Center for Management Science Research

ISSN: 3006-5291 3006-5283

Volume 3, Issue 5, 2025

SOCIOSECONOMIC INEQUALITIES AND THEIR IMPACT ON ACCESS TO
QUALITY EDUCATION IN PAKISTAN

Dr Farah Naseer ', Hani?, Dr. Safia Habib’

"Lecturer, Department of sociology Sardar bahadur khan Women’s university Quetta

?English Literature Assistant Professor, University of Turbat

3 Assistant Professor, Sardar Bahadaur Khan University Quetta

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.17051404

Keywords

Socioeconomic Inequalities;
Quality Education; Access to
Education; Educational Equity;
Social Justice; Pakistan;
Educational Policy

Article History

Received: 12 June 2025
Accepted: 22 August 2025
Published: 04 September 2025

Copyright @Author

Corresponding Author: *
Dr Farah Naseer

INTRODUCTION

Abstract

Socioeconomic inequalities remain a critical barrier to equitable access to quality
education in Pakistan, shaping opportunities for children across diverse regions
and communities. Despite constitutional guarantees and successive policy reforms,
disparities rooted in income, gender, geography, and social class continue to
determine who receives quality schooling and who remains excluded. This study
explores the multifaceted relationship between socioeconomic status and
educational access, with a particular focus on how structural inequalities
translate into differential learning outcomes. Using a mixed-method approach,
data were drawn from national education statistics, household surveys, and
interviews with students, parents, and teachers across urban and rural districts.
Findings reveal that children from low-income households face persistent challenges
such as limited school availability, inadequate learning resources, overcrowded
classrooms, and higher dropout rates. In rural areas, infrastructural gaps and
cultural factors further exacerbate educational exclusion, especially for girls.
Conversely, children from higher socioeconomic groups benefit from private
schooling, extracurricular support, and better teacherstudent ratios, which
reinforce cycles of privilege and opportunity. The study argues that addressing these
inequalities requires a multidimensional strategy that integrates targeted social
policies, enhanced resource allocation, and reforms in governance and
accountability within the education sector. Furthermore, community-driven
initiatives and public—private partnerships are highlighted as potential pathways
to bridging the divide. By situating Pakistan’s educational challenges within a
broader social and economic context, this paper emphasizes that quality education
cannot be realized without addressing the entrenched inequalities that hinder fair
access. The findings contribute to ongoing debates on education and social justice
while offering policy recommendations for achieving inclusive and sustainable
educational development in Pakistan.

Education is universally acknowledged as both a transformative role in empowering individuals,
fundamental human right and a cornerstone of reducing poverty, and fostering social cohesion. By
socioeconomic  development. It  plays a equipping citizens with knowledge, skills, and values,
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education not only enhances personal well-being but
also drives collective progress and national
development. Recognizing this, the international
community has enshrined education as a central
pillar of the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Specifically, SDG 4
commits the global community to ensuring
“inclusive and equitable quality education and
lifelong learning opportunities for all” by 2030
(UNESCO, 2020). For countries such as Pakistan,
where nearly two-thirds of the population is below
the age of 30, equitable access to education is not
simply a moral obligation but a strategic imperative.
Harnessing this youth bulge as a demographic
dividend  depends critically on  expanding
educational opportunities; failure to do so risks
deepening existing cycles of poverty, inequality, and
social fragmentation (World Bank, 2022).

Despite constitutional commitments under Article
25-A of the 1973 Constitution, which obligates the
state to provide free and compulsory education to all
children aged 5-16, Pakistan continues to face
persistent challenges. Socioeconomic inequalities
remain at the heart of these challenges, shaping not
only who goes to school but also the quality of
education they receive (Government of Pakistan,
2017). Access to quality education is deeply stratified
along lines of income, geography, gender, and social
class. These divisions have produced a highly
segmented education system in which opportunities
are distributed unequally and where privilege, rather
than potential, often determines educational success.
One of the most visible manifestations of inequality
is the divide between public and private schooling.
Private schools, concentrated largely in urban
centers, provide superior infrastructure, trained
teachers, enriched curricula, and exposure to
English-medium instruction. In contrast,
government schools—where the majority of poor and
rural children are enrolled—suffer from chronic
underfunding, overcrowded classrooms, high rates of
teacher absenteeism, and outdated curricula
(Andrabi, Das, & Khwaja, 2012). The resulting
disparity is stark: while wealthier families secure
pathways to higher education and professional
careers through private schooling, poorer children
are locked in cycles of exclusion, unable to compete
academically or socially with their peers. This

stratification ensures that educational outcomes
become closely aligned with socioeconomic status,
reinforcing rather than challenging existing
inequalities.

Geographic disparities exacerbate these inequalities
further. Urban districts such as Lahore, Karachi, and
Islamabad are home to elite institutions and diverse
schooling  options, whereas rural districts—
particularly in Balochistan, southern Punjab, and
interior Sindh—face acute shortages of qualified
teachers, inadequate infrastructure, and long travel
distances to the nearest school (ASER Pakistan,
2021). For rural children, especially girls, the barriers
are compounded by economic hardship and cultural
norms. Safety concerns, expectations of household
labor, and early marriage practices all restrict girls’
participation in education, resulting in significantly
lower enrollment and completion rates compared to
boys (Sathar et al., 2013). These patterns illustrate
how economic disadvantage intersects with
geography and gender, producing layered forms of
exclusion.

Theoretical frameworks help explain the persistence
of these inequalities. Bourdieu’s Social Reproduction
Theory argues that education systems reproduce class
hierarchies by privileging the cultural and social
capital of elites. In the Pakistani context, this is
evident in the way elite schools reward fluency in
English, access to digital resources, and exposure to
extracurricular activities—assets  disproportionately
available to wealthier families (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1977). Meanwhile, Amartya Sen’s Capabilities
Approach emphasizes how poverty restricts the “real
freedoms” necessary to achieve valued life outcomes,
including education (Sen, 1999). Poor families may
value education highly, but their constrained
capabilities—limited income, weak social networks,
and  structural  barriers—prevent them from
translating aspirations into outcomes. These
frameworks underscore that inequality in Pakistan’s
education system is not incidental but systemic,
embedded in structures that reproduce privilege
across generations.

Progress toward equitable education has been slow.
Despite policy reforms such as the National
Education Policy 2017-2025, Pakistan remains
home to approximately 22.8 million out-of-school
children—the second highest figure in the world
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(UNICEEF, 2021). Even for those enrolled, learning
outcomes remain inconsistent: national assessments
reveal that many students in Grade 5 struggle with
basic literacy and numeracy skills, reflecting the poor
quality of instruction and resources in many schools.
The persistence of these challenges suggests that
reforms to date have been piecemeal, focusing largely
on enrollment numbers rather than on deeper
structural inequalities that determine educational
quality and outcomes.

This paper situates Pakistan’s educational challenges
within this broader context of socioeconomic
inequality. It explores how disparities in income,
gender, and geography intersect with systemic
governance weaknesses to shape access to quality
education. By combining statistical evidence with
qualitative insights, the analysis highlights how
privilege and exclusion are reproduced in everyday
schooling practices. The paper argues that achieving
equitable access requires structural reforms that go
beyond token policy initiatives. Without dismantling
the entrenched inequalities at the core of the
education system, Pakistan risks perpetuating cycles
of poverty, exclusion, and underdevelopment,
undermining both its constitutional commitments
and its developmental potential.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Global Perspectives on Socioeconomic
Inequalities and Education

Socioeconomic inequalities in education have been
widely studied across the world, and findings
consistently show that disparities in family income,
parental education, and social class are key predictors
of children’s educational opportunities and
outcomes. The landmark Coleman Report (Coleman,
1968) in the United States demonstrated that school
resources, while important, were often overshadowed
by the influence of socioeconomic background on
student achievement. Subsequent research in Europe
and North America confirmed that children from
high-income families enjoy access to better schools,
enriched learning environments, and extracurricular
support, while those from disadvantaged households
struggle with underfunded schools, poor nutrition,
and unstable home environments (Reardon, 2011;
OECD, 2018). These findings highlight education as

both a potential driver of social mobility and,

paradoxically, a mechanism for reproducing
inequality.

Theoretical frameworks shed light on why such
disparities persist across generations. Becker’s (1993)
Human Capital Theory views education as an
investment that enhances productivity and earnings;
however, when opportunities to invest are unequally
distributed, human capital accumulation reinforces
privilege. Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1977) Social
Reproduction Theory adds that schools transmit
dominant cultural values, privileging students from
elite backgrounds who already possess cultural capital
such as language proficiency and social networks.
This explains why achievement gaps persist even in
developed countries with high enrollment rates. In
response, policy efforts in Scandinavian countries,
for example, have focused on equity by heavily
funding universal public education, which has
reduced achievement gaps (Esping-Andersen, 2009).
In contrast, in low- and middle-income countries,
weak governance and underfunding continue to
exacerbate inequalities (Lewin, 2007).

2.2 Evidence from South Asia

South Asia is home to onefourth of the world’s
population and faces persistent educational
inequalities driven by poverty, gender norms, and
regional disparities. In India, for instance, caste and
income remain central determinants of access to
quality schooling. Kingdon (2007) reports that
children from marginalized castes and tribal
communities exhibit higher dropout rates, while
children from middle- and upper-class households
dominate enrollment in private schools that provide
higher quality instruction. Similarly, Jeffery and
Jeffery (2005) found that privatization of secondary
education in North India has reinforced social
stratification by limiting affordable quality options
for disadvantaged groups. These findings illustrate
how structural inequalities continue to restrict
inclusive educational development in South Asia’s
largest country.

Bangladesh and Nepal provide additional insights
into the challenges and progress of the region.
Bangladesh has achieved significant progress in
narrowing gender disparities through policies such as
stipends for girls’ education; however, rural students
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still face quality gaps due to poverty and limited
resources (Asadullah & Chaudhury, 2009). In Nepal,
geography plays a particularly strong role, with
mountainous regions experiencing teacher shortages,
poor infrastructure, and exclusion of ethnic
minorities (Bhatta, 2011). Across South Asia, the
pattern is clear: children from wealthier families gain
access to private education and better outcomes,
while disadvantaged groups—particularly rural,
female, and low-income populations—remain
excluded or receive substandard schooling (UNICEEF,
2020). These regional dynamics provide a useful
comparative backdrop for understanding Pakistan’s
own educational inequalities.

2.3 Socioeconomic Inequalities in Pakistan

Pakistan faces one of the world’s largest education
challenges, with an estimated 22.8 million children
out of school, most of them from disadvantaged
socioeconomic  backgrounds (UNICEF, 2021).
Income inequalities shape enrollment patterns:
wealthier families often send their children to private
schools, which now account for nearly one-third of
total enrollment and generally provide better teacher
attendance, facilities, and outcomes (Andrabi, Das,
& Khwaja, 2012). Meanwhile, government schools,
which serve poorer families, frequently suffer from
absenteeism, outdated curricula, and poor
infrastructure (Malik, 2015). This dual system not
only entrenches inequality but also produces distinct
social classes with divergent opportunities.

Gender and geography further exacerbate disparities.
Female literacy remains at 48% compared to 70% for
males (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2021). Research
shows that in poor households, boys’ education is
often prioritized over girls’, especially in rural areas
where cultural norms discourage female schooling
(Sathar et al., 2013). Rural-urban gaps are equally
significant: urban centers like Karachi and Lahore
host elite schools and wuniversities, while rural
districts, particularly in Balochistan and interior
Sindh, face inadequate infrastructure, shortage of
teachers, and higher dropout rates (ASER Pakistan,
2021; Jamila & Shah, 2020). Rahman (2004) also
highlights the fragmentation of Pakistan’s education
system into  elite  English-medium  schools,
government Urdu-medium schools, and madrassas,
which reinforces class divisions and limits social

cohesion. Collectively, these studies underline how
socioeconomic inequalities in Pakistan perpetuate
cycles of exclusion, restricting opportunities for
millions of children.

3. Theoretical Framework

3.1 Human Capital Theory

Human Capital Theory, developed by Becker (1993)
and Schultz (1961), emphasizes education as a form
of investment that enhances individuals’ productivity
and economic potential. According to this
framework, families and governments view education
as an asset that can generate long-term returns in the
form of higher wages, social mobility, and national
development. In global contexts, countries with
higher investments in education have witnessed
significant economic growth and poverty reduction.
For instance, East Asian economies, often referred to
as the "Asian Tigers," benefited from extensive
educational investments that contributed to rapid
industrialization and economic progress
(Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). The theory is
therefore often used by policymakers to justify heavy
investment in schooling systems, teacher training,
and curriculum reforms.

However, when viewed in the context of
socioeconomic inequalities, Human Capital Theory
reveals its limitations. The assumption that all
individuals have equal opportunities to invest in
education ignores the structural barriers faced by
marginalized groups. Poor households in Pakistan,
for example, may be unable to afford quality
schooling or may withdraw children—especially girls—
from education to contribute to household labor
(Sathar et al.,, 2013). This results in unequal
accumulation of human capital across social classes,
reinforcing cycles of poverty. Critics argue that
without addressing systemic inequities in access,
quality, and resources, education cannot serve as the

great equalizer that the theory envisions (Tikly,
2019).

3.2 Social Reproduction Theory

Pierre Bourdieu’s Social Reproduction Theory
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) provides a contrasting
lens by arguing that education systems often
perpetuate, rather than eliminate, class inequalities.
The theory posits that schools transmit the "cultural
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capital" of dominant groups—such as language,
values, and knowledge—that children from privileged
families already possess. This gives them a significant
advantage in examinations, higher education, and
job markets. Empirical research from the UK and
France shows that children of elite families
disproportionately secure places in top universities,
illustrating how education reproduces existing
hierarchies (Ball, 2003).

In Pakistan, this theory is highly relevant due to the
fragmentation of the education system into elite
private English-medium  schools, public Urdu-
medium schools, and madrassas (Rahman, 2004).
Elite schools not only provide better facilities and
teaching but also imbue students with social
networks and language skills valued in higher
education and employment. Conversely, children
from rural or low-income families are left in under-
resourced  schools,  limiting  their  future
opportunities.  Thus, instead of  bridging
socioeconomic gaps, Pakistan’s educational system
reinforces them, as students from affluent
households maintain their dominance in universities
and professional sectors. Social Reproduction
Theory therefore helps explain why, despite policies
aimed at universal access, inequalities persist across
generations.

3.3 Capabilities Approach

Amartya Sen’s Capabilities Approach (Sen, 1999;
Nussbaum, 2000) expands the discussion beyond
human capital and cultural reproduction by
emphasizing human freedom and well-being.
According to this perspective, education should not
only be valued for its economic returns but also for
its role in expanding individuals’ capabilities—the
real opportunities to live the kind of life they value.
From this view, inequality in education is not merely
about lack of access but about whether schooling
actually equips individuals with meaningful skills,
confidence, and agency. UNESCO (2020) aligns
with this perspective by stressing that inclusive
education must empower marginalized groups to
participate fully in society.

In Pakistan, the Capabilities Approach provides a
critical lens for evaluating how education shapes
opportunities across gender, region, and class. Girls
in rural areas, for instance, may be enrolled in school

but still face barriers such as poor infrastructure, lack
of sanitation, and early marriage, which prevent
them from fully developing their capabilities
(Human Rights Watch, 2018). Similarly, children in
remote areas of Balochistan may technically have
access to schools but lack qualified teachers or
learning resources, limiting their actual educational
freedoms (ASER Pakistan, 2021). The Capabilities
Approach thus highlights that addressing inequality
requires not only improving enrollment but ensuring
that education genuinely enhances students’ ability
to lead fulfilling and productive lives.

4. Research Methodology

This study employed a mixed-methods approach,
combining both quantitative and qualitative
techniques to capture the complex relationship
between socioeconomic inequalities and access to
quality education in Pakistan. Quantitative data were
drawn from secondary sources such as the Pakistan
Social and Living Standards Measurement (PSLM)
survey, the Annual Status of Education Report
(ASER), and UNESCOQO’s education statistics. These
sources provided reliable insights into enrollment,
dropout rates, gender parityy, and household
expenditure on education. The quantitative design
allowed measurable analysis of how income, parental
education, and rural-urban divides influence access
to schooling.

To complement the statistical data, qualitative
methods were wused, including semi-structured
interviews and focus group discussions with students,
parents, teachers, and community leaders across
Punjab, Sindh, and Balochistan. These discussions
helped uncover the lived experiences of marginalized
groups, especially children from low-income families
and rural communities. Fieldwork was conducted in
both government and private schools, allowing a
comparative understanding of inequalities in
resources, teacher availability, and classroom
environments. This methodological triangulation
strengthened the reliability of findings by integrating
multiple perspectives (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2018).

Data were analyzed through thematic coding for
qualitative narratives. Statistical tools, including
regression and correlation tests, were applied to
establish the relationship between socioeconomic
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factors and educational outcomes, while qualitative
data were coded into themes such as “financial
barriers,” “gender norms,” and “infrastructure gaps.”
Ethical considerations were strictly observed, with
informed consent obtained from all participants,
ensuring confidentiality and voluntary participation.
By integrating both numerical evidence and personal
accounts, the methodology ensured a comprehensive
understanding of the structural and social
dimensions of educational inequality in Pakistan.

5. Findings and Analysis

5.1 Educational Access by Socioeconomic Status
The findings clearly demonstrate that socioeconomic
status (SES) is the most significant determinant of
educational opportunities in Pakistan. Children
from high- and middle-income households have
markedly better access to quality schools, advanced
learning resources, and extracurricular support than
those from low-income families. National surveys
indicate that enrollment rates for children from the
richest quintile are nearly double those from the
poorest, reflecting how poverty restricts access to
basic education. Low-income households often rely
on government schools, which are widely criticized
for overcrowded classrooms, inadequate facilities,
and underqualified teachers. These structural
barriers translate into poor learning outcomes, as
evidenced by high dropout rates and lower
performance in national assessments.

In contrast, children from higher SES backgrounds
benefit from private schooling that emphasizes
English-medium  instruction, modern teaching
methods, and exposure to extracurricular activities
such as debating, technology clubs, and sports. These
advantages not only improve academic performance
but also prepare students for higher education
opportunities, both nationally and internationally.
Parents from wealthier families also invest heavily in
supplementary tuition and digital learning tools,
widening the educational gap.

The analysis reveals that SES not only determines
school enrollment but also shapes the overall quality
of the learning experience. This entrenched
inequality creates cycles of privilege, where access to
quality education perpetuates economic advantage
across generations. Addressing these disparities
requires systemic interventions, including equitable

resource allocation and targeted support for
underprivileged  communities.  Without these
reforms, education will continue to function less as a
tool of social mobility and more as a mechanism for
reproducing inequality in Pakistan.

5.2 Urban-Rural and Gender Disparities
Geographic location strongly influences children’s
educational outcomes in Pakistan, with urban-rural
divides contributing significantly to inequality. In
urban centers like Karachi, Lahore, and Islamabad,
families often have access to a wide range of private
and public schools, as well as extracurricular
institutions such as coaching centers and libraries.
Conversely, rural areas are characterized by poor
infrastructure, long distances to schools, and
shortages of qualified teachers. In many rural
districts, especially in Balochistan and Sindh,
children travel several kilometers to reach the nearest
school, often discouraging consistent attendance.
This unequal distribution of facilities directly
impacts learning outcomes and contributes to higher
dropout rates in rural communities.

Gender disparities further exacerbate educational
inequalities. Cultural norms in rural areas often
prioritize  boys’ education while restricting
opportunities for girls, who are frequently kept at
home to assist with household chores or married at a
young age. Safety concerns, lack of female teachers,
and inadequate sanitation facilities in schools also
discourage parents from enrolling girls. National
statistics consistently reveal a gender literacy gap,
with rural girls being the most disadvantaged group.
In urban contexts, while girls may have better access,
economic and cultural barriers still limit their full
participation in education.

Interviews with parents in rural districts highlighted
a recurring theme: even when families value
education, financial constraints and cultural
expectations make educating girls seem less feasible.
Teachers in these areas also reported difficulties in
retaining female students due to early marriage
practices. Overall, these findings underscore that
both geography and gender intersect with
socioeconomic  inequality, producing layered
disadvantages that systematically exclude large groups
of children from accessing quality education.

https://cmsr.info

| Naseer et al, 2025 | Page 14


https://cmsr.info/

Center for Management Science Research

ISSN: 3006-5291 3006-5283

Volume 3, Issue 5, 2025

5.3 Public vs. Private Schooling and Quality Gaps
The coexistence of public and private schooling
systems in Pakistan creates stark contrasts in the
quality of education available to different social
groups. Public schools, which serve the majority of
low-income households, are chronically underfunded
and plagued by weak governance. Many lack basic
infrastructure such as functioning toilets, electricity,
and libraries, while teacher absenteeism remains
widespread.  Overcrowded  classrooms  make
individual attention nearly impossible, leading to
disengagement and poor academic performance
among students. For families struggling with poverty,
these challenges often result in children dropping
out prematurely or being unable to compete with
their privately educated peers.

By contrast, private schools, though varied in quality,
generally provide better student-teacher ratios,
structured curricula, and stronger accountability
mechanisms. Elite private schools in metropolitan
areas boast modern facilities, ICT integration, and
extracurricular opportunities that cultivate well-
rounded skill sets. However, access to these schools is
limited to upper- and middle-class families who can
afford high tuition fees. This economic barrier
institutionalizes inequality, ensuring that children
from wealthier families receive an education that
enhances their future opportunities while poorer
children remain disadvantaged.

Interviews with teachers highlighted how differences
in pay and training also impact quality. Teachers in
private schools often undergo regular professional
development, while those in public schools’ report
little to no opportunities for skill enhancement.
Parents from low-income groups expressed
frustration over the lack of options: while they
recognized the superior quality of private schooling,
financial constraints left them with no alternative
but to send children to underperforming
government institutions. These findings emphasize
that the dualtrack system not only mirrors
socioeconomic stratification but actively reinforces it,
deepening educational inequalities across Pakistan.

5.4 Lived Experiences: Insights from Students,
Parents, and Teachers

Qualitative insights provide a human dimension to
the statistical data, revealing how families experience

and navigate educational inequalities on a daily
basis. Students from disadvantaged households
frequently expressed frustration at the lack of
textbooks,  digital tools, and extracurricular
opportunities in their schools. Some reported
dropping out due to economic pressures, including
the need to contribute to household income through
child labor. Others described feelings of inferiority
when comparing themselves to peers from better-
equipped schools. These narratives illustrate how
inequality is internalized, impacting not only
academic outcomes but also students’ self-esteem and
aspirations.

Parents from low-income families consistently
emphasized financial strain as the biggest barrier to
sustained enrollment. Even when tuition was free in
public schools, indirect costs such as uniforms,
transportation, and exam fees posed challenges.
Several mothers highlighted the difficult trade-offs
between sending children to school and fulfilling
household needs, with daughters often bearing the
brunt of exclusion.

Teachers in underresourced schools echoed these
concerns, citing limited teaching materials and a lack
of professional support. Many reported feelings
disempowered to address systemic challenges, noting
that their efforts alone could not compensate for
institutional shortcomings. In contrast, parents and
teachers in private schools described education as a
pathway to social mobility and opportunity,
underscoring the stark divide in expectations and
experiences across socioeconomic groups.

These lived experiences reinforce the quantitative
findings by illustrating how structural inequalities
manifest in everyday struggles. They also highlight
the resilience of families who, despite systemic
barriers, continue to value education as a means of
transformation, even when opportunities remain
unequally distributed.

5.5 Patterns of Privilege and Exclusion

The cumulative findings reveal entrenched cycles of
privilege and exclusion that shape educational
trajectories in Pakistan. Privileged families leverage
their economic and social capital to secure high-
quality ~ schooling,  private  tutoring,  and
extracurricular development for their children. These

advantages  translate  into  superior  exam
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performance, access to higher education, and
opportunities in the job market, perpetuating
intergenerational cycles of privilege. Wealthier
families also benefit from extensive social networks
that provide guidance and resources for navigating
educational and career pathways, further reinforcing
their advantages.

On the other hand, marginalized households face
multiple layers of exclusion. Economic constraints
limit access to private schooling, while the
weaknesses of public schools fail to compensate for
structural  disadvantages.  Social  expectations,
particularly regarding gender roles, further restrict
opportunities for girls in low-income and rural
families. These patterns of exclusion are not merely
the result of individual circumstances but are
embedded within broader structural inequalities of
income distribution, governance, and cultural
norms.

The findings show that education in Pakistan
functions less as an equalizing force and more as a
mechanism of social reproduction. By privileging
those who already possess economic means and
marginalizing those without, the system reinforces
class divisions. This pattern is consistent with
sociological theories of social reproduction, which
argue that education often serves to replicate rather
than challenge existing inequalities. The challenge,
therefore, is not simply expanding access but
transforming the structural conditions that
determine  who  benefit from  educational
opportunities and who is left behind.

6. Discussion

The findings within broader theoretical and policy
debates. The results highlight that socioeconomic
inequalities are not isolated challenges but are
embedded in the structural, cultural, and
institutional frameworks of Pakistan. By linking the
findings with sociological theories and real-world
implications, this explains how education in Pakistan
functions as both a reflection and a reinforcement of
wider social inequalities.

6.1 Linking Findings with Theoretical Framework

The findings align strongly with Bourdieu’s theory of
social reproduction, which emphasizes that
education often reproduces existing class structures

by privileging those with greater access to cultural,
social, and economic capital. Children from wealthy
households not only benefit from private schooling
but also from cultural resources such as English
proficiency, exposure to digital tools, and
extracurricular enrichment. These forms of “capital”
are systematically denied to poorer children,
reinforcing structural disadvantage.

From a human capital perspective, the unequal
distribution of educational resources undermines
Pakistan’s economic potential. While education
should serve as an engine of growth by equipping all
children with skills for the labor market, inequality
reduces overall productivity by excluding wvast
sections of society. Moreover, social capital theories
suggest that elite schools provide networking
opportunities that further secure privilege, while
marginalized children remain isolated from such
opportunities.

The findings therefore confirm that Pakistan’s
education system not only mirrors but also amplifies
socioeconomic inequalities, making reform an
urgent necessity.

6.2 Structural Barriers to Equitable Education

The results demonstrate that structural deficiencies
in Pakistan’s education system serve as significant
barriers to equity. Public schools, which cater to the
majority of disadvantaged children, suffer from
chronic underfunding, inadequate infrastructure,
and weak governance. These systemic weaknesses
translate into poor learning outcomes and high
dropout rates, particularly among rural and low-
income populations.

Additionally, the coexistence of multiple schooling
systems—elite private, low-cost private, madrassas,
and public schools—creates a fragmented educational
landscape. This stratification ensures that children
from different socioeconomic backgrounds receive
entirely different qualities of education, reinforcing
social divisions.

Teachers in underfunded schools, often demotivated
and undertrained, further compound the problem.
Their testimonies confirm that systemic failures in
accountability and professional development prevent
them from meeting the needs of disadvantaged
students. Thus, education in Pakistan is not merely
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shaped by family income but also by institutional
neglect.

6.3 Policy Reforms and Their Limitations
Although Pakistan has introduced numerous policy
reforms, including constitutional commitments to
universal education (Article 25-A) and frameworks
such as the National Education Policy,
implementation remains inconsistent. Government
initiatives have often focused on quantitative targets,
such as enrollment, without adequately addressing
qualitative  dimensions like teacher training,
curriculum relevance, or infrastructural investment.
Findings from this study reveal that while enrollment
rates have improved in some regions, inequalities
persist because reforms rarely address the root causes
of exclusion. For instance, stipends for girls’
education have increased attendance but have not
significantly narrowed the gender gap in rural areas,
where cultural barriers remain unaddressed.
Similarly, initiatives to expand public-private
partnerships often benefit urban areas more than
rural districts, leaving behind those most in need.
The analysis underscores that piecemeal reforms fail
to disrupt entrenched cycles of privilege and
disadvantage. Without comprehensive and targeted
strategies,  policies risk  reinforcing  existing
inequalities rather than eliminating them.

6.4 Cultural and Social Norms as Barriers

The study also highlights the role of cultural
practices and gender norms in shaping educational
outcomes. Families in rural areas often prioritize
boys’ education over girls’, reflecting deep-seated
patriarchal values. Early marriage practices and
expectations of domestic labor among girls create
barriers to sustained schooling. These findings
demonstrate that inequalities cannot be explained by
economics alone; cultural attitudes also restrict
access to education, particularly for rural girls.
Moreover, social stigma associated with poverty
contributes to exclusion. Low-income students in
mixed social settings often internalize feelings of
inferiority, limiting their aspirations. These dynamic
supports Bourdieu’s concept of “symbolic violence,”
where disadvantaged groups unconsciously accept
their marginalization as natural or inevitable.

Thus, achieving educational equity in Pakistan
requires not only structural reforms but also cultural
transformation.  Awareness campaigns, female
teacher recruitment, and community engagement are
critical to changing entrenched norms.

6.5 Cycles of Privilege and Disadvantage

The patterns revealed in Section 5 confirm that
education in Pakistan operates as a cycle of privilege
for the wealthy and exclusion for the poor. Wealthier
families invest heavily in education, ensuring that
their  children = succeed  academically and
professionally, thereby maintaining their
socioeconomic position. Poorer families, constrained
by systemic barriers, remain trapped in cycles of
poverty, as limited education restricts employment
opportunities.

This dynamic illustrates the persistence of
intergenerational inequality, where children inherit
not only their parents’ economic position but also
their educational disadvantages. Instead of serving as
a ladder for social mobility, the education system
reinforces existing hierarchies.

Breaking this cycle requires interventions that go
beyond schooling itself, addressing broader
socioeconomic disparities such as poverty, health
inequities, and lack of social protection. Only by
integrating education reform into wider social policy
frameworks can Pakistan hope to create a more
equitable system.

7. Policy Recommendations for Reducing
Inequalities

Strengthening Public Education Infrastructure
Improving public schools must be a priority to
provide equitable opportunities for disadvantaged
children. Investments should focus on repairing
school buildings, ensuring electricity and sanitation,
supplying textbooks, and integrating digital learning
tools. Improved infrastructure would enhance both
enrollment and retention, especially in rural areas.

Enhancing Teacher Training and Accountability

Teacher quality is central to learning outcomes.
Continuous professional development programs,
linked with incentives and strict accountability
measures, are essential to improve teaching
standards. Deploying qualified female teachers in
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rural areas can also increase girls' enrollment by
addressing cultural sensitivities and parental
concerns.

Addressing Gender Inequalities

Targeted policies to improve girls’ education are
critical. This includes expanding stipends and
conditional cash transfer programs for families who
send daughters to school, providing safe transport
facilities, and ensuring gender-sensitive
infrastructure. Community awareness campaigns can
further challenge cultural norms that restrict girls’
education.

Reforming the Governance of Education

Weak governance and corruption undermine
existing reforms. Establishing transparent
monitoring systems and devolving management to
local communities can improve accountability.
Decentralization, paired with community school
management committees, can ensure that resources
reach the intended beneficiaries.

Bridging the Public-Private Divide

Public-private partnerships can be leveraged to
reduce inequality, but they must be carefully
designed to avoid deepening divides. Low-cost
private schools can complement public efforts if they
are regulated and supported, ensuring minimum
quality standards. Scholarship programs can also
enable students from disadvantaged backgrounds to
access better schooling options.

Integrating Technology and Innovation

The rapid spread of mobile phones and digital
platforms in Pakistan presents opportunities for
bridging educational gaps. Government and NGOs
should invest in elearning programs, digital literacy
campaigns, and community learning centers that
provide supplementary support to students in rural
and marginalized areas.

Contribution to Knowledge and Policy

This research contributes to the growing body of
literature on educational inequality in the Global
South by situating Pakistan’s challenges within its

unique socioeconomic and cultural context. It
demonstrates how structural inequalities translate
into unequal educational outcomes, reinforcing
cycles of privilege and exclusion. For policymakers,
the study underscores the need for multidimensional
reforms that integrate social policies, cultural
interventions, and institutional strengthening.

7.2. Directions for Future Research

While this study has shed light on critical patterns of
inequality, further research is needed to explore
emerging trends such as the impact of digital
learning, climate-related disruptions on schooling,
and the role of madrassas in shaping educational
outcomes. Longitudinal studies could also provide
deeper insights into how socioeconomic inequalities
influence educational trajectories over time.

8. Conclusion

In conclusion, Pakistan’s education system serves as a
mirror of the broader socioeconomic inequalities
embedded within its society. Instead of functioning
as a vehicle for social mobility, it often reproduces
existing class divisions, privileging children from
wealthier families while marginalizing those from
disadvantaged backgrounds. This unequal access to
educational  opportunities,  whether  through
differences in school infrastructure, teacher quality,
or gender norms, reinforces cycles of poverty and
exclusion that extend across generations. Without
decisive interventions, education will continue to act
as a mechanism for maintaining privilege rather than
as a means of dismantling it.

Ensuring equitable access to quality education
therefore  requires more than incremental
improvements; it demands systemic reform.
Strengthening public education is essential, but it
must be accompanied by comprehensive measures to
reduce the urban-rural divide, address gender-based
barriers, and close the gap between public and
private schooling systems. Equally important is the
recognition that education is not merely a technical
service but a fundamental tool for achieving social
justice. Policies must therefore go beyond enrollment
numbers and focus on improving learning outcomes,
fostering inclusivity, and ensuring that marginalized
groups—particularly rural communities and girls—are

not left behind.
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Targeted and contextspecific reforms, such as
conditional cash transfers for disadvantaged families,
investment in teacher training, and the use of digital
technology to reach underserved populations, can
make meaningful progress. Furthermore, governance
reforms to ensure accountability and community
participation are critical to overcoming systemic
inefficiencies.

Ultimately, the future of Pakistan’s development
depends heavily on how it addresses these
educational inequalities. By reimagining education as
both a right and a responsibility, Pakistan can move
closer to fulfilling its constitutional promise of
education for all. More importantly, it can lay the
foundation for an inclusive and sustainable society in
which education functions as a true equalizer,
opening pathways to opportunity and empowering
future generations.
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