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Abstract
The South African Ministry of Education has made significant progress in reduc-
ing inequality between schools; however, such inequality persists. Students from 
wealthier households that are able to meet their financial obligations attend well-
resourced schools that are characterised by high-quality education. This chapter 
critically examines issues of equality in education within the framework of social 
justice, using theories of Sen and Bourdieu. Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study (TIMSS) 2015 Grade 9 data were used (HSRC, 2015) with 
particular attention to variables that highlight Bourdieu’s forms of capital, and 
capabilities as mentioned by Sen. Special reference was made to the TIMSS 
2015 contextual framework. The analysis used a hierarchical linear modelling 
technique which is uniquely able to differentiate between variation within and 
between schools, indicative of inequalities between and within schools.

The current study employed the forms of capital identified by Bourdieu and 
Sen’s capabilities approach to identify school contextual variables which could 
be converted into capabilities, which will in turn provide students with an oppor-
tunity to achieve functionings. Two of the three types of capital (economic and 
social) were found to be significantly associated with academic achievement: for 
economic capital, school resources were identified; and within social capital, 
dimensions of school climate were identified as significant. The results show that 
school context matters, and that creating a school that is free of any form of vio-
lence, that places emphasis on academic achievement, and where discipline poli-
cies are adhered to, will provide students with the opportunity to achieve better 
functionings. The main aim of any school should be to provide a quality educa-
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tion to all students regardless of their home background or the school they 
attend—this is a sign of homogeneity between schools. From the results it is 
clear that by placing more emphasis on the use of resources and school climate, 
the variation between schools reduced significantly.

�Introduction

After 1994 South Africa and its education system responded to social and educational 
inequalities that had a stranglehold on much of its society. At the time it was expected 
that the education system would essentially transform its previous inequalities by 
forming a system based on the Freedom Charter edict: ‘the doors of learning and cul-
ture shall be open to all’ (Badat & Sayed, 2014). The new government committed to 
transforming education for all, but it had inherited the social and economic structures 
of apartheid, which came with extensive inequality. For the past 25 years, the South 
African education system has experienced transformative changes, which were geared 
towards educational equality. Several policy changes were implemented to address 
school access, which was previously highly racialised. For example, the South African 
Schools Act of 1996 mandated that education be compulsory for all children between 
the ages of 6 and 15 years. Other policies which were transformed included the fees 
policy, governance policy and funding redistribution among schools.

In spite of these changes, some studies show that there has been insufficient 
progress in reducing inequality in the education system (Badat, 2012; De Waal, 
2013; Sayed & Kanjee, 2013; Sehoole & Adeyemo, 2016).

Notwithstanding the findings from the aforementioned studies, it remains unclear 
in the literature how to reduce educational inequalities and encourage the emer-
gence of educational success and opportunities.

This chapter thus argues that in evaluating present injustices, or rather persistent 
educational inequalities, adoption of a social justice perspective that is widely used 
to offer such explanations is beneficial. Social justice demands equality in educa-
tional discussions, analyses and policies. The intention is to position the pursuit of 
education equality through education successes and opportunities as central tents of 
a socially just education system. Understanding these contributory processes is aug-
mented through the integration of Sen (1992) and Bourdieu (2006) human capabil-
ity and forms of capital theories, respectively. The combination of Sen and 
Bourdieu’s tenets is a model that Hart (2012) developed to guide the understanding 
of social justice in higher education. We adopt it here to explain education inequali-
ties and how to improve student functionings in basic education.

Within that perspective, this chapter examines how different forms of capital 
affect education success and/or emerging opportunities, ultimately reproducing 
educational inequalities. The research question for this chapter is as follows: What 
forms of capital can redress present inequalities in the South African basic educa-
tion sector? In other words, what forms of capital predict the reproduction of educa-
tional/achievement inequality?
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The aim of the chapter is to examine how inequality related to different forms of 
capital reproduces itself in selected educational outcomes, particularly mathemat-
ics. Empirical studies have established a positive relationship between possession of 
social, economic and cultural capital and academic achievement (Barone, 2006; 
Fritzlen, 2014; Tan & Liu, 2018). For example, students with economic capital or 
access to financial resources have higher academic achievement. For this chapter we 
evaluate the home socioeconomic status (SES), home study support, and instruction 
affected by resource shortages as economic capital. Social capital is examined 
through relationships that students have within their education experiences. These 
are examined using aspects of school discipline, teacher access to curriculum docu-
ments and a conducive learning environment as social capital. Cultural capital is 
access to cultural resources as well as familiarity with and knowledge of the domi-
nant culture. One example is linguistic capital, which is derived from a student’s 
proficiency in a formalised language (Bourdieu, 2006; Fritzlen, 2014).

The chapter’s analysis is based on the Trends in International Mathematics and 
Science Study (TIMSS) data collected in 2015. Mathematics achievement is the 
dependent variable of interest. The analysis uses a multilevel modelling approach 
that specifies relations across multiple levels of the education system. This chapter 
is one of the first to apply the technique to quantify the combined Sen and Bourdieu 
framework. Studies that have focused on either or both of the Sen and Bourdieu 
frameworks are generally qualitative in nature (Gokpinar & Reiss, 2016; Hart, 2019; 
Hjellbrekke & Korsnes, 2009; Unterhalter et al., 2014; Veenstra, 2005; Vryonides, 
2007), and hence this chapter intends to fill a gap that currently exists within the 
social justice domain.

Multilevel analysis takes the nested nature of educational data into account and 
associations at various levels (the student, class and school) can be tested 
(Raudenbush et al., 2004) without any of the loss of information that would be the 
case with simpler types of analysis such as Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). One of 
the benefits of multilevel analyses is the ability to explain variations in student 
achievement at different levels of the model, which is indicative of inequalities that 
exist in the system (McKeever, 2017; Spaull, 2013; Van der Berg et al., 2011). The 
models developed by the authors will provide some insight into how inequalities 
within the education system can be reduced.

�Purpose and Contribution of the Chapter

Using multilevel modelling, this chapter empirically evaluates constructs of eco-
nomic, social and cultural capital by applying Sen and Bourdieu’s theoretical per-
spectives. The chapter provides three main contributions to the literature on 
academic achievement. First, the chapter extends previous research by providing a 
unified analysis through which the different forms of capital are associated with 
educational choices and success. Most previous studies analyse only one of these 
capitals for example, cultural capital in the case of Gokpinar and Reiss (2016), 
Jæger (2009) and Tan and Liu (2018). The second contribution of the chapter is that 
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it makes use of and integrates two frameworks, each of which has received limited 
empirical attention in the achievement literature. The chapter provides a novel theo-
retical model and a critical empirical test to explain students’ opportunities in devel-
oping their education functionings. The model explains the mechanisms through 
which these constructs can provide a capability set to help students to convert 
resources into achievement functionings. The third contribution of the chapter is 
methodological and consists of a joint statistical modelling framework—the multi-
level model—that analyses complex nested relationships (for example, student and 
school contextual factors) in the form of the different capitals.

�Redressing Education Inequality: What Progress Has South 
Africa Made?

Historically, education in South Africa was differentiated and diversified on the 
basis of race and ethnicity (Sehoole & Adeyemo, 2016). This differentiation created 
two aspects that the post-apartheid government needed to redress (Badat & Sayed, 
2014). Firstly, to address the obvious racial discrimination, which was the most vis-
ible form of inequality in the education system. Racial discrimination was addressed 
through affirmative action policies which prioritised access to basic education by 
black underprivileged students. Badat and Sayed (2014) ascertain that this approach 
redressed social order within the education system.

Secondly, the post-apartheid government needed to redress school financial 
spending. De Waal (2013) explains that in 1982 the apartheid government spent 
R146 on average per year on educating a black child, but R1211 was invested 
towards educating a white child. Such policies increased disparities in the education 
system. In 1996, the Ministry of Education commissioned a School Register of 
Needs1 to determine the needs of schools, and it was reported that there were signifi-
cant infrastructural backlogs, especially in schools for black children. For example, 
65,380 classrooms needed to be built—an approximately 25% increase in the num-
ber of classrooms that existed at the time. The report further indicated that 60% of 
schools did not have access to electricity and telephones, 35% did not have access 
to water, 12% did not have access to toilets, and pit latrines constituted 47% of all 
school toilets (Badat & Sayed, 2014). Hence the new government needed to redis-
tribute resources and privileges to redress unequal access and unequal opportu-
nity—and ultimately outcomes.

In order to redress and/or transform the unequal access and opportunity in the 
education system, two efforts were established. The new government embarked on 
a number of policy changes, which began with the National Education Policy Act of 
1996. This was followed up with several White and Green Papers, Acts and 
Regulations, all seeking to transform the national educational system. According to 
Badat and Sayed (2014), between 1994 and 2013 there were approximately 7 White 
Papers, 3 Green Papers, 26 Bills (of which 17 were amending bills), 35 Acts, 11 

1 The School Register of Needs cited by the Education Rights Project; see http://www.erp.org.za/
htm/issue2-3.htm.
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Regulations, 52 Government Notices and 26 Calls for Comments that encompassed 
basic to higher education.

At implementation level the government began the process of transferring con-
trol of schools that were previously reserved for white persons to school governing 
bodies (Carrim & Sayed, 1992). In recent years there has been a rapid expansion of 
Grade R provisioning, with an increased focus on making Grade R universally 
accessible in South Africa (Department of Basic Education, 2019a). Attendance has 
doubled from about 242,000 in 2003 to 839,515 in 2017, and has reached an even-
ness where over 94% of Grade 1 students report having attended Grade R. Close to 
99% of 7- to 15-year-old children attended an educational institution in 2016. Over 
98% of students in this age group have been attending educational institutions since 
2009, highlighting the near-universal attendance rates for compulsory education in 
South Africa. In 2017, 86% of 16- to 18-year-olds were attending educational insti-
tutions, compared to 82.6% in 2002.

Arguably, the new South African education system has advanced social justice 
within access by increasing participation rates for all races. However, social justice 
in access alone does not advance a holistic social justice education system. This is 
evident from research using three international assessments, i.e. TIMSS, the 
Progress in International Reading and Literacy Study (PISA) and the Southern and 
Eastern African Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ). 
SACMEQ results indicate that South African students are among the lowest-
performing participants in Mathematics and Literacy when compared to their south-
ern and eastern African counterparts (Department of Basic Education, 2017).

The TIMSS data suggest that although South African students2 were acquiring 
Mathematics and Science knowledge, the pace at which they are doing so has been 
slow (Isdale et al., 2017; Zuze, Reddy, Visser, Winnaar, & Govender, 2017). Results 
show that two-thirds of South African students do not acquire the minimum set of 
Mathematics or Science skills by Grade 9 (Zuze et al., 2017). In fact, van der Berg 
and Gustafsson (2019) also note that apart from students who attend fee-paying 
public schools and independent schools, and a small minority of schools performing 
well in largely black areas, the quality of education remains low. Students in fee-
paying schools perform better, and their scores improve with successive years of 
schooling (Motala, 2015). All of these analyses show that there is still a marked 
disparity in learning attainment between students from rich and poor households.

There has been change in how the DBE perceives the importance of social justice 
in education. The current strategic direction of the DBE emphasises the need to 
include the six principles of social justice in their work. The six principles include 
quality, efficiency, access, redress, equity and inclusivity (Department of Basic 
Education, 2019b). Aside from the department’s strategic directions, the most recent 
documents that address social justice include the DBE’s Action Plan 2019: Towards 
the realisation of schooling 2030 (Department of Basic Education, 2015) and the 
chapter in the National Planning Commission’s National Development Plan 2030 
(National Planning Commission, 2012). Despite the advances in access, there is 

2 In South Africa, students are called “learners”  . These terms (students and learners) are used 
interchangeably here.
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consensus from the DBE that inequalities persist with regard to educational oppor-
tunities and outcomes, which is what this chapter examines. The next section pres-
ents the theoretical framework that should enable an understanding of equality in 
education.

�Revisiting Social Justice in South African Schools: Juxtaposing 
Sen and Bourdieu

This chapter draws on the theoretical framework of Sen’s concept of capability 
(Sen, 1985a, 1985b) and Bourdieu’s forms of capital (Bourdieu, 2006).

The discussion highlights the importance of having the three forms of capital, 
which in this chapter include the economic, social and cultural capital, to achieve 
equality in education, as illustrated in Fig. 1. Sen’s (1985a, 1985b) framework pro-
poses a paradigm shift that broadens attention to include whether individuals have 
real opportunities to achieve a valued way of living.

�Using the Sen–Bourdieu Theory to Examine Educational 
Inequality

Bourdieu (2006) refers to capital as ‘a set of usable resources and powers’. Capital 
is accumulated over time, and is essential in producing and reproducing life oppor-
tunities in the form of profits (Bourdieu, 1984). Bourdieu acknowledges that capital 
is a valuable resource, particularly when it is scarce, and thus has implications on 
one’s structure and functioning of the social world.

Means to achieve                                                              Freedom to achieve                                                           Achievement 
(capability inputs)

Economic capital
Student attains economic
capital through:
• Home Socioeconomic 

status
• Home resources for 

learning
• School resources, i.e. 

access to CAPS, school
conditions

• School Composition

Social capital
Student attains social capital through:
• Instructional time
• Principal leadership
• School emphasis on academic 

achievement
• School discipline
• Safe schools

Capability set
Opportunities set for 
achievable equality

Individual 
conversion 

factors

Cultural capital

• Parental education
• Teacher job satisfactions
• Student gender, age
• Orderly schools

Education 
equality 

Achieved 
functionings

Fig. 1  The capability approach and forms of capital. CAPS Curriculum Assessment Policy 
Statements. (Adopted from Robeyns (2005), with insights from Bourdieu (2006) and Sen (1985b))
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In contrast, Sen (1985b) argues that the mere existence of resources does not 
guarantee educational success for a given individual; it would depend on how well 
suited the resources are to the individual’s needs. For example, if the language of 
instruction is different from the student’s home language, the student may feel left 
out at school. Sen argues for the need or importance of one’s capability. This chapter 
applies the concept of academic capital and uses academic achievement as a proxy 
for academic capital. It is important to note that a functioning is an achievement, 
while a capability is the ability to achieve (Sen, 1992). Capabilities are opportuni-
ties students would have to achieve. Sen suggests that the capability concept has to 
reflect an individual’s freedom that points to the possibilities open to the action of a 
person. Sen argues that his capability approach to justice relies on a capability set 
that creates opportunities. Thus, in this chapter, we argue that creating opportunities 
should start from capability inputs which should be equal to each student. We regard 
these capability inputs as capitals and link Bourdieu’s framework to Sen.

In fact, Bourdieu acknowledges that achieving functionings can only be attained 
by taking into account all forms of capital. Bourdieu distinguishes three fundamen-
tal forms of capital: economic, social and cultural. Economic capital is regarded as 
economic resources that students have access to. The concept is understood in terms 
of exchange values such as income, and assets that are directly convertible into 
money and may manifest in family income and wealth (Caro, Sandoval-Hernández, 
& Lüdtke, 2014; Orr, 2003; Paulsen & John, 2002).

Economic capital can be captured in part by SES. Social capital centres around 
social networking and relationships, but the notion of social capital implies poten-
tial resources and assistance required. Bourdieu’s explanation of social capital 
entails social relationships and resources which facilitate the existence of relation-
ships (Bourdieu, 2006). The driving tenet in social capital is that individuals do not 
exist independently of each other. Cultural capital is the symbolic resources that are 
passed from generation to generation (Bourdieu, 2006; Bourdieu, Passeron, & Nice, 
1977). As an analogy, one form of cultural capital is linguistic capital, one’s profi-
ciency in a given language (Bourdieu, 2006; Fritzlen, 2014). Bourdieu argues that 
linguistic codes are associated with parental occupational status and the value 
attached to education. A further example of cultural capital is the amount of time 
spent reading for academic aspirations or even for pleasure.

For completeness, we argue that Sen’s capability approach when matched with 
Bourdieu, enables a person to have a command over resources that would then pro-
vide the freedom/opportunities and ability to convert resources into functionings. In 
fact, Walker and Unterhalter (2007) explain that the capability approach requires 
that we probably do evaluate functioning, but without prescribing to learners the 
choices they make about their own lives. Hence, the chapter’s evaluation of equality 
within the social justice perspective does then take account of freedom in opportuni-
ties as much as observed choices. Thus, the capability approach offers a method to 
evaluate real educational advantage, and equally to identify disadvantage, margin-
alisation and exclusion.

In addition to capability, Bourdieu argues that means and functionings can fur-
ther be achieved through the broad forms of capital such as social capital, cultural 
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capital and economic factors, which in this case we regard as home and school 
resources. Pham (2019) relates functioning of cultural recognition, for example, 
feeling respected in a school community; or representational aspects, such as having 
a voice in the school community; or structural aspects, such as being able to enrol 
in the local school; or material aspects, for example, having access to books or sci-
entific equipment. Robeyns (2005) as cited in Pham (2019) argues that the capabil-
ity approach recognises that education does not take place in a vacuum, and social 
structures such as schools, selection of students, schooling practices and patterns of 
racial, economic and gender inequality are conditioning factors of student participa-
tion that contribute to uneven educational outcomes. Even for persons with good 
educational outcomes, a variety of other factors in their family and community life 
influence their prospects (Pham, 2019).

In combining Bourdieu’s forms of capital with Sen’s capabilities, it is expected 
that better means to freedom of opportunity sets can be realised for students to 
achieve equitable choices in school. These theories offer a strong understanding of 
students’ interactions, which lead to unearthing of inequality in a sector such as 
education. In conclusion, the capability approach emphasises the role of individual 
agency and choice, but Bourdieu’s forms of capital remind us that the freedom of 
agency, which students have, can be qualified and constrained by social, political 
and economic factors and opportunities.

�Student Academic Achievement across Forms of Capital

This section briefly discusses literature on student academic achievement in three 
subsections: economic, social and cultural capital. In each subsection, the effects of 
each form of capital on student academic achievement are reviewed.

�How Does Economic Capital Influence Student Academic 
Achievement?
Education researchers link assets and income to this construct, and variables refer-
ring to the possession of consumer goods in the household are indicators of a fam-
ily’s economic capital. In addition, parental education and occupational status are 
usually regarded as resources that can be transformed into income. The assumption 
is that the greater the economic capital in a family, the better the physical conditions 
which support the cognitive development of the student and hence result in higher 
academic attainment. In fact, Caro et al. (2014) reported a strong association of pos-
session of assets with student achievement. Moreover, other studies have found that 
low SES is more likely to shape lower levels of aspiration, causing low education 
attainment (Kao & Tienda, 1998; MacLeod, 2018).

�How Does Social Capital Influence Student Academic Achievement?
Studies show that there are mixed findings about social capital, ranging from a posi-
tive impact to no association. Researchers who concur with Bourdieu’s social capi-
tal theory agree that other forms of capital (specifically cultural capital) do shape 
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social capital. Studies show that students from low SES lack support owing to weak 
networks, which affects their educational attainment. Caro et al. (2014) reported a 
positive association of parents’ literacy support activities with achievement. Parent–
child communication had a negative loading to social capital. However, parent–
child communication and interaction had a positive factor loading to the social 
capital construct.

�How Does Cultural Capital Influence Student Academic 
Achievement?
According to Bourdieu et al. (1977) cultural reproduction theory, students with a 
better family background inherit most of their socially valuable cultural patterns 
from their parents. This cultural capital allows students to achieve better academic 
achievement scores. Evidence shows that parental education is a strong indicator in 
students’ educational attainment (Hamrick & Stage, 2004). Parents with university-
level education may value educational achievement, and their own experience may 
assist their children to achieve educational heights. Family background factors 
affect students’ academic achievement. High achievers often receive more encour-
agement and support from their parents. In this chapter, we extend the inquiry of 
cultural capital to include teacher preparation and experience, teaching practices, 
instructional engagement, student motivation and safety, and order and discipline 
among students.

�Methodology

The TIMSS 2015 Grade 9 data were used in this chapter and included data extracted 
from the student (both background and Mathematics achievement data), principal 
and teacher contextual questionnaires. The Human Sciences Research Council 
(HSRC) was responsible for conducting the study in 300 schools across South 
Africa on behalf of the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement (IEA). In addition to all of the international data, the authors had 
access to data on variables included by the HSRC research team which were spe-
cific to the South African education system. The sample consisted of 12,514 stu-
dents, 292 principals and 334 Mathematics teachers, drawn using a two-stage 
stratified systematic sampling methodology, explicitly stratified by province, lan-
guage of learning and teaching (either English or Afrikaans) and school type (public 
or independent). Details of the sampling methodology can be obtained from the 
Methods and Procedures Report by Martin, Mullis and Hooper (2016).

Considering the hierarchical nature of the TIMSS data, and given that school and 
teacher characteristics were used to explain differences in student-level Mathematics 
achievement, using simple linear regression would have been inappropriate (Van 
Dusen & Nissen, 2019). Also, research shows that large variations in performance 
are observed from one South African school to another (Van der Berg, 2008). An 
analytical method that is able to explain these differences was considered in this 
analysis. Multilevel models using the Hierarchical Linear Modelling (HLM) 
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software developed by Raudenbush, Bryk and Congdon (2013) were employed in 
the current analyses. Using a two-level HLM model, with students at the first level 
and principals and teachers at the second level, the software is able to differentiate 
between variations in performance that occur between schools. In the case of the 
current analysis, the level 1 variables were included as controls in the model.

The chapter employed the Sen-Bourdieu conceptual framework discussed earlier 
to comprehend the TIMSS results, by investigating the relationship between the dif-
ferent forms of capital and students’ achievement, which in the context of the frame-
work is referred to as achieved functionings.

�Dependent Variable

The TIMSS Mathematics achievement was used as the dependent variable in the 
present chapter. Since the first cycle of the study was conducted in 1995, the IEA 
has established a vast array of items from one TIMSS cycle to the next, and to 
reduce test learning effects and student fatigue, students are only tested on a subset 
of items using a matrix sampling design. Item response theory was used to compute 
five plausible values for each student in Mathematics to represent a multiple estima-
tion of how the student might have performed if they completed all the test items. 
All five plausible values were taken into consideration in the present chapter, since 
the HLM software makes provision for this possibility. The software runs a model 
on each of the plausible values and then creates an average for reporting purposes.

�Independent Variables

The TIMSS 2015 Contextual Questionnaire Framework (Martin, Mullis, & Hooper, 
2016) includes three broad themes: the student home context, the school and class 
context, and the student characteristics and attitudes. The focus of this chapter was 
on the school and class context as described in the TIMSS framework, by attempt-
ing to situate it within Bourdieu’s forms of capital (see Appendix 1).

For the purposes of the analysis, variables were recoded into dichotomies with a 
value of 1 representing a positive or desirable response and a value of 0 otherwise. 
These included the following variables:
•	 Type of school (1 = Fee-paying, 0 = No-fee)
•	 Principal’s ability to manage conflict (1 = Yes, 0 = No)
•	 Support provided to teachers by the principal (1 = Yes, 0 = No)
•	 Safe schools, identified by students being bullied or not (1 = Yes, 0 = No)
•	 Teacher job satisfaction (1 = Yes, 0 = No)
•	 Access to curriculum documents (1 = Yes, 0 = No)
•	 Student access to Mathematics textbooks (1 = Yes, 0 = No)
•	 Teacher confidence (1 = Confident, 0 = Not confident)

There are two types of continuous variables included in the analysis: those cre-
ated by the authors and those created by the IEA. Variables created by the IEA were 
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kept unchanged, and variables created by the authors used the principal component 
analysis (PCA) method presented by Taylor and Yu (2009). These variables were 
teacher support, teacher–teacher collaboration and teacher confidence. For ease of 
interpretation, all variables created using PCA were standardised to a mean of 0 and 
standard deviation of 1. Since one intact class is selected within a sampled school, 
it meant that the Mathematics teacher directly linked to the sampled class was 
included in the sample.

School and class context for learning included at level 2:
•	 School SES (economic capital): A dichotomised variable derived from a poverty 

index assigned to schools (1 = Fee-paying, 0 = No-fee)
•	 Principal leadership: Support provided to teachers (social capital), conflict man-

agement (social capital)
•	 School climate: School emphasis on academic success (social capital), safe and 

orderly (cultural capital), discipline (social capital), bullying (social capital), 
teacher job satisfaction (cultural capital)

•	 School resources: Access to curriculum documents (economic capital), school 
conditions and resources (economic capital), instruction affected by shortage of 
resources (economic capital), textbook access (economic capital)

•	 Teaching practices: Classroom teaching practices (social capital), confidence in 
teaching (social capital), teacher-to-teacher collaboration (social capital)

�Results

Only variables that were significant were kept in the final models provided in 
Table 1. Three models were developed in the analysis. The first was a model that 
only included the dependent variable (with no independent variable). From this 
model one is able to determine the variance in achievement that exists between 
schools, which is indicative of inequalities that exist; the results of this model are 
explained in section “Inequalities and Achieved Functionings” below. The second 
model includes the level 1 (or student level) control variables, with the school SES 
included at level 2. This model was run to determine the variance in average achieve-
ment between schools explained according to school SES. The third model incorpo-
rates the remaining level 2 (school and teacher) variables into the model, to see if 
the variables we selected could further reduce the variation in achievement.

�Inequalities and Achieved Functionings

A unique attribute of multilevel analysis is its ability to partition total variance in 
achievement into variance between schools and within schools. Throughout the 
chapter variance will be explained as a percentage; variations closer to 100% are 
indicative of high inequalities between schools. The results show that variation in 
achievement between schools in South Africa is very high at 61% (Table 1). The 
magnitude of the variation (range of scores) in average achievement between schools 
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with no independent variables added to the model is (240.5, 515.5), which again 
highlights inequalities in the system. One of the main aims of any educational system 
is to create homogeneity between schools, which would mean finding ways to reduce 
variances. In 2008, using data from international studies like SACMEQ and the 
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), Van der Berg compared 
the variance between schools across a number of countries, and found that the varia-
tion was much higher between South African schools than the other countries he 
considered (Van der Berg, 2008). Analysis of the TIMSS data for a number of coun-
tries, conducted by Zopluoglu in 2012, showed similar results (Zopluoglu, 2012). In 
most countries, variations within schools were higher than variations between 
schools; however, in South Africa the opposite is true. Where schools in most coun-
tries proved to be more homogeneous; this was not the case in South Africa.

All public schools in South Africa have been assigned a quintile ranking, which 
signifies the poverty level of the school and the community that surrounds it. Schools 
with quintile ranking of three or less are referred to as ‘no-fee’ schools, and schools 
with quintiles 4 or 5 are referred to as ‘fee-paying’ schools. For the purposes of the 
current analyses, the independent or private schools which formed part of the 

Table 1  HLM results

Bourdieu’s 
forms of capital

Base model 
(Model 1)

Level 1 with 
school type 
(Model 2)

Level 2 
(Model 3)

Fixed effects
Intercept 378*** 383.17*** 322.99***
 � Student age Cultural −16.01*** −13.18
 � Gender (1 = girl, 

0 = boy)
Cultural −10.13*** −8.90

 � Home socioeconomic 
status

Economic 4.08** 2.67

 � Fee-paying schools vs 
no-fee schools

Economic 90.83*** 55.53***

 � Safe schools (low to 
no incidence of 
bullying)

53.36***

 � School emphasis on 
academic achievement

Social 21.96**

 � Instruction affected by 
resource shortages

Economic −32.96*

 � School discipline Social −12.31*
 � Teacher access to 

curriculum documents
Social 14.88*

Random effects Variance component
Intercept 4922.50 2305.67 1545.59
Home socioeconomic 
status slope

19.04 18.89

Level-1 3052.54 2726.17 2728.40
Variance explained 61% 53% 27.88%

Source: TIMSS 2015 data (authors’ calculations)
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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TIMSS sample were regarded as ‘fee-paying’ schools. The results show that stu-
dents in ‘fee-paying’ schools score on average 90.8 points (Table 1) higher than 
students in ‘no-fee’ schools. The model also shows that the school SES variable 
accounts for 53% of the variation in mean achievement, which also shows that the 
magnitude of the variation is (289, 477). This shows a reduction when compared to 
the model with no independent variables added to it. In addition, when the remain-
ing variables are added to the model (model 3), the achievement gap between ‘fee-
paying’ and ‘no-fee’ schools reduces to 55.53 points on average.

�Interpretation of the Control Variables (Level 1 Model)

Three variables were selected to serve as controls in the analysis, namely; age, gen-
der and home SES. All of these were significantly associated with achievement with 
age showing the largest achievement difference, with students who are older obtain-
ing on average 16 points lower than younger or grade age-appropriate students.

The analysis also shows a significant gender difference, with boys performing 
better on average than their female counterparts. Girls score on average 9 points 
lower than boys.

Also, the achievement is small; the results show that home SES and achievement 
are positively associated, with students from higher SES households performing 
better than learners from lower SES homes. In the current analysis, home SES was 
calculated based on resources at home.

�Forms of Capital and Achieved Functionings (Level 2 Model)

This section will explain the results from model 3 in relation to the three forms of 
capital outlined by Bourdieu.

�Economic Capital
From the list of school and class level variables (outlined in Appendix 1), two of the 
variables were significantly associated with average achievement. Teachers were 
asked whether their instruction was affected by resource shortages. The results 
show that students who are taught by teachers who say that instruction is affected by 
resource shortages score on average 33 points lower than students taught by teach-
ers who are not affected by resource shortages.

Students who are taught by teachers who have constant access to the curriculum 
documents score on average 14.88 points more than students taught by teachers who 
did not have access to curriculum documents.

Again, when we link the results from the economic capital cluster to Sen and 
Bourdieu’s theories, it shows that economic capital does affect achievement func-
tionings and perhaps would further affect a student’s capability to achieve. Sen 
clearly stated that the mere existence of resources does not guarantee educational 
success, and the results prove exactly this concept. The results elude to the fact that 
a lack of resources does in fact hinder the ability of the teacher to teach the students 
adequately, and thus not being able to create opportunities to reach achieved 
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functionings. Hence, we would expect a connection from a positive association 
between economic capital and achievement to greater student capability in educa-
tional attainment.

�Social Capital
Three of the variables included as social capital at the school level were signifi-
cantly associated with achievement and are also dimensions of the school climate. 
Of these three variables, attending a safe school is the strongest predictor of achieve-
ment. Students who feel safe and are not bullied at school score on average 53.36 
points higher than students who do not feel safe and encounter incidences of bully-
ing at school.

The results show that students who attend schools where an emphasis is placed 
on academic achievement score on average 21.96 points more than students who 
attend schools where very little emphasis is placed on academic achievement.

Students who attend schools where discipline is a problem score on average 
almost 12.31 points less than students who attend schools where discipline is not an 
issue.

Both Sen and Bourdieu highlight that context matters and profiles the values and 
goals of individuals within that context. Similarly, the schools that students attend 
(their context) play a role in converting material resources into capabilities by pro-
viding the student with the opportunity to achieve functionings. In the case of the 
current results, school climate speaks directly to the schools ‘context’, and by pro-
viding students with an environment ‘context’ that is safe, one that places emphasis 
on academic achievement and having firm and enforced discipline policy in place, 
will enable students to convert these opportunities into achieved functionings.

�Reducing Inequality to Promote Achieved Functionings

As previously stated, one of the main aims of an education system is to achieve 
homogeneity between schools, meaning that irrespective of the school a student 
attends, the quality of education they are provided with will be the same. This is, 
however, not the case in South Africa—as has been shown in the analysis, with large 
variations occurring between schools. The aim of the multivariate analysis (or mul-
tilevel analysis as in this chapter) is to identify variables that would explain (reduce) 
the variation between schools.

It is clear that the quality of education a child receives is still dependent on the 
type of school the child attends. Students who attend ‘fee-paying’ schools obtain 
higher scores on average than students who attend ‘no-fee’ schools—and higher 
achievement is indicative of higher-quality education.

In order for the education system to become more homogeneous, the achieve-
ment gap between these two school types needs to be reduced. The results have 
shown that by focusing on issues of school climate and access to and use of school 
resources, one would expect the achievement gap to be reduced from 90.8 points to 
55.5 points on average.
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�Discussion

This chapter has shown strong evidence that there is a reproduction of inequality in 
the basic education system, but within that, there are opportunities that the 
Department of Basic Education could leverage for better educational attainment or 
achievement functionings. Two issues that the theoretical framework provides us. 
First, the theoretical framework provides the sense that students’ capability to 
achieve functionings is reflected in the real opportunities or freedom at hand. The 
sense of opportunity used here should be understood in the positive sense, that is, in 
terms of how capitals are enablers to achievement functionings. Secondly, the abil-
ity of students to convert those capitals requires an enabling environment that 
schools should provide, for example provision of adequate academic resources both 
for students and teachers and providing enough instruction time to learners.

Education is one essential way to enhance reasoned agency, which helps indi-
viduals to achieve substantive freedom and expand capabilities (Mok & Jeong, 
2016). The main aim of the study was to determine the economic, social and cultural 
capital available to students that could be converted into opportunities, which would 
ultimately result in achieved functionings.

However, the chapter emphasises how inequality in capital reproduces itself in 
selected educational outcomes. Although the South African education system is 
responsible for reducing differences between children from wealthy and impoverished 
backgrounds, it is also responsible for magnifying these differences. This implies that 
the education system, characterised by relatively poor educational outcomes, is per-
petuating inequality and as a result failing too many of its children, particularly those 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The South African education system should 
provide an enabling environment addressing school and class factors, which according 
to Sen can be viewed as opportunities capable of reducing inequality.

�Economic Capital

The student SES variable and the school SES compare well with Bourdieu’s notion 
of economic capital related to wealth and economic assets. The implication is that 
higher economic capital is associated with better-resourced schools and better qual-
ity education provided to students. Students in high SES home are provided with a 
richer set of learning opportunities and mode of access to written materials for read-
ing and other resources that engage the child’s curiosity (Willms, 2006). The final 
model (Fig. 1) shows that for many South African students, their educational pros-
pects are closely tied to how well-resourced their schools are. It is clear from the 
results that there is an opportunity for schools to mediate the relationship between 
home SES and achievement, thus reducing the impact of home SES.

The gap in school resources between learners in the ‘no-fee’ and ‘fee-paying’ 
components of the education system remains wide, inferring that schools with more 
physical resources to draw upon and better facilities devoted to education are at an 
advantage. This should be encouraging to policymakers, that resources really matter 
for educational quality.
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However, we should be cognizant of Sen’s (1985b) contention that the mere 
existence of resources does not guarantee educational success for a given individ-
ual—that would depend on how well suited the resources are to the individual’s 
needs. It is imperative that policies and strategies centring on resource allocation 
should favour poor-performing historically disadvantaged schools. This may help 
schools to reduce educational inequalities and to direct resources and the transfer 
and activation of forms of capital in ways that seek to benefit the most disadvan-
taged students (Hart, 2019).

�Social Capital

Our findings confirm the importance of school resources but acknowledge that edu-
cational success goes beyond improving resource access. An important finding from 
this study is that learners attending schools with a positive school climate (emphasis 
on academic success, fewer disciplinary problems and fewer incidences of bullying) 
score on average higher than learners attending schools with a less than positive 
school climate. A good or conducive school climate can provide support or encour-
agement to the school principals, teachers, personnel and students to perform vari-
ous activities according to their respective duties and functions (Syahril & 
Hadiyanto, 2018). According to Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey (2018), this 
will entail adopting standards or other guidance for social, emotional and cognitive 
learning that clarifies the kinds of competencies students should be helped to 
develop and the kinds of practices that can help them accomplish these goals.

A higher emphasis on academic success is associated with positive attitudes of 
teachers, parents and learners at the school in relation to teachers’ understanding of 
the curriculum, parental and teacher expectations, parental involvement, learners’ 
commitment to academic standards and learners’ respect for peers who excel in 
school. Winnaar, Arends and Beku (2018) argue that learners who are more aca-
demically engaged and have confidence in learning mathematics are less likely to 
experience bullying. Initiatives need to be established in the schooling system to 
curb the spate of bullying occurring within schools and to improve schools’ atti-
tudes towards academic success. Schools need to make a concerted effort to create 
an environment where learners and parents feel welcome, and ensure that policies 
focused on safety and discipline in schools are strongly adhered to.  Darling-
Hammond and Cook-Harvey (2018) argue that a strong, stable, diverse, well-
prepared teaching and leadership workforce is perhaps the most important ingredient 
for a positive school climate that supports effective whole child education.

�Cultural Capital

In our model we included cultural capital factors such as parental encouragement 
and support for students, and extended this to include teacher preparation and expe-
rience, teaching practices, instructional engagement, student motivation and safety, 
and order and discipline among students. These cultural capital factors allow stu-
dents to attain better academic achievement scores. However, our model shows no 
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significant relationships between the cultural capital factors (see Appendix 1) and 
learner achievement.

We have to acknowledge that there may be characteristics of the TIMSS 2015 
population that caused the results to turn out differently than expected, or that there 
could be outside factors (i.e. confounds) that we did not control for, that could 
explain why our findings differ from the literature we cited above.

�Conclusion and Implications

Unequal scholastic values and attitudes, and differences in cultural resources valued 
in the education system mean that students of different social origin are not equally 
positioned to benefit from equal access to education. In South Africa, the basic edu-
cation system as it stands is as much about capability deprivation as development, 
and there is an urgent need for educational reform. Our contention is that a quality 
education system should support a student by developing their social, emotional, 
cognitive and communication abilities.

Highlighting the importance of self-regulatory and socio-emotional skills, and 
other non-tangible assets alongside academic achievement may help improve per-
formance by positively influencing the ways in which young people experience 
their learning environment. Schools will have to develop norms and standards for 
safe, culturally responsive classroom communities that provide students with a 
sense of physical and psychological safety, affirmation and belonging.

Affirmative policies which were mainly responsible for improving access to 
school resources (increasing learner enrolment) can continue to play an essential 
role in improving educational quality and thus reducing resource inequality. Our 
recommendation in this regard is that the use of these resources are closely moni-
tored to ensure that all students are equally benefiting from the country’s wealth. 
These types of policies can assist policymakers towards establishing an equitable 
education system.

Education can only be considered a basic capability if it specifically addresses 
the process of developing the capabilities necessary to live a life one has good rea-
son to value. Deficiencies in important capabilities such as education during child-
hood reduce well-being even in the future (poverty as deprivation of capabilities) 
and have larger societal implications. Ultimately, school and classroom processes 
can be viewed as opportunities as suggested by Sen, and are capable of reducing the 
education inequality.

�Limitations of the Study

As with all studies, the current chapter suffers from some limitations. The first key 
limitation pertains to what Juslin, Winman, and Olsson (2000) refer to as naïve 
empiricism. In simple terms, Juslin et al. (2000) imply that studies suffer from naïve 
empiricism when researchers oversimplify complex phenomena and draw unwar-
ranted conclusions based on empirical observations. In the context of the present 
chapter, it is assumed that the current forms of capitals do reproduce educational 
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inequalities. However, the established associations between the different forms of 
capital and student achievement should not be viewed as evidence of a cause-effect 
relationship. Longitudinal data would be well suited to fully understand the cause-
effect relationship of the different forms of capital with student achievement. The 
second limitation pertains to the scope of the study. The current inequality could be 
due to other disparities in educational achievement and in the general education 
system, and not necessarily the selected forms of capital studied in this chapter. In 
addition, the scope is limited to South Africa and hence the current findings can 
only be generalised within the South African basic education system.

�Appendix 1: Variable Selection in Line with TIMSS Framework 
and Forms of Capital

TIMSS 
framework

TIMSS 
framework 
(sub) Variables used Source

Variable 
type

Capital 
form

Home and 
student 
characteristics

Gender Girl Learner Dichotomy Cultural
Home 
resources

SES (home) Learner Continuous Economic

Student age Age Learner Continuous Cultural
School and 
classroom 
context

School 
composition 
(SES)

Fee-paying School Dichotomy Economic

Instructional 
time

Loss of instructional 
time due to extra 
murals and meetings

Teacher Dichotomy Social

Principal 
leadership

Support provided to 
teachers

Teacher Dichotomy Social

Conflict management Teacher Dichotomy Social
School climate School emphasis on 

academic success
School Continuous Social

Orderly schools Teacher Continuous Cultural
Discipline School Continuous Social
Safe schools (low to no 
incidences of bullying)

Learner Dichotomy Social

Teacher job satisfaction Teacher Dichotomy Cultural
School 
resources

Access to CAPS docs Teacher Dichotomy Economic

School conditions and 
resources

Teacher Continuous Economic

Instruction affected by 
shortage of resources

School Continuous Economic

Textbook access Teacher Dichotomy Economic
Teaching 
practices

Classroom teaching 
practices

Teacher Continuous Social

Confidence in teaching Teacher Dichotomy Social
Teacher-to-teacher 
collaboration

Teacher Continuous Social
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