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he papers i n th i s s y m p o s i u m are c o n c e r n e d w i t h an assessment o f an 
1 i m p o r t a n t r ecen t p u b l i c a t i o n i n I r i s h e d u c a t i o n o n Equality of Oppor­

tunity in Irish Schools (Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n , 1 9 8 4 ) . I t is n o l onge r a 
m a t t e r o f surprise t h a t t he f i nd ings o f a research s t u d y o n e q u a l i t y o f o p p o r ­
t u n i t y i n e d u c a t i o n s h o u l d b e c o m e t h e cen t re o f c o n t r o v e r s y . S o m e o f t he 
m o s t in tense academic debates i n t he i n t e r n a t i o n a l socia l science l i t e r a t u r e 
have i n v o l v e d such studies, t he m o s t spectacular e x a m p l e be ing , perhaps , 
t h a t w h i c h s u r r o u n d e d t h e p u b l i c a t i o n o f t he C o l e m a n R e p o r t i n t he U n i t e d 
States ( C o l e m a n et al., 1 9 6 6 ) . I n r ecen t decades e d u c a t i o n has emerged as a 
k e y i n s t r u m e n t o f social p o l i c y . T h i s d e v e l o p m e n t is r e l a t ed t o t he trans­
f o r m a t i o n o f t he o c c u p a t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e o f o u r soc ie ty a n d t o t he p i v o t a l 
r o l e o f e d u c a t i o n i n t he r e p r o d u c t i o n o f t he class s t r u c t u r e . T h e dec l ine i n 
the percentage o f t he w o r k fo rce engaged i n a g r i c u l t u r e a n d o t h e r f o r m s o f 
s e l f - e m p l o y m e n t t oge the r w i t h the g r o w t h i n p ro fess iona l , w h i t e c o l l a r , 
t e c h n i c a l a n d o t h e r s k i l l e d o c c u p a t i o n s has r e su l t ed i n a s i t u a t i o n w h e r e 
inc reas ing ly t he l i n k b e t w e e n socia l o r ig ins and des t ina t ions is m e d i a t e d 
b y e d u c a t i o n . W h i l e cons ide ra t ions o f e c o n o m i c g r o w t h a n d d e v e l o p m e n t 
m a y have been the k e y fac tors w h i c h p r e c i p i t a t e d t h e e x p a n s i o n o f the 
e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem, the e v a l u a t i o n o f th is e x p a n s i o n has t e n d e d t o concen­
t ra te o n i ts c o n t r i b u t i o n t o w a r d s t he r e d u c t i o n o f i n e q u a l i t y . 

Equality of Opportunity in Irish Schools is a l o n g i t u d i n a l s t u d y o f a sample 
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o f 5 0 0 c h i l d r e n i d e n t i f i e d i n 1 9 6 7 w h e n t h e y were 1 1 years o f age. Ex tens ive 
base-line da ta were c o l l e c t e d o n each o f t h e c h i l d r e n at t h i s stage a n d t h e i r 
subsequent e d u c a t i o n a l a n d ear ly v o c a t i o n a l careers were m o n i t o r e d . T h e 
pu rpose o f t he s t u d y was t o i d e n t i f y fac tors w h i c h were associated w i t h t he 
d i f f e r e n t i a l a t t a i n m e n t s a n d ach ievements o f t he s tudents . M o r e spec i f i ca l ly , 
h a v i n g i d e n t i f i e d e q u a l i t y o f e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t y as an ob jec t ive o f 
p u b l i c p o l i c y i n I r e l a n d , t h e au tho r s set o u t t o assess the e x t e n t t o w h i c h 
th i s was real ised f o r t h i s p a r t i c u l a r c o h o r t . T h e degree o f e q u a l i t y o f o p p o r ­
t u n i t y was assessed b y t h e e x t e n t t o w h i c h a s tuden t ' s success i n t he sys tem 
a n d his o r her f i r s t o c c u p a t i o n a l p o s i t i o n after l eav ing s choo l c o u l d be 
desc r ibed as h a v i n g been " a c h i e v e d " r a the r t h a n " a s c r i b e d " . T h e au thors 
regarded success as h a v i n g been ach ieved i f i t was f o u n d t o be dependen t 
so le ly o n e d u c a t i o n a l l y re levan t variables such as a b i l i t y a n d e f f o r t . I f , 
h o w e v e r , success d e p e n d e d sole ly o n " e d u c a t i o n a l l y i r r e l e v a n t " variables 
such as one's gender , socia l class a n d geographica l l o c a t i o n t h e n i t was 
regarded as " a s c r i b e d " . U l t i m a t e l y t he au thors were p r i m a r i l y c o n c e r n e d 
w i t h t he re la t ive i m p o r t a n c e o f a b i l i t y a n d soc io -economic status. Greaney 
a n d Ke l l aghan ' s f i n a l conc lu s ions are s ta ted as f o l l o w s : 

T h e fac t t h a t a b i l i t y p l a y e d such a d o m i n a n t r o l e i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l 
progress o f s tuden ts i n o u r s t u d y suggests t h a t t he m e r i t o c r a t i c idea l is 
at least b e i n g a p p r o a c h e d i f n o t q u i t e b e i n g a t t a i n e d (p . 2 6 3 ) . 

T h e w e i g h t o f t h i s j u d g e m e n t is u n d e r l i n e d b y t he au tho r s w h o p o i n t e d t o a 
n u m b e r o f d i s t i n c t i v e features o f t h e i r s t u d y . T h e y c l a i m t h a t i t overcomes 
the weaknesses o f m a n y e x i s t i n g studies o f i n e q u a l i t y w h i c h have focused o n 
d ispar i t ies i n socia l class p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n p o s t - c o m p u l s o r y e d u c a t i o n . T h e i r 
s t u d y was l o n g i t u d i n a l r a the r t h a n m e r e l y cross-sect ional a n d i t also i n c l u d e d 
a measure o f a b i l i t y , t h u s p e r m i t t i n g a test o f t he m e r i t o c r a t i c p r i n c i p l e . 

Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s asser t ion c o n c e r n i n g t h e m e r i t o c r a t i c idea l " b e i n g 
a p p r o a c h e d i f n o t q u i t e b e i n g a t t a i n e d " represents t he s t a r t i ng p o i n t f o r t he 
o t h e r r e s p o n d e n t s ' papers i n t he s y m p o s i u m . T h e ques t ions raised b y the 
c o n t r i b u t o r s are b o t h t h e o r e t i c a l a n d m e t h o d o l o g i c a l . L y n c h ' s concerns are 
p r i m a r i l y t h e o r e t i c a l . T w o k e y concepts i n t he s t u d y , those o f " m e r i t o c r a c y " 
a n d " a b i l i t y " are ana lysed . These concep t s , she argues, are n o t n e u t r a l 
s c i en t i f i c concep t s . B y e l a b o r a t i n g o n the c o m p l e x i t i e s o f these t w o c o n ­
cepts she demons t r a t e s h o w the categories w i t h i n w h i c h w e f o r m u l a t e 
research issues are themselves based o n p re suppos i t i ons w h i c h are value-
l aden . T h e m a i n b u r d e n o f he r c r i t i c i s m o f Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s s t u d y is 
t h a t i n f a i l i n g t o t r ea t these concep ts a n a l y t i c a l l y a n d c r i t i c a l l y , t h e y g rea t ly 
o v e r s i m p l i f y t he p r o b l e m o f socia l a n d e d u c a t i o n a l e q u a l i t y . 

L y n c h ' s e x a m i n a t i o n o f the p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s u n d e r l y i n g t he c o n c e p t o f 
a b i l i t y , as measured b y a score o n a v e r b a l reasoning test raises a n u m b e r 



o f i m p o r t a n t ques t ions . She is especial ly c r i t i c a l o f t he a u t h o r s ' f a i lu re 
t o e x p l o r e a d e q u a t e l y t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n a b i l i t y a n d socia l class. I t is 
her c o n t e n t i o n t h a t a b i l i t y , as measured , is a t least p a r t l y a f o r m o f ascr ibed 
" c u l t u r a l c a p i t a l " . T h u s , she rejects t he achieved ( a b i l i t y ) ascr ibed (social 
class) d i c h o t o m y w h i c h is c e n t r a l t o t he a u t h o r s ' test o f m e r i t o c r a c y . 

T h e papers b y W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n a n d b y R a f t e r y a n d H o u t are p r i m a r i l y 
c o n c e r n e d w i t h m e t h o d o l o g i c a l aspects o f t he s t u d y . T h e t w o papers i l l u s t r a t e 
a l t e rna t ive strategies i n da ta re-analysis. W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n c o n f i n e themselves 
t o a re-analysis o f t he p u b l i s h e d da ta avai lable t o t h e m i n t he m o n o g r a p h . I n 
con t r a s t , R a f t e r y a n d H o u t sough t a n d were g iven access t o t he r a w da ta 
a n d f o l l o w i n g some r e c o d i n g t h e y c a r r i e d o u t t h e i r o w n analysis . 

W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n were i n fac t t he f i r s t t o chal lenge Greaney and K e l -
laghan's f i nd ings h a v i n g been surpr i sed b y t he d i sc repancy b e t w e e n t h e m a n d 
t h e i r o w n f ind ings o n social m o b i l i t y . T h e i r paper i n c l u d e d here is a s u m m a r y 
o f a m o r e e x t e n d e d c r i t i q u e ( W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n , 1 9 8 4 ) . T h e i r f i r s t c r i t i c i s m 
o f t he s t u d y concerns t h e soc io -economic status c lass i f i ca t ion e m p l o y e d i n 
the s t u d y , a c r i t i c i s m w h i c h is also made b y L y n c h . W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n also 
c r i t i c i se t he inadequa te a t t e n t i o n g iven i n t he s t u d y t o the l i k e l y causes a n d 
consequences o f class-related va r i a t i ons i n a b i l i t y . H o w e v e r , t h e i r m a i n 
c r i t i c i s m o f t he s t u d y is t h e f a i lu re t o specify and test a f o r m a l m o d e l o f 
m e r i t o c r a c y a n d t o recognise i m p o r t a n t i n t e r a c t i o n s b e t w e e n a b i l i t y a n d 
gender i n e s t i m a t i n g t h e e f fec t o f class o n t he p r o b a b i l i t y o f surv iva l i n the 
e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem. 

U s i n g log- l inear analysis W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n demons t r a t e t h a t the basic 
m e r i t o c r a t i c h y p o t h e s i s can be r e f u t e d . T h e y p r o c e e d t o e x a m i n e the o u t f l o w 
pa t t e rns f r o m soc io -economic o r ig ins t o e d u c a t i o n a l des t ina t ions p r e d i c t e d 
o n the basis o f t he best f i t t i n g assoc ia t ion m o d e l . I n a d d i t i o n t o d o c u m e n t i n g 
the degree o f depa r tu re f r o m m e r i t o c r a t i c p r i nc ip l e s W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n 
h i g h l i g h t one o f t h e i r conc lus ions w h i c h is d i r e c t l y c o n t r a r y t o t h a t o f 
Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n . F r o m an e x a m i n a t i o n o f e d u c a t i o n a l t r a s i t i o n p r o ­
b a b i l i t i e s t h e y c o n c l u d e t h a t t he soc io -economic inequa l i t i e s i n the p r o ­
b a b i l i t y o f surv iva l increase subs t an t i a l l y as one moves u p t h r o u g h the sys tem. 
Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n h a d c o n c l u d e d t h a t t he ro l e o f soc io -economic status 
d i m i n i s h e d as s tudents advanced t h r o u g h the sys tem. T h e s t a t i s t i ca l ly 
i n f o r m e d reader w i l l w i s h t o evaluate t he e m p i r i c a l evidence f o r the respec­
t ive c l a ims . H o w e v e r , t he less s t a t i s t i c a l l y s o p h i s t i c a t e d reader w i t h , perhaps, 
an in te res t i n the p o l i c y i m p l i c a t i o n s o f research f ind ings w i l l w o n d e r h o w 
t w o d i f f e r e n t pairs o f researchers can reach c o n t r a r y conc lus ions f r o m the 
same data . 

R a f t e r y a n d H o u t ' s re-analysis concen t ra tes o n f ive variables f r o m the 
o r i g i n a l da ta set: a b i l i t y , social class ( r ecoded t o H o p e - G o l d t h o r p e scale 
values) , t y p e o f second-level s c h o o l a t t e n d e d , gender a n d h ighes t e d u c a t i o n a l 



l eve l a t t a i n e d . L o g i s t i c regression analysis is used t o measure the d i r e c t a n d 
i n d i r e c t e f fec t o f each o f t he f i r s t f o u r var iables o n t he p r o b a b i l i t y o f r e m a i n ­
i n g i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l sys t em at each o f f ive t r a n s i t i o n s f r o m " e n t r y t o post­
p r i m a r y s c h o o l " t h r o u g h t o " e n t r y t o t h i r d l e v e l " . T h e i r cho ice o f a d i f f e r e n t 
m e t h o d o l o g y stems f r o m t h e i r d i s sa t i s fac t ion w i t h t h a t used b y Greaney a n d 
K e l l a g h a n w h i c h , t h e y argue, suffers f r o m " t h e l a c k o f any u n i f o r m l y a p p l i e d 
s ta t i s t i ca l a p p r o a c h " . T h e y c l a i m t h a t the re was an over re l iance o n b iva r i a t e 
analyses, especial ly o n a series o f p a r t / w h o l e compar i sons . F u r t h e r m o r e , 
t h e y are u n h a p p y w i t h t he p a r t i c u l a r f o r m o f m u l t i v a r i a t e analysis (dis­
c r i m i n a n t analysis) w h i c h was used o n occasions. 

Perhaps t he m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g fea ture o f R a f t e r y and H o u t ' s re-analysis 
concerns t h e size o f t h e ef fec t o f socia l class. T h e i r f i n d i n g s , t h e y argue, are 
at var iance w i t h Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s c o n c l u s i o n t h a t t he m e r i t o c r a t i c 
idea l is b e i n g a p p r o a c h e d . T h e y f i n d t h a t t he ef fec t o f class o n t he p r o b a b i l i t y 
o f r e m a i n i n g i n s c h o o l a t each o f t he second-level t r ans i t i ons is v i r t u a l l y as 
great as t h a t o f a b i l i t y . H o w e v e r , i n agreement w i t h Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n 
a n d c o n t r a r y t o W h e l a n a n d Whelan ' s asser t ion, t h e y f i n d n o evidence o f a 
class e f fec t o n t he p r o b a b i l i t y o f e n t e r i n g h ighe r e d u c a t i o n f o r those w h o d o 
sit t he L e a v i n g C e r t i f i c a t e . A f u r t h e r i m p o r t a n t subs tant ive f i n d i n g t o emerge 
f r o m R a f t e r y a n d H o u t ' s analysis is t h a t t y p e o f s choo l has a s ign i f i can t 
e f fec t o n surv iva l rates at each second-level t r a n s i t i o n . A v o c a t i o n a l s choo l 
s t u d e n t has a m u c h h ighe r p r o b a b i l i t y o f d r o p p i n g o u t at each stage t h a n a 
secondary s c h o o l s t uden t f r o m the same b a c k g r o u n d and w i t h the same 
a b i l i t y . I n d e e d , R a f t e r y a n d H o u t f o u n d t h a t t y p e o f s c h o o l exp la ins m o r e 
o f t he v a r i a t i o n i n d r o p - o u t rates at second leve l t h a n class and a b i l i t y 
toge ther . 

Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s r e j o i n d e r represents a v i g o r o u s defence o f t h e i r 
s t u d y . T h e y recognise t h a t i t was t h e i r f i n a l c o n c l u s i o n suggesting t h a t t h e 
m e r i t o c r a c y idea l is b e i n g app roached i f n o t q u i t e b e i n g a t t a i n e d w h i c h e v o k e d 
t he close s c r u t i n y w h i c h t h e i r s t u d y has rece ived . I n r e s p o n d i n g t o t h e i r c r i t i c s , 
f o r t he m o s t p a r t , Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n eschew the m o r e e m o t i v e and 
p r o b l e m a t i c issues o f m e r i t o c r a c y a n d e q u a l i t y o f o p p o r t u n i t y a n d ins tead 
c o n c e n t r a t e o n an assessment o f t he evidence i n respect o f t he fac tors w h i c h 
are r e l a t e d t o l eve l o f e d u c a t i o n a l a t t a i n m e n t . 

I n c o m m e n t i n g o n t he t w o papers w h i c h re-analyse the da ta t h e y p o i n t 
o u t t h a t t he ove ra l l conc lus ions t o t he re-analyses seem subs t an t i a l l y s imi l a r 
t o t h e i r o w n . T h i s is p a r t i c u l a r l y t r u e i n t he case o f R a f t e r y and H o u t ' s 
analysis. T h e y a c k n o w l e d g e dif ferences i n d e t a i l i n the f ind ings o f t he 
analyses, especia l ly b e t w e e n those o f W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n a n d t h e i r o w n . 
T h e m a j o r d i f ferences i n f i nd ings are r e l a t e d t o t he use o f a l t e rna t ive a n a l y t i c a l 
a n d s t a t i s t i ca l m o d e l s . I n response t o t he accusat ions o f t h e i r c r i t i c s o f t h e i r 
f a i lu re t o use an adequate s ta t i s t i ca l m o d e l t h e y p o i n t t o the p r o b l e m s 



w h i c h arise " w h e n there is bias i n t he se l ec t ion o f a m o d e l a n d w h e n inferences 
are m a d e o n the basis o f a m o d e l w h i c h , w h e n e x a m i n e d , are f o u n d t o be 
i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h aspects o f t h e o r i g i n a l d a t a " . T h e y suggest t h a t t h e W h e l a n 
a n d W h e l a n re-analysis is especia l ly v u l n e r a b l e i n th i s respect . T h e p o i n t at 
issue here is o f p a r a m o u n t i m p o r t a n c e a n d i ts i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r researchers 
e x t e n d w e l l b e y o n d the present c o n t r o v e r s y . W i t h t he a v a i l a b i l i t y o f ever 
m o r e c o m p l e x s t a t i s t i ca l mode l s researchers w i l l i nc reas ing ly be c o n f r o n t e d 
w i t h t he p o s s i b i l i t y o f discrepancies b e t w e e n inferences based o n a m o d e l 
a n d those based o n t he ac tua l r a w da ta w h i c h t he m o d e l p u r p o r t s t o represent . 
T h i s danger w i l l be p a r t i c u l a r l y acute w h e n the n u m b e r s i n v o l v e d are s m a l l . 
Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n r e s p o n d m o r e f a v o u r a b l y t o R a f t e r y a n d H o u t ' s 
analysis . T h e y n o t e t h a t w i t h one m i n o r e x c e p t i o n , i n v o l v i n g a t t r i t i o n rates 
d u r i n g t h e senior c y c l e , t h e conc lus ions d r a w n f r o m t h e log i s t i c regression 
m o d e l are cons i s t en t w i t h the ac tua l da ta . I n d e e d , t h e y are p r e p a r e d t o 
concede t h a t t h e best ove ra l l p i c t u r e o f t he r e l a t ive effects o f s o c i o - e c o n o m i c 
status a n d a b i l i t y is t o be f o u n d i n th i s analysis . 

T h e debate b e t w e e n the researchers o n t h e s t a t i s t i ca l f i nd ings m a y even be 
less i m p o r t a n t t h a n t he d isagreement o n t he i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t he f i nd ings . 
R a f t e r y a n d H o u t a n d W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n argue t h a t Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n 
have ove r s t a t ed t he case o f a b i l i t y versus class. Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n 
r e s p o n d b y suggest ing t h a t t he o t h e r researchers have p l a c e d u n d u e emphasis 
o n t he ro le o f soc io -economic status. I t is clear t h a t t he " p e r c e p t i o n o f 
d i f f e r e n c e " m a y some t imes be m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n t h e ac tua l d i f ferences . 
Th i s w i l l a lways be a d i l e m m a f o r socia l scientists w h e r e t he subjec t m a t t e r 
u n d e r s t u d y can never be t o t a l l y abs t rac ted f r o m t h e va lue j u d g e m e n t s o f 
t he researchers. T h e q u e s t i o n o f values as L y n c h ' s paper demons t ra t e s , does 
n o t o f course i n t r u d e o n l y at t h e p o i n t o f t he i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f f i nd ings . H e r 
concerns o n th is score are u n l i k e l y t o be d i spe l l ed b y Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s 
r e jo inde r . O u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f a p h e n o m e n o n w i l l a lways be c i r c u m s c r i b e d 
b y t he a s sumpt ions a n d p re - suppos i t ions w h i c h u n d e r l i e o u r cho ice o f 
categories a n d t h e t y p e o f analysis u n d e r t a k e n . 

I t is n o t t o be e x p e c t e d t h a t th i s s y m p o s i u m w i l l resolve t he i n t r a c t a b l e 
v a l u a t i o n a n d e m p i r i c a l p r o b l e m s w h i c h arise i n a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f e q u a l i t y 
o f e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t y . H o w e v e r , t he papers represent an i m p o r t a n t 
c o n t r i b u t i o n t o I r i s h e d u c a t i o n a l a n d socia l science research. I n a sensit ive 
p o l i c y area, such as is u n d e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n here , i t is i m p o r t a n t t h a t research 
studies be subject t o c r i t i c a l peer r ev iew. T h i s has been d i f f i c u l t i n I r e l a n d 
because o f t he smal l size o f t he academic c o m m u n i t y a n d t he i nev i t ab l e 
sensi t iv i t ies a t t e n d i n g col league c r i t i c i s m . We are i n d e b t e d t o t he c o n t r i b u t o r s 
t o th is s y m p o s i u m f o r s e t t i n g a head l ine w h i c h i t is h o p e d w i l l be f o l l o w e d 
b y o t h e r m e m b e r s o f t he academic c o m m u n i t y . 
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