
what is cultural capital in education

what is cultural capital in education is a question that delves into the complex relationship between

students' social backgrounds and their academic success. Cultural capital, a concept introduced by

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, refers to the non-financial social assets that promote social mobility

beyond economic means. In the context of education, cultural capital encompasses the skills,

knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors that students inherit from their families and communities, which

can influence their academic performance and educational opportunities. Understanding what cultural

capital in education means is crucial for educators, policymakers, and researchers aiming to address

educational inequalities and promote inclusive learning environments. This article explores the

definition, types, and significance of cultural capital in education, examines its impact on student

achievement, and discusses strategies to leverage cultural capital to foster equitable educational

outcomes. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview of these aspects to clarify the

role of cultural capital in shaping educational experiences.

Definition and Origins of Cultural Capital in Education

Types of Cultural Capital Relevant to Education

The Impact of Cultural Capital on Educational Outcomes

Addressing Educational Inequality through Cultural Capital

Practical Strategies to Enhance Cultural Capital in Schools



Definition and Origins of Cultural Capital in Education

The concept of cultural capital was first developed by the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu in the

1970s as part of his broader theory on social reproduction and power structures. In education, cultural

capital refers to the collection of symbolic elements such as skills, tastes, posture, clothing,

mannerisms, material belongings, credentials, and more that one acquires through being part of a

particular social class. These elements help individuals navigate social institutions, including schools,

more effectively.

Within educational contexts, cultural capital explains how students from different social backgrounds

may have varying access to educational resources and advantages, often impacting their academic

success. It emphasizes that academic achievement is not solely dependent on innate intelligence or

effort but also on the cultural resources students bring to the classroom. The recognition of cultural

capital in education has led to a deeper understanding of how social disparities contribute to unequal

educational outcomes.

Historical Background

Bourdieu’s original framework categorized capital into three types: economic, social, and cultural.

While economic capital refers to financial assets, and social capital relates to networks and

connections, cultural capital specifically addresses the intangible cultural knowledge and competencies

that are valued by society, particularly in educational settings. This theory challenged the notion of

meritocracy in education by highlighting the role of inherited cultural assets in shaping academic

success.

Relevance to Modern Education Systems

In contemporary education systems, cultural capital remains a pivotal concept for understanding

disparities in student achievement and access. Schools often reflect the dominant culture's values and

norms, which align more closely with the cultural capital possessed by middle- and upper-class

families. Consequently, students lacking this form of capital may face barriers to full participation and



recognition in the educational process.

Types of Cultural Capital Relevant to Education

Cultural capital manifests in various forms that influence educational experiences and outcomes.

Recognizing these types helps educators identify the specific assets students bring and the gaps that

may need addressing to promote equity.

Embodied Cultural Capital

Embodied cultural capital refers to the long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body, such as

language proficiency, manners, and cognitive skills acquired through socialization. In education, this

includes students’ familiarity with the dominant language, communication styles, and intellectual habits

that align with school expectations. For example, children exposed to rich vocabulary and complex

sentence structures at home tend to perform better in reading and writing tasks.

Objectified Cultural Capital

This form of cultural capital consists of physical objects and media, such as books, instruments,

artworks, and technological devices, which can be used to transmit cultural knowledge. Access to

these resources often depends on a family's economic status but also reflects cultural preferences. In

schools, students who have experience with classical literature, art, or music at home may find it

easier to engage with similar content in the curriculum.

Institutionalized Cultural Capital

Institutionalized cultural capital comprises academic credentials and qualifications that certify an

individual's cultural competence. Diplomas, degrees, and certificates serve as official recognition of

cultural capital and play a significant role in educational and occupational advancement. Schools and



universities act as gatekeepers by awarding these credentials, which can either perpetuate or mitigate

social inequalities depending on access and recognition.

Summary of Cultural Capital Types

Embodied: Skills, language, attitudes

Objectified: Cultural goods and resources

Institutionalized: Educational qualifications

The Impact of Cultural Capital on Educational Outcomes

The possession or lack of cultural capital significantly affects students' learning experiences, academic

achievement, and future opportunities. Educational institutions tend to value and reward cultural capital

that aligns with middle-class norms, often disadvantaging students from marginalized or lower

socioeconomic backgrounds.

Influence on Academic Performance

Students with abundant cultural capital typically demonstrate higher academic achievement due to

familiarity with school language, expectations, and cultural references embedded in curricula and

assessments. These students can navigate the education system more effectively, receive more

positive teacher evaluations, and access enriched learning opportunities.



Teacher Expectations and Cultural Capital

Teachers' perceptions and expectations of students are influenced by cultural capital. Students

exhibiting behaviors, language, or knowledge associated with the dominant culture are often viewed as

more capable and motivated. Conversely, students lacking these cultural markers may be

underestimated, leading to lower expectations and limited encouragement, which can negatively impact

their educational trajectory.

Reinforcement of Social Inequality

Cultural capital contributes to the reproduction of social inequality within education. Since cultural

capital is often inherited, students from privileged backgrounds maintain their advantages, while those

from less privileged contexts may struggle to overcome systemic barriers. This dynamic perpetuates

cycles of inequality across generations.

Addressing Educational Inequality through Cultural Capital

Recognizing the role of cultural capital in education opens pathways to more equitable teaching

practices and policies. Schools and educators can implement strategies aimed at valuing diverse

cultural backgrounds and equipping all students with the necessary cultural tools to succeed.

Inclusive Curriculum Design

Developing curricula that reflect the cultural diversity of the student population helps validate and

incorporate different cultural capitals. This approach fosters engagement by connecting learning

materials to students' lived experiences and broadening the definition of cultural knowledge beyond

dominant norms.



Teacher Training and Awareness

Professional development programs that increase teachers’ cultural competence can reduce bias and

improve responsiveness to students’ varied cultural assets. Awareness of cultural capital dynamics

enables educators to set equitable expectations and employ inclusive instructional strategies.

Family and Community Engagement

Schools that actively involve families and communities in the educational process can bridge cultural

gaps. Recognizing and integrating the cultural strengths of students' home environments enriches

learning and helps build cultural capital in ways that respect students' identities.

Practical Strategies to Enhance Cultural Capital in Schools

Enhancing cultural capital within educational settings requires deliberate actions to expand students'

access to cultural resources and experiences that support academic success.

Providing Access to Cultural Resources

Schools can offer access to books, technology, art programs, and extracurricular activities that expose

students to diverse cultural experiences. Establishing resource centers or partnerships with cultural

institutions can facilitate this access.

Promoting Language and Literacy Development

Language acquisition and literacy are foundational aspects of embodied cultural capital. Programs that

support vocabulary growth, reading comprehension, and communication skills contribute to leveling the

playing field for all students.



Encouraging Critical Cultural Awareness

Teaching students to critically analyze cultural norms and values empowers them to navigate different

social contexts confidently. This critical awareness fosters adaptability and resilience, which are

valuable educational and life skills.

Summary of Strategies

Expand access to cultural and educational materials1.

Implement language and literacy support programs2.

Incorporate multicultural perspectives in teaching3.

Engage families and communities4.

Provide professional development for educators5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is cultural capital in education?

Cultural capital in education refers to the non-financial social assets, such as knowledge, skills,

attitudes, and cultural awareness, that students possess and which can influence their academic

success and social mobility.



Who introduced the concept of cultural capital in education?

The concept of cultural capital was introduced by sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, who used it to explain

how social inequalities are perpetuated through educational systems.

How does cultural capital affect student achievement?

Students with higher cultural capital often have access to resources, language skills, and cultural

knowledge valued by schools, which can lead to better academic performance and opportunities.

Can cultural capital be developed or taught in schools?

Yes, schools can help develop students' cultural capital by exposing them to diverse cultural

experiences, promoting critical thinking, and encouraging the acquisition of valued skills and

knowledge.

What are examples of cultural capital in an educational context?

Examples include familiarity with dominant language and literature, participation in extracurricular

activities, access to cultural institutions like museums, and having parents who are engaged in their

education.

How does cultural capital contribute to educational inequality?

Students from privileged backgrounds often possess more cultural capital, giving them an advantage in

navigating the education system, while those from marginalized groups may face barriers due to a lack

of recognized cultural capital.

Why is understanding cultural capital important for educators?

Understanding cultural capital helps educators recognize the diverse backgrounds of students, address

equity issues, and create inclusive learning environments that value different forms of knowledge and

experience.



Additional Resources

1. Cultural Capital and Educational Achievement

This book explores the concept of cultural capital as introduced by Pierre Bourdieu and its impact on

students' academic success. It examines how different forms of cultural knowledge, skills, and

dispositions influence educational outcomes. The author discusses policy implications and strategies to

address educational inequalities stemming from disparities in cultural capital.

2. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste

Written by Pierre Bourdieu, this foundational text analyzes how cultural preferences and tastes

reinforce social class distinctions. Although broader than education alone, the book provides critical

insights into how cultural capital is acquired and utilized in social contexts, including schools. It is

essential for understanding the theoretical underpinnings of cultural capital in education.

3. Education and Cultural Capital: The Implications of Changing Trends

This volume investigates contemporary shifts in cultural capital within educational settings. It considers

the effects of globalization, technology, and cultural diversity on the ways students accumulate and use

cultural capital. The book also addresses how educators can adapt to these changes to promote

equity.

4. Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life

Annette Lareau’s ethnographic study offers a detailed look at how middle-class and working-class

families differ in their cultivation of cultural capital. The book highlights how these differences translate

into varied educational experiences and opportunities for children. It is a crucial text for understanding

the intersection of family, culture, and education.

5. Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture

Another key work by Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron, this book delves into how

educational systems perpetuate social inequalities through the transmission of cultural capital. It

provides a critical analysis of the role of schools in maintaining social hierarchies. The text is

foundational for anyone studying cultural capital in education.



6. Cultural Capital in Educational Research: A Critical Review

This book offers a comprehensive review of how cultural capital has been applied and critiqued in

educational research. It discusses methodological challenges and theoretical debates surrounding the

concept. The author also proposes new directions for future studies to better understand cultural

capital's role in education.

7. Schooling in Capitalist America: Educational Reform and the Contradictions of Economic Life

Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis argue that cultural capital functions within a broader economic

system that shapes educational structures. The book critiques how education serves capitalist interests

and reproduces class structures. It provides a political economy perspective on cultural capital and

education.

8. Bringing Cultural Capital to School: Learning and Social Difference

This text examines practical ways schools can recognize and build on students’ existing cultural capital

to enhance learning. It emphasizes the importance of inclusive pedagogy and culturally responsive

teaching. The book is useful for educators seeking to bridge cultural gaps in the classroom.

9. The Forms of Capital

In this influential essay, Pierre Bourdieu outlines the concept of cultural capital alongside social and

economic capital. It provides the theoretical framework for understanding how different types of capital

interact and affect educational attainment. The essay is a concise and essential resource for grasping

the basics of cultural capital in education.
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