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Abstract
Introduction. Educational equity is a core principle of democratic education systems. However, its 
conceptual definition remains contested in scientific research, limiting its analytical clarity and practical 
application. The term is frequently associated with equality, justice, or educational quality, giving rise 
to persistent conceptual tensions. Objective. This study aims to analyze how educational equity is 
conceptually characterized in international research and to identify its defining features and relationships 
with other key educational concepts. Analysis. A scoping review was conducted following the PCC 
framework, the PRISMA-ScR protocol, the PRISMA 2020 diagram, and the SALSA framework. Articles 
published between 2013 and 2022 were retrieved from Web of Science, Scopus, and ERIC. Fifty-three 
empirical studies explicitly defining educational equity were analyzed using qualitative coding supported 
by grounded theory principles. Results. Findings show that educational equity is defined primarily in 
relation to other concepts rather than as an autonomous concept. Twenty characteristics were identified 
and organized into four categories: essential and relevant characteristics (primary), and complementary 
and additional characteristics (secondary), highlighting the multidimensional and relational nature of 
the concept. Conclusions. The lack of conceptual consistency limits the transfer of educational equity 
to public policy and educational practice. This review provides an integrative conceptual framework, 
supports conceptual clarity, and strengthens evidence-based educational policy and research. 

Keywords: Educational equity; scientific research; scoping review; PRISMA; education.
SDG: SDG 4; quality education; education policies.
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Resumen
Introducción. La equidad educativa constituye un principio fundamental de los sistemas democráticos 
de educación. Sin embargo, su definición continúa siendo objeto de controversia en la investigación 
científica, lo que dificulta su delimitación conceptual y su aplicación tanto analítica como práctica. 
Con frecuencia, se asocia con conceptos como igualdad, justicia o calidad educativa, lo que genera 
tensiones conceptuales persistentes. Objetivo. Analizar cómo se caracteriza conceptualmente 
la equidad educativa en la investigación internacional e identificar sus rasgos definitorios y sus 
relaciones con otros conceptos clave. Análisis. Se realizó una revisión de alcance siguiendo el 
marco PCC, el protocolo PRISMA-ScR, el diagrama PRISMA 2020 y el modelo SALSA. Se analizaron 
artículos publicados entre 2013 y 2022 en Web of Science, Scopus y ERIC. La muestra final estuvo 
compuesta por 53 estudios empíricos que definen explícitamente la equidad educativa, analizados 
mediante codificación cualitativa basada en principios de la teoría fundamentada. Resultados. Los 
resultados evidencian que la equidad educativa se define principalmente a partir de sus relaciones 
con otros conceptos más que como un concepto autónomo. Se identificaron veinte características 
organizadas en cuatro categorías: esenciales y relevantes (primarias), y complementarias y 
adicionales (secundarias). Conclusiones. La falta de claridad conceptual limita la transferencia de 
la equidad educativa a las políticas públicas y a la práctica educativa. Esta revisión proporciona 
un marco conceptual integrador, favorece la claridad conceptual y fortalece la investigación y las 
políticas educativas basadas en la evidencia.

Palabras claves: Equidad educativa; investigación científica; revisión exploratoria; PRISMA; 
educación.
ODS: ODS 4; educación de calidad; políticas educativas.

Resumo
Introdução. A equidade educacional é um princípio fundamental dos sistemas democráticos de 
ensino. Contudo, sua definição continua sendo objeto de controvérsia na pesquisa científica, o 
que dificulta sua aplicação analítica e prática. O conceito é frequentemente associado à igualdade, 
à justiça ou à qualidade educacional, gerando tensões conceituais. Objetivo. Analisar como a 
equidade educacional é caracterizada na pesquisa internacional e identificar seus principais traços 
conceituais e relações com outros conceitos centrais da educação. Análise. Foi realizada uma 
revisão de escopo seguindo o modelo PCC, o protocolo PRISMA-ScR, o diagrama PRISMA 2020 e o 
modelo SALSA. Foram analisados artigos publicados entre 2013 e 2022 nas bases Web of Science, 
Scopus e ERIC. A amostra final incluiu 53 estudos empíricos que definem explicitamente a equidade 
educacional. Esses estudos foram analisados por meio de codificação qualitativa baseada em 
princípios da teoria fundamentada. Resultados. Os resultados indicam que a equidade educacional 
é definida principalmente por suas relações com outros conceitos, e não como um conceito científico 
autônomo. Foram identificadas vinte características, organizada s em quatro categorias: essenciais 
e relevantes (primárias), e complementares e adicionais (secundárias). Conclusão. A ausência de 
consistência conceitual limita a transferência da equidade educacional para políticas públicas e para 
práticas pedagógicas. favorece a clareza conceitual e fortalece a pesquisa e as políticas educacionais 
baseadas em evidências. 

Palavras-chave: Equidade educacional; pesquisa científica; revisão de escopo; PRISMA; educação.
ODS: ODS 4; educação de qualidade; políticas educacionais.
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Introduction

Educational equity is widely recognized as a core value of democratic education systems 
and a central component of sustainable development agendas (Luo et al., 2022; Porter, 2024). 
It plays a key role in shaping educational policies and inclusive initiatives aimed at ensuring 
meaningful participation and success for all students (Ching et al., 2020; Downes et al., 2024; 
Ma, 2023; Sánchez-Santamaría & Manzanares Moya, 2017). Despite its prominence in policy 
discourse, persistent disparities in access to education and learning opportunities remain 
evident and, in some contexts, have intensified (Porter, 2024). From an academic perspective, 
educational equity continues to be characterized by conceptual ambiguity and unresolved 
tensions (Levinson et al., 2022). The concept is frequently intertwined with related notions 
such as equality, justice, excellence, and educational quality, complicating its analytical use 
and transfer to policy and practice (Chu, 2019; Sánchez-Santamaría & Manzanares, 2017). The 
absence of a consolidated conceptual framework has limited the development of cumulative 
research trajectories in this field. Complex concepts are often better understood through their 
relationships with other ideas and contexts rather than through fixed definitions (Parker, 1996). 
In line with this perspective, recent studies have highlighted the need for integrative conceptual 
mappings to clarify how educational equity is constructed across research traditions (de la 
Cruz et al., 2023; Downes et al., 2024; Jurado de los Santos et al., 2020). Responding to this gap, 
this article presents a scoping review that systematically analyzes how educational equity is 
conceptually characterized in international research, identifying its defining dimensions and 
interrelations to support evidence-informed educational policies and practices.

Since the mid-twentieth century, UNESCO and the OECD have played a decisive role 
in shaping policy-oriented understandings of educational equity through international 
frameworks and milestones. D’Addio et al. (2020; United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2017) has framed equity primarily as the guarantee of equal 
opportunities and the removal of social, economic, and political barriers to educational success, 
emphasizing education as a fundamental social right. In parallel, the OECD has conceptualized 
equity through the combined lenses of inclusion and fairness, linking equitable access, processes, 
and outcomes to educational quality and system effectiveness (Field et al, 2007; Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2022; 2023). Together, these approaches 
have strongly influenced contemporary educational policy discourses and provide an essential 
backdrop for understanding how equity is articulated in research.

Recent systematic and scoping reviews indicate a growing interest in educational equity, 
although their approaches remain partial and thematically segmented. Systematic reviews have 
largely examined educational equity through specific policy instruments and areas of intervention, 
including evaluation processes (Aquario, 2021), funding policies (Franck & Nicaise, 2022), and 
equity-oriented educational policies and interventions (Shi et al., 2022). Other studies have focused 
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on strategies to reduce performance gaps (Cabral-Gouveia et al., 2023), equity in open education 
(Iniesto & Bossu, 2023), and secondary analyses of international large-scale assessments (Appels et 
al., 2023). More recent research has expanded the scope to address the relationship between equity 
and excellence (Meyer et al., 2024), gender equity in primary education (Nkya & Kibona, 2024), and 
the ethical implications of artificial intelligence for educational equity (Fu & Weng, 2024).

Scoping reviews have adopted broader analytical perspectives but have similarly tended 
to focus on specific dimensions rather than on the conceptual structure of educational equity 
as a whole. Some have explored the concept through bibliometric and conceptual analyses 
(Jurado de los Santos et al., 2020). Educational equity is frequently approached through isolated 
dimensions, indicators, or policy tools, often aligned with international agendas promoted by 
organizations such as UNESCO (D’Addio, 2020; UNESCO, 2017); and the OECD (2023). Few studies 
have addressed educational equity as a central and autonomous concept or have attempted 
to integrate its multiple dimensions into a coherent conceptual framework (Levinson et al., 
2022). This fragmentation underscores the need for an integrative synthesis that clarifies how 
educational equity is defined and conceptualized across empirical research.

Method

This study follows a scoping review design aimed at systematically mapping how educational 
equity is conceptually defined in international research. Consistent with the purpose of scoping 
reviews, the objective was not to evaluate the effectiveness of interventions but to map how 
educational equity has been conceptually defined in empirical educational research. The review 
was conducted in accordance with the PCC framework (Population, Concept, Context) and 
followed the PRISMA-ScR protocol and the PRISMA 2020 reporting guidelines (Page et al., 2021; 
Tricco et al., 2018). The SALSA framework (Search, Appraisal, Analysis, Synthesis) guided the review 
process to ensure transparency and reproducibility (Codina, 2021). Artificial intelligence tools were 
used exclusively for language revision and text editing, without participating in methodological 
decisions, coding, interpretation, or conclusions (see Artificial Intelligence Declaration).

Review question and objectives

This scoping review, conducted in accordance with the PCC framework (Population, 
Concept, Context), addresses the following research question: How are the conceptual elements 
of educational equity (C) characterized in research articles (P) published internationally in the 
context of education (C) between 2013 and 2022? The review was guided by three objectives: 
a) Identify and analyze the main characteristics of the concept of educational equity based on 
empirical evidence in indexed articles, b) Establish a conceptual map of educational equity by 
providing a structured and hierarchical framework, c) Offer a broad and coherent view of the main 
trends, debates, and gaps in the scientific literature on educational equity to guide future research.
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Procedure According to the SALSA Framework

The review followed four phases as outlined in the SALSA framework: search, appraisal, 
analysis, and synthesis.

Search phase. The search identified peer-reviewed articles published between 2013 
and 2022 in Web of Science, Scopus, and ERIC. The 2013-2022 period was selected because it 
represents a decade of substantial international development in educational equity research 
following the consolidation of the Sustainable Development Goals agenda and the growing 
prominence of equity in international education policy. Predefined keywords and inclusion/
exclusion criteria were applied using database search tools. Duplicate records were removed 
using Mendeley®, resulting in the initial document bank for the study (Table 1).

Table 1: Key methodological elements

Elements Description

Databases consulted Scopus, Web of Science (WOS), and ERIC

Date range From 2013 to 2022

Search keywords -	Educat equity / equidad educat** AND polic/politic** (Scopus and WOS) - Educational 
equity policy / Política y equidad educativa (ERIC)

Type of documents Articles

Inclusion criteria

1. Peer-reviewed empirical research articles 2. Documents in English or Spanish 3. 
Documents within the established date range 4. Documents related to educational 
equity and the analysis of educational policy 5. Only empirical research that explicitly 
defines educational equity

Exclusion criteria

1. Duplicated documents 2. Documents outside the established date range 3. 
Documents not directly related to the objectives and subject of the review 4. Documents 
with insufficient information about their content and methodology 5. False-positive 
articles 6. Books, book chapters, reports and grey literature were excluded because 
the objective was to synthesize peer-reviewed evidence ensuring methodological 
comparability and transparency

Note: Own elaboration.

Appraisal phase. Documents identified during the search phase were screened based on 
their titles and abstracts, applying the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria (see Figure 
1). When necessary, introductions and discussion sections were also reviewed. Three groups 
of documents were excluded: a) Those that did not meet inclusion/exclusion criteria, b) Those 
that could not be retrieved, c) Others excluded for specific reasons, d) Publications cited in the 
selected documents were also reviewed. While deemed relevant, these were not included in 
the evidence base as they were not obtained through the study’s predefined search equation.
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Note: Own elaboration based on Page et al. (2021).

Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram for scoping review
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Analysis phase. Documents in the evidence base were analyzed using standardized data 
extraction tables including bibliographic information, study location, educational level, and 
approach to equity. A pilot test was conducted to refine extraction variables. The analysis was 
informed by principles of Grounded Theory during the open and axial coding stages, applied to 
a corpus of 53 academic articles. However, selective coding was conducted using the conceptual 
framework proposed by Sánchez-Santamaría and Manzanares Moya (2017), which served as an 
interpretive lens for organizing the emerging categories rather than as a predefined coding 
scheme. This inductive approach enabled the identification of patterns and meanings without 
relying on predefined hypotheses and supported interpretive validity through the emergence 
of categories directly from the data. The coding process was conducted in three iterative phases. 
First, open coding was used to identify and label relevant segments across documents. Second, 
axial coding grouped codes based on shared properties and explored relationships among them. 
Finally, selective coding applied a previously developed conceptual framework of educational 
equity (Sánchez-Santamaría & Manzanares Moya, 2017), which guided the synthesis of findings 
and supported the definition of the study’s central macro-category: educational equity. Atlas.
ti® software was used to organize, retrieve, and visually map coded material and relationships 
between categories. While the software facilitated analysis, interpretive decisions were central 
to the final categorization.

Based on the macro-category, five conceptual categories were identified: structural 
conditions; educational processes; outcomes and justice; contextual factors; and recognition and 
barriers. To differentiate their empirical relevance, four thresholds were established according to 
frequency and article presence: Essential (≥ 20 occurrences, ≥ 37% article presence); Relevant (≥ 
8 occurrences, ≥ 15%); Complementary (≥ 20 total occurrences but individually less frequent); 
Additional (conceptually significant but below thresholds).

Coding reliability was strengthened through the involvement of a second independent 
coder, achieving an agreement rate of 88%. Discrepancies were resolved through iterative 
discussion and reciprocal review, ensuring conceptual coherence across the dataset.

Synthesis phase. Extracted data were integrated into a narrative synthesis combining 
reference data with structured summaries. A conceptual diagram was designed to visually 
represent the identified characteristics of educational equity. The narrative synthesis is presented 
in the Results and Discussion sections, offering a structured overview of key findings.

Results

This study analyzes 53 research articles to identify how educational equity is 
conceptualized and operationalized in educational research. Rather than appearing as a single, 
unified concept, educational equity emerges from the evidence base as a multidimensional 
and relational construct, shaped by interconnections between access, resources, processes, 
justice, and outcomes.
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Overview of educational equity in the evidence base

The scoping review identified 20 characteristics of educational equity, classified according 
to their empirical weight and conceptual relevance. These characteristics were organized into 
primary (essential and relevant) and secondary (complementary and additional) categories, 
based on both frequency of occurrence and presence across the reviewed articles (Figure 2).

Figure 2: A conceptual map of educational equity in the educational research

Note: Own elaboration based on the evaluation and synthesis of the scoping review.
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Among the essential primary characteristics, six dimensions clearly structured the core of 
educational equity. The most frequent characteristic was the subject of equity (who benefits), 
appearing in 33 articles (62.3%), followed by opportunity (26 articles; 49.1%). Resources, 
outcomes, and justice showed identical frequencies, each appearing in 24 studies (45.3%), 
while access was present in 22 articles (41.5%). Together, these six characteristics constitute the 
foundational dimensions through which educational equity is most consistently conceptualized 
in the literature.

The relevant primary characteristics, while less frequent, represent key operational 
mechanisms of equity. Treatment appeared in 11 articles (20.8%), followed by process and needs, 
each identified in 9 studies (17.0%). Vertical equity and quality were present in 8 articles each 
(15.1%). Although these characteristics did not reach the frequency threshold of the essential 
category, their consistent presence across the evidence base highlights their importance in 
understanding how equity is enacted in educational systems.
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Regarding secondary characteristics, two complementary dimensions exhibited substantial 
cumulative relevance. Purposes of educational equity –encompassing academic success, 
development of educational potential, participation, and social mobility– were identified in 27 
articles (50.94%). Influential factors, referring to contextual and structural conditions shaping 
equity, appeared in 20 studies (37.74%). These complementary characteristics reinforce the 
functional and contextual orientation of educational equity in research.

Several additional characteristics broadened the conceptual scope of equity despite lower 
frequencies. Obstacles such as segregation and systemic inequities were identified in 17 articles 
(32.08%), while recognition and inclusion appeared in 13 studies (24.53%). References to (in)
equality were found in 10 articles (18.87%). Compensation, rights, and orphans each appeared 
in 5 studies (9.43%), and distribution was identified in 3 articles (5.66%). Although these 
characteristics were less prevalent, they contribute to a more nuanced and critical understanding 
of educational equity by foregrounding structural, legal, and relational dimensions.

Core dimensions of educational equity: essential characteristics

Across the evidence base, six characteristics consistently form the core structure of 
educational equity: the subject of equity (who benefits), opportunity, resources, outcomes, 
justice, and access. These dimensions define educational equity as a multidimensional principle 
aimed at guaranteeing meaningful participation and success in education, regardless of social, 
economic, cultural, or personal conditions (Bulkley, 2013; Kim et al., 2021; Kornhaber et al., 2014; 
Sánchez-Santamaría & Manzanares Moya, 2014).

The literature reflects two dominant perspectives regarding who educational equity is for. 
One perspective focuses on specific populations –particularly marginalized, disadvantaged, or 
at-risk groups– defined by factors such as race and ethnicity (Carro-Olvera et al., 2018; Ching et 
al., 2020; Feldman & Winchester, 2015; Mestry & Ndhlovu, 2014), socioeconomic status (Johnson 
& Vesely, 2017; Malen et al., 2017), disability (Pak & Parsons, 2020; Phillippo et al., 2021), migration 
and minority status (Qian & Walker, 2015; Wang, 2013; Wilson, 2015), or cultural and linguistic 
diversity (Rodríguez et al., 2016; Valdez et al., 2016). This perspective is particularly prominent 
in studies addressing segregation, exclusion, and structural disadvantage (Costache et al., 2022; 
Zancajo, 2019).

A second perspective frames educational equity as a universal principle benefiting all 
students, regardless of background, and emphasizes system-wide fairness rather than targeted 
intervention (Hu & Huang, 2021; Lee & Manzon, 2014; Sánchez-Santamaría y Manzanares 
Moya 2014, 2017; Scott, 2013). These approaches coexist in the literature and reflect different 
normative, political, and policy orientations regarding the role of education in promoting social 
justice (Chu, 2019; Zhou et al., 2018).
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Opportunity constitutes a central dimension of educational equity and is addressed 
both as equality of opportunity and as the creation of equitable educational conditions. Some 
studies explicitly equate opportunity with equity, conceptualizing inequities as opportunity 
gaps embedded in finance, accountability, and access structures (Della Sala & Knoeppel, 2015; 
Verstegen, 2015). Other contributions treat opportunity as a core component of equitable 
systems, emphasizing institutional and policy mechanisms that shape students’ life chances 
(Chiu, 2018; Knight & Mendoza, 2019; Wei, 2020). Ensuring equitable opportunity requires 
addressing socioeconomic disparities (Pešikan & Ivić, 2016), geographic inequalities (Zhao & 
Parolin, 2014), and systemic barriers affecting specific groups (Mu et al., 2013; Zhou et al., 2018).

The unequal distribution of resources is consistently identified as a major source of 
educational inequity (Bertrand et al., 2015; Braaten et al., 2017). Research highlights inequities in 
financial, human, technological, and symbolic resources across schools, districts, and educational 
systems (Johnson & Vesely, 2017; Luo et al., 2022). Several studies emphasize the need for needs-
based and compensatory allocation models, arguing that equity requires providing additional 
resources to students and institutions facing greater structural challenges (Chanimbe & Prah, 
2020; Hu & Huang, 2021; Rodríguez et al., 2016). Organizational and governance arrangements 
also condition how resources are mobilized and sustained in pursuit of equity (Bush-Mecenas, 
2022; Castagno & Hausman, 2017; Duke & VanGronigen, 2021).

Educational outcomes have become a central concern in equity-oriented research and 
policy, particularly in the context of accountability and reform agendas (Chu, 2019; Malin et 
al., 2017). Inequities in outcomes are frequently linked to unequal access to opportunities, 
differential resource allocation, and institutional practices that reproduce advantage and 
disadvantage (Braaten et al., 2017; Pak & Parsons, 2020). The literature distinguishes between 
equal outcomes, equitable outcomes achieved through differentiated support, and broader 
educational outcomes that include social, civic, and participatory dimensions (Arias et al., 2015; 
Kim et al., 2021; Waghid, 2016).

Equity is closely associated with justice, understood as fairness across access, processes, and 
outcomes, and as a normative commitment to addressing historical and structural inequalities 
(Montes & Parcerisa, 2016; Mu et al., 2013). Educational justice involves guaranteeing rights, 
recognizing diversity, and preventing social, economic, or personal conditions from constraining 
educational development (Chen & Abdullah, 2022; Mestry & Ndhlovu, 2014; Wang, 2013). From 
this perspective, educational equity is positioned as a key pathway toward broader social justice 
goals (Sánchez-Santamaría & Manzanares Moya, 2014; Waghid, 2016).

Access is identified as a foundational dimension of educational equity, encompassing 
not only physical availability but also effective participation and engagement (Chiu, 2018; 
Zhao & Parolin, 2014). Studies highlight persistent barriers related to segregation, selection 

https://doi.org/10.15359/ree.30-2.21275
http://www.revistas.una.ac.cr/index.php/educare
http://www.cide.una.ac.cr
http://www.una.ac.cr
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/cr/deed.es_ES
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0


Los artículos de la Revista Electrónica Educare del Centro de Investigación y Docencia en Educación de la Universidad Nacional, Costa Rica, se comparten bajo términos de la Licencia 
Creative Commons: Reconocimiento, No Comercial, Sin Obra Derivada 3.0 Costa Rica. Las autorizaciones adicionales a las aquí delimitadas se pueden obtener en el correo: educare@una.cr

https://doi.org/10.15359/ree.30-2.21275
https://www.revistas.una.ac.cr/index.php/educare

educare@una.ac.cr

	 Mery Morales-Javela, José Sánchez-Santamaría 11

Revista Electrónica Educare (Educare Electronic Journal)    EISSN: 1409-4258 Vol. 30(2) MAYO-AGOSTO, 2026: 1-24

mechanisms, and market-oriented policies (Costache et al., 2022; Zancajo, 2019). Equitable 
access therefore requires removing structural and institutional barriers while ensuring that 
students can meaningfully benefit from educational opportunities (Bush-Mecenas, 2022; 
Kraehe et al., 2016; Phillippo et al., 2021).

Operational mechanisms of educational equity: relevant characteristics

Operational characteristics describe the mechanisms through which educational equity 
is enacted in practice. These include treatment, process, attention to needs, vertical equity, and 
quality. Educational equity encompasses both differentiated treatment –adapting support to 
individual circumstances– and equal treatment-ensuring identical conditions for students with 
similar characteristics (Pak & Parsons, 2020; Pešikan & Ivić, 2016; Wang, 2013). Both approaches 
are framed as legitimate expressions of fairness depending on context and policy design 
(Bulkley, 2013; Mestry & Ndhlovu, 2014).

Process equity emphasizes justice within educational practices and learning experiences, 
focusing on participation, pedagogical quality, and responsiveness to student diversity (Mu et 
al., 2013; Radzi & Kenayathulla, 2017). Studies stress the role of leadership, governance, and 
institutional culture in shaping equitable processes (Castagno & Hausman, 2017; Feldman & 
Winchester, 2015; Ishimaru & Galloway, 2021). Closely linked to process equity is attention to 
individual needs, which requires continuous assessment and flexible allocation of resources 
based on evolving personal, social, and educational factors (Kim et al., 2021; Lee & Manzon, 
2014).

Vertical equity further underscores the need to compensate for unequal starting points 
by providing additional support to students facing structural disadvantage (Malish & Ilavarasan, 
2016; Verstegen, 2015). Ensuring high-quality education for all students –independent of 
socioeconomic background, location, or institutional context– is consistently presented as 
a non-negotiable condition for educational equity (Braaten et al., 2017; Chiu, 2018; Duke & 
VanGronigen, 2021).

Purposes and contextual dimensions of educational equity

Complementary characteristics highlight the purposes and contextual drivers of 
educational equity. These include academic success, development of educational potential, 
meaningful learning experiences, participation, retention in education, and long-term social 
mobility (Arias et al., 2015; Malin et al., 2017; Tamtik & Guenter, 2019). Equity-oriented policies 
and practices aim not only to reduce achievement gaps but also to foster sustained inclusion 
and educational trajectories, particularly for vulnerable and historically marginalized students 
(Boroel Cervantes et al., 2018; Bush-Mecenas, 2022).
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Social mobility emerges as a key long-term objective, linking educational equity to broader 
processes of social transformation and intergenerational justice (Wang, 2013; Wei, 2020). 
Finally, contextual factors –such as socioeconomic conditions, cultural background, migration 
status, and individual endowments– play a decisive role in shaping equitable opportunities 
and outcomes, underscoring the need for context-sensitive and adaptive equity frameworks 
(Ansorger, 2021; Bulkley, 2013; Hou & Jam, 2020; Zhou et al., 2018).

Boundary and structural elements: additional characteristics

Additional characteristics expand the framework by incorporating structural and relational 
dimensions of equity. These include systemic obstacles (e.g., segregation and power structures), 
recognition and inclusion of diversity, compensatory mechanisms, rights, and distributive 
justice (Table 2).

Note: Own elaboration.

Table 2: Additional characteristics of educational equity

Additional Characteristics Related Codes

Obstacles Obstacles identified include segregation, structural inequity, the system, power, 
and social exclusion.

Recognition of Diversity Equity is linked to diversity, its recognition, and inclusion.

(In)Equality References to equality and inequality appear through terms such as disparity, 
gaps, equality, and social equalizer.

Compensation Certain connections are noted between educational equity and compensatory 
measures, through terms like compensation and support.

Rights Some mentions link educational equity to the law, as evidenced by references to 
legal terms and people’s rights.

Distribution
There are mentions of educational equity in connection with resource 
distribution, through terms like distributive justice, redistribution, and 
impartiality.

Discussion

This scoping review contributes to the analysis of educational equity in public policy by 
articulating a conceptual framework that enables the identification of dominant interpretations 
and institutional logics shaping policy design and implementation. Rather than operating 
as a unified or stable concept, equity emerges as a contested and heterogeneous construct, 
continuously redefined through governance arrangements, accountability mechanisms, and 
power relations embedded in policy processes (Bulkley, 2013; Chu, 2019; Kornhaber et al., 2014). 
Systematic reviews and large-scale syntheses confirm this conceptual fragmentation, showing 
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that equity is operationalized through diverse and often inconsistent dimensions across policy 
domains, assessment frameworks, and institutional contexts (Appels et al., 2023; Jurado de los 
Santos et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2021). From this perspective, equity functions less as a consensual 
objective and more as a site of negotiation and struggle among competing policy rationalities.

The analytical value of typological approaches to equity lies not only in their classificatory 
capacity, but also in their ability to illuminate how particular meanings of equity gain institutional 
legitimacy while others remain marginal. Evidence from systematic reviews indicates that policy-
oriented research tends to privilege dimensions of equity that are measurable, comparable, and 
compatible with performance-based governance, such as achievement gaps, access indicators, 
or funding formulas (Appels et al., 2023; Franck & Nicaise, 2022). As previous qualitative and critical 
research has shown, this tendency aligns with policy discourses that favor operationalizable 
dimensions of equity at the expense of structural, relational, or justice-oriented understandings 
(Bertrand et al., 2015; Castagno & Hausman, 2017). This selective incorporation contributes to a 
narrowing of equity agendas, reinforcing dominant hierarchies within education systems and 
limiting the transformative potential of equity policies (Kraehe et al., 2016; Zancajo, 2019).

Equity-related tensions are especially visible in policy contexts characterized by strong 
managerial and accountability logics. Although equity is frequently invoked as a guiding principle, 
policy instruments may inadvertently reproduce or even intensify existing inequalities (Bertrand 
et al., 2015; Braaten et al., 2017). Systematic reviews of equity-oriented reforms and funding 
policies show mixed and often modest effects, particularly when accountability mechanisms 
prioritize standardized outcomes over contextual responsiveness (Franck & Nicaise, 2022; 
Cabral-Gouveia et al., 2023). Research across diverse contexts illustrates how accountability-
driven reforms emphasize measurable performance while overlooking institutional, social, and 
cultural factors that shape unequal educational trajectories (Della Sala & Knoeppel, 2015; Knight 
& Mendoza, 2019; Meyer et al., 2024). In this sense, mapping equity characteristics helps reveal 
not only what is emphasized in policy, but also what is systematically excluded.

The distinction between primary and secondary equity characteristics highlights these 
dynamics with particular clarity. Primary characteristics –such as access, outcomes, and 
resource allocation– are closely aligned with international policy agendas and indicator-based 
governance frameworks (Zhou et al., 2018). Reviews of international large-scale assessments 
confirm that equity is frequently reduced to distributive and outcome-oriented dimensions that 
can be monitored through comparative indicators (Appels et al., 2023). While this alignment 
facilitates policy diffusion and implementation, it simultaneously constrains the scope of equity 
by limiting attention to structural inequalities, institutional cultures, and long-term educational 
trajectories (Johnson & Vesely, 2017; Malen et al., 2017; Meyer et al., 2024). Secondary 
characteristics –such as segregation, contextual disadvantage, and structural barriers– are more 
frequently addressed in critical policy analyses, yet remain weakly institutionalized in formal 
policy instruments (Costache et al., 2022; Kraehe et al., 2016; Zancajo, 2019).
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The coexistence of access and outcomes as core equity dimensions exposes persistent 
contradictions in policy design. On the one hand, access reflects a universalist commitment 
to educational inclusion; on the other, many policies rely on targeted interventions aimed at 
specific populations, including low-income students, migrants, or students with disabilities 
(Pak & Parsons, 2020; Qian & Walker, 2015; Wang, 2013). Systematic evidence suggests that 
while targeted strategies may reduce specific gaps, they often fail to address the broader 
conditions that generate inequality, and may even reinforce deficit-based constructions of 
equity (Cabral-Gouveia et al., 2023). An excessive focus on standardized outcomes narrows 
the conceptualization of equity, sidelining broader educational purposes such as wellbeing, 
participation, and democratic agency (Aquario, 2021; Lee & Manzon, 2014; Waghid, 2016).

Justice is frequently invoked within equity discourse, yet it is most commonly operationalized 
through distributive models centered on resource allocation or performance gaps (Montes & 
Parcerisa, 2016; Verstegen, 2015). Systematic reviews on assessment and evaluation practices 
reveal that fairness and justice are often reduced to technical issues of measurement, reliability, and 
comparability, rather than addressed as relational or ethical concerns (Appels et al., 2023; Aquario, 
2021). Transformative approaches –focused on recognition, participation, and power– remain 
comparatively underdeveloped in policy frameworks, despite their prominence in critical scholarship 
(Barajas-López & Ishimaru, 2020; Feldman & Winchester, 2015). This imbalance limits the capacity of 
equity policies to address the deeper social and institutional roots of educational inequality.

Needs-based and process-oriented approaches further complicate equity implementation. 
While responsiveness to individual needs can promote differentiation and inclusion (Hu & 
Huang, 2021; Kim et al., 2021), systematic reviews caution that needs-based models are highly 
sensitive to how needs are defined, measured, and institutionalized (Nkya & Kibona, 2024). 
Questions regarding categorization, stigmatization, and tracking remain central, particularly in 
vocational and advanced education pathways (Malish & Ilavarasan, 2016; Meyer et al., 2024). 
Similarly, process equity –focused on the quality of educational experiences– has gained 
increasing attention in research, yet remains marginal within systems dominated by efficiency 
and performance imperatives (Bush-Mecenas, 2022; Duke & VanGronigen, 2021; Ishimaru & 
Galloway, 2021; Mu et al., 2013). Reviews in open education and digital learning further indicate 
that emerging technological solutions may reproduce existing inequities unless equity is 
explicitly embedded in design and governance processes (Iniesto & Bossu, 2023; Fu & Weng, 
2024). Additional equity dimensions related to participation, life trajectories, and long-term 
opportunity structures are often treated as secondary concerns within policy agendas (Arias 
et al., 2015; Malin et al., 2017). Empirical and review-based evidence from higher education, 
vocational pathways, and marginalized communities demonstrates that equity cannot be fully 
addressed without considering institutional cultures, student voice, and family engagement 
(Barajas-López & Ishimaru, 2020; Hou & Jam, 2020; Nkya & Kibona, 2024; Wilson, 2015). Yet these 
dimensions are frequently subordinated to narrow achievement-based metrics. Research on 
segregation, exclusion, and market-oriented reforms underscores the limitations of dominant 
equity models. Systematic and narrative reviews alike show that school choice and quasi-
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market mechanisms tend to exacerbate stratification and reinforce social divisions, particularly 
in contexts lacking strong regulatory frameworks (Phillippo et al., 2021; Zancajo, 2019; Zhao 
& Parolin, 2014). In such settings, inclusion risks becoming largely symbolic unless structural 
mechanisms of inequality are explicitly confronted (Costache et al., 2022; Valdez et al., 2016).

Conclusion

Educational equity is a concept that is shaped more by its context than by a fixed 
definition. It has a dynamic and evolving nature, influenced by various perspectives and 
constructs used in educational research (Jurado de los Santos et al., 2020; Sánchez-Santamaría 
& Manzanares Moya, 2017). This scoping review has identified a framework of components 
that characterize educational equity, providing a deeper understanding of its epistemological 
dimension. These primary and secondary components form the conceptual foundation upon 
which the applications and developments of educational equity are based.

The findings offer a conceptual and contextual framework of educational equity from 
the perspective of educational research, based on the studies analyzed. This provides valuable 
insights for advancing educational research, as it not only highlights the existing knowledge 
but also identifies gaps and unexplored areas in the published literature (Levinson et al., 2022). 
On one hand, the study shows various characteristics of the concept of equity and their levels of 
relevance, enabling a broader understanding and serving as a foundation for future research. On 
the other hand, it provides useful data for policy formulation, research development, and the 
enhancement of educational policies and practices from an equity perspective (de la Cruz 
et al., 2023; Ma, 2023; Sánchez-Santamaría & Boroel Cervantes et al., 2024; UNESCO, 2017). The 
conceptual framework identified can guide policy decisions, and the comprehensive approach 
to equity outlined here may help address aspects often overlooked by narrower interpretations 
of the concept (Field et al., 2007; OECD, 2022).

To sum up, this analysis highlights enduring tensions within educational equity discourse: 
between universalist aspirations and targeted interventions, between distributive and relational 
justice, and between equity as a normative commitment and as a managerial policy tool. The 
accumulated evidence from systematic reviews and critical policy research suggests that 
advancing educational equity requires approaches that move beyond resource distribution 
alone, incorporating recognition, participation, institutional culture, and power relations as 
central policy concerns. Equity, therefore, should be understood not merely as a policy objective, 
but as an integral component of broader democratic and social justice projects. Furthermore, 
in a broader context, the findings of this study contribute to a more holistic understanding 
of educational practices for equity and support the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. Despite significant progress, challenges remain, including a lack 
of clarity in defining needs, effectively implementing strategies, and overcoming structural 
barriers. Achieving fairer and more equitable education systems requires sustained commitment 
to research and evidence-based policymaking (Ainscow, 2020; Downes et al., 2024; Sánchez-
Santamaría & Boroel, 2024).
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This review acknowledges some limitations due to the SALSA methodology applied, 
particularly regarding the exclusion of grey literature and publications beyond the selected 
databases. Additionally, other forms of dissemination, such as books or book chapters, were not 
included in the analysis. It is also important to highlight that a strict criterion was applied when 
selecting keywords for the article search. Only studies that explicitly used the term educational 
equity and, in some way, incorporated a definition of the concept were considered relevant. 
The decision to include only empirical studies that explicitly defined educational equity may 
have limited the representation of broader philosophical and theoretical traditions that have 
historically shaped the concept. Consequently, the conceptual framework presented here 
should be interpreted as reflecting how educational equity is operationalized in empirical 
educational research rather than the entirety of its theoretical development.
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