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This meta-analysis summarized the relationships between cultural capital and student 

achievement (155 effect sizes involving 685,393 K-12 students) published in education journals 

between 1981 and 2015. Results showed a small-to-medium overall mean effect size, and larger 

individual effect sizes for parental education and parental expectations compared to parent-child 

cultural participation and discussions. Effect sizes were also larger for older students, reading 

achievement, and studies published earlier. The results affirm the role of cultural capital in 

explaining student achievement, and indicate that cultural capital is not a unidimensional 

construct with unequivocal effects on achievement.  

 

Cette méta-analyse résume les rapports entre le capital culturel et le rendement des élèves 

(ampleur de l’effet =155 comptant 685 393 élèves K-12) publiés dans des revues pédagogiques 

entre 1981 et 2015. Les résultats indiquent que globalement, l’ampleur moyenne de l’effet est entre 

petite et moyenne et que l’ampleur de l’effet individuel est plus grande pour l’éducation des parents 

et les attentes parentales que pour la participation culturelle et les discussions parent-enfant. 

L’ampleur de l’effet est également plus importante chez les élèves plus âgés, pour le rendement en 

lecture et dans les études publiées antérieurement. Les résultats affirment le rôle du capital 

culturel dans le rendement scolaire et indiquent que le capital culturel n’est pas une construction 

unidimensionnelle ayant des effets clairs et explicites sur le rendement.  

 

 

In many contemporary societies characterized by socioeconomic inequality, policymakers, 

educators, and scholars regard inequality in educational achievement to be as important as quality 

learning outcomes (Lucas & Beresford, 2010; Schleicher, 2009). This inequality in educational 

achievement may arise from either school or family circumstances. Between the two sources, 

evidence from school effectiveness research suggests that family socioeconomic factors account 

for a greater proportion of the variance in student educational achievement than school resources 

(Reynolds et al., 2014). Given the significance of family factors, it is therefore important to identify 

the specific aspects of the family that contribute to student achievement. Insights from this 

research will enable us to understand why and how social reproduction works, and perhaps even 

to inform teacher and school processes on compensation strategies for the lack of family resources 

for disadvantaged (e.g., lower socioeconomic status or SES) students. 

Not surprisingly then, many scholars focus their research programs on investigating the 

different types of family resources that contribute to socioeconomic inequality in educational 

achievement (Waithaka, 2014). A large group of these scholars employ the conceptual heuristics 
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of Bourdieu’s (1986) cultural capital theory to understand how culturally valued resources that 

higher SES students bring to the educational field privilege them in their learning over and above 

demonstrated academic ability. These cultural resources in turn perpetuate their socioeconomic 

hegemony, eventuating in social reproduction and inequality (Kingston, 2001; Reay, 2004a). 

Notwithstanding the corpus of studies, results on the relationship between many cultural capital 

variables and student achievement are mixed, with some studies showing that cultural capital 

benefits learning, some showing that it impedes learning, and others showing nonsignificant 

relationships between the two sets of constructs. 

There is also a related body of literature where researchers attempt to synthesize prior 

research findings and make summary conclusions in qualitative or meta-analytic reviews (Castro 

et al., 2015; Jeynes, 2007; Kingston, 2001; Shulruf, 2010; Sirin, 2005; Wilder, 2014). While 

providing useful summaries of cultural capital effects, these studies suffer from two pertinent 

limitations. First, qualitative reviews make an important contribution often by generalizing from 

previous studies and interpreting findings informed by theories. However, they often fail to take 

into account the reliability of the studies reviewed because they do not account for sample sizes. 

They are also unable to empirically examine the relative effects of cultural resources as a function 

of contextual and methodological differences in the studies reviewed (Ahn, Ames, & Myers, 2012). 

The second limitation is that most of the studies adopting a more quantitative approach in the 

analysis examine the effects of only some (but not all) cultural capital variables. Given the 

different conceptual emphases and methodological procedures employed in these studies, it is not 

possible to make valid comparisons of the relative contributions of different cultural capital 

variables on student achievement.  

In view of these research gaps, the present study adopts a multidimensional perspective on 

cultural capital and employs meta-analysis to summarize findings from the extant empirical 

literature examining the relationship between family cultural capital and student achievement. 

The meta-analysis can account for study reliability by factoring in different sample sizes in the 

computation of effect sizes (Ahn et al., 2012). There are three research objectives. First, the 

association of individual cultural capital variables with student achievement is examined. Second, 

a comparison is made to determine which variables are more closely related to achievement than 

others. Third, the analysis examines the influence of various contextual and methodological 

factors that may moderate cultural capital effects on student achievement. 

 
Cultural Capital Theory 

 

According to cultural capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986), variations in student academic 

achievement may reflect more than demonstrated abilities to indicate student possession of high-

status cultural competences or capital. This cultural capital is arbitrarily sanctioned by schools, 

reinforced by school gatekeepers, and transmitted by higher SES parents to perpetuate their social 

advantage. There are three forms of cultural capital: objectified, embodied, and institutionalized.  

Objectified cultural capital refers to home educational (e.g., reading materials, learning 

facilities) and cultural (e.g., literature and art works) resources that enable students from 

privileged backgrounds to learn the dispositions, values, perceptions, knowledge, and skills that 

are valued by teachers in schools. Embodied cultural capital refers to myriad student 

characteristics associated with higher SES families that are conducive to academic achievement. 

It comprises values and attitudes conducive to learning, tastes and preferences for academic 

pursuits, and mastery of academic competencies and skills. These characteristics are emphasized 
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in the formal school system, and teachers may perceive students demonstrating these 

characteristics as being more capable (Bourdieu, 1986). Researchers have examined embodied 

cultural capital using different variables, namely cultural participation, reading habits, child or 

parental educational expectations for their children, and parental home and school involvement. 

Institutionalized cultural capital is formed when embodied cultural capital is publicly recognized 

and acknowledged as a marker of social distinction. Researchers have examined institutionalized 

cultural capital using parental educational attainment.  

 
Different Forms of Cultural Capital  

 

Most scholars have adjudged these different forms of cultural capital as legitimate markers of 

social distinction, and examined how and why they contribute to student achievement (De Graaf, 

de Graaf, & Kraaykamp, 2000; Jaeger, 2011; Kraaykamp & van Eijck, 2010; Lareau, 1987; Reay, 

2004a, b). There is evidence indicating that these three forms of cultural capital are related to yet 

distinct from each other. Possession of each of these is influenced by different parental resources 

(Kraaykamp & van Eijck, 2010). Huang and Liang (2016) compared the relationship between all 

three types of cultural capital and student achievement. However, in that study, the researchers 

examined a small number of variables (parental education, parental expectations, parental 

reading, book possession) corresponding to the three forms of cultural capital. Other studies have 

each focused on investigating some but not all forms of cultural capital (Hvistendahl & Roe, 2004; 

Moon & Lee, 2009). The present study addresses this knowledge gap by comparing the strength 

of relationship between the three forms of cultural capital and student achievement.  

 
Highbrow Cultural Participation Versus Linguistic Competence  

 

There are debates on whether cultural capital should be narrowly construed as highbrow arts 

appreciation and participation (e.g., as measured by possession of home cultural resources and 

cultural participation), or broadly interpreted to include linguistic and cognitive habits, 

knowledge, and skills as well as familiarity with school evaluative standards (e.g., as measured by 

possession of home educational resources and reading habits) (Lareau & Weininger, 2003). 

However, the results have been mixed (De Graaf et al., 2000; Hvistendahl & Roe, 2004; Iruka, 

Dotterer, & Pungello, 2014). Therefore, the present study will compare the relative association 

between highbrow cultural participation and linguistic competence and student achievement. 

 
Student, Contextual, and Achievement Moderators  

 

Researchers have also examined how the relationships between cultural capital and student 

achievement differ for different students (e.g., student sex, grade levels, SES), national contexts, 

and achievement domains. Again, the evidence is mixed. For example, with respect to grade levels, 

Aschaffenburg and Maas’s (1997) study found that the effects of cultural participation on 

educational outcomes were lower for students from higher educational levels. However, Andersen 

and Hansen’s (2012) study of Norwegian secondary school students reported that there were 

greater class inequalities in student achievement at higher secondary levels possibly because of 

the greater emphasis on stylistic or symbolic qualities (e.g., logical argument) vis-à-vis procedural 

knowledge (e.g., spelling) at these levels. As for SES, social reproduction theory hypothesizes that 

higher SES families have more cultural capital, and parents pass on this cultural capital to their 
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children to maintain their dominant position (Huang, 2013; Marks & McMillan, 2003). Teachers 

perceive students with this cultural capital as being more competent, thereby contributing to 

social reproduction (Kingston, 2001). However, proponents of cultural mobility theory (De Graaf 

et al., 2000; DiMaggio, 1982; Hernandez-Martinez & Williams, 2013) contend that marginalized 

or nondominant social groups can also learn the cultural codes that are valued by educational 

gatekeepers, and benefit from the cultural resources in their academic careers.  

The relationship between cultural capital and student achievement may also be moderated by 

characteristics of national contexts, especially those differing in education systems, and levels of 

wealth and socioeconomic equality. In terms of achievement domains, reading achievement is 

more affected by subjective and stylistic variables than achievement in a subject such as 

mathematics. Furthermore, it is easier for linguistic (vis-à-vis mathematical) aspects of cultural 

capital to be transmitted from parents to their children in daily interactions. Therefore, higher 

levels of cultural capital may benefit achievement in reading more so than in mathematics or 

science (Espinosa, Laffey, Whittaker, & Sheng, 2006; Hvistendahl & Roe, 2004). In view of the 

mixed evidence to date, the present study will examine how student characteristics, national 

contexts, and achievement domains moderate the relationship between cultural capital and 

student achievement. 

 
Meta-analytic Evidence 

 

There is a related body of literature where researchers use meta-analysis to quantitatively 

summarize prior empirical works on the effects of different cultural capital variables (Castro et 

al., 2015; Jeynes, 2007; Shulruf, 2010; Sirin, 2005; Wilder, 2014). The results indicated that the 

availability of home educational resources, parental educational expectations of their children, 

and parental educational levels had generally larger effect sizes, while children’s cultural 

participation and parent school involvement had lower effect sizes. The effect sizes of parents 

reading with their children, parent-child communication about school issues, and parents 

monitoring children’s completion were somewhere between the two extremes. However, this 

comparison is tentative given that the different meta-analyses focus on different variables, and 

that different sampling and effect size metrics are employed in the studies. Furthermore, some 

aspects of cultural capital (e.g., availability of cultural resources at home) have not been examined. 

These problems render it impossible to address important research issues, such as comparing the 

effect sizes of different forms of cultural capital, or examining how the effect sizes vary across 

different moderating variables. The present study addresses these knowledge gaps. 

 
Method 

 
Meta-analysis 

 

Meta-analysis was employed to analyse the empirical findings across published studies that 

examined the relationship between cultural capital and student achievement. The technique 

enables effects in individual studies to be converted into a common metric—the effect size—that 

can be compared across studies (Glass, 1976).  

 
Identification of Studies 
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The author conducted a computer search to identify the pool of relevant studies. First, the list of 

224 Education and Educational Research category journals in Journal Citation Reports (JCR) was 

retrieved. Only JCR journals were reviewed because they comprise a broad representation of peer-

review journals and have citation metrics (5-year impact factors) available for the subsequent 

examination of publication bias. Furthermore, only journals from the Education and Educational 

Research category were reviewed because the research objective was to examine cultural capital 

effect sizes pertaining to student achievement instead of other sociological outcomes. This 

category included key educational sociology journals which published studies involving 

educational outcomes (e.g., British Journal of Sociology of Education, Sociology of Education).  

The second step involved reviewing the journal titles and homepages to determine whether 

these journals published educational research examining academic outcomes for K-12 grade levels 

using quantitative (or mixed) methods. Based on this review, 131 journals were excluded, thereby 

leaving 93 journals for the search. Next, a search was conducted with the following sets of terms 

for each journal using four article databases (Academic Search Premier, ERIC, Family & Society 

Studies Worldwide, and TOC Premier) in the EBSCO Research Databases:  

• Cultural capital keywords (namely “cultural capital,” “objectified,” “institutionalized,” 

“embodied,” “habitus,” “academic capital,” “economic capital,” “cultural,” extra-curricular,” 

“highbrow,” “beaux arts,” “parent involvement,” “home involvement,” “school involvement,” 

“reading,” “expectations,” “aspirations,” “parent education,” “social class,” “social 

reproduction,” “cultural reproduction,” “social mobility,” “social stratification,”) in the field 

“Abstract”; and 

• Achievement keywords (namely “achievement,” “performance,” “results,” “learning”) in the 

field “Abstract”. 

The Boolean operator “OR” was used for the cultural capital keywords and for the achievement 

keywords, while “AND” was used across the journal title, cultural capital keywords, and 

achievement keywords to return searches. Requests were made of the author’s institutional 

library to make available studies that were identified in the search process but whose full text were 

not available from the databases. The journal homepage for the Learning, Culture, and Social 

Interaction Journal was searched for studies because the journal was not included in the four 

databases searched. The search yielded 7,708 studies after duplications were removed. 

The third step involved examining the studies to determine whether they met the following 

inclusion criteria: 

• Examined the relationship between cultural capital and student achievement;  

• Used one or more cultural capital measures (namely home educational or cultural resources, 

cultural participation, reading at home or outside school, parent-child discussions on 

cultural or school issues, parental educational expectations, home or school involvement, 

parental educational attainment);  

• Studied mathematics, science, or reading achievement; 

• Reported Pearson’s correlations between the cultural capital and achievement measures; 

• Examined K-12 students in its sample; and 

• Was an English language journal. 

This screening excluded studies that reported results from program evaluations or 



C. Y. Tan 

 

144 

experiments; studies that included students with special educational needs, students from 

religious schools, or students enrolled in distance learning; results for partial correlations; 

quantitative results coded from qualitative research; or results from meta-analyses. The studies 

were also examined to determine whether any of them used the same dataset. Among studies 

which were found to have used the same dataset, the effect size for the study which reported using 

a larger sample size and which was published later was coded for analysis. This step yielded 41 

studies for the analysis. 

 
Coding Procedure 

 

A formal coding scheme was developed to record substantive and methodological details about 

the studies. This scheme comprised four categories. First, the identification section coded data on 

author(s), publication year, article title, and journal title. The student section coded data on 

student sex (1 = Boys, 2 = Girls, 3 = Mixed), age (in months), grade levels (1 = kindergarten, 2 = 

1st to 6th grade, 3 = 7th to 12th grade), and SES (1 = low, 2 = middle, 3 = high). The average age and 

grade levels across different data-collection time points were computed and coded for 

longitudinal studies. Samples described as being middle to high in SES were coded as 2.5 for SES. 

The methodology section coded data based on whether the study adopted a cross-sectional or 

longitudinal design, the name of the country where the study was conducted, and on the name of 

the study/database used (e.g., whether the study analysed national or international data such as 

the Program for International Student Assessment).  

The effect size section coded data on the types of cultural capital and student achievement, 

Pearson’s correlations between cultural capital and achievement, and sample size. The cultural 

capital variables comprised home educational resources; home cultural resources; child cultural 

participation; cultural participation of child and parents together; child reading at home or 

outside school; parent reading; parent-child reading together; parent-child discussions on 

cultural, sociopolitical, or school issues; child educational expectations; parental educational 

expectations of child; parental home involvement; parental school involvement; maternal 

educational attainment; paternal educational attainment; and combined parental educational 

attainment (average or higher of the two parents). The achievement variables comprised 

mathematics, science, and reading. 

To ensure that only data on one effect size involving each cultural capital variable and each 

type of achievement from each study was included in the analysis, the following protocol was 

adopted: 

• If both parent and child-reported cultural capital variables were examined in studies, only 

the correlation between the parent-reported variable and achievement was coded. 

• In studies where the correlations between different components of the same cultural capital 

variable (e.g., parent-child discussions on culture and on school) and achievement were 

reported, the average of the correlations were computed and coded. 

• In studies where the correlations between the education of one parent and achievement, and 

between the average parental education and achievement were reported, only the former 

was coded. 

• In studies where the correlations between different components of achievement in a single 

subject (e.g., reading fluency and comprehension) were reported, the average of the 

correlations was computed and coded. 
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• In longitudinal studies where cultural capital variables and achievement scores were 

measured at more than one time point, only the correlation between cultural capital 

variables measured at the earliest time point and achievement scores measured at the last 

time point was coded. 

• In studies comparing the performance of cohorts (which might include the same students) 

over time, the correlations at the last time point were coded.  

• In studies where correlations were reported for subsamples and the entire sample, only the 

former was coded.  

The author coded all the articles. To determine interrater reliability, a graduate research 

assistant who was taking a course on student achievement in the Faculty of Education also 

independently coded the effect size data; this randomly selected sample contained 20 articles 

comprising 55 effect sizes. The results showed an interrater agreement for 19 studies (95%) and 

54 effect sizes (98.18%). 

 
Calculating Effect Sizes 

 

The effect size employed in the analysis using Comprehensive Meta-Analysis (V2) was Pearson’s 

correlation coefficient, r. The r scores were then converted to Fisher’s z-scores and weighted by 

the inverse of their variance. The weighting enabled effect sizes from larger sample studies, which 

had larger study reliability, to be given greater weight than those from smaller sample studies 

(Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). 

 
Statistical Independence 

 

The analysis used subgroups within each study (where available) as the unit of analysis. In studies 

without subgroups, the entire study was used as the unit of analysis. The associated variances for 

multiple effect sizes within each subgroup were not combined to compute tau-squared. The 

subgroups within each study were combined using the fixed effect model to yield an overall effect 

size. In the comparison of effect sizes for different cultural capital variables or moderator analyses 

involving categorical variables (student sex, child grade, child SES, national contexts, cross-

sectional versus longitudinal), a mean overall effect size was computed for each unit analysed 

(studies/subgroups) if there were multiple effect sizes corresponding to different cultural capital 

measures. Similarly, a mean effect size was computed if there were multiple outcome measures 

for units analysed (studies/subgroups). This computational strategy used as much of the 

information as possible from the studies and preserved the principle that each unit of analysis 

should only contribute one effect size (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). However, in meta-regression 

analyses involving continuous moderator variables (student age, article publication year, journal 

impact factors), the multiple effect sizes and multiple outcomes within each unit 

(study/subgroup) were assumed to be independent. 

 
Fixed and Random Effects Models 

 

There are two competing models that can be employed in the analysis, namely fixed and random 

effects models (Cooper & Hedges, 1994; Hedges & Vevea, 1998). The random effects model was 

employed in the analysis for three reasons. First, as contrasted with the fixed effect model, the 
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random effects model does not require the strict assumption that all the effect sizes analysed are 

from the same underlying population. Second, results from the random effect model enable 

generalizations beyond the studies to be made. Third, in the case where the observed variance in 

effect sizes across studies is solely attributable to random sampling errors, results from the 

random effects model will be identical to those from the fixed effect model.  

 
Tests of Homogeneity 

 

The variation among the effect sizes was analysed using the Q test of homogeneity (Hedges & 

Olkin, 1985). A nonsignificant test result means that the observed variation among the effect sizes 

is attributable to random sampling errors and that the effect sizes belong to a common underlying 

population. However, a significant Q test result means that the observed variation cannot be 

accounted by sampling errors and that the effect sizes belong to different underlying populations. 

 
Tests for Moderator Effects 

 

Moderator effects were tested using the fixed effect model. For categorical moderators (forms of 

cultural capital, student sex, student grade, student SES, national contexts, cross-sectional versus 

longitudinal), between-group was compared with the within-group variability for the Q statistics 

in one-way ANOVA. Significant results mean that the mean effect sizes across categories differ by 

more than random sampling errors. For continuous moderators (student age, article publication 

year, journal impact factors), p values for the slope statistics and the model Q statistics from 

regression analyses were examined. Significant results mean that variation in the levels of effect 

sizes can be explained by variation in the moderator variables (Hedges & Olkin, 1985). 

 
Publication Bias 

 

A common concern in meta-analyses is the presence of publication bias in studies (Lipsey & 

Wilson, 2001; Polanin, Tanner-Smith, & Hennessy, 2016). This means that studies with 

significant effects are more likely to be published than those with nonsignificant effects. If there 

is no publication bias, results will show that studies with greater precision as measured by smaller 

standard errors will have less variation in effect sizes as compared to studies with larger standard 

errors. A funnel plot plotting standard errors against effect sizes will therefore give the impression 

of an inverted symmetrical funnel. Results of the funnel plot for the present study showed that 

the distribution of effect sizes was not symmetrical about the mean effect size. The Kendall’s rank 

correlation between the ranks of the standardized effect sizes and the ranks of the standard errors 

was .24 (one-tailed p < .10; with continuity-corrected normal approximation).  

It is also possible that studies published in journals with a higher number of citations may be 

more likely to report significant effect sizes than those published in less frequently cited journals. 

To examine this hypothesis, the effect sizes published in journals with available five-year impact 

factors were regressed on the impact factors (k = 56). Results showed that effect sizes were 

positively associated with the magnitude of impact factors (β = .08; Model Q(1) = 887.12, Residual 

Q(21) = 3,030.02, Total Q(22) = 3,917.14), p < .001. Therefore, studies published in highly cited 

journals reported larger effect sizes than those in less cited journals. Results of the funnel plot, 

Kendall’s rank correlation, and meta-regression of effect sizes on journal impact factors indicated 

that there was publication bias in the studies reviewed.  
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Results 

 
Effect Sizes 

 

Overall effect size. The effect sizes comprised 155 correlations, ranging from -.34 to .50., that 

were obtained from 41 published journal studies. The mean effect size for the random effects 

model was .16 (SD = .18), with a 95% confidence interval of .13 to .19, and it was significantly 

different from zero, p < .001. The median effect size was .15. The mean effect size was small to 

medium in magnitude, according to Cohen’s (1988) and Rosenthal’s (1996) rules of thumb (r = 

.10, .30, .50, and 0.70 for small, medium, large, and very large effect sizes, respectively). While 

useful for comparing sizes of effects, these thresholds are admittedly only rules of thumb. 

Therefore, the practical significance of the association of individual cultural capital variables and 

student achievement need to be evaluated in context. 

The sample sizes for the effect sizes ranged from 39 to 193,841 students, with a mean of 8,294, 

standard deviation of 34,178, and median of 780. The total sample size was 685,393 students. The 

studies were published from 1981 to 2015, with the lowest number of effect sizes (1) reported in 

studies in 2007 and the largest number (29) in 1994.  

Individual effect sizes. Effect sizes for 15 variables measuring different aspects of cultural 

capital were examined (see Table 1). Results showed that seven of them were significantly 

different from zero at p < .001. These aspects were access to home educational resources (k = 11, 

Table 1 

Cultural Capital Effect Sizes and Homogeneity Tests 
  Effect sizes  Homogeneity tests 

Cultural capital variables 
Number 

of studies 
Mean -95% CI +95% CI Z00  Q df I2 

All 52 .16 .13 .19 9.26***  6,638.07*** 51 99.23 

Educational resources 11 .23 .15 .31 5.28***  1,510.21*** 10 99.34 

Cultural resources 03 .23 .19 .27 11.36***  6.78* 2 70.52 

Child cultural participation 01 -.02 -.16 .11 -.34  0.00 0 0.00 

Parent and child cultural 
participation 

11 .17 .11 .22 5.54***  156.55*** 10 93.61 

Child reading 03 .07 -.05 .18 1.08  29.15*** 2 93.14 

Parent reading 01 .05 -.01 .10 1.51  0.00 0 0.00 

Parent and child reading 05 .00 -.09 .10 .09  6.51 4 38.56 

Parent-child discussions 11 .11 .07 .15 5.03***  60.24*** 10 83.40 

Child educational expectations 02 -.03 -.53 .48 -.12  38.90*** 1 97.43 

Parental educational expectations 13 .38 .32 .44 11.47***  145.99*** 12 91.78 

Parental home involvement 26 .02 -.03 .07 .79  461.29*** 25 94.58 

Parental school involvement  14 .06 -.03 .15 1.36  257.91*** 13 94.96 

Maternal education 11 .29 .25 .33 13.56***  926.63*** 10 98.92 

Paternal education 03 .24 -.02 .47 1.82  155.48*** 2 98.71 

Parental education  12 .30 .26 .34 12.84***  106.98*** 11 89.72 

Note. *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001. 
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M effect size or ES = .23, small ES), access to home cultural resources (k = 3, M ES = .23, small 

ES), parent and child cultural participation (k = 11, M ES = .17, small ES), parental educational 

expectations for children (k = 13, M ES = .38, medium ES), parent-child discussions (k = 11, M ES 

= .11, small), maternal education (k = 11, M ES = .29, small ES), and parental (maternal or 

paternal) education (k = 12, M ES = .30, medium ES). Among the other variables without 

significant effect sizes, it should be mentioned that child cultural participation and parental 

reading had each only one study and therefore the results for these two variables should be 

interpreted with caution. In addition, the Q statistics of homogeneity for 11 variables were 

significant, indicating that the effect sizes were not estimating the same underlying population 

value, thereby affirming the utility of using the random effects model. The large magnitude of I2 

for most of the variables also indicated that most of the observed variance in effect sizes reflected 

differences in true effect sizes rather than sampling errors. 

Next, moderator analyses were conducted to examine the sources of the heterogeneity in the 

effects sizes. These analyses pertained to types of cultural capital, student and contextual 

characteristics, achievement domains, and methodological characteristics (see Table 2). 

 
Types of Cultural Capital 

 

Two moderator analyses were performed to compare the magnitude of effect sizes for different 

types of cultural capital. First, the different cultural capital variables were classified as objectified 

only (k = 1; home educational and cultural resources), embodied only (k = 22; child or parent 

cultural participation, child or parent reading, parent-child discussions, child or parental 

educational expectations, parental home or school involvement), institutionalized only (k = 8; 

parental education), or a combination of more than one form of cultural capital (k = 21). The mean 

effect size was .22, and it differed significantly from zero, p < .001. In particular, the mean effect 

sizes for objectified and institutionalized cultural capital were .22 and .28 (both small effect sizes) 

respectively, p < .001. However, the mean effect size for embodied cultural capital was not 

significantly different from zero, p = .12. One-way ANOVA results showed that the effect sizes for 

the four categories of cultural capital differed significantly from each other, Q(3) = 14.72, p < .01. 

However, owing to the fact that there was only one study which had effect size data on only 

objectified cultural capital, it could be concluded that only institutionalized cultural capital was 

more associated with student achievement than embodied cultural capital. 

Another comparison was made between highbrow arts participation (k = 8; cultural 

participation, home cultural resources) and linguistic competence (k = 10; reading, home 

educational resources) as different forms of cultural capital. There were six effect sizes involving 

both types of cultural capital in the studies reviewed. The mean effect sizes for highbrow arts (M 

ES = .19, small ES, p < .001) and linguistic competence (M ES = .14, small ES , p < .05) differed 

significantly from zero. However, one-way ANOVA results showed that the two types of cultural 

capital did not differ significantly from each other, Q(2) = 0.89, p = .64.  

 
Student and Contextual Characteristics 

 

Five moderator analyses were performed to compare the magnitude of effect sizes for different 

student demographic variables (sex, age, grade levels, SES) and national contexts. 

Student sex. First, results comparing whether sex moderated effect sizes showed that the  
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Table 2 

Moderator Analyses 
   Effect sizes ANOVA 

Moderators Categories 
Number 
of studies 

Mean -95% 
CI 

+95% 
CI 

Z Q between df 

Forms of cultural capital 52 .22 .22 .22 98.76*** 14.72** 3 

 Objectified only 1 .22 .22 .22 98.47***   

 Embodied only 22 .07 -.02 .15     1.56   

 Institutionalized only 8 .28 .16 .39 4.45***   

 Combination 21 .20 .14 .25 7.06***   

Highbrow arts vs. linguistic competence 24 .17 .14 .21 8.73*** 0.89 2 

 Highbrow arts 8 .19 .14 .24 7.35***   

 Linguistic competence 10 .14 .03 .25       2.55*   

 Combination 6 .15 .08 .23 4.07***   

Student sex 52 .16 .13 .20 9.34*** 5.89# 2 

 Boys 4 .15 -.06 .34     1.39   

 Girls 2 -.12 -.35 .11    -1.02   

 Mixed 46 .17 .14 .21 9.49***   

Child grade levels 41 .16 .13 .20 9.52*** 3.83 2 

 Kindergarten 4 .24 .15 .31 5.59***   

 1st-6th grade 20 .14 .09 .19 5.24***   

 7th-12th grade 17 .16 .11 .21 5.99***   

Child SES 13 .13 .06 .19 3.91*** 1.54 2 

 Low 6 .18 .00 .34      1.98*   

 Middle 2 .09 -.00 .18    1.87   

 Middle to high 5 .16 .06 .26        3.07**   

Countries 49 .06 .04 .07 8.74*** 925.63*** 14 

 Canada 1 .12 -.15 .38     0.87   

 Chile 1 .31 .28 .34 17.29***   

 China 2 .04 .02 .05 3.75***   

 Greece 1 .14 -.10 .36     1.14   

 Hong Kong 4 .12 -.05 .28     1.34   

 Hong Kong & China 1 .19 .12 .26 5.34***   

 Israel 1 .23 .02 .42      2.13*   

 Jordan 1 -.30 -.33 -.27 -18.91***   

 Netherlands 1 .02 -.04 .08     0.71   

 New Zealand 1 -.06 -.14 .03    -1.31   

 Norway 1 .13 -.00 .26     1.91   

 Singapore 1 .28 .15 .41 4.00***   

 Sri Lanka 1 .43 .37 .48 13.25***   

 Sweden 1 -.05 -.22 .12    -0.58   

 US 31 .17 .14 .20 9.84***   

Subjects 52 .18 .17 .19 25.89*** 31.71*** 4 

 Mathematics 19 .07 -.02 .15     1.57   

 Science 1 .14 .12 .16 12.84***   

 Reading 11 .21 .14 .29 5.45***   

 
More than 1 subject 
(originally coded in 

studies) 

7 .21 .19 .23 21.57***   

 Combination 14 .21 .15 .27 6.28***   

Cross-sectional vs. longitudinal 52 .17 .14 .19 10.65*** 2.14 1 

 Cross-sectional 32 .14 .10 .18 6.69***   

 Longitudinal 20 .19 .15 .23 8.41***   

Note. # p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001. 
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effect sizes for boys (k = 4, M ES = .15, p = .16) and girls (k = 2; M ES = -.12, p = .31) did not differ 

significantly from zero, but that for heterogeneous samples was significantly different from zero 

(k = 46, M ES = .17, small ES, p < .001). One-way ANOVA results showed that the three categories 

of cultural capital differed significantly from each other, Q(2) = 5.89, p < .10. However, owing to 

the small number of effect sizes for either boys or girls only, the results here should be interpreted 

with caution.  

Student age. There were 79 effect sizes with information on student age (28.50 to 193.68 

months) which was coded as a continuous variable and entered as a covariate in regression 

analysis on effect sizes. Results showed that effect sizes were higher for older students (β = .002, 

p < .001, Model Q(1) = 2,945.44, Residual Q(77) = 7,620.14, total Q(78) = 10,565.58).  

Student grade levels. Results of moderation analysis for student grade levels showed that 

the effect sizes for all three categories of grade levels were significantly different from zero at the 

.001 level (kindergarten, k = 4, M ES = .24, small ES; 1st to 6th grade, k = 20, M ES = .14, small ES; 

7th to 12th grade, k = 17, M ES = .16, small ES). However, one-way ANOVA results showed that the 

three categories of effect sizes did not differ significantly from each other, Q(2) = 3.83, p = .15.  

Student SES. Student SES were classified as low (k = 6), middle (k = 2), and middle-to-high 

(k = 5) according to author(s)’ report in the studies reviewed. There was no study which examined 

high SES students only. Results showed that the effect sizes for low (M ES = .18, small ES, p < 

.05) and middle-to-high (M ES = .16, small ES, p < .01) SES students were significantly different 

from zero. However, the effect size for middle SES students (M ES = .09) was not significantly 

different from zero (p = .06). One-way ANOVA results showed that the effect sizes for the three 

categories of students did not differ significantly from each other, Q(2) = 1.54, p = .46.  

Countries. The studies reviewed covered a total of 15 different countries. Results showed 

that the effect sizes for only eight countries differed significantly from zero. One-way ANOVA 

results showed that the effect sizes for the different countries differed significantly from each 

other, Q(14) = 925.63, p < .001.However, the results need to be interpreted with caution owing to 

the small number of effect sizes for each country other than the US.  

Achievement domains. A moderator analysis was conducted to examine if effect sizes 

differed according to different subjects. The studies reviewed examined student achievement 

domains in mathematics only (k = 19), science only (k = 1), reading only (k = 11), or an overall 

combination of two or more of these subjects (k = 7). In addition, there were 14 other effect sizes 

that were computed from averaging the effect sizes across subjects in studies/subgroups reporting 

more than one effect size. Results showed that the effect sizes of all but mathematics (M ES = .07, 

p = .12) were significantly different from zero. In particular, the effect sizes for science and reading 

were .14 and .21 (both small ES’s) respectively, p < .001. One-way ANOVA results showed that the 

effect sizes differed significantly across achievement domains, Q(4) = 31.71, p < .001. However, 

owing to the fact that the effect size data for science came from only one study, it could be 

concluded that only student reading achievement was more susceptible to cultural capital effects 

than was mathematics achievement.  

 
Methodological Characteristics 

 

Two analyses were performed to examine whether the research design and year of publication of 

the studies moderated cultural capital effects on student achievement.  

Cross-sectional versus longitudinal research designs. First, there were 32 effect sizes 

for cross-sectional and 20 effect sizes for longitudinal research designs. Results showed that the 
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effect sizes for both research designs were significantly different from zero, p < .001 (cross-

sectional, M ES = .14, small ES; longitudinal, M ES = .19, small ES). However, one-way ANOVA 

results showed that the two mean effect sizes did not differ significantly from each other, Q(1) = 

2.14, p = .14.  

Year of publication. The effect sizes were regressed on the year of publication of the studies, 

as an indicator of theoretical and methodological advances, in regression analysis (k = 155). 

Results showed that the effect sizes were negatively associated with publication year, β = -0.005, 

p < .001, Model Q(1) = 645.18, Residual Q(153) = 16,962.02, Total Q(154) = 17,607.20).  

 
Discussion 

 

The meta-analysis of studies examining the relationship between cultural capital and student 

achievement involving 155 effect sizes from 41 studies published between 1981 and 2015 provided 

interesting findings. 

 
Multidimensional Construct with Differential Effects 

 

The pattern of findings suggests that cultural capital is not a unidimensional construct with 

unequivocal effects on achievement. Conversely, it can manifest in different forms, with some 

variables having a stronger association with achievement than others. More specifically, the more 

indirect forms of institutionalized cultural capital (as measured by parental education) had a 

stronger effect than embodied cultural capital. However, this does not mean that embodied 

cultural capital was not important. For example, institutionalized cultural capital might be more 

closely associated with student achievement, but the variable is not as malleable as embodied 

cultural capital which could be developed via school interventions (e.g., workshops for parents 

and school programs to raise student expectations).  

The finding on higher effect size for parental education can be understood in terms of the 

mediating processes by which the variable contributes to student achievement, such as language 

stimulation, cultural participation, children’s behavioural regulation, parenting, access to 

educational resources at home, and children’s educational aspirations (Iruka et al., 2014; Sektnan, 

McClelland, Acock, & Morrison, 2010). However, the nonsignificant finding on embodied cultural 

capital is somewhat surprising given the argument that embodied dispositions, preferences, and 

tastes that higher SES parents possess and which are transmitted to their children are what 

advantage higher SES students in their learning.  

The differential effects among the three forms of cultural capital also add to the burgeoning 

empirical literature demonstrating that they are related yet distinct manifestations of cultural 

advantage (Kraaykamp & van Eijck, 2010). In a related vein, the finding that both highbrow 

cultural participation and linguistic competence were similarly associated with achievement 

showed that cultural capital can assume different forms. This finding contributes to the debate on 

whether one form of cultural capital is more relevant than the other in different cultural contexts 

(De Graaf et al., 2000; Hvistendahl & Roe, 2004; Lareau & Weininger, 2003; Reay, 2004b).  

In terms of specific aspects of cultural capital, results indicated that the effect sizes associated 

with home educational or cultural resources, parental educational expectations, and parental 

education (especially maternal) were larger than those for parent-child cultural participation and 

parent-child discussions. In contrast, other aspects of cultural capital such as child cultural 

participation, child/parent reading, and parental home and school involvement were all not 
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related to student achievement. These results are broadly consistent with those reported in some 

meta-analytic studies. For instance, Sirin’s (2005) meta-analysis of the association between SES 

and student achievement found a large effect size for home resources (r = .51) and a medium effect 

size for parental education (r = .30). Results of published meta-analyses of parental involvement 

effects on student achievement showed that parental expectations had very high effect sizes and 

parent school involvement had very low effect sizes, while the effect sizes for parent-child 

communication about schools were in between the two (Castro et al., 2015; Jeynes, 2007). 

Investigating the reasons for the pattern of results while not within the research agenda of the 

present study is nonetheless an imperative avenue for future research.  

The effect size magnitude of the individual variables and types (objectified, institutionalized, 

highbrow cultural participation, linguistic competence) of cultural capital ranged from small to 

medium. The range of effect size magnitude supports Kingston’s (2001) cautionary advice to 

exercise care when deciding what indicators to use for measuring cultural capital in empirical 

studies. However, his assertion that cultural capital cannot adequately explain the relationship 

between SES and achievement must be qualified as the present study showed that some variables 

and types of cultural capital had larger effects on student achievement.  

 
Social Reproduction or Mobility? 

 

The analysis also compared effect sizes for students varying in age, grade levels, and SES. This 

comparison enables the investigation of the social reproduction versus mobility hypothesis for the 

sample (DiMaggio, 1982; Kingston, 2001). However, the evidence is mixed. On the one hand, the 

findings showed that the effect sizes for older children were larger than those for younger children. 

This suggests that family cultural influences can be persistent across student educational career. 

Socialization such as schooling then does not appear to moderate the effects of family cultural 

capital. These results are consistent with social reproduction theory. On the other hand, the 

findings also showed that the effect sizes did not increase across different grade levels. 

Furthermore, the effect sizes for lower SES students were not significantly different from those 

for higher SES students, thereby suggesting that lower SES students can also benefit from 

acquiring cultural capital that are valued in schools (i.e., nondominant cultural capital). These 

results support social mobility theory. Indeed, low SES students can still acquire cultural capital 

(from schools perhaps), such as positive learning habits, resilience, and independence, that can 

be affirmed by inspiring and supportive teachers and peers (Barrett & Martina, 2012; Goldthorpe, 

2007). In turn, this cultural capital can benefit them in their academic achievement. 

 
Differential Effects across Achievement Domains 

 

Results indicated that the mean effect size for reading was higher than that for mathematics. In 

fact, mathematics had a nonsignificant effect size. These results are consistent with those reported 

by Hvistendahl and Roe (2004), and can be explained in terms of the relative natural ease of 

parents passing on their cultural dispositions, preferences, and tastes in daily interactions 

involving language (e.g., parent-child discussions) as opposed to mathematical or scientific 

concepts. The results can also be understood in terms of the influence of symbolic capital on 

reading assessment as compared to more objective assessment in mathematics or science 

(Espinosa et al., 2006; Hvistendahl & Roe, 2004).  

The finding of a nonsignificant effect size for mathematics is paradoxically significant given 
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the importance of mathematical competencies in many fields of study in higher education and the 

myriad career opportunities in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. If students 

cannot receive any cultural advantages from their parents, then their mathematics achievement 

is more susceptible to the quality of teaching and learning experienced in school and student own 

effort and ability. In a way, the playing field for students in mathematics is more even than that 

for reading.  

 
Cross-National Applicability 

 

The effect sizes analysed pertained to 15 different countries. However, only eight of them were 

significantly different from zero. A closer examination of these eight countries indicates that they 

were located in different parts of the world, thereby alluding to the intercultural application of 

cultural capital theory. However, it is difficult to extrapolate further in terms of country 

characteristics that may be associated with these significant effect sizes because of the small 

number of effect sizes corresponding to each country (other than the US), and the different ways 

that countries can be classified. For example, effect sizes were significant in both developed (US, 

Hong Kong, Singapore, Israel) and less developed (Chile, China, Sri Lanka, Jordan) countries. 

Furthermore, higher effect sizes were found in less developed countries such as Sri Lanka and 

Chile, thereby refuting the Heynemon-Loxley hypothesis that family relative to school effects were 

stronger in more developed countries (Baker, Goesling, & LeTendre, 2002). When countries were 

compared in terms of the level of equity in their education system (Perry, 2009), the 

nonsignificant effect size for Canada (an equitable education system) might be easily understood. 

However, it was less clear why effect sizes for countries with less equitable systems (e.g., Norway, 

Netherlands) were similarly nonsignificant. By the same token, it was understandable why effect 

sizes in countries with greater government intervention in mitigating socioeconomic differences 

in student achievement (e.g., Greece, Netherlands; Xu & Hampden-Thompson, 2012) were 

nonsignificant. However, it was less clear why the effect size for New Zealand, a country with 

minimum government intervention, was also nonsignificant. 

 
Conclusion 

 

This study examined the relationship between cultural capital and student achievement. Results 

of meta-analysis using the random effects model of 155 effect sizes, as measured by Pearson’s 

correlation coefficients, involving a total sample of 685,393 K-12 students from 41 studies 

published in Education and Educational Research journals showed that cultural capital had a 

small-to-medium overall effect size. Furthermore, there was a large variation in the pattern of 

effect sizes for different individual cultural capital, with parental educational expectations and 

parental education having a greater effect size than other variables. Moderation analyses showed 

that the effect sizes were larger for older students and for reading achievement, and smaller for 

more recently published studies. Furthermore, effect sizes varied across countries. There was also 

some evidence of publication bias. However, there was no clear evidence that effect sizes differed 

across student sex, grade levels, SES, and cross-sectional versus longitudinal research designs. 

The most significant contribution of the present study is that it clarifies our understanding of 

the cultural capital construct. More specifically, the larger effect sizes for some cultural capital 

variables (e.g., parental educational expectations, parental education) underscore the value and 

potential of cultural capital as a conceptual heuristic in explaining variation in student 
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achievement. However, the large variation in effect sizes from no significance to medium among 

different cultural capital variables underscores the need to re-examine our conceptualization of 

what constitutes cultural capital or how we can measure it. The second contribution is the 

identification of student (age), national, and outcome (e.g., reading versus mathematics) variables 

that moderate cultural capital effects. The third contribution is the identification of cultural 

capital variables that policymakers and teachers may want to focus on to improve student 

achievement. For example, policymakers may explore improving student access to library books 

and computer learning resources, providing study facilities, and providing opportunities to 

parents for lifelong learning to enable them to obtain university degrees. These strategies enhance 

student objectified cultural capital and parental institutionalized cultural capital. Schools may 

share with parents on the importance of more subtle aspects of parental participation involving 

demonstration of love and support (e.g., high educational expectations of children, spending time 

to interact with children on learning). Teachers must also understand that there are different ways 

that parents can support their children’s learning besides overt school involvement (Jeynes, 

2010). This enriched interpretation of parental participation as an aspect of embodied cultural 

capital is important in light of the increased expectations from schools of greater parental 

participation in education (Reay, 2004b). 

The present study suffers from two limitations. First as with all meta-analyses, it involved 

predetermined decision on the types of studies to be included. More specifically, the studies 

reviewed only came from articles published in Education and Educational Research journals in 

JCR. It excluded studies that were published in other sources (e.g., books, chapters, dissertations, 

reports), studies published in more general sociology journals, and non-JCR studies. This 

inclusion criterion provided a clearly defined sampling universe of studies that were of 

reasonable, though not necessarily better, quality and that were more related to educational than 

other sociological outcomes. It also enabled journals to be meaningfully compared in terms of 

their impact factors in the same discipline, thereby facilitating the analysis of publication bias. 

However, this benefit must be weighed against the cost of excluding other plausible studies. 

Therefore, the results reported in the present study should be best understood to represent the 

studies published in peer-review journals in the Education and Educational Research category of 

JCR instead of the universe of all studies ever published.  

The second limitation pertains to the exclusive focus on the relationship between cultural 

capital variables and student achievement. This focus assumes that SES is related to these cultural 

capital variables in the first place, and ignores the interactions of these variables with other 

constructs such as habitus and field in Bourdieu’s complete theory (Winkle-Wagner, 2010). The 

cultural capital variables examined were also limited to more widely examined indicators instead 

of other variables such as having a cosmopolitan outlook or science interest examined in the 

literature. 

Future research can address these limitations by including other types of publication in meta-

analyses. It can also examine the relationships among less commonly examined cultural capital 

variables, habitus, field, and non-academic learning outcomes. Investigating how embodied 

forms of cultural capital and habitus mediate the effects of distal forms of cultural capital 

(objectified, institutionalized) is another avenue for future research. A mixed methods research 

design may be able to add insights for this research agenda.  
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