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Abstract

Rural schools often operate within complex educational fields shaped by material, struc-
tural, and institutional constraints that influence teaching and learning opportunities.
Although previous research has extensively documented resource limitations in rural edu-
cation, deficit-oriented perspectives may overlook locally embedded resources that support
school improvement. Drawing on Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus, and field, this
systematic review synthesizes evidence from 44 studies published between 2000 and 2025
to examine how rural schools mobilize social, cultural, and economic forms of capital to
transform educational practice. Using PRISMA 2020-guided procedures, the included stud-
ies were analyzed through thematic synthesis informed by a Bourdieuan theoretical lens.
Findings indicate that rural schools possess diverse yet often underrecognized forms of
capital embedded in community relationships, local knowledge, teacher expertise, alumni
networks, and context-specific practices. However, the educational value of these resources
depends on institutional conditions that enable their recognition, mobilization, and con-
version within rural schooling fields. Based on these findings, the review proposes the
Transformative Rural School Habitus Model (TRSHM), which conceptualizes how interac-
tions among different forms of capital, conversion mechanisms, and institutional practices
contribute to habitus transformation. The model provides a theoretically grounded frame-
work for understanding rural school improvement as a relational process involving both
resource mobilization and changes in the conditions through which resources become
valued and utilized.

Keywords: Bourdieuan theory; cultural capital; rural education; school habitus; school
improvement; social capital; teaching and learning

1. Introduction
Rural schools occupy diverse educational, geographical, socioeconomic, and cultural

contexts, making rurality a complex and contested concept in educational research. Tradi-
tional definitions have often conceptualized rural schools through spatial characteristics
such as geographical remoteness, low population density, distance from urban centers, and
limited access to infrastructure and services (Roberts & Green, 2013). However, contempo-
rary rural education scholarship increasingly challenges purely geographical interpretations
and conceptualizes rurality as a relational and socially constructed phenomenon shaped by
interactions among place, history, socioeconomic conditions, institutional arrangements,

Educ. Sci. 2026, 16, 1168 https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16071168

https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=10.3390/educsci16071168&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-07-22
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6228-3892
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2928-0267
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16071168


Educ. Sci. 2026, 16, 1168 2 of 22

cultural practices, and community relationships (Corbett, 2016; Cuervo, 2016; Green &
Corbett, 2013). From this perspective, rural schools cannot be understood as a homoge-
neous category because rural educational experiences differ across national and regional
contexts depending on how local conditions interact with broader political, economic, and
educational fields (Bæck, 2016). Therefore, examining rural schooling requires attention
not only to location but also to the social relations, resources, and institutional structures
that shape educational opportunities.

Despite this diversity, many rural schools operate within educational fields character-
ized by structural constraints that influence teaching and learning opportunities. Research
across different contexts has documented challenges related to inadequate infrastructure,
limited instructional resources, teacher shortages, geographical isolation, and constrained
institutional support (Adedeji & Olaniyan, 2011; Mtsi & Maphosa, 2016; Nkambule & Muk-
eredzi, 2017). These conditions influence the resources available to schools and contribute
to persistent inequalities in educational opportunities.

However, focusing exclusively on material shortages risks reproducing deficit narra-
tives that define rural schools primarily by what they lack. Such perspectives may overlook
locally embedded resources, including community relationships, cultural knowledge,
teacher expertise, local practices, and networks that can support educational improvement.
Therefore, understanding rural schooling requires moving beyond deficit explanations to-
ward examining how available resources can be recognized, mobilized, and converted into
educational advantage. This shift from deficit-based to asset-oriented perspectives is con-
sistent with broader developments in rural education scholarship. Historical analyses have
shown that rural education research has frequently portrayed rural schools as educational
problems defined by scarcity, isolation, and disadvantage, while giving comparatively less
attention to the strengths, resources, and capacities embedded within rural communities
(Biddle & Azano, 2016). Recognizing these locally situated assets provides an important
foundation for understanding how rural schools can mobilize different forms of capital to
support teaching and learning.

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital, habitus, and field provides a useful relational
framework for examining these processes. From a Bourdieuan perspective, educational
practices and outcomes are shaped not only by the possession of resources but also by how
different forms of capital are valued, legitimized, and converted within particular social
fields (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Schools may possess various forms of
social, cultural, and economic capital, yet these resources influence educational outcomes
only when they are recognized as valuable within the educational field.

Previous research has extensively documented the structural inequalities affecting
rural schools, including limited access to educational resources and unequal institutional
opportunities (Molaudzi & Adeyemo, 2022; Phaswana, 2018; Stephen & Nkosi, 2025).
However, less attention has been given to synthesizing how rural schools identify, mobilize,
and transform locally available forms of capital into improved teaching and learning
practices. This gap is particularly important because resources embedded within rural
communities may remain invisible or undervalued when viewed through conventional
measures of educational advantage.

Accordingly, this systematic review synthesizes empirical research examining how
locally embedded forms of social, cultural, and economic capital are mobilized within
rural schooling contexts and how these processes influence institutional practices and
educational outcomes. Guided by Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus, and field, the
review addresses the following research question:
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How can locally embedded forms of social, cultural, and economic capital be mobilized
and converted to transform institutional habitus and improve teaching and learning in
rural schools?

Conceptual Framework

This study is guided by Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital, habitus, and field, which
provides a relational framework for understanding how educational processes are influ-
enced by the distribution, recognition, and conversion of resources within structured social
contexts (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). From a Bourdieuan perspective,
educational outcomes cannot be explained solely by material resources; rather, they must
be understood in terms of how different forms of capital function within institutional
environments, and how these resources are legitimized, mobilized, and transformed into
educational advantages.

Bourdieu conceptualizes capital as accumulated resources that provide individuals or
groups with advantages within particular social fields (Bourdieu, 1986). Economic capital
refers to material and financial resources that can be directly converted into monetary
value, including funding, infrastructure, and physical resources that influence educational
opportunities. Cultural capital refers to valued knowledge, competencies, dispositions,
practices, and symbolic resources that exist in embodied, objectified, and institutionalized
forms. Within schooling contexts, cultural capital shapes whose knowledge, practices, and
ways of participating are recognized as legitimate.

The concept of social capital has been interpreted differently across sociological and
educational research traditions, requiring clarification of its theoretical use in this review.
As noted by Portes (1998), social capital remains a contested concept because different
theoretical traditions emphasize different mechanisms through which social relationships
generate benefits. Coleman (1988) conceptualizes social capital as a resource embedded
within social structures that facilitates individual and collective action, while Putnam
(1995) emphasizes trust, norms, cooperation, and civic participation within communities
(Claridge, 2004; Portes, 1998). In contrast, Bourdieu conceptualizes social capital relationally
as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources” linked to durable networks of
mutual recognition (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248). Therefore, this review adopts a specifically
Bourdieuan interpretation of social capital. From this perspective, social relationships
do not automatically constitute social capital; rather, networks become capital when they
provide access to resources, opportunities, influence, or symbolic recognition within a
particular field. Consequently, community relationships, parental involvement, alumni
networks, and external partnerships are examined not simply as expressions of cooperation
or community participation but as resources whose educational value depends on their
recognition, mobilization, and convertibility within rural educational fields.

Habitus refers to structured systems of dispositions that shape perception, practice,
and expectations (Bourdieu, 1990). Within schooling, institutional habitus comprises the
shared norms, orientations, and practices that organize teaching and learning. These dis-
positions are historically formed through accumulated experience yet remain responsive
to changing structural and material conditions. As patterns of resource access and institu-
tional practice shift, habitus may gradually be reconfigured, altering how educational actors
perceive possibilities and organize practice (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990).

Capital and habitus acquire meaning within what Bourdieu describes as a field: a
structured social space characterized by particular rules, power relations, forms of recogni-
tion, and struggles over legitimacy (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Fields
determine not only the distribution of resources but also which forms of capital are valued,
legitimized, and convertible into advantage (Grenfell, 2014; Thomson, 2016). Therefore, pos-
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sessing social, cultural, or economic resources does not automatically result in educational
advantage; these resources must be recognized as valuable within the educational field.

In rural schooling contexts, the educational field includes policy environments, cur-
riculum structures, governance systems, accountability mechanisms, and broader socioe-
conomic relations that shape how schools operate. Locally embedded resources, such as
community knowledge, social networks, agricultural practices, and teacher expertise, may
exist within rural communities but remain undervalued when they do not correspond
to dominant forms of recognized capital. This explains why resources available in rural
communities do not automatically translate into improved educational outcomes. Trans-
formation of rural school habitus, therefore, requires changes not only in the availability
of capital but also in the field conditions through which different forms of capital are
legitimized, mobilized, and converted into improved teaching and learning practices (Reay,
2004, 2018).

Educational change depends not only on resource availability but also on the pro-
cesses of capital mobilization, recognition, and conversion within institutional settings
(Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). When locally embedded forms of capital
are legitimized and strategically used, they can reshape institutional habitus and foster
new patterns of teaching and learning. Conversely, if recognition structures are restrictive,
available resources may be underutilized or symbolically marginalized. This relational
understanding of capital, habitus, and field provides the theoretical basis for examining
how rural schools mobilize and convert locally embedded forms of capital in resource-
constrained environments. It also informs the development of the Transformative Rural
School Habitus Model (TRSHM), presented in the findings section of this paper, which
conceptualizes how capital mobilization, institutional mediation, and recognition processes
interact to reshape educational practice and outcomes.

2. Materials and Methods
This study employed a systematic literature review design, guided by the PRISMA

2020 principles, to synthesize empirical research on improving teaching and learning in
rural schools through a Bourdieuan lens. Although this systematic review was not formally
preregistered with PROSPERO or other review registries, a review protocol was established
prior to data extraction and synthesis to enhance transparency and methodological con-
sistency. The protocol specified the review question, databases, search strategy, inclusion
and exclusion criteria, screening procedures, quality appraisal approach, and synthesis
methods. These procedures were followed consistently throughout the review process to
strengthen reliability and replicability.

2.1. Search Strategy

A comprehensive literature search was conducted across four databases: EBSCOhost,
ERIC, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar. These databases were selected to provide broad
interdisciplinary coverage of scholarship related to rural education, educational sociology,
psychology, and school improvement. ERIC and EBSCOhost were included because of
their extensive indexing of educational research. PsycINFO was selected to capture studies
addressing psychological, social, and relational dimensions of schooling, while Google
Scholar was used as a supplementary source to identify relevant peer-reviewed studies
across disciplinary boundaries.

The search strategy combined terms related to rural schooling, educational improve-
ment, and Bourdieuan theoretical constructs. The following Boolean search string was
used, with minor adaptations according to database requirements: (“rural school*” OR
“rural education” OR “improving rural education”) AND (“teaching and learning” OR
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“school improvement” OR “educational improvement”) AND (“Bourdieu” OR “capital”
OR “social capital” OR “cultural capital” OR “economic capital” OR “habitus” OR “field”).

Searches were limited to peer-reviewed journal articles published in English between
2000 and 2025. This period was selected to capture contemporary developments in rural
education research and the increasing application of Bourdieuan theoretical perspectives in
educational studies. The search results from all databases were exported, combined, and
screened systematically following PRISMA 2020 procedures.

2.2. Selection and Screening

The study selection process followed PRISMA 2020 guidelines. After the database
search was completed, duplicate records were removed, and the remaining studies un-
derwent a staged screening process. The first stage involved screening article titles and
abstracts to assess their relevance to rural schooling, teaching, and learning, as well as
to the review’s theoretical focus. Articles that appeared relevant proceeded to full-text
eligibility assessment.

Studies were included if they (a) focused on rural primary or secondary schools,
(b) examined teaching and learning processes, school improvement, or educational prac-
tices, and (c) provided empirical evidence or theoretically informed analysis of social,
cultural, or economic resources relevant to schooling contexts. Both qualitative and quan-
titative studies were considered eligible because the purpose of the review was not to
compare methodological outcomes but to synthesize how different forms of capital were
mobilized within rural educational fields.

During full-text eligibility assessment, articles were excluded if they did not address
rural primary or secondary schooling, did not engage with capital, habitus, resource
mobilization, or institutional processes, were not peer-reviewed, or were outside the scope
of the review. Studies were also excluded when they lacked sufficient analytical depth. In
this review, sufficient analytical depth was defined as studies that went beyond identifying
rural educational challenges and provided analysis of relationships, practices, resources,
institutional conditions, or mechanisms that influence teaching and learning.

Two researchers independently conducted the title/abstract screening and full-text
eligibility assessment. Differences in inclusion decisions were discussed and resolved
through consensus before finalizing the studies included in the synthesis. The study
selection process is summarized in the PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1).

The database search yielded 1248 records across the four databases. After removing
268 duplicate records, 980 articles proceeded to the title and abstract screening stage.
During this stage, 842 articles were excluded because they did not meet the review focus
or inclusion criteria. The remaining 138 articles underwent full-text eligibility assessment,
resulting in the exclusion of 94 articles that did not satisfy the eligibility requirements.
Following this process, 44 studies met all inclusion criteria and were retained for quality
appraisal and final thematic synthesis.

2.3. Quality Appraisal

Following completion of the full-text eligibility assessment, the studies retained for
synthesis underwent structured quality appraisal using adapted criteria from the Critical
Appraisal Skills Program (CASP) framework (CASP, 2018). The CASP framework evaluates
research quality across three broad domains: methodological rigor (including clarity of
research aims, appropriateness of study design, sampling, data collection, and analysis),
credibility and transparency of findings (including interpretation of evidence, researcher
reflexivity, and support for conclusions), and relevance and transferability (including
contextual clarity and applicability of findings beyond the immediate study setting).
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Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram of Study Selection.

Consistent with recommendations that appraisal tools may be adapted to align with
the aims and contexts of systematic reviews (Long et al., 2020), the CASP criteria were
refined to reflect this review’s focus on rural schooling. Attention was given to method-
ological quality, clarity of rural context, consideration of socioeconomic and institutional
conditions, and relevance to understanding capital mobilization within educational set-
tings. This appraisal process strengthened the credibility of the synthesis by ensuring that
conclusions were informed by studies with sufficient methodological transparency and
contextual relevance.

2.4. Data Extraction and Synthesis

A structured data extraction process was conducted to ensure systematic and con-
sistent analysis across the included studies. A data extraction framework was developed
to capture key characteristics of each study, including authorship, publication year, geo-
graphical context, study design, participant characteristics, educational level, and the forms
of capital or resource mobilization examined. Information was also extracted regarding
how studies conceptualized and applied Bourdieu’s constructs of capital, habitus, and field
within rural schooling contexts.
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Data extraction was conducted independently by the researchers, and the extracted
information was compared to ensure consistency and accuracy. Differences in interpretation
were discussed and resolved through consensus before proceeding to thematic analysis.

The extracted data were analyzed using thematic synthesis. The process followed
established approaches to qualitative evidence synthesis, involving initial coding, develop-
ment of descriptive categories, and generation of analytical themes. Bourdieu’s concepts of
economic, social, and cultural capital served as sensitizing theoretical constructs during ini-
tial coding, while allowing additional patterns related to capital mobilization, recognition,
conversion, and institutional transformation to emerge inductively from the data.

During the first coding stage, researchers independently reviewed and coded the
extracted data to identify recurring ideas related to resources, relationships, institutional
practices, constraints, and transformation processes. Codes were then compared and
refined through discussion to establish shared interpretations. Rather than calculating
statistical intercoder reliability, which is more commonly associated with positivist content
analysis, coding credibility was enhanced through researcher triangulation, consensus
discussions, and the maintenance of an audit trail of coding decisions.

In the second stage, related codes were grouped into broader descriptive categories
representing forms of capital and the conditions influencing their mobilization within rural
schools. Finally, these categories were synthesized into higher-order analytical themes
explaining how different forms of capital interact with field conditions to influence institu-
tional habitus and educational practices. This interpretive synthesis informed the develop-
ment of the Transformative Rural School Habitus Model (TRSHM), which represents the
relationships among capital mobilization, conversion mechanisms, field conditions, habitus
transformation, and educational outcomes.

3. Results
3.1. Characteristics of Included Studies

The first stage of analysis involved mapping the descriptive characteristics of the
44 studies included in the systematic review. This mapping provided an overview of the
geographical distribution, methodological approaches, participant groups, educational
contexts, and forms of capital examined across the reviewed literature (Table A1). The
purpose of this descriptive analysis was to enhance transparency regarding the evidence
base that informed the synthesis and to clarify the scope and diversity of studies from
which the thematic findings were derived.

The reviewed studies represented diverse geographical contexts, reflecting the varied
ways in which rural schooling is shaped by socioeconomic, cultural, historical, and policy
conditions. Most studies were conducted in African contexts, particularly South Africa and
other sub-Saharan countries, although studies from other regions, including Asia, Europe,
and North America, were also represented (Table A1). This geographical diversity supports
a relational understanding of rurality by recognizing that rural schooling experiences differ
across educational fields rather than representing a single universal condition.

The included studies employed qualitative, quantitative, mixed-methods, and review-
based designs, with qualitative approaches being most common (Table A1). This pattern
reflects the review’s focus on understanding processes through which resources, relation-
ships, cultural practices, and institutional conditions influence rural teaching and learning.
Participants across the reviewed studies included teachers, learners, school leaders, parents,
community members, and other educational stakeholders. The studies examined economic,
social, and cultural forms of capital, with many highlighting interactions among these
forms rather than treating them as isolated resources.
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Taken together, the descriptive mapping of the 44 included studies shows that the
reviewed corpus was geographically, methodologically, and conceptually diverse. This
diversity was important because it allowed the synthesis to examine rural schooling not
as a single, uniform condition but as a set of context-specific educational fields in which
resources are distributed, recognized, and mobilized differently. Building on this descrip-
tive overview, the next section presents the thematic synthesis of how economic, social,
and cultural forms of capital were represented across the reviewed studies and how these
forms of capital shaped possibilities for transforming rural school habitus.

3.2. Thematic Findings

The thematic synthesis of the 44 included studies identified three interconnected
themes explaining how rural schools experience, mobilize, and transform resources within
their educational fields: (1) economic capital and material resource mobilization, (2) social
capital through relational networks and partnerships, and (3) cultural capital embedded
in knowledge, practices, and pedagogical resources. Although these themes correspond
to Bourdieu’s forms of capital, the synthesis revealed that school improvement depends
less on the existence of individual resources and more on the conditions that enable their
recognition and conversion into institutional advantage.

3.2.1. Economic Capital and Material Resource Mobilization

Across the included studies, economic capital was primarily discussed in relation
to material resources, infrastructure, funding constraints, and locally generated income
opportunities. Although these issues were represented across diverse rural contexts, com-
paratively fewer studies examined school-based income-generating initiatives, which there-
fore emerged as illustrative rather than dominant findings within the review. Studies
from African rural contexts consistently reported that limited economic capital mani-
fested through inadequate infrastructure, shortages of teaching and learning materials,
limited digital resources, and difficulties attracting and retaining qualified teachers (Ad-
edeji & Olaniyan, 2011; Du Plessis & Mestry, 2019; John, 2019; Molaudzi & Adeyemo, 2022;
Phaswana, 2018; Shikalepo, 2020). These findings indicate that material constraints are
not isolated problems but structural features of the educational field that influence what
schools can realistically achieve.

However, the reviewed literature also challenged purely deficit-oriented interpreta-
tions of rural schooling. Several studies highlighted that rural schools and communities
possess resources that can be mobilized when appropriate institutional mechanisms are
in place. For example, locally available resources, community contributions, agricultural
initiatives, and entrepreneurial activities represent potential strategies for schools to sup-
plement limited formal funding (Uleanya, 2023). From a Bourdieuan perspective, these
findings suggest that transformation depends not only on the availability of economic
resources but also on schools’ capacity to recognize and convert available resources into
institutional advantage.

Although only a small number of the reviewed studies explicitly examined agricultural
initiatives as income-generating strategies, these studies illustrate how locally available
productive resources can be converted into economic capital within rural school contexts.
Practical activities such as crop cultivation, poultry and livestock rearing, fish farming,
and beekeeping provide opportunities for schools to connect learning with productive
community practices. When strategically organized, such initiatives can generate resources
that support school operations while simultaneously strengthening learners’ practical
skills. This reflects a process of capital conversion in which locally embedded knowledge
and practices are transformed into economic resources that enhance institutional capacity.

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16071168

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16071168


Educ. Sci. 2026, 16, 1168 9 of 22

The reviewed studies, therefore, show that, alongside formal resource provision, locally
generated initiatives represent an important dimension of how some rural schools respond
to material constraints.

3.2.2. Social Capital Through Relational Networks and Partnerships

Across the reviewed studies, social capital emerged as one of the most consistently
represented forms of capital shaping rural schooling. The evidence highlighted school–
community relationships, parental involvement, alumni engagement, and external partner-
ships as important mechanisms through which rural schools accessed resources, expertise,
and institutional support beyond their immediate institutional boundaries. However, the
synthesis also demonstrated that relationships alone did not automatically improve teach-
ing and learning outcomes. Consistent with Bourdieu’s relational conception of social
capital, these networks became educationally valuable only when they provided access to
resources that were recognized, mobilized, and converted into institutional advantage.

Several studies highlighted alumni networks as important sources of social capital in
rural schooling contexts. Alumni associations provided schools with access to financial
resources, professional expertise, mentorship opportunities, infrastructure support, and
broader institutional connections (Geswindt, 2013; Obi, 2019; Obaka et al., 2024; Kyorimpa
et al., 2024; Wairimu & Lawrence, 2014). These findings demonstrate that former learners
represent more than supportive community members; they constitute networks through
which schools can access forms of capital that may otherwise be unavailable within resource-
constrained environments.

The reviewed studies also identified parental and community involvement as impor-
tant forms of social capital. Studies examining school–community relationships showed
that families and local stakeholders contributed to rural schooling through participation in
governance structures, provision of local knowledge, support for learning activities, and
mobilization of community resources (Manilal & Jairam, 2023; Munje & Mncube, 2018; Nd-
wandwe, 2023; Segoe & Bisschoff, 2019). However, these relationships yielded educational
benefits only when schools developed mechanisms to recognize, organize, and integrate
community contributions into institutional practices.

From a Bourdieuan perspective, these findings indicate that social networks con-
tributed to rural schooling by providing access to resources, expertise, and opportunities
that supported teaching and learning. The synthesis, therefore, highlights the importance
of examining not only the existence of relationships but also how these relationships were
mobilized within school contexts.

3.2.3. Cultural Capital Embedded in Knowledge, Practices, and Pedagogical Resources

The thematic synthesis revealed that cultural capital was the most broadly represented
form of capital across the reviewed studies and played a central role in shaping teaching and
learning opportunities within rural schools. The evidence consistently highlighted learners’
local knowledge, teacher expertise, culturally responsive pedagogies, place-based learning,
and community knowledge as valuable educational resources brought into educational
settings by teachers, learners, and communities. However, consistent with Bourdieu’s
relational understanding of capital, these resources did not automatically translate into
educational advantage; rather, their educational value depended on their recognition,
legitimization, and integration within the school field.

Several studies demonstrated that rural communities possess rich forms of knowledge
that can support meaningful learning when incorporated into classroom practices. Research
on funds of knowledge and place-based education showed that learners’ household expe-
riences, cultural practices, community histories, and everyday problem-solving activities
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could serve as valuable resources for curriculum development and instruction (Moll et al.,
1992; González et al., 2005; Avery, 2013; Azano & Stewart, 2015; Avery & Hains, 2017).
These findings challenge deficit interpretations of rural learners by demonstrating that
communities possess forms of cultural capital that may remain invisible when schooling
privileges only dominant forms of knowledge.

Teacher expertise also emerged as a significant form of cultural capital across the
reviewed studies. In resource-constrained rural contexts, teachers frequently relied on
professional knowledge, creativity, and adaptive pedagogical practices to respond to local
challenges. Studies examining teacher practices have highlighted improvisation, contextual
adaptation, and the ability to connect formal curriculum requirements with learners’ lived
experiences as important resources that support teaching and learning (Berk & Trieber, 2009;
Mæland & Espeland, 2017; Säfström & Rytzler, 2023). Within a Bourdieuan interpretation,
teacher knowledge represents institutionalized cultural capital that becomes transformative
when it enables schools to respond effectively to contextual realities.

The synthesis further indicated that cultural capital increasingly intersects with digital
and technological resources. Access to digital tools and educational technologies is more
than the possession of physical resources; it requires the skills, knowledge, and pedagogical
capacity to integrate technology meaningfully into teaching and learning (Wang et al.,
2019). Thus, digital transformation in rural schools involves both economic capital (the
availability of technology) and cultural capital (the capacity to use technology effectively).

Overall, the reviewed studies suggest that cultural capital contributed to rural school
improvement when locally embedded knowledge, teacher expertise, and pedagogical
resources were incorporated into teaching and learning practices. These findings highlight
the multiple ways in which knowledge-based resources were represented and utilized
across rural educational contexts.

The synthesis of economic, social, and cultural capital across the reviewed studies re-
vealed important relationships among material resources, social networks, local knowledge,
and institutional practices within rural schooling contexts. Building on these interconnected
findings, the following section presents the Transformative Rural School Habitus Model
(TRSHM), which was developed as an integrative representation of the patterns identified
across the reviewed studies.

3.3. Development of the Transformative Rural School Habitus Model (TRSHM)

The Transformative Rural School Habitus Model (TRSHM) (Figure 2) was developed
through an interpretive synthesis of recurring patterns identified across the 44 included
studies. The model integrates the three major themes generated from the review by illus-
trating relationships among economic, social, and cultural capital, the mechanisms through
which these forms of capital are mobilized and converted, and their influence on school
practices. Specifically, the economic capital component emerged from studies examining
material resources and income-generating initiatives; the social capital component was in-
formed by evidence on school–community partnerships, alumni engagement, and parental
involvement; while the cultural capital component was derived from studies highlighting
local knowledge, teacher expertise, culturally responsive pedagogies, and place-based
learning. Rather than presenting these forms of capital as independent resources, the
TRSHM conceptualizes them as interdependent and mutually reinforcing within rural
schooling contexts. Economic capital encompasses the financial and material resources that
support school functioning; social capital comprises networks and relationships involving
parents, communities, alumni, and external partners; and cultural capital includes the
knowledge, skills, local practices, and pedagogical resources available within rural educa-
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tional settings. Together, these forms of capital interact through institutional processes that
shape opportunities for transforming school practices.

Figure 2. Proposed Transformative Rural School Habitus Model (Authors’ own illustration).

Within the TRSHM, habitus transformation refers to changes in the collective practices,
expectations, and ways of operating that shape teaching and learning within rural schools.
The model summarizes the synthesis findings by illustrating how capital mobilization,
institutional processes, and changing school practices are connected. Figure 2 presents
these relationships by showing how different forms of capital interact through conversion
processes within rural educational fields.

As illustrated in Figure 2, the TRSHM summarizes relationships identified across the
reviewed studies by connecting forms of capital, conversion mechanisms, school habitus,
and educational outcomes. The model provides a visual representation of the synthesis
findings and serves as the basis for examining the enabling conditions and constraints that
affect capital mobilization in rural school contexts.

3.3.1. Enabling Conditions for Capital Conversion

The synthesis identified several enabling conditions that influenced the mobilization
of economic, social, and cultural forms of capital within rural school contexts. These condi-
tions represented institutional processes through which available resources, relationships,
and knowledge were organized and incorporated into school practices.

First, governance and organizational structures emerged as important mechanisms
influencing resource utilization. Across the reviewed studies, effective leadership, trans-
parent decision-making processes, and coordinated management practices supported the
transformation of available resources into school improvement initiatives. For example,
locally generated economic resources, including income-generating activities, were more
effectively integrated into school development when supported by planning, accountability
processes, and alignment with educational priorities (Uleanya, 2023; Shikalepo, 2020).

Second, the synthesis highlighted the importance of recognizing and integrating locally
situated knowledge within teaching and learning practices. Studies on rural education and
funds of knowledge have demonstrated that community experiences, cultural practices,
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and learners’ everyday knowledge can contribute to meaningful learning when connected
to formal educational processes (Moll et al., 1992; González et al., 2005; Avery & Hains,
2017). This recognition process represented an important pathway through which cultural
resources were incorporated into school practices.

Third, structured relationships with communities, alumni, and external stakeholders
were identified as mechanisms supporting the mobilization of social capital. The reviewed
studies showed that partnerships contributed to rural schooling through infrastructure
development, mentorship opportunities, resource mobilization, and access to external
expertise when participation was coordinated through established school–community
relationships (Obaka et al., 2024; Kyorimpa et al., 2024; Manilal & Jairam, 2023).

Finally, teacher professional capacity emerged as a key factor shaping how different
forms of capital were utilized in classroom contexts. Studies have indicated that teachers’
pedagogical knowledge, adaptability, and ability to connect curriculum requirements
with learners’ contexts influence how available resources are translated into teaching and
learning practices (Berk & Trieber, 2009; Mæland & Espeland, 2017; Säfström & Rytzler,
2023). Collectively, these enabling conditions informed the TRSHM by illustrating the
institutional processes associated with capital mobilization across rural schooling contexts.

3.3.2. Constraints Affecting Capital Mobilization

Although the reviewed studies identified multiple forms of capital in rural schooling
contexts, the synthesis also revealed several constraints that affected how these resources
were mobilized and utilized. These constraints demonstrate that the availability of eco-
nomic, social, or cultural capital alone does not guarantee improvements in teaching and
learning outcomes.

First, structural and institutional constraints influenced the extent to which schools
could effectively utilize available resources. Studies indicated that inadequate infras-
tructure, limited financial support, policy constraints, and unequal resource distribution
continued to affect rural schools’ capacity to convert available resources into sustainable
improvements (Adedeji & Olaniyan, 2011; Du Plessis & Mestry, 2019; Shikalepo, 2020).

Second, the mobilization of social capital was affected by differences in the strength
and sustainability of school–community relationships. While partnerships involving par-
ents, alumni, and community stakeholders provided important support mechanisms, the
reviewed studies showed that these relationships varied across contexts and required
organizational structures that enabled continued collaboration (Munje & Mncube, 2018;
Manilal & Jairam, 2023; Obaka et al., 2024).

Third, cultural resources were not always recognized or integrated into formal school-
ing practices. Studies focusing on local knowledge and community-based learning indi-
cated that valuable forms of knowledge may remain disconnected from classroom practices
when curricula and institutional expectations prioritize dominant forms of knowledge over
locally situated experiences (Moll et al., 1992; González et al., 2005; Avery & Hains, 2017).

Overall, the synthesis indicates that capital mobilization within rural schools is shaped
by contextual and institutional conditions that influence how resources, relationships, and
knowledge are utilized. These constraints are represented in the TRSHM as factors that
affect the movement from capital availability to changes in school practices and habitus.

4. Discussion
The findings of this systematic review demonstrate that improving teaching and

learning in rural schools cannot be understood solely through the presence or absence
of resources. Rather, the synthesis of the 44 reviewed studies indicates that educational
transformation depends on how different forms of capital are recognized, mobilized, and

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16071168

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16071168


Educ. Sci. 2026, 16, 1168 13 of 22

converted within specific educational fields. The Transformative Rural School Habitus
Model (TRSHM), developed from this synthesis, extends this understanding by illustrating
that rural school improvement involves dynamic interactions among economic resources,
social networks, cultural assets, institutional structures, and field conditions. This section
discusses the theoretical and practical implications of these findings, focusing on how a
Bourdieuan interpretation of capital, habitus, and field can contribute to a more relational
understanding of rural school transformation.

4.1. Moving Beyond Deficit Perspectives: Rural Schools as Sites of Capital Mobilization

A central contribution emerging from this review is the need to reconsider deficit-
oriented interpretations of rural schooling. Rural education research has increasingly
argued that rurality should not be understood only through geographical isolation or
disadvantage but as a relational condition shaped by social, cultural, economic, and institu-
tional contexts (Howley & Howley, 2014). Although rural schools continue to experience
challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, limited financial resources, teacher shortages,
and restricted access to learning materials (Adedeji & Olaniyan, 2011; Du Plessis & Mestry,
2019; Shikalepo, 2020), the findings of this review suggest that focusing exclusively on
scarcity provides an incomplete understanding of rural educational contexts.

Through a Bourdieuan lens, rural schools can be understood as educational fields
in which different forms of capital exist but are not always equally recognized or valued
(Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). The reviewed studies demonstrated that
rural communities possess various resources, including social networks, community knowl-
edge, local practices, teacher expertise, and contextual experiences that may contribute to
educational improvement (Avery, 2013; Azano & Stewart, 2015; Moll et al., 1992). However,
the transformative potential of these resources depends on whether they are legitimized
within schooling structures and converted into forms of capital that support teaching
and learning.

This interpretation extends previous discussions of rural school improvement by
shifting attention from resource availability alone to processes of resource recognition
and conversion. For example, community relationships and alumni networks become
valuable not simply because relationships exist, but because they create access to additional
resources, expertise, mentorship, and institutional support (Geswindt, 2013; Obi, 2019;
Wairimu & Lawrence, 2014). Similarly, local knowledge and cultural practices become
educationally meaningful when incorporated into curriculum and pedagogy rather than
remaining disconnected from formal schooling (González et al., 2005; Avery & Hains, 2017).

Therefore, addressing rural educational inequalities requires both strengthening access
to external resources and transforming the conditions under which existing resources are
recognized and mobilized. This perspective avoids romanticizing rural communities as
naturally resourceful while also challenging assumptions that improvement depends solely
on external intervention. Instead, rural transformation emerges from interactions between
available forms of capital, institutional practices, and broader field conditions that shape
what forms of knowledge, resources, and relationships become valued.

4.2. Capital Conversion and Field Conditions

The findings of this review highlight that the relationship between capital and rural
school improvement is not linear. The presence of economic, social, or cultural resources
does not automatically produce educational transformation. Instead, consistent with
Bourdieu’s relational theory, the value of capital depends on the field in which it operates
and the extent to which particular resources are recognized as legitimate and capable of
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producing advantage (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). This explains why
similar forms of capital may generate different outcomes across rural schooling contexts.

Across the reviewed studies, successful capital mobilization depended on institutional
conditions that enabled resources to be converted into meaningful educational practices.
For example, financial resources and infrastructure investments contributed to improve-
ment when accompanied by effective leadership, governance structures, and sustainable
resource management practices (Molaudzi & Adeyemo, 2022; Shikalepo, 2020). Similarly,
social relationships with parents, communities, and alumni became valuable when schools
developed mechanisms for transforming these relationships into concrete forms of support,
including funding, expertise, mentorship, and learning opportunities (Obi, 2019; Kyorimpa
et al., 2024; Manilal & Jairam, 2023).

The synthesis also showed that cultural resources require institutional recognition
before they can influence teaching and learning. Local knowledge, community practices,
and learners’ everyday experiences may remain undervalued if dominant educational
structures fail to recognize them as legitimate forms of knowledge. However, when incor-
porated into curriculum and pedagogical practices, these resources can expand learning
opportunities and strengthen connections between schools and communities (Moll et al.,
1992; González et al., 2005; Avery & Hains, 2017).

These findings suggest that rural school transformation involves a process of capital
conversion rather than simple resource accumulation. Economic, social, and cultural
resources must be mediated through school leadership, institutional practices, policy
environments, and community relationships before they can contribute to changes in school
habitus. Therefore, inequalities in rural education persist not only because some schools
lack resources but also because educational fields differ in their capacity to recognize,
legitimize, and transform available resources into sustainable educational advantage.

4.3. Contribution of the Transformative Rural School Habitus Model to Rural Education Research

The Transformative Rural School Habitus Model (TRSHM) developed in this review
contributes to rural education research by providing an integrative framework for un-
derstanding how different forms of capital interact within specific educational fields to
influence school transformation. While Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus, and field
have been widely applied to explain the reproduction of educational inequalities, the find-
ings of this review demonstrate their usefulness for examining processes through which
rural schools may recognize, mobilize, and convert available resources into educational
opportunities (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).

The TRSHM extends existing approaches to rural school improvement by shifting
attention from individual forms of capital to the relationships among capital mobilization,
conversion processes, and habitus transformation. The synthesis of the reviewed studies
suggests that economic resources, social networks, and cultural assets do not operate
independently but interact dynamically within rural educational fields. For example,
community partnerships may create access to economic resources, local knowledge may
strengthen culturally responsive pedagogies, and teacher expertise may enable schools to
transform limited resources into meaningful learning experiences (Avery, 2013; Manilal &
Jairam, 2023; Uleanya, 2023).

A key contribution of the TRSHM is its emphasis on transformation rather than only
reproduction. Although Bourdieuan analyses of education often highlight how unequal
distributions of capital reproduce social advantage and disadvantage, the model illustrates
how rural schools may also become sites where existing forms of capital are reorganized and
converted into new institutional practices. This does not imply that schools can overcome
structural inequalities independently; rather, transformation occurs when field conditions,
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institutional arrangements, and external support structures enable alternative forms of
capital to gain recognition and value.

Practically, the TRSHM provides a framework for policymakers, school leaders, and
educational stakeholders to identify enabling conditions that support rural school im-
provement. Instead of focusing exclusively on the provision of external resources, the
model emphasizes strengthening institutional capacity, building sustainable partnerships,
recognizing local knowledge systems, and creating structures that enable capital con-
version. In this way, the TRSHM offers both a theoretical contribution to Bourdieuan
educational research and a practical framework for understanding context-responsive rural
school development.

While the findings and the proposed TRSHM provide insights into how different forms
of capital may contribute to rural school transformation, the interpretation of these findings
must consider the methodological and contextual boundaries of the review. The diversity
of rural contexts, variations in theoretical perspectives across included studies, and the
interpretive nature of the synthesis create important considerations for understanding
the scope and transferability of the conclusions. These limitations are discussed in the
following section.

5. Limitations of the Review
As with all systematic reviews, the findings should be interpreted in relation to the

scope and boundaries of the reviewed literature. First, although the included studies
represented diverse geographical contexts, definitions and experiences of rurality varied
across national and regional educational fields. Rural schooling contexts differ in terms of
geography, socioeconomic conditions, policy environments, cultural practices, and institu-
tional arrangements. Therefore, the findings should not be interpreted as representing a
single universal rural experience but as identifying relational patterns in how resources are
recognized, mobilized, and converted across different rural educational contexts.

Second, the synthesis was guided by Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus, and field,
which shaped the interpretation of findings across the reviewed studies. Not all studies
explicitly adopted a Bourdieuan theoretical framework or used concepts such as social and
cultural capital in the same way. Consequently, the review interpreted evidence through a
Bourdieuan lens by examining how resources, relationships, and practices functioned as
forms of capital within educational fields. This interpretive approach enabled theoretical
integration but also reflects the analytical perspective adopted by the authors.

Third, although the Transformative Rural School Habitus Model (TRSHM) provides a
framework for understanding capital mobilization and habitus transformation, it should
not be viewed as a universal model applicable identically across all rural schools. The
effectiveness of capital conversion depends on field-specific conditions, including gover-
nance structures, policy environments, community relationships, and institutional capacity.
Future empirical studies are therefore needed to examine how the model operates across
different rural contexts.

Finally, the review was limited to peer-reviewed English-language publications in-
dexed in selected databases. Relevant studies published in other languages, books,
policy documents, dissertations, or other forms of grey literature may therefore have
been excluded.
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6. Conclusions
This systematic review synthesized evidence from 44 studies to examine how eco-

nomic, social, and cultural forms of capital shape teaching and learning in rural schools.
Using Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus, and field as an analytical lens, the review
demonstrates that rural school improvement cannot be understood solely in terms of the
presence or absence of resources. Rather, educational transformation depends on how these
resources are recognized, legitimized, mobilized, and converted within educational fields.

The findings challenge deficit-oriented representations of rural schooling by showing
that, despite persistent structural constraints, rural schools and communities possess di-
verse forms of capital embedded in social relationships, local knowledge, teacher expertise,
and institutional practices. However, the synthesis also demonstrates that these resources
do not automatically translate into educational advantage. Their value depends on enabling
institutional conditions, including governance, recognition practices, and collaborative
partnerships, that support the conversion of capital into sustainable improvements in
teaching and learning.

The Transformative Rural School Habitus Model (TRSHM), developed through the
interpretive synthesis of the reviewed studies, provides a theoretically grounded framework
for explaining how interactions among economic, social, and cultural capital may reshape
institutional dispositions, practices, and opportunities for change. By emphasizing the
conditional and relational nature of capital conversion within specific educational fields,
the model extends rural education scholarship beyond deficit-based explanations of scarcity
toward a more nuanced understanding of school improvement.

Future research should empirically examine the application of the TRSHM across
diverse rural contexts to investigate how different policy environments, governance struc-
tures, community relationships, and institutional arrangements influence processes of
capital mobilization, recognition, and habitus transformation. Such work would further
clarify the conditions under which locally embedded resources can be converted into mean-
ingful educational improvement while addressing the broader structural inequalities that
continue to shape opportunities for rural schools.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Characteristics of Studies Included in the Systematic Review (n = 44).

No. Author(s), Year Country/
Context

Research
Design Participants Study Focus

Relevant
Bourdieuan
Construct

1 Adedeji and
Olaniyan (2011)

African
countries Review Not applicable

Teacher working
conditions and
rural school
resourcing

Economic capital

2 Nkambule and
Mukeredzi (2017) South Africa Qualitative

Pre-service teachers
undertaking rural
teaching practice
(secondary
education)

Teaching
experiences in
rural contexts

Cultural/social
capital

3 Mtsi and
Maphosa (2016) South Africa Qualitative

Case Study

Junior secondary
Natural Sciences
teachers

Resource
constraints
affecting teaching
and learning

Economic capital

4 Mokoena and
Hlalele (2021) South Africa

Participatory
Action
Research

Rural school
stakeholders
(primary and
secondary
education)

School enrichment
and rural
improvement

Social/cultural
capital

5 Mukeredzi (2021) South Africa Qualitative Rural secondary
school teachers

Teacher
professional
experiences in
rural schools

Cultural capital

6 Molaudzi and
Adeyemo (2022) South Africa Quantitative Rural secondary

school learners

Resource
provisioning and
learner
performance

Economic capital

7 Phaswana (2018) South Africa Quantitative Rural secondary
schools and learners

Educational
inequality and
access

Economic/cultural
capital

8 Stephen and
Nkosi (2025) South Africa Quantitative

Grade 12 Physical
Science educators in
rural secondary
schools

Educational
resources in
Physical Science

Economic/social
capital

9 John (2019) South Africa
Qualitative
Exploratory
Study

Pre-service teachers
undertaking rural
teaching practice
(secondary
education)

Physical sciences
teaching in Eastern
Cape rural schools

Economic/cultural
capital

10 Du Plessis and
Mestry (2019) South Africa Qualitative Rural schoolteachers

and principals

Teacher supply
and rural school
challenges

Economic/cultural
capital

11 Shikalepo (2020) Namibia Review Not applicable

Teaching resources
and rural
education
challenges

Economic/cultural
capital
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Table A1. Cont.

No. Author(s), Year Country/
Context

Research
Design Participants Study Focus

Relevant
Bourdieuan
Construct

12 Uleanya (2023) Rural higher
education Review Not applicable Post-digital rural

higher education Cultural Capital

13 Geswindt (2013) South Africa Qualitative
Case Study

Previously
disadvantaged
schools

Alumni
associations and
school support

Social capital

14 Obi (2019) Nigeria Quantitative
Secondary school
principals and
alumni

Alumni’s role in
school
management and
resources

Social capital

15 Obaka et al.
(2024) Nigeria Quantitative

Head teachers and
School-Based
Management
Committee (SBMC)
chairpersons in UBE
schools

Alumni
contribution to
school
development

Social capital

16 Kyorimpa et al.
(2024) Uganda Quantitative Government-aided

secondary schools

Alumni
engagement and
student academic
performance

Social capital

17 Wairimu and
Lawrence (2014) Kenya Quantitative

Public secondary
school principals
and alumni

Alumni
involvement in
governance and
management

Social capital

18 Manilal and
Jairam (2023) South Africa

Qualitative
Multiple Case
Study

Parents and teachers
from privileged and
underprivileged
primary schools

Parental
involvement Social capital

19 Munje and
Mncube (2018) South Africa Qualitative Parents of rural

school learners

Parental
participation in
schooling

Social capital

20 Segoe and
Bisschoff (2019) South Africa Quantitative School community

members

Community
participation and
school support

Social capital

21 Ndwandwe
(2023) South Africa Qualitative

Principals, teachers
and parents from
two rural secondary
schools

Parental
involvement Social capital

22 Antony-
Newman (2024) Canada Policy analysis Not applicable Parental

engagement Social capital

23 Wang et al.
(2019) China Quantitative Rural schoolteachers

Digital educational
resources and rural
teaching quality

Cultural capital

24 Makombe and
Nyambi (2021) South Africa Qualitative Rural secondary

school teachers

Indigenous
knowledge
integration

Cultural Capital
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Table A1. Cont.

No. Author(s), Year Country/
Context

Research
Design Participants Study Focus

Relevant
Bourdieuan
Construct

25 Brown (2017)

K–12
education
(predomi-
nantly United
States)

Qualitative
Meta-synthesis Not applicable

Culturally
responsive and
inquiry-based
science education

Cultural capital

26 Tanase (2022) United States Qualitative
Secondary
mathematics and
science teachers

Culturally
responsive
pedagogy

Cultural capital

27 Wallace et al.
(2022) United States Qualitative

Case Study

Science teachers
participating in a
professional learning
group

Equitable and
culturally
responsive science
teaching

Cultural capital

28 Sherfinski et al.
(2021) United States Qualitative

Case Study

Pre-service teachers
in elementary
teacher education

Funds of
knowledge and
community
resources

Cultural capital

29 Silseth (2018) Norway Qualitative
Case Study

Teachers and Grade
9 learners in a lower
secondary school

Everyday
knowledge in
classroom dialogue

Cultural capital

30 Silseth and
Erstad (2018) Norway Qualitative

Case Study

Teachers and Grade
9 learners in a lower
secondary school

Contextualizing
instruction Cultural capital

31 Lee (2006) United States Qualitative
Case Study

High school teacher
and secondary
school learners

Cultural classroom
discourse Cultural capital

32 Rivet and Krajcik
(2008) United States Mixed Methods Middle school

science learners
Contextualized
science instruction Cultural capital

33 Berk and Trieber
(2009) United States Conceptual/

theoretical Not applicable
Teacher
pedagogical
practice

Embodied Cultural
Capital

34 Mæland and
Espeland (2017) Norway Qualitative

Case Study

Practicing teachers
observed by
in-service master’s
student teachers

Teaching
improvisation Cultural capital

35 Säfström and
Rytzler (2023)

Sweden/
Ireland

Conceptual/
theoretical Not applicable Teaching as

improvisation Cultural capital

36 Byun et al. (2012) United States Quantitative Rural high school
students

Educational
aspirations Social capital

37 Semken and
Freeman (2008) United States Mixed methods Undergraduate

geoscience students
Place-based
science teaching Cultural capital

38 Biddle and
Azano (2016) United States Literature

Review Not applicable Rural education
research Cultural capital

39 Auerbach (2007) United States Qualitative
Case Study

Working-class
African American
and Latino parents
of high school
students

Parent
involvement Social capital
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Table A1. Cont.

No. Author(s), Year Country/
Context

Research
Design Participants Study Focus

Relevant
Bourdieuan
Construct

40 Yosso (2005) United States Critical
synthesis Not applicable Community

cultural wealth Cultural capital

41 Azano and
Stewart (2015) United States Qualitative

Case Study

Pre-service teachers
in a teacher
education program

Preparation for
rural teaching Cultural capital

42 Avery (2013) United States Literature
Review Not applicable

Local knowledge
in science
education

Cultural capital

43 Avery and Hains
(2017) United States Conceptual Not applicable Oral traditions in

science education Cultural capital

44 Howley and
Howley (2014) International Conceptual Not applicable Rural educational

improvement Cultural capital
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