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Abstract - What a student achieves at school depends on a
good deal that happens outside the lesson itself: the income
and expectations of the household, how teachers regard the
student, who the student’s friends are, and what the
neighbourhood offers. Scholars in sociology, psychology and
education have each examined parts of this picture, but their
results are seldom set next to one another. This article offers a
narrative review of influential theories and meta-analyses
drawn from these fields, among them ecological systems
theory, social and cultural capital, social learning, self-
determination theory and work on student engagement. A
thematic synthesis sorted the material into four domains:
family background and involvement, school and teacher
relationships, peers and community, and engagement and
belonging. Family status emerges as a steady predictor of
achievement, yet the studies show that outcomes also depend
on how families and schools use what they have.
Conversations at home about the purpose of schooling are
linked to achievement more closely than homework
supervision is. Teacher expectations and a feeling of
belonging shape how hard students try and whether they
persist, although several celebrated findings, stereotype threat
among them, have fared unevenly when repeated. The article
closes by proposing a framework in which engagement and
belonging carry the effect of social context to student
outcomes. No participant data were gathered, the selection of
sources is purposive, and most of the evidence originates in
North America and Western Europe, so the framework awaits
testing in the field.
Key Words: Social Research, Educational Research,
Academic Achievement, Socioeconomic Status, Parental
Involvement, Student Engagement, Social Capital.
1. INTRODUCTION

Classrooms are places of teaching, but they are also places
where families, friendships and social expectations meet. A
child arrives with a household’s hopes and constraints, some
belief about whether school is worth the effort, and peers who
may reinforce or undercut that belief. Sociologists have tended
to ask whether schools narrow or widen social gaps. Education
researchers have tended to ask which teaching methods work.
Both questions concern the same students, yet the answers are
published in separate journals and seldom meet.

One early attempt at bridging the two was
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model [1], which pictures a child
inside a series of mnested settings (home, school,

neighbourhood, society) that shape one another. Bourdieu [2]
and Coleman [3] pushed the argument further by claiming that
households hold unequal stocks of cultural and social resources
and that schools reward some of these stocks over others.

The empirical record has grown considerably. There are
meta-analyses on family socioeconomic status [4] and on
parental involvement [5], [6], a much-cited review that defined
student engagement [7], and Hattie’s [8] ranking of influences
on achievement built from over 800 meta-analyses. Using all
of this is harder than it sounds. Each literature has its own
terms and its own measures of success, and few studies show
what happens to one factor when the others are present as well.

The present paper addresses that gap. It selects
foundational theories and meta-analytic work, sorts them into
four domains, and sketches a framework that shows how those
domains relate. Because the evidence is drawn mostly from
North America and Western Europe, this limitation is flagged
wherever it affects the reading of the results. The paper
involved no collection of data from people.

1.1 Problem Statement

Findings about social influences on schooling are dispersed
across disciplines, and most studies look at a single factor in
isolation. Researchers and school leaders therefore have no
compact picture of how family, school, peer and community
factors operate together, or of which ones schools can
realistically change.

1.2 Objectives
e To outline the main theories that explain how social
settings affect learning.
e To examine meta-analytic and large-scale findings on
family, school, peer and community influences.
e To sort these findings into themes that suit both social and
educational research.
e To mark which findings are firm, which are disputed, and
which rest on little evidence.
e To propose a framework connecting these themes to
student outcomes.
e To point out directions for future studies and for practice in
schools.
1.3 Contributions
A comparison of five influential theoretical perspectives
in one table (Table 1).
A thematic synthesis organised in four domains.
A framework (Fig. 1) that places engagement and

belonging between social context and outcomes.

A brief account of research gaps, notably the shortage of
evidence outside Western settings.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW Table 1: Selected Theoretical Perspectives in Social and
The starting point of most theory here is that learning is a Educational Research
social act. For Vygotsky [9], mental abilities appear first in Perspective Main idea Limitation
exchanges b?twee? people and are internalised afterwards; a Ecological systems | Child development Very broad; hard to test
learner working with a more capable partner can reach beyond [ unfolds in nested settings | as a whole.
what he or she manages alone. Bandura [10] added that people that affect each other.
pick up behaviour by observing others and by seeing the Social and cultural | Family resources and Capital is measured
consequences that follow. In both accounts, parents, teachers capital [2], [3] networks influence inconsistently.
and classmates take part in learning rather than merely schooling.
surrounding it. Sociocultural and | People learn through Pays little attention to
Another set of theories looks at resources. Bourdieu [2] social leaming [9], | interaction and structural inequality.
. . . [10] observation.
separated economic, cultural and social capital and argued that — - i i
Self-determination | Choice, competence and | Relies chiefly on

schools favour the manners and knowledge of families already
rich in cultural capital. Coleman [3] concentrated on social
capital, the trust, shared norms and relationships inside a
family and its community, and tied it to the chance that a
student completes school. Wenger [11] contributed the idea
that belonging and identity develop through joint participation
in activity, a notion later carried into classrooms and university
settings.

Research on socioeconomic status is plentiful. Sirin [4]
examined work from the 1990s and found that higher family
status went with higher achievement, though the size of the
link shifted with the measures used, the student’s school level
and ethnic group. Reardon [12] documented that the
achievement gap between wealthier and poorer households had
widened across recent decades, so the association is not fading.

Findings on parental involvement are more varied. Jeynes
[5] reported a positive link with the results of urban secondary
students. Hill and Tyson [6] studied middle schools and found
that the strongest association came from academic
socialization, meaning conversation with children about why
education matters and what they might do next. Homework
help and close monitoring were tied to achievement weakly or
unevenly. Epstein [13] saw involvement as a joint effort
among schools, families and communities and listed several
kinds of activity through which it takes shape.

Within the school, expectations and relationships carry
weight. Rosenthal and Jacobson [14] claimed that what
teachers expect of pupils can alter how pupils perform; the
study was criticised on method and the real size of the effect is
still argued over. Steele and Aronson [15] suggested that
knowing a negative stereotype about one’s group can lower
test performance. The idea has had wide influence, but repeat
studies have given mixed outcomes. Ladson-Billings [16] set
out culturally relevant pedagogy, in which teachers aim at
academic success, cultural competence and critical awareness
together. Wentzel [17] observed that the support students
perceived from parents, teachers and peers each related to
motivation, each in its own way.

Engagement ties several of these strands together.
Fredricks and colleagues [7] divided it into behavioural,
emotional and cognitive components and held that classroom
conditions and relationships can influence all three. Ryan and
Deci [18] argued that motivation lasts when students feel they
have choice, feel capable and feel connected to others. For
universities, Tinto [19] explained why students leave by
pointing to weak academic and social integration. Read
together, these studies imply that social conditions reach
outcomes mainly through how students feel about being at
school.

Two weaknesses in the literature prompted this review.
Most studies take up one domain at a time, so how domains
interact is rarely examined. And the evidence comes from a
small number of countries, so there is little reason to assume
the same patterns apply elsewhere.

[18] connection keep individual-level data.
motivation alive.
Student integration | Academic and social fit Built for higher
[19] lowers dropout. education.
3. METHODOLOGY

3.1 Review Design

The study is a narrative review with a thematic synthesis.
This design suits the aim of linking work from sociology,
psychology and education, whose methods and outcome
measures differ too much for effects to be pooled statistically.
The approach follows Snyder’s [20] guidance on using
literature reviews as research. It does not claim to cover the
field exhaustively.
3.2 Source Selection

Sources are located by searching Google Scholar and ERIC
for terms such as socioeconomic status, parental involvement,
teacher expectations, peer influence, school belonging and
academic achievement, and by checking the reference lists of
the reviews found. A source is kept if it originated or
substantially extended a theory used in social and educational
research, or if it is a meta-analysis or large synthesis of student
outcomes. It also has to appear in a peer-reviewed journal or
with an academic press and deal with at least one family,
school, peer or community factor. Single empirical studies are
kept only when they are the usual source of a concept, as with
the studies on teacher expectations and stereotype threat.
Opinion pieces and policy briefs without a stated method are
left out.
3.3 Analytical Framework

Each chosen source was read in full and coded for the
factor examined, the outcome measured, the population and the
direction of the reported relationship. The codes were gathered
into themes following the six phases of thematic analysis set
out by Braun and Clarke [21]: familiarisation, coding,
searching for themes, reviewing them, defining them, and
writing up. Four themes came out of this. Three describe where
influence starts: the family, the school, and peers and
community. The fourth, engagement and belonging, describes
how influence reaches the student, and it serves as the
mediating domain in Fig. 1.
3.4 Appraisal Criteria

Every source was weighed on four points: whether it is
foundational or widely cited, whether its design supports more
than a description (a meta-analysis, for instance, rather than
one sample), where the evidence was collected, and whether
later work has supported or questioned its main claim.
Questioned findings are reported with that caveat. No
numerical quality score was calculated, so the review is best
read as a reasoned interpretation and not as a formal systematic
appraisal.
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3.5 Scope of the Review

The review addresses school-age and young adult learners
and treats achievement, persistence and engagement as
outcomes. Technology-mediated learning, early childhood
education and particular curriculum reforms are left out
because each has a literature of its own. All sources are in
English, which adds to the geographic concentration
mentioned earlier.

Wider social context
(economy, policy, culture)

;- »
v v +
haf}i‘:‘;gﬁnd School and Peer and
v ';1'1(1 teacher community
involvement relationships influence
> 7

e

~ ~

Student engagement
and sense of belonging

:

Educational outcomes
achievement, persistence,
well-being

Fig. 1: Conceptual framework linking social context, four
domains and educational outcomes
4. RESULTS

Four themes emerged from the synthesis. Table 2 gives
each with its main finding and supporting sources, and the
paragraphs after it take them one at a time.
Table 2: Themes, main findings and supporting sources

Theme Main finding | Sources
Higher family status goes with higher
Family background | achievement; involvement that [4], [12], [6],
and involvement conveys expectations matters more [5]
than homework help.
School and teacher | Teacher expectations and culturally [14], [16],
relationships responsive teaching affect effort; [15]
some classic results are disputed.
Peer and Peer support and community ties are
community related to motivation and staying in [171, [3]
influence school.
Engagement and Behavioural, emotional and cognitive | [7], [18],
belonging engagement carry social conditions [19]
through to outcomes.
Family  background and involvement.  Family

socioeconomic status is among the most dependable correlates
of achievement in the sources [4], and the income-based gap
has grown instead of shrinking [12]. Yet it is not destiny.
Families with comparable means behave differently, and the
kind of involvement counts. Discussing why schooling matters
and what comes after it showed a closer link to achievement
than checking or assisting with homework [6]. The positive
results for urban secondary students [5] suggest that
involvement can pay off even where resources are scarce.
School and teacher relationships. The sources agree that
teachers’ expectations and relationships with students
influence effort, but they differ on how confidently this can be
stated. The expectation effect of Rosenthal and Jacobson [14]

was highly influential, though its magnitude is contested, and
the same care applies to stereotype threat [15]. The case for
building on students’ cultural backgrounds [16] rests mainly on
qualitative classroom studies, which offer depth but no
estimate of effect size.

Peer and community influence. Support from different
people seems to do different jobs. In Wentzel’s work [17],
perceived support from parents, teachers and peers was each
tied to motivation, but in different ways, which cautions
against treating social support as one variable. Coleman [3]
suggested that close ties among families, and between families
and schools, help keep students enrolled. Peer and community
effects had the thinnest support in the reviewed material, with
few meta-analyses to draw on.

Engagement and belonging. In the sources, engagement is
where the other three domains reach the student. Classroom
conditions can alter behavioural, emotional and cognitive
engagement alike [7]. Self-determination theory names
autonomy, competence and relatedness as what sustains
motivation [18], and Tinto’s model [19] traces withdrawal
from university to poor academic and social integration. Hattie
[8] supplies a yardstick, an effect size of 0.40, which he treats
as the hinge point for deciding which influences deserve
attention.

Fig. 1 follows from these findings. Wider social context
lies behind the three starting domains. Family, school, and peer
and community factors each work on engagement and
belonging, and engagement is in turn related to achievement,
persistence and well-being. This is a proposal to be tested, not
a result, since the reviewed sources did not examine the full
pathway within one model.

5. DISCUSSION

Across the four themes, social background appears to set
conditions without fixing the outcome. The steady link
between family status and achievement [4], [12] is a pattern,
but the involvement studies [6] show families responding to
their circumstances in different ways. That matters for schools:
talk about education at home can be encouraged, while a
household’s income cannot be altered by a school.

A second point is the reliability of the evidence. Several
famous claims here, among them teacher expectation effects
and stereotype threat, rest on studies that were later questioned.
The underlying ideas may still hold, but researchers and school
leaders should not treat them as settled and should look for
evidence from their own setting.

Third, engagement and belonging serve as a useful bridge.
They can be measured by questionnaire, seen in classrooms
and shaped by teaching practice, and they feature in the work
of Ryan and Deci [18], Tinto [19] and Wenger [11]. A study
measuring engagement along with two or more of the starting
domains would put the framework to a direct test.

Some practical suggestions follow. Schools might
encourage families to discuss educational goals with their
children, using brief, regular contact rather than occasional
formal meetings, which fits Epstein’s [13] partnership model.
Teacher training could give greater weight to building
relationships and to culturally responsive methods [16]. Peer
mentoring and community partnerships look promising, yet the
reviewed literature offers little evidence on them, so they
should be evaluated when introduced.

The review has limitations. Sources were chosen
purposively, and another reviewer might have chosen
otherwise. Most evidence comes from North America and
Western Europe and may not carry over to other education
systems. Almost all of it is correlational, so the arrows in the
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framework show proposed influence rather than demonstrated
cause.
6. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK
6.1 Conclusion

This paper reviewed selected theory and meta-analytic
evidence on the social side of education and arranged it in four
domains: family background and involvement, school and
teacher relationships, peers and community, and engagement
and belonging. Family status relates steadily to achievement,
but what families and schools do within those conditions also
counts. Teacher expectations and culturally responsive practice
affect student effort, even though some classic results remain
in dispute. Engagement and belonging give the clearest route
from social conditions to outcomes. The proposed framework
is a starting point for studies that look at several domains
together.
6.2 Future Work

Later studies could test the framework on survey or
administrative data from several countries, using multilevel
models that nest students in classrooms and schools.
Longitudinal designs would show whether engagement really
carries the effect of social context. More work is needed on
peer and community influence, on settings beyond North
America and Western Europe, and on how digital platforms
alter student relationships. A systematic review with a
registered protocol could complement this narrative synthesis.
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