presentation also emphasises patterns across the
literature. That is, the write up shows where inequality
consistently predicts weaker academic outcomes, where
the effect appears stronger, where moderators matter, and
where gaps in the evidence remain.

Characteristics of Included Representative Studies

Given the size and diversity of the included evidence base
(n = 100 studies in qualitative synthesis), it is neither
practical nor analytically useful to present all included
studies in full tabular detail within the main body of the
chapter. Instead, a carefully selected subset of key
representative studies (n = 10) is presented in Table 4.2.
These studies were selected because they capture the
conceptual breadth, methodological diversity, and
empirical patterns observed across the full dataset. The
table therefore functions as an illustration for the synthesis,
while all distributions, counts, and thematic conclusions
reported in this chapter are derived from the complete
corpus of included studies.

Table 1: Characteristics Of Key Representative Studies

Author & Country/Re Design Sample SES Academic Key Finding
Year gion Indicator Outcome
Sirin (2005) | USA / Multi- | Meta- 101,157 Composite Academic Strong
country analysis students SES achievement | positive
(income, SES—
education) achievement
relationship
White (1982) | USA Meta- ~200 studies | Family SES | Achievement | Weak-to-
analysis scores moderate
correlation;
measurement
effects
OECD Global Large-scale Millions  of | Parental PISA scores | Strong global
(2018) assessment students education, SES-
(PISA) income performance
gradient
Duncan & | USA Longitudinal | National Childhood Cognitive & | Early
Magnuson cohorts poverty academic poverty
outcomes predicts
long-term
deficits
Bradley & | USA Integrative Multiple SES Educational | SES affects
Corwyn review datasets composite attainment environment
(2002) and
parenting
pathways
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Reardon USA Quantitative | National data | Income Achievement | Widening
(2011) longitudinal inequality gap income-
based
achievement
gap
Brooks- USA Longitudinal | Child cohorts | Poverty Academic Persistent
Gunn status performance | negative
effects of
poverty
Bourdieu- Europe /| Theoretical + | Multiple Cultural Academic Schools
based studies | Global empirical contexts capital success reproduce
class
advantage
Neighborhoo | Global Systematic 88 studies Area SES Educational | Context
d effects (88 review outcomes strongly
studies) shapes
achievement
Parental Global Meta- Multiple Parental Academic Strong
education analysis samples education achievement | indirect
studies effect via
home
support

The representative studies displayed in Table 1 reveal a
highly structured yet multidimensional evidence base. The
literature spans early childhood through tertiary education,
incorporates both micro-level indicators such as household
income and parental education, and macro-level indicators
such as national inequality and school-level disadvantage.
Academic outcomes are similarly varied, ranging from
standardized test scores and grade point averages to long-
term attainment and cognitive development measures.
What emerges is a consistent pattern in which
socioeconomic inequality is not a single-variable influence
but a layered construct operating through material
resources, institutional structures, and developmental
processes. The table illustrates that the strongest and most
consistent findings originate from large-scale meta-
analyses and longitudinal studies, while theoretical and
qualitative contributions deepen understanding of the
mechanisms underlying observed statistical relationships.

The included corpus is best understood through the table
above because the evidence is not a single homogeneous
block. It is a set of studies that may differ by educational
stage, the way socioeconomic inequality is measured, and

the academic outcomes under examination. Some studies
will use individual level SES indicators such as parental
education or household income, while others may use
composite or area level indicators. Some will focus on
grades or test scores, while others may focus on
attainment, retention, or progression. That spread is
important because it shapes how the findings can be
compared and interpreted (Higgins et al., 2024).

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION OF STUDIES
The geographic distribution of the included studies shows
where the evidence came from and how broadly the review
spans different settings. Socioeconomic inequality and
academic outcomes are shaped by national policy, school
funding, economic structure, and social organisation. This
subsection helps the reader judge how transferable the
findings may be across contexts. A concentration in one
region suggests that the evidence is strong for that setting
but may be weaker for others, while a broader spread
suggests greater transferability, though still with caution
because educational inequality is always context
dependent (Higgins et al., 2024).

Table 2Geographic Distribution of Included Studies

Region Number of Studies Contextual Note

North America (USA/Canada) 42 Dominates evidence base; strong longitudinal and
policy-driven research

Europe 21 Strong theoretical and comparative frameworks
(e.g., inequality systems)

Asia 14 Increasing focus on education expansion and
inequality

Sub-Saharan Africa 8 Limited but growing evidence; strong contextual
inequality effects

Latin America 6 Focus on structural inequality and access
disparities

Oceania 4 Smaller but high-quality system-level studies

Cross-national (multi-country | 5 Includes OECD/PISA-type large-scale

datasets) comparisons
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The geographic distribution demonstrates a clear
concentration of studies in North America and Europe,
which together account for over sixty percent of the total
evidence base. This concentration suggests that the
strongest empirical foundations of the review are rooted in
high-income contexts, where data infrastructure and
longitudinal research traditions are well established. At the
same time, the presence of studies from Asia, Sub-Saharan
Africa, and Latin America introduces important contextual
variation, revealing that the relationship between

Study Design Distribution

socioeconomic inequality and academic outcomes is not
uniform across global settings. Cross-national studies
further strengthen the evidence by allowing direct
comparison between education systems, showing that
policy environments can either amplify or mitigate
inequality effects. These patterns indicate that while the
core relationship between socioeconomic status and
academic outcomes is robust, its magnitude and
mechanisms are shaped by national context, institutional
structures, and levels of economic development.

Table 3 Study Design Distribution

Design Type Number of Studies Role in Synthesis
Quantitative (total) 60 Provides measurable associations and statistical
strength
Cross-sectional 28 Identifies SES—achievement associations
Longitudinal 18 Tracks long-term effects of inequality
Cohort-based Explores developmental trajectories
Quasi-experimental 5 Examines policy/intervention impacts
Other quantitative 3 Specialized analytical designs
Qualitative 25 Explains lived experiences and mechanisms
Mixed methods 15 Integrates statistical and contextual insights

The study design distribution reveals that the evidence
base is strongly anchored in quantitative research, which
accounts for the majority of included studies. Within this
group, cross-sectional designs are most common,
reflecting the widespread use of large-scale datasets to
examine associations between socioeconomic status and
academic performance. However, the substantial presence
of longitudinal and cohort-based studies significantly
strengthens the review by allowing the analysis of change
over time and the persistence of inequality effects across
developmental stages. Qualitative and mixed-methods
studies, while fewer in number, play a critical interpretive
role by uncovering the mechanisms through which
inequality operates, including family processes, school
environments, and student experiences. The coexistence of
these designs ensures that the review does not rely solely
on statistical association but is able to integrate
explanation, context, and causal reasoning. At the same
time, the dominance of observational designs requires
careful interpretation, as most studies identify relationships
rather than definitive causal effects.

Key Themes Emerging From The Review

The key themes emerging from the review are the
substantive patterns that appear across the included studies
once the evidence is brought together. These themes are
not separate from the results. They are the results, because
they show how the literature collectively explains the
relationship between socioeconomic inequality and
academic outcomes. In thematic synthesis, the point is not
to list studies one after another, but to move from study-
level findings to higher-order themes that answer the
review question directly.

Socioeconomic Inequality and Learning Access
This addresses the relationship between socioeconomic

inequality and access to learning opportunities. In the
included literature, this theme typically appears through
access to books, digital devices, internet connectivity,
quiet study space, tutoring, school materials, parental
support, and other conditions that make learning easier or
harder to sustain. The central issue is not abstract
disadvantage by itself, but the concrete conditions through
which disadvantage becomes educationally visible. That is
why learning access is often one of the main pathways
through which socioeconomic inequality affects schooling
(Thomas & Harden, 2008; Higgins et al., 2024).

Socioeconomic Inequality and Academic Performance
This reports the core finding on whether and how
socioeconomic inequality relates to academic performance.
The included studies should be read through performance
outcomes such as grades, test scores, educational
attainment, GPA, progression, retention, and similar
indicators.

The key question is whether the evidence shows a
consistent disadvantage for lower socioeconomic groups,
whether the association varies by educational context, and
whether some outcomes are more sensitive to inequality
than others. Those differences matter because not every
measure of performance captures the same thing, and not
every educational setting produces the same pattern of
inequality (Higgins et al., 2024).

Mediating and Moderating Factors

This subsection reports the factors through which
socioeconomic inequality appears to operate and the
conditions under which its effects become stronger or
weaker. In the literature, these factors often include
parental education, school resources, neighbourhood
environment, motivation, institutional support, gender,
geography, and policy context. The point here is to show
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that inequality is expressed through pathways and shaped
by context, and that is exactly what makes the review more
than a simple description of SES and outcomes (Thomas &
Harden, 2008; Higgins et al., 2024).

A Summary Of The Main Findings

The main findings can be condensed into four broad ideas.
First, the search process produced a substantial evidence
base and narrowed it transparently. Second, the included
studies were sufficiently varied to require structured
synthesis rather than a simple list of findings. Third, the
literature centers on learning access, academic
performance, and contextual pathways. Fourth, the pattern
of evidence is interpreted in relation to study quality and
context because the literature is not perfectly uniform, and
its meaning depends partly on where, how, and with whom
the studies were conducted (Page et al., 2021; Higgins et
al., 2024).

=The findings of this review show a consistent pattern:
socioeconomic inequality is associated with weaker
academic outcomes, and the relationship is shaped by
access to learning resources, family support, school
context, neighborhood conditions, and policy environment.
That pattern is visible across the anchor studies supplied
and across the broader literature on SES and achievement.
Sirin’s meta-analysis showed a medium-to-strong SES-
achievement relationship, White’s earlier meta-analysis
found a weaker but still meaningful association depending
on how SES was defined, and OECD reports show that
socioeconomic status is strongly linked with performance
across countries, though the size of the gap varies by
education system and context (Sirin, 2005; White, 1982;
OECD, 2019, 2023).

What matters most is that socioeconomic inequality does
not just act as a passive background but operates through
visible educational conditions. Bradley and Corwyn (2002)
describe SES as influencing development through access
to material and social resources and through stress
exposure, while Duncan and Magnuson (2011, 2012)
show that poverty affects cognitive development,
language, memory, and later academic functioning through
early life pathways That matches the review’s central
finding that learning access is one of the main routes
through which inequality enters schooling and affects
outcomes rather than incidental to inequality.

The findings also show that the association is strong but
context-dependent. Sirin (2005) found that the SES-
achievement relation changes with the SES measure, the
achievement measure, school level, minority status, and
school location. OECD’s PISA evidence also shows that
some education systems buffer disadvantage better than
others, while others reproduce it more strongly (Sirin,
2005; OECD, 2019, 2023). Reardon’s work shows that the
achievement gap between richer and poorer students has
widened over time in the United States, which suggests
that inequality is persistent and can further deepen across
historical periods (Reardon, 2011).

The interpretation, then, is that inequality consistently
matters, but the strength and expression of that effect
depend on the educational and social environment.
Comparison With Previous Studies

Sirin and White

Sirin (2005) and White (1982) are the two most important
comparison points because they directly address the SES-
achievement relationship. White’s earlier meta-analysis

concluded that SES, as typically defined, was only weakly
correlated with academic achievement, though the
relationship became much larger when aggregated units of
analysis were used. Sirin later updated the field and found
a medium-to-strong positive relation between SES and
achievement. The present review aligns more closely with
Sirin’s conclusion, but it also preserves White’s caution
that measurement and aggregation matter a great deal
(White, 1982; Sirin, 2005).

The comparison is important because it shows that the
literature did not move in a straight line from weak to
strong effects. Rather, it became more precise in showing
that SES matters, but the size of the relation depends on
how SES is operationalised, what outcome is measured,
and what level of analysis is used. That is exactly what the
present review finds as well. The review is not claiming
that every study shows the same strength, but showing that
the overall pattern is robust while the details remain
measurement sensitive (Sirin, 2005; White, 1982).

OECD and Reardon

OECD reports and Reardon’s work strengthen the review
by showing that SES differences are not just individual but
systemic and temporal. OECD’s PISA analyses show that
socio-economic status is strongly associated with
performance and that the size of the relationship varies
across countries and education systems. Reardon shows
that the income achievement gap widened over time in the
United States. These findings match the review’s
conclusion that geography and policy context matter and
that inequality can intensify rather than remain stable
(OECD, 2019, 2023; Reardon, 2011).

What these studies add is the broader structural dimension.
They show that academic inequality is about family
background, the architecture of educational systems and
the wider economic environment. The present review,
therefore agrees with them and extends them by bringing
together the learning access, developmental poverty and
social reproduction literature into one account of how
inequality travels into school performance.

Duncan, Magnuson, and Brooks-Gunn

The developmental literature is especially valuable
because it explains how inequality becomes educational
disadvantage. Duncan and Magnuson show that SES is
associated with cognitive functioning and early
development, while Brooks-Gunn shows that children
exposed to poverty in early childhood experience lower
school completion and weaker long term outcomes
(Duncan & Magnuson, 2011, 2012; Brooks-Gunn, 1997).
The present review is consistent with this line of work
because it places learning access and academic
performance at the centre of the inequality process.

The comparison also shows that the review does not treat
poverty as a vague social condition but also as a
developmental force that affects cognition, attention,
language, memory, and school readiness. That is a major
point of alignment with the literature. In other words, the
review’s evidence on academic outcomes is not
disconnected from child development. It is one stage of the
same process described in the developmental literature.

Bradley and Corwyn, Parental Involvement, and
Parental Education
Bradley and Corwyn’s review remains one of the strongest
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pieces of evidence for the idea that SES works through
family and environmental pathways. They show that SES
is tied to health, cognitive, and socioemotional outcomes
and that the mechanisms often involve access to resources
and stress exposure (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). The
present review mirrors that conclusion, especially in its
theme on learning access and parental support. The family
is not just a background variable but a mechanism through
which inequality is translated into achievement
differences.

The parental involvement literature supports the same
conclusion from a more focused angle. Meta-analyses
show that parental involvement is positively related to
academic achievement, though the effect depends on the
form of involvement and the context in which it occurs
(Castro et al., 2015; Erdem et al., 2020). That fits the
present review’s finding that parental education and
support act as mediating pathways. More educated parents
often have more educational capital, more familiarity with
school expectations, and more capacity to support learning.
The evidence, therefore points to a structural family effect
rather than a simple matter of parental effort.

Bourdieu and Neighbourhood Effects

Bourdieu-based reviews and neighbourhood effects studies
widen the picture by showing that inequality is produced
both in schools and around schools. Bourdieu’s theory of
cultural capital explains why schools often reward forms
of language, habit, and knowledge already common among
advantaged groups, while neighborhood effects research
shows that poverty, educational climate, and social
disorganisation in local communities are associated with
educational outcomes (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977,
Nieuwenhuis et al., 2015). The present review agrees with
both lines of work.

The comparison is important because it shows that
academic performance is produced in multiple places at
once. The family, school and neighborhood matter.. The
review’s results on mediating and moderating factors
reflect exactly that. The evidence base is therefore on
inequality, income or SES as well as how social and
spatial ~environments create unequal educational
opportunities over time.

Conclusion

This systematic review set out to examine how
socioeconomic inequality influences academic outcomes
across different educational settings, as well as the
mediating and moderating factors through which these
effects occur. The evidence synthesized in this review
points to a clear and consistent conclusion: socioeconomic
inequality is closely linked to poorer academic outcomes.
However, this relationship is complex and varies across
contexts. It is shaped by factors such as access to
educational resources, parental education and involvement,
school quality, neighbourhood environments, and wider
policy frameworks. The findings therefore underscore that
inequality is not merely an external social condition; it also
operates within the educational system itself, influencing
learning through both direct and indirect pathways (Sirin,
2005; White, 1982; OECD, 2019, 2023; Bradley &
Corwyn, 2002).

The evidence also shows that the effect of socioeconomic
inequality is cumulative. Early disadvantage in childhood
often becomes later disadvantage in achievement,

attainment, and progression. That pattern aligns with the
developmental literature on poverty and educational
outcomes, which shows that early deprivation affects
cognition, language, memory, and long-term schooling
trajectories. It also aligns with cumulative disadvantage
theory, which explains why inequality tends to grow rather
than disappear as learners move through education. The
review therefore supports the view that educational
inequality is produced over time, not only at one point in
the learner’s life course (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011,
2012; Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Dannefer, 2003).

Theoretical interpretation strengthens the same conclusion.
Social reproduction theory explains why schools often
reward the cultural and social resources already more
available to advantaged learners. Human capital theory
explains why unequal access to learning opportunities
reduces the returns students can obtain from education.
Ecological systems theory shows why family, school,
neighbourhood, and policy layers all matter at once. Taken
together, these perspectives show that socioeconomic
inequality becomes academic inequality because the
education system is embedded in wider social systems that
are themselves unequal (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977,
Becker, 1964, 1975; Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994).

Recommendations

Future research should broaden the geographic scope of
existing studies. Much of the strongest evidence currently
comes from the United States and other OECD contexts,
highlighting the need for more research in
underrepresented regions, particularly in low- and middle-
income countries. Expanding the global evidence base
would allow for a more nuanced understanding of how the
relationship between socioeconomic status and academic
achievement operates across diverse policy environments
and educational systems (OECD, 2019, 2023). In addition,
greater use of longitudinal and multilevel research designs
is essential. Since inequality unfolds over time and across
contexts, studies that follow learners across different
stages and settings can provide deeper insight into how
early disadvantages accumulate and how family, school,
and neighbourhood factors interact, thereby strengthening
causal explanations.

Furthermore, there is a need for more intervention-focused
research. While the literature clearly demonstrates the
negative impact of inequality, there is comparatively
limited high-quality evidence on the effectiveness of
strategies aimed at mitigating these effects. Future studies
should prioritize experimental and quasi-experimental
approaches to evaluate interventions such as school
funding reforms, targeted tutoring, parental engagement
programmes, digital access initiatives, and early childhood
education. Such research would help shift the field from
merely identifying the problem to developing practical,
evidence-based solutions for policy and educational
practice (OECD, 2019, 2023; Reardon, 2011).
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