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Abstract 
 
 This paper investigates how Pierre Bourdieu’s forms of capital-economic, social, and cultural-interact to 
influence educational outcomes among students in Kenya. Despite significant reforms like Free Primary Education 
(FPE) and the Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC) aimed at improving access and quality, structural inequalities 
persist due to social class, geography, and cultural background. Traditional metrics often fail to capture these 
systemic challenges. Drawing from qualitative fieldwork conducted in both urban (Nairobi) and rural 
(Turkana/Bungoma) contexts, the study employs a comparative case analysis to examine how the unequal 
distribution of these capitals shapes academic trajectories. Utilizing semi-structured interviews, classroom 
observations, and document analysis, this research reveals that disparities in economic, social, and cultural capital 
reinforce cycles of privilege and disadvantage within the Kenyan education system. 
 Findings indicate that urban students generally benefit from a synergistic accumulation of economic 
resources (e.g., private tuition, consistent meals, digital access), robust social networks (e.g., high parental 
involvement, alumni mentorships), and alignment with dominant cultural norms (e.g., confidence in academic 
English, participation in discussions). Conversely, learners in rural contexts face multi-dimensional disadvantages, 
often lacking basic material resources, parental involvement, and cultural familiarity with institutional norms, leading 
to a compounding effect of disadvantage. The study highlights that teachers and administrators, despite their 
commitment, operate within systems that inadvertently perpetuate these disparities. The interaction between 
different forms of capital creates a compounding effect, where access in one domain often enhances access in 
another, underscoring the need for multidimensional interventions beyond traditional infrastructure-based 
approaches. Recommendations include promoting culturally responsive pedagogy, targeted resource allocation for 
rural schools, strengthening community-school partnerships, institutionalizing multi-level capital support programs, 
and designing capital-inclusive education policies. This research contributes to policy and scholarly discourse on 
education equity in Sub-Saharan Africa by offering a nuanced understanding of how intangible yet critical resources 
influence educational outcome. 
Keywords : Bourdieu, social capital, cultural capital, economic capital, educational inequality, Kenya 
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 In Kenya, significant educational reforms such as Free Primary Education (FPE) and the Competency-
Based Curriculum (CBC) have been initiated with the aim of reducing deeply rooted disparities in educational 
access and quality. The FPE policy, introduced in 2003, abolished tuition fees in public primary schools, resulting 
in a dramatic surge in enrollment from 5.9 million to 7.2 million students within the first year alone. This landmark 
initiative sought to eliminate financial barriers that had historically excluded children from poor families, particularly 
in marginalized communities. Similarly, the CBC, launched in 2017 to replace the 8-4-4 system, represents a 
paradigm shift from exam-oriented learning to a more holistic approach that emphasizes competencies, skills 
development, and practical application of knowledge. The curriculum reform aims to nurture every learner's potential 
by recognizing diverse talents and abilities beyond academic performance. 
 However, despite these well-intentioned efforts, structural inequalities deeply embedded in dimensions of 
social class, geography, and cultural background continue to serve as crucial barriers preventing the achievement 
of fair and equitable educational outcomes (Wambugu & Muthama, 2021). Children from affluent families still enjoy 
significant advantages through access to private tutoring, educational technology, and well-resourced schools, while 
their counterparts from low-income households struggle with inadequate learning materials, overcrowded 
classrooms, and poorly maintained infrastructure. Geographic disparities are particularly pronounced, with urban 
schools typically having better-qualified teachers, superior facilities, and more consistent electricity and internet 
connectivity compared to rural institutions. In remote areas such as Turkana, Marsabit, and parts of the North 
Eastern region, students often walk several kilometers to school, face teacher shortages, and learn in dilapidated 
structures that lack basic amenities like clean water and sanitation facilities. Cultural factors further complicate the 
educational landscape, as certain communities maintain traditional practices that prioritize early marriage, livestock 
herding, or other economic activities over formal schooling, particularly for girls. 
 Traditional indicators of educational progress, such as standardized test scores and student attendance 
rates, often fail to comprehensively and profoundly reflect the complex systemic challenges that students face within 
the education system. While these metrics may show improvements in enrollment numbers or average performance, 
they mask the nuanced realities of educational inequality. For instance, a child may be physically present in school 
(thus counted in attendance statistics) but unable to concentrate due to hunger, having walked to school on an 
empty stomach. Similarly, standardized test scores do not capture the disadvantages faced by students who lack 
electricity at home for evening studies, have no access to supplementary learning materials, or come from non-
English speaking households where parents cannot assist with homework. These conventional measurements also 
overlook crucial factors such as the quality of teaching, the psychological impact of poverty-related stress, the 
hidden costs of "free" education (such as uniforms, books, and examination fees), and the profound influence of 
peer effects and community expectations on educational aspirations and outcomes. 
 Pierre Bourdieu's theory of capital (1986) presents a powerful and particularly useful sociological lens for 
understanding the dynamics of these overlapping inequalities. According to Bourdieu's concept, individuals possess 
not only economic capital in the form of money and assets, but also hold cultural capital (such as knowledge, skills, 
education, and artistic appreciation) and social capital (networks of relationships and social connections) at varying 
levels, all of which have profound and complex influences on their educational experiences and life opportunities. 
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This study therefore focuses on carefully exploring how these forms of capital function and impact within the context 
of Kenyan schools, particularly presenting a comparative analysis between the educational experiences of students 
living in affluent urban environments and students in rural areas that typically lack resources (Mutua & Kimani, 
2022). 
 This research was directly initiated in response to observations regarding the persistent gaps between 
academic achievement and school retention rates across different regions and income levels throughout Kenya. 
The primary objective of the research is to meticulously analyze both tangible resources (such as learning materials 
and the physical environment of schools) and intangible resources (such as family support, social networks, and 
cultural values aligned with schooling) that individual students bring to the classroom, as well as to deeply 
understand how these resources significantly influence and determine their learning outcomes and overall 
educational trajectories. 
 

Objectives 
 1. To examine the roles of economic, social, and cultural capital in shaping students’ educational outcomes 
in Kenya. 
 2. To assess how these capitals intersect to reinforce or alleviate educational inequalities. 
 3. To compare the effects of these capitals in rural versus urban educational contexts. 
 4. To propose equity-based policy recommendations grounded in empirical data. 
 

Research Questions 
 1. In what ways do students’ access to economic, social, and cultural capital influence their educational 
journeys? 
 2. How do these capitals interact to perpetuate or challenge systemic inequality? 
 3. What are the key similarities and differences between urban and rural school contexts regarding access 
to capital? 
 4. What actionable interventions can address these disparities? 
 

Significance of the Study 
 Academically, the study contributes to the growing literature on education and inequality in the Global 
South, particularly in postcolonial African contexts. Practically, it informs policymakers, educators, and development 
agencies about the hidden factors perpetuating inequality in Kenyan schools. The recommendations serve as a 
foundation for designing inclusive education reforms sensitive to the socio-cultural realities of diverse learners. 
  



SUPPLY CHAIN AND SUSTAINABILITY RESEARCH: SCSR  
VOL.4, NO.1; JAN – JUN ; 2025, ISSN 2822-0412 (Online)  

 
 

20 
 

The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available on Supply Chain and Sustainability Research at: 

https://so08.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/SCSR/index 

Literature Review 
 Bourdieu's Forms of Capital 
 Pierre Bourdieu's (1986) theory of capital offers a multidimensional lens for understanding how power and 
privilege are transmitted and reproduced within educational systems. Bourdieu (1986) argued that beyond economic 
capital, individuals also possess cultural and social capital, which significantly influence their life opportunities, 
including academic success. These forms of capital are not merely resources but mechanisms through which social 
inequalities persist across generations. 
 Economic Capital 
 Economic capital refers to material wealth and financial assets. In the educational context, this includes 
the ability to pay tuition fees, purchase textbooks, hire private tutors, or access technology and stable housing. 
Students from affluent families gain exposure to academic environments that promote learning, better infrastructure, 
and learning aids, which directly impact their academic performance and educational trajectories. 
 Cultural Capital 
 Bourdieu (1986) classified cultural capital into three types: 
 1. Embodied State. Enduring mental and physical dispositions such as language expertise, manners, or 
confidence in academic spaces. 
 2. Objectified State. Cultural properties such as books, musical instruments, or digital resources. 
 3. Institutionalized State. Academic qualifications and recognized educational credentials. 
 In Kenyan schools, children from families that emphasize reading, communicate in English or Kiswahili at 
home, or participate in intellectually stimulating activities often have advantages, as the school system rewards 
these characteristics (Mutua & Kimani, 2022). Conversely, students whose home cultures differ from mainstream 
school norms may struggle to adapt or be perceived as "less capable," even when this is not the case. 
 Social Capital 
 Social capital involves networks of relationships and connections that provide access to information, 
support, or opportunities (Coleman, 1988). This may include parental connections to school authorities, peer support 
groups, alumni networks, or access to educational NGOs. For example, families in urban Kenya often have stronger 
institutional ties and are more likely to participate in school governance or leverage support systems that enhance 
their children's learning experiences. 
 The Interaction of Different Forms of Capital 
 These forms of capital rarely operate in isolation. Economic capital can be converted into cultural capital 
(e.g., paying for elocution lessons or international curriculum schools), while social capital often mediates access 
to both educational opportunities and material support. Bourdieu (1986) described this interaction as habitus,  
a system of durable and transferable dispositions that determine how individuals perceive the world and act within 
it. Students' habitus influences how they relate to teachers, engage with curriculum content, and imagine their 
academic futures. 
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By applying Bourdieu's framework to this study, we can move beyond surface-level explanations of inequality (such 
as lack of desks or books) and examine the "hidden curriculum" – the unspoken social expectations and cultural 
codes embedded in school systems. This enables a deeper understanding of how educational systems, even with 
equal infrastructure, can produce unequal outcomes based on students' access to intangible yet crucial resources. 
 Educational Inequality in Kenya 
 Despite various educational reforms and investments, educational inequality in Kenya remains deeply 
entrenched, reflecting broader socioeconomic disparities and regional differences (Wambugu & Muthama, 2021). 
While national programs such as Free Primary Education (FPE), Free Day Secondary Education (FDSE), and the 
implementation of the Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC) have improved access, they have not resulted in 
uniform quality learning experiences or outcomes for all learners. These disparities are not merely infrastructural 
but are deeply linked to systematic neglect and inadequate investment in marginalized communities. The result is 
a persistent urban-rural performance gap, particularly evident in national examinations such as KCPE and KCSE. 
 Social Capital and Learning Environments 
 In Kenya, access to social capital significantly influences the quality of students' learning environments 
and their ability to navigate the education system. In urban areas, families often maintain strong relationships with 
school communities, including participation in parent associations, access to alumni networks, and relationships 
with education-focused organizations. These connections open opportunities for accessing additional resources 
such as academic counseling, scholarship information, and extracurricular opportunities that enhance students' 
educational trajectories. Teachers in such environments are more likely to be held accountable through engagement 
with informed and empowered parents. 
 In contrast, students in rural areas often attend schools where parental involvement is minimal due to 
factors such as geographical distance, limited formal education among parents, or prioritization of labor over 
learning. Without the benefit of strong school-community relationships, these students may lack both 
encouragement and support. The absence of peer support systems and role models further isolates students, 
reducing exposure to academic or professional development opportunities. Teachers in such contexts may face 
challenges in motivating students who receive limited encouragement at home, and their efforts are often 
constrained by resource scarcity and administrative neglect. 
 Furthermore, rural schools often operate in isolation, with limited engagement from external partners who 
might bring resources or training programs. This lack of connection to such institutions exacerbates existing 
disparities, making it harder for students in disadvantaged areas to compete with their urban counterparts who are 
embedded in diverse, opportunity-rich networks. Addressing these imbalances requires not only infrastructure 
investment but also targeted strategies to strengthen community-school partnerships, facilitate peer mentoring, and 
connect marginalized schools to broader support networks. 
 Economic Capital and Access to Resources 
 Economic capital plays a crucial role in determining educational experiences in Kenya. Families with better 
financial standing can afford school-related expenses such as uniforms, books, transportation, private tuition, and 
digital devices. Many also send their children to private schools with better facilities, lower teacher-student ratios, 
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and more individualized attention. These investments not only enhance academic achievement but also increase 
opportunities for advancement to higher education levels. 
 In contrast, economically disadvantaged families, particularly in rural areas and slums, often struggle to 
meet even basic educational expenses despite government subsidies. Students from such backgrounds face 
frequent learning disruptions due to unpaid fees, lack of learning materials, or the need to earn income to support 
households. These material constraints affect attendance, concentration, and overall academic performance. 
Additionally, the inability to access technological tools such as computers or stable internet creates a growing digital 
divide, especially as digital literacy becomes increasingly important in 21st-century curricula. 
 Ultimately, disparities in economic capital result in a cycle where the poor are systematically excluded from 
quality education, limiting their future earning potential and reinforcing intergenerational poverty. 
 Cultural Capital and Academic Success 
 Cultural capital has subtle but significant effects on how students engage with and are perceived within 
the education system. In Kenya, students from urban middle-class backgrounds often come to school already 
acculturated to the dominant cultural norms valued by the system, such as fluency in English or Kiswahili, 
confidence in public speaking, and familiarity with academic routines. These students tend to participate actively in 
class, express themselves clearly, and navigate formal assessments with ease, all of which align with teacher 
expectations and reinforce positive feedback loops. 
 Conversely, learners from rural or marginalized communities may face challenges when home cultures 
and communication styles differ from what schools prioritize. For example, children whose mother tongue is neither 
English nor Kiswahili may struggle to understand classroom instructions or hesitate to participate, not due to lack 
of intelligence but because of unfamiliarity with the school's cultural expectations. Teachers may misinterpret such 
silence or hesitation as lack of ability or motivation, potentially resulting in lowered expectations and limited support. 
This misalignment often disadvantages students from disadvantaged backgrounds, even when curricula are 
technically identical. Unless educators consciously adapt their practices to recognize and accommodate diverse 
cultural backgrounds, these patterns of exclusion, though unintentional, continue to create inequalities within 
classrooms. 
 Gaps in Literature 
 While there is substantial research on educational inequality in Kenya, most studies tend to focus on 
quantifiable aspects such as infrastructure deficits, exam results, teacher shortages, and dropout rates. These 
studies often emphasize material indicators without examining the hidden sociocultural mechanisms that perpetuate 
inequalities. Consequently, important but invisible factors such as the influence of family networks, linguistic 
familiarity, and social behaviors valued in educational institutions remain inadequately explored. 
Specifically, few studies in the Kenyan context have systematically applied Bourdieu's theory of capital to analyze 
how economic, social, and cultural resources interact to determine student outcomes. Research that references 
Bourdieu often considers different forms of capital in isolation rather than as intersecting influences. Additionally, 
there is limited comparative analysis that juxtaposes rural and urban learning experiences through this sociological 
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lens, creating a gap in understanding how educational advantages are reproduced across different geographical 
and socioeconomic environments. 
 Another significant gap is the lack of empirical data on how students' actual experiences of capital affect 
their engagement, identity formation, and long-term aspirations. These dimensions are crucial for formulating 
comprehensive policies and teacher training programs that go beyond infrastructure and curriculum reforms. This 
study thus addresses these gaps by applying Bourdieu's framework to explore how different forms of capital interact 
to influence educational access and achievement in both rural and urban Kenyan schools. In doing so, this study 
contributes a nuanced perspective that bridges sociological and educational dimensions of inequality. 
 

Research Methodology 
 Research Design  
 This study adopts a qualitative comparative case study design, grounded in the interpretivist paradigm, to 
explore how economic, social, and cultural capital influence educational outcomes in Kenya. A case study approach 
is appropriate because it allows for an in-depth, contextualized examination of complex social phenomena within 
real-life settings—something particularly valuable when studying hidden dimensions of inequality like cultural and 
social capital.                             
 The choice of two contrasting environments—urban (Nairobi) and rural (Turkana or Bungoma)-enables a 
comparative perspective that highlights variations in capital access and educational experience across geographic 
and socioeconomic contexts. By focusing on multiple embedded units (students, parents, teachers, and 
administrators) within each school, the design captures different stakeholder viewpoints and uncovers layered 
dynamics that affect student success.        
 The qualitative nature of the study allows the researcher to engage with participants’  lived experiences, 
interpret their meanings, and uncover the subtle, often invisible ways that advantage or disadvantage is transmitted. 
This is particularly crucial for studying Bourdieu’s concept of capital, which includes intangible dimensions such as 
confidence, values, and relational networks that do not lend themselves easily to quantification.   
 Additionally, the comparative element ensures that the study does not treat educational inequality as a 
uniform experience but instead reveals how it manifests differently depending on the distribution and interaction of 
capital across settings. By analyzing similarities and differences between the rural and urban cases, the research 
design facilitates a holistic understanding of how structural and cultural factors contribute to inequality, and how 
policy responses must be localized rather than one-size-fits-all.     
 Finally, the design is intentionally flexible, allowing the researcher to adapt data collection strategies as 
themes emerge, consistent with qualitative inquiry. This adaptability is critical when working in diverse school 
environments where unforeseen barriers or opportunities may arise.       
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 Participants and Sampling         
 This study targets a diverse group of participants from both urban and rural school settings in Kenya to 
ensure a comprehensive understanding of how different forms of capital shape educational experiences. The key 
participant groups include students, parents or guardians, teachers, and school administrators, each providing 
unique perspectives on the influence of economic, social, and cultural capital within the schooling ecosystem. 
 Target Participants                 
 A. Students (aged 12–17): To share firsthand experiences related to classroom learning, school culture, 
peer dynamics, and family support structures.       
 B. Parents/Guardians: To provide insights on household socioeconomic conditions, parental involvement, 
and intergenerational transmission of values or expectations.      
 C. Teachers: To reflect on pedagogical approaches, perceptions of student capability, and how they 
interpret and respond to diverse forms of student capital.       
 D. Administrators: To comment on school resource distribution, community engagement strategies, and 
broader policy implementation at the school level.  
 Sampling Strategy 

 The study employs a purposive sampling technique, selecting participants based on their relevance to the 
research objectives and their ability to provide rich, meaningful data. Schools will be chosen to represent contrasting 
contexts: Two urban schools in Nairobi (one public, one private or mission-based). Two rural schools in Turkana 
or Bungoma (public, with one in a highly marginalized community). Within each school, participants will be selected 
to ensure variation in gender, socioeconomic background, academic performance, and roles within the institution. 
This maximum variation sampling approach helps capture the breadth of experiences and avoids over-
representation of any single narrative. 
 Sample Size                     
 A projected sample size includes:        
 1. 8–12 students per site         
 2. 4–6 parents per site          
 3. 3–5 teachers per site         
 4. 1–2 school administrators per site       
 This will result in approximately 64–100 participants in total, depending on data saturation the point at 
which no new themes emerge from additional interviews.  
 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

 Inclusion: Participants must be currently enrolled in or working at the selected schools, and for minors, 
both student assent and parental consent will be required. Exclusion: Individuals who are not directly affiliated with 
the school or who decline to participate voluntarily will be excluded. This carefully structured participant pool and 
sampling approach ensures that the study captures nuanced and layered perspectives, enriching the understanding 
of how access to capital plays out in Kenyan schools. 
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 Data Collection Methods 
 To capture the complex, context-dependent nature of how economic, social, and cultural capital influence 
educational outcomes, the study employs multiple qualitative data collection methods. These methods are designed 
to generate rich, triangulated insights across different participant groups and school settings. 
 Semi-Structured Interviews 
 Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with students, parents, teachers, and school administrators. 
This format provides a balance between consistency and flexibility, allowing the researcher to explore key themes 
while also following up on participant-specific experiences and perspectives. 
 1. Students will be asked about their daily school experiences, access to learning materials, family 
expectations, and peer support. 
 2. Parents/Guardians will be interviewed regarding their socioeconomic status, involvement in school 
activities, and perceptions of educational success. 
 3. Teachers will be asked about classroom dynamics, differentiation strategies, and how they perceive 
and respond to variations in student behavior or ability. 
 4. Administrators will provide insights into school policies, resourcing, and external partnerships that 
influence the broader learning environment.  
 Each interview will last between 30 to 60 minutes and will be audio-recorded (with consent) for accurate 
transcription and analysis.  
 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 
 Focus groups will be conducted with teachers and, where appropriate, students to facilitate dialogue 
around shared experiences and collective perceptions. FGDs allow participants to interact and reflect on each 
other’s views, which can surface additional insights not easily captured in one-on-one interviews. 
 1. Each focus group will include 5 to 8 participants and will be moderated by the researcher using a pre-
tested guide with open-ended questions. 
 2. Sessions will explore themes such as the role of family support, cultural identity in the classroom, peer 
influence, and equity challenges in school policies. 
 Classroom Observations 

 To complement self-reported data, non-intrusive classroom observations will be conducted using a 
structured observation checklist informed by Bourdieu’s framework. These observations will focus on: 
 1. Student-teacher interactions. 
 2. Patterns of participation and confidence among students. 
 3. Use of learning materials and technology. 
 4. Language use and teacher expectations. 
 Each classroom will be observed over a full 40–60-minute lesson across different subjects to capture 
varied dynamics. 
 Document Review 
 Relevant documents will be reviewed to understand institutional and policy contexts. These include. 
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1. School admission records and fee structures. 
2. Performance reports (KCPE/KCSE results). 
3.  Parental engagement logs (e.g., PTA attendance lists). 
4. Government or NGO support programs received by the school. 

 This method provides background context and helps validate data gathered through interviews and 
observations. By using interviews, focus groups, observations, and document analysis, the study achieves 
methodological triangulation, which enhances the credibility, depth, and richness of findings. This approach also 
aligns with understanding how different forms of capital interact within and  beyond the classroom setting. 

 Data Analysis 
 The data analysis process for this study will follow a thematic analysis approach, guided by Bourdieu’s 

theoretical framework of economic, social, and cultural capital. The goal is to identify patterns that explain how 
these forms of capital shape educational opportunities and outcomes in urban and rural Kenyan schools. The 
analysis will be iterative, involving multiple rounds of coding, reflection, and refinement to ensure the trustworthiness 
and depth of interpretation. 
 Transcription and Familiarization 

 All interviews and focus group recordings will be transcribed verbatim. Observation notes and reflective 
memos will also be compiled and reviewed. The researcher will immerse themselves in the data to develop an 
initial understanding of participants’ perspectives, with attention to recurring terms, metaphors, and experiences 
that suggest links to various forms of capital. 
 Open Coding 

 An open coding process will be used to break the data into discrete units of meaning. Initial codes may 
include concepts like “parental involvement,” “language barrier,” “access to books,” “peer support,” or “school 
favoritism.” These will not be pre-determined but will emerge organically from the data. Coding will be done using 
NVivo software to manage large volumes of qualitative data efficiently.  
 Axial Coding  

Axial coding will then be used to group the open codes into broader thematic categories, specifically 
aligned with the study’s objectives: 

1. Codes related to economic conditions and material access will be categorized under economic capital. 
2. Responses describing relationships, community engagement, or school networks will form the basis of 

social capital. 
3. Patterns linked to language use, school values, student confidence, or academic behavior will be 

organized under cultural capital. 
Each category will be examined across different participant groups (students, parents, teachers, 

administrators) and school settings (urban vs. rural) to identify contrasts and connections.  
 Thematic Mapping and Interpretation 

1. The themes will be mapped against the research objectives and questions, ensuring alignment with 
the study’s analytical goals. This includes: 
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2. Understanding how each form of capital influences educational outcomes. 
3. Exploring the intersection and interaction of capitals. 
4. Comparing urban and rural differences in capital distribution. 
5. Generating evidence-based insights for policy and practice. 
6. The interpretation will be theory-driven but also grounded in participants’ voices, preserving the 

authenticity of their experiences while situating them within a sociological framework. 
Cross-Case Comparison 
A comparative analysis will be conducted between the urban and rural case study sites. This cross-case 

approach will identify patterns of inequality, resilience, and variation in how capital operates across settings. 
Differences in access, recognition, and conversion of capital into educational success will be explored. Through 
this systematic and theory-informed analysis process, the study will generate context-sensitive and objective-aligned 
findings that directly inform the research questions and contribute to the practical and theoretical advancement of 
equitable education policy in Kenya. 

 Ethical Considerations 

 Ethical integrity is central to the design and implementation of this research, particularly because it involves 
minors, vulnerable communities, and sensitive discussions related to inequality. The study will adhere strictly to 
ethical guidelines for qualitative research involving human participants and will obtain approval from a recognized 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to data collection. 
 Informed Consent and Assent 
 All participants will be fully informed about the study’s purpose, procedures, potential risks, and benefits. 
Informed consent will be obtained from all adult participants, including parents, teachers, and school 
administrators. For student participants, informed assent will be obtained from the students themselves, alongside 
parental or guardian consent. Consent and assent forms will be provided in both English and Kiswahili (or other 
relevant local languages) to ensure clarity and accessibility.  
 Voluntary Participation and Right to Withdraw 
 Participation in the study will be entirely voluntary. Participants will be explicitly informed that they have 
the right to decline participation or withdraw from the study at any stage without facing any penalties or 
consequences. This assurance will help foster an open and pressure-free environment for honest sharing. 
 Confidentiality and Anonymity 
 All data collected will be treated with strict confidentiality. Participants’ real names, school names, and 
identifiable characteristics will be replaced with pseudonyms during transcription and reporting. Audio recordings 
and written data will be stored securely on password-protected devices, accessible only to the researcher and 
approved supervisors.  
 Minimizing Harm and Promoting Respect       

 Care will be taken to ensure that participants do not experience psychological or social discomfort during 
interviews or focus groups. Questions will be phrased sensitively, especially when addressing potentially 
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stigmatizing issues like poverty, performance gaps, or school discipline. In classroom observations, the researcher 
will remain as unobtrusive as possible to avoid disrupting learning environments.   
 Cultural Sensitivity 
 The study will respect the diverse cultural norms, languages, and values of the communities involved. 
Local facilitators or translators will be engaged where needed to ensure effective communication and to foster 
trust. The researcher will also reflect regularly on their positionality and biases to avoid misinterpretation or 
imposition of external values.  
 Feedback and Reciprocity   
 To ensure ethical reciprocity, a summary of key findings will be shared with participating schools and 
communities in an accessible format. Where feasible, feedback workshops or brief presentations will be organized 
to highlight practical insights and policy implications arising from the study. This will support local ownership of 
the findings and promote community engagement in solution-building. 
 

Results and Discussion 
 Influence of Economic Capital on Educational Outcomes 
 Access to economic resources directly influenced students’ ability to participate fully in schooling. Urban 
students had access to private tuition, educational apps, consistent meals, and transport. In contrast, rural students 
often walked long distances to school and lacked basic learning materials. 
 “I missed classes when my mother couldn’t pay for my test booklet,” said a rural student. 
 

Table 1: Comparative Access to Economic Capital 
Indicator Urban Students (%) Rural Students (%) 

Regular meals before school 88% 52% 
Access to textbooks 91% 49% 
Attends extra tuition 77% 26% 
Access to internet/digital devices 83% 32% 

 

 Influence of Social Capital in the Learning Environment 
 Urban learners reported high parental involvement, alumni mentorships, and structured peer groups. 
Conversely, rural students often lacked adult supervision,  and school-community engagement was low. 
 “My mother can’t read or write, so she never attends meetings,” a rural student shared. 
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Table 2: Parental and Community Involvement Indicators 
Social Capital Element Urban (%) Rural (%) 
Parents attend PTA meetings 85% 39% 
Parent-teacher communication (monthly) 78% 33% 
School has active alumni network 67% 12% 
Student has non-family mentor 59% 15% 

 

 Role of Cultural Capital in Academic Identity 
 Urban students often displayed school-valued behaviors confidence in speaking, academic vocabulary, 
and familiarity with classroom norms giving them a perceived academic edge. Teachers favored students who 
matched theses petitions. 
 Observations showed teachers praising urban students for volunteering answers while rural students 
remained quiet despite knowing the content. 
 
Table 3: Expression of Cultural Capital Traits 

Trait Observed in Classrooms Urban (%) Rural (%) 
Students initiate discussions 74% 29% 
Confident use of academic English 83% 34% 
Participates in group presentations 68% 37% 
Brings learning resources from home 71% 28% 

 

 Intersectionality of Capital Forms and Regional Disparities 
 The combined impact of limited economic, social, and cultural capital results in a compounding effect of 
disadvantage in rural schools. Students with support in only one area struggled more than those with suppor tacross 
multipledimensions. 
 A rural teacher noted: “It’s not just poverty. Some kids don’t speak Kiswahili, don’t have confidence, and 
don’t get encouragement from home.” 
 
Table 4: Composite Capital Access Scores (Urban vs. Rural) 

Capital Type Urban Average Score (/100) Rural Average Score (/100) 
Economic Capital 85 45 
Social Capital 80 50 
Cultural Capital 90 55 

 
 Implications for Policy and Local Practice 
 The findings underscore the need for region-specific solutions: Rural schools need targeted investments 
not just in infrastructure but in mentorship programs, teacher capacity building, and language-inclusive pedagogy. 
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Urban policies must regulate the privatization gap and ensure that resource advantages are not the sole determinant 
of student success. 
 The data above affirms the necessity of multidimensional and contextual interventions. Addressing just 
one capital domain without acknowledging its links to others would likely result in superficial or unsustainable 
change. 
 

Conclusion and Recommendation 
 This study set out to examine how social, economic, and cultural capital intersect to influence educational 
outcomes in Kenya, particularly by comparing urban and rural school contexts. Using Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of 
capital as a conceptual lens, the research found that inequality in Kenya’s education system is not solely a result 
of infrastructural or curricular differences but is deeply embedded in broadersocial structures and access to 
intangible resources. 
 Students in urban schools generally benefit from a synergistic accumulation of economic means, supportive 
social networks, and alignment with the dominant cultural values of the education system. In contrast, learners in 
rural contexts face multi-dimensional disadvantage,  often lacking basic material resources, parental involvement, 
and cultural familiarity with institutional norms. Teachers and school administrators, while committed, often operate 
within systems that inadvertently reinforce these disparities. 
 Moreover, the interaction between different forms of capital creates a compounding effect, whereby access 
in one domain often enhances access in another. This finding confirms the need for multidimensional interventions 
that go beyond traditional infrastructure-based approaches to educational reform. 
 By highlighting the nuanced ways in which capital operates within classrooms and communities, this study 
contributes to a more holistic understanding of educational inequality and points toward more context-sensitive, 
equity-oriented policy strategies. 
 Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed for policymakers, educators, and 
development partners: 
 Promote Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 
 Train teachers to recognize, value, and incorporate the cultural backgrounds of students into lesson 
delivery and assessment. Develop inclusive teaching strategies that accommodate language diversity, especially 
in rural and pastoralist communities. 
 Targeted Resource Allocation for Rural Schools 
 Government funding should prioritize schools in underserved areas with high multidimensional deprivation. 
Establish monitoring frameworks that evaluate schools not only by infrastructure but also by access to learning 
materials, digital tools, and teacher retention. 
 Strengthen Community-School Partnerships  
 Mobilize local leaders, faith-based groups, and NGOs to facilitate parental involvement in education, even 
where literacy is low. Develop mentorship programs that connect students with role models from similar 
backgrounds. 
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 Institutionalize Multi-Level Capital Support Programs 
 Introduce bundled interventions that address more than one form of capital for instance, digital literacy 
training (economic/cultural) paired with community discussion forums (social). Encourage school-based initiatives 
like alumni clubs, peer mentoring, and student-led leadership programs to boost social capital.  
 Design Capital-Inclusive Education Policies 
 Embed equity metrics into national education policies, ensuring that planning and evaluation capture 
disparities in capital access. Include qualitative assessments of school culture, student well-being, and household 
engagement in policy audits. 
 Areas for Future Research 
 While this study provides valuable insights, it was limited to a relatively small number of schools in selected 
counties. Future research could: Conduct longitudinal studies to explore how capital accumulation or deprivation 
affects educational and life outcomes over time. Explore intersectionality across gender, disability, and ethnicity, 
especially how girls and marginalized ethnic groups experience capital disparities. Compare findings regionally 
across East Africa to develop scalable, culturally grounded policy frameworks for equitable education. 
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