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ABSTRACT

Received: 08 Oct 2025 The objective of this study is to explain the role of informal student network structures in
Accepted: 27 Jan 2026 the reproduction of educational inequality among upper secondary school students in
First Available: 28 Jan 2026 Tehran. This study adopted a mixed-methods design. The statistical population consisted of
Final Publication: 22 Jun 2026 upper secondary school students in Tehran, from which 420 students were selected using

multistage cluster sampling. Quantitative data were collected using a researcher-developed
questionnaire measuring informal network structure, social capital, access to informal
educational resources, perceived educational inequality, and academic performance.
Additionally, 28 semi-structured interviews were conducted with students, teachers, and
networks, social capital, sociology | school counselors. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, Pearson
of education, students correlation, and multiple regression analysis, while qualitative data were analyzed through
thematic analysis. Results indicated that informal network structure, network social capital,
access to informal educational resources, and family socio-economic status significantly
predicted educational inequality and jointly explained 47% of its variance. Access to
informal educational resources was the strongest predictor. Stronger network connections
were associated with higher academic performance, whereas weaker network positions were
linked to greater educational inequality. The findings demonstrate that informal student
networks function as a powerful hidden mechanism in the reproduction of educational
inequality, suggesting that educational policies must address these social processes to
achieve sustainable equity.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Educational inequality remains one of the most persistent and structurally embedded
challenges in contemporary schooling systems. Sociological research has consistently
demonstrated that schools function not only as institutions of learning but also as powerful
mechanisms for the reproduction of social hierarchies, through which class, cultural
capital, and social resources are unequally distributed across generations (1-3). Recent
scholarship emphasizes that educational inequality cannot be fully understood through
formal institutional arrangements alone; instead, attention must be directed toward the
informal organizational processes and network dynamics that structure students’ access to
resources, information, and opportunities (4, 6). Informal student networks constitute a
hidden infrastructure of schooling that shapes academic trajectories, expectations, and
outcomes well beyond what is captured in official curricula and policy frameworks (7, 8).

Empirical studies have increasingly documented how students’ positions within peer
networks influence educational aspirations, engagement, and performance. Students
embedded in dense, resource-rich networks benefit from greater exposure to academic
information, motivational norms, and institutional guidance, while those located on the
periphery of such networks face cumulative disadvantages that reinforce pre-existing social
inequalities (12, 14, 15). These processes are further intensified by school-level mechanisms
such as tracking, stratification, and differential access to high-quality instructional
environments (3, 9). The interaction between formal educational structures and informal
network processes thus becomes a central engine in the reproduction of inequality.

Moreover, contemporary schooling contexts are undergoing rapid transformation
through digitalization and the expansion of informal learning spaces. Digital platforms,
social media, and online educational communities increasingly shape students’ social
relations and access to learning resources, thereby reconfiguring traditional boundaries
between formal and informal education (17-19). While these developments generate new
opportunities for inclusion, they also produce new layers of stratification, as access to
digital capital remains unevenly distributed across social groups.

Critical perspectives in the sociology of education further underscore that
educational inequality is deeply rooted in institutionalized power relations and the
differential valuation of knowledge, identity, and cultural resources. Curriculum design,
pedagogical practices, and school cultures often privilege dominant social groups while
marginalizing others, thereby reinforcing systemic inequalities (20-22). Informal student



networks operate within and amplify these structural dynamics by shaping patterns of
recognition, belonging, and exclusion (11, 23). Consequently, the sociological analysis of
educational inequality must integrate organizational, network, and cultural dimensions.

This study therefore seeks to provide a sociological explanation of how the structure
of informal student networks contributes to the reproduction of educational inequalities
among secondary school students in Tehran. By examining how network characteristics,
social capital, and access to informal educational resources interact with students’
academic outcomes, the research aims to illuminate the hidden social mechanisms through
which inequality is maintained within the schooling system.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The study employed a mixed-methods design combining quantitative survey
research with qualitative semi-structured interviews. The population consisted of
secondary school students in Tehran. A multistage cluster sampling strategy was used to
select schools from districts representing diverse socio-economic contexts, followed by
random selection of students within each school. The quantitative sample comprised 420
students. For the qualitative component, 28 participants including students, teachers, and
school counselors were selected through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation
was achieved.

Data collection involved a researcher-developed questionnaire measuring informal
network structure, social capital, access to informal educational resources, perceived
educational inequality, and academic performance. Reliability was assessed using
Cronbach’s alpha, yielding acceptable coefficients for all scales. Qualitative data were
gathered through in-depth interviews focusing on students’ lived experiences of peer
networks, resource exchange, inclusion, and exclusion within school contexts.

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation, and
multiple regression analysis. Qualitative data were subjected to thematic analysis involving
open coding, category development, and synthesis into core themes. Integration of
quantitative and qualitative findings occurred at the interpretation stage.

FINDINGS

Descriptive analysis revealed substantial variation in students’ access to informal
networks and educational resources. Students from higher socio-economic backgrounds
reported significantly larger and more resource-rich networks, while students from lower
socio-economic backgrounds were more likely to occupy peripheral network positions.
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Correlation analysis indicated strong, statistically significant relationships between
informal network structure, social capital, access to informal educational resources,
perceived educational inequality, and academic performance. Multiple regression analysis
demonstrated that network structure, social capital, access to informal resources, and
family socio-economic status jointly explained 47% of the variance in educational
inequality. Among these predictors, access to informal educational resources emerged as
the strongest predictor, followed by network structure and social capital.

Qualitative findings corroborated these results by revealing how students embedded
in strong networks benefited from academic guidance, emotional support, and privileged
information regarding exams, tutoring, and educational pathways. Conversely,
marginalized students reported experiences of exclusion, limited access to information, and
reduced academic confidence, which collectively constrained their educational trajectories.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings demonstrate that informal student networks operate as powerful social
mechanisms through which educational inequality is reproduced. Beyond formal policies
and curricula, it is the everyday social interactions among students that significantly shape
access to resources, opportunities, and academic success. Informal networks function as
conduits of social capital, facilitating the transmission of educational advantages among
privileged groups while reinforcing disadvantage among marginalized students.

The study highlights the inadequacy of policy approaches that address inequality
solely at the institutional level without confronting the underlying social structures that
permeate schools. Effective educational reform must therefore engage with the social
ecology of schooling by recognizing and intervening in the informal network processes
that distribute opportunity unequally.

In conclusion, educational inequality is not merely the product of individual ability
or formal institutional arrangements but emerges from deeply embedded social processes
within the school environment. Understanding and addressing these processes requires a
comprehensive sociological approach that integrates organizational analysis, network
theory, and critical perspectives on power and inequality.
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