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I I N T R O D U C T I O N 

I n th is paper w e c o m m e n t o n a n u m b e r o f aspects o f t he th ree preced
i n g papers w h i c h were w r i t t e n i n response t o o u r s t u d y , Equality of 

Opportunity in Irish Schools (Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n , 1 9 8 4 ) . We are pleased 
t h a t e q u a l i t y i n e d u c a t i o n , a b o u t w h i c h there has been r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e debate 
i n I r e l a n d , was t a k e n u p b y t he au tho r s o f t h e papers as a t o p i c i n need o f 
analysis a n d d iscuss ion a n d w e w e l c o m e the c o n s i d e r a t i o n a n d t i m e t h e y 
have g iven t o a d iscuss ion o f o u r w o r k . 

O n e o f t he papers ( L y n c h ) examines t w o o f the concep ts used i n o u r 
s t u d y , m e r i t o c r a c y a n d a b i l i t y , a n d also considers r e l a t ionsh ips b e t w e e n 
a b i l i t y and socia l class. T h e o t h e r t w o papers are based o n s ta t i s t ica l re-
analyses o f o u r da ta . I n one case t h e au tho r s ( R a f t e r y a n d H o u t ) r eques ted 
o u r da ta , w h i c h were made avai lable t o t h e m , a n d so were i n a p o s i t i o n t o 
engage i n extens ive r e f o r m a t i n g a n d analyses. I n t h e i r analyses, t h e y used a 
usefu l s t a t i s t i ca l m o d e l w h i c h shed f u r t h e r l i g h t o n t h e r e l a t ive c o n t r i b u t i o n s 
o f soc io -economic status a n d a b i l i t y t o r e t e n t i o n i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem. 
T h e e f fec t o f r e f o r m a t i n g t h e i r da ta , h o w e v e r , was such t h a t some o f t h e i r 
analyses are based o n s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t ca tegor i sa t ions o f s tudents t h a n t he 
ones w e used. T h u s , t h e i r t r e a t m e n t o f t h e smal l n u m b e r o f s tudents w h o 

*The authors are indebted to Michael O. Martin for his assistance and to colleagues in the Educational 
Research Centre for their comments. 



t r ans f e r r ed f r o m one t y p e o f p o s t - p r i m a r y s c h o o l t o a n o t h e r d i f fers f r o m 
ours . ( T h e i r a s s u m p t i o n t h a t w e t r e a t e d t ransfer s tudents as d r o p o u t s , h o w 
ever, is i n c o r r e c t . ) M o r e i m p o r t a n t f r o m the p o i n t o f v i e w o f c o m p a r i n g 
f i nd ings is t he fac t t h a t t h e y e m p l o y e d a ca t ego r i s a t i on o f pa r en t a l occupa
t i o n s t h a t d i f f e r e d f r o m ours . T h e i r ca t ego r i s a t i on h a d t h e advantage t h a t i t 
d i s t i n g u i s h e d b e t w e e n m a n u a l a n d n o n - m a n u a l o c c u p a t i o n s , b u t t he dis
advantage t h a t a l l fa rmers ( o t h e r t h a n f a r m l aboure r s ) appear t o have been 
assigned t o a single ca t ego ry . 

T h e analyses i n t he second paper ( W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n ) are l i m i t e d t o 
i n f o r m a t i o n w h i c h c o u l d be o b t a i n e d f r o m o u r b o o k . T h e paper is a shor
t e n e d v e r s i o n o f an ear l ier r e p o r t ( W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n , 1 9 8 4 ) a n d a n u m b e r 
o f tables p r e sen t ed i n t he o r i g i n a l r e p o r t are o m i t t e d i n t h e paper . H o w e v e r , 
i t w i l l be necessary f o r us t o refer t o some o f t he o m i t t e d tables since t h e y 
are used as sources o f evidence i n t h e paper . 

T w o general p o i n t s m a y be m a d e a b o u t d i f ferences b e t w e e n the o r i g i n a l 
s t u d y a n d the re-analyses. F i r s t l y , the re-analyses were ca r r i ed o u t o n a 
l i m i t e d n u m b e r o f t he i n d e p e n d e n t var iables w h i c h were used i n the o r i g i n a l 
s t u d y . B o t h re-analyses i n c l u d e soc io -economic status (based o n p a r e n t a l 
o c c u p a t i o n ) , v e r b a l r eason ing a b i l i t y , a n d gender , w h i l e R a f t e r y a n d H o u t ' s 
analyses also i n c l u d e t he t y p e o f p o s t - p r i m a r y s c h o o l w h i c h s tudents h a d 
a t t e n d e d . O u r s t u d y , o n t he o t h e r h a n d , i n c l u d e d m a n y o t h e r var iables 
r e l a t i n g t o t he s tuden t s ' h o m e s , t h e i r e d u c a t i o n a l h i s t o r y , t he t y p e o f p r i m a r y 
s c h o o l t h e y h a d a t t e n d e d , a n d t h e i r pe r sona l charac ter is t ics (cf . Greaney a n d 
K e l l a g h a n , 1 9 8 4 , T a b l e 2 . 2 ) . A second p o i n t o f d i f fe rence b e t w e e n o u r s t u d y 
a n d t h e re-analyses is t h a t t h e l a t t e r l i m i t themselves t o t he use o f one depen
d e n t va r i ab le based o n " a t t a i n m e n t " ( i . e . , t he last leve l o f t he sys tem reached 
b y a s t u d e n t ) . O u r analyses, o n t he o t h e r h a n d , i n c l u d e d s t u d e n t s ' "achieve
m e n t " , as e x e m p l i f i e d b y p e r f o r m a n c e o n p u b l i c e x a m i n a t i o n s , as w e l l as 
s tuden t s ' a t t a i n m e n t . O b v i o u s l y , o u r da ta p r o v i d e a m o r e comprehens ive 
p i c t u r e o f s tuden t s ' scholast ic progress t h a n does e i the r o f t he re-analyses. 
T h e s igni f icance o f t h i s p o i n t becomes clear w h e n w e cons ider t he corre la tes 
o f r e t e n t i o n i n t he sys t em af ter t h e e n d o f j u n i o r c y c l e ; a t th is stage, n e i t h e r 
a b i l i t y n o r s o c i o - e c o n o m i c status was as i m p o r t a n t as s choo l ach i evemen t 
(as measured b y p e r f o r m a n c e o n State e x a m i n a t i o n s ) . T h i s was so f o r re ten
t i o n i n Seconda ry s c h o o l af ter t he I n t e r m e d i a t e Ce r t i f i ca t e e x a m i n a t i o n a n d , 
i n p a r t i c u l a r , i n t he dec i s ion af ter t h e L e a v i n g Ce r t i f i c a t e e x a m i n a t i o n 
t o t e r m i n a t e one 's f o r m a l e d u c a t i o n o r t o p r o c e e d t o t h i r d - l e v e l e d u c a t i o n . 

Desp i t e d i f ferences i n analyses b e t w e e n the s tudies , t he ove ra l l conc lus ions 
t o t h e analyses seem s u b s t a n t i a l l y s imi l a r . W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n c o n c l u d e t h a t 
" e d u c a t i o n a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n rates are heav i ly i n f l u e n c e d b y socia l class. E q u a l l y 
c l ea r ly a b i l i t y is a m a j o r f a c t o r i n d e t e r m i n i n g progress t h r o u g h the s y s t e m , " 
w h i l e R a f t e r y a n d H o u t c o n c l u d e t h a t " b o t h fa ther ' s o c c u p a t i o n a n d ve rba l 



a b i l i t y have subs tan t i a l a n d s ign i f i can t effects o n t h e p r o b a b i l i t y o f m a k i n g 
each t r a n s i t i o n u p t o a n d i n c l u d i n g t he c o m p l e t i o n o f senior c y c l e . F o r t h e 
t r a n s i t i o n t o p o s t - p r i m a r y s c h o o l , t h e e f fec t o f fa ther ' s o c c u p a t i o n is a b o u t 
h a l f t h a t o f ve rba l a b i l i t y . . . " These conc lus ions m a y be c o m p a r e d w i t h 
ours t h a t " o f a l l t he p r i m a r y - s c h o o l fac tors w h i c h were r e l a t e d t o persis tence 
i n o r w i t h d r a w a l f r o m the e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem, t he m o s t i m p o r t a n t was t he 
v e r b a l r eason ing a b i l i t y o f a s t u d e n t " ( p . 2 4 8 ) . F u r t h e r , w e c o n c l u d e t h a t 
r e l a t ionsh ips b e t w e e n soc io -economic status a n d p a r t i c i p a t i o n s t r o n g l y 
i n d i c a t e t h a t t he e d u c a t i o n a l sys t em is n o t m e r i t o c r a t i c . 

N o t o n l y is t he sys tem n o t m e r i t o c r a t i c i n t he sense t h a t some m o r e 
able s tudents are l o s t f r o m i t at r e l a t i v e l y ear ly stages, i t is also n o n -
m e r i t o c r a t i c i n t he sense t h a t t he loss o f such s tuden ts is p r o p o r t i o n a l l y 
greater a m o n g s tuden ts f r o m non-p ro fes s iona l b a c k g r o u n d s ( s k i l l e d , 
s emi - sk i l l ed , a n d u n s k i l l e d ) t h a n a m o n g s tudents f r o m pro fess iona l 
b a c k g r o u n d s (p . 2 6 1 ) . 

T h e r e are a n u m b e r o f f u r t h e r p o i n t s o f agreement b e t w e e n o u r conc lus ions 
a n d those o f R a f t e r y a n d H o u t . These relate t o t he d i m i n i s h i n g e f fec t o f 
soc io -economic status t h r o u g h o u t the e d u c a t i o n a l career o f s tuden ts , t h e 
absence o f t h e i n f l u e n c e o f soc io -economic class at e n t r y t o t h i r d l e v e l , t h e 
fac t t h a t , i n general , gender was n o t r e l a t e d t o pers is tence i n t he sys t em, a n d 
the greater i n c i d e n c e o f d r o p o u t a m o n g V o c a t i o n a l - s c h o o l s tudents t h a n 
a m o n g Seconda ry - schoo l s tuden t s . 

W h i l e these conc lus ions m i g h t p o i n t t o subs tan t i a l agreement b e t w e e n the 
f ind ings o f t h e th ree sets o f analyses, i t is also o b v i o u s t h a t the re is a percep
t i o n o f d i f ferences b e t w e e n the r epo r t s i n t h e i r emphases, p a r t i c u l a r l y r e l a t i n g 
t o t he re la t ive i m p o r t a n c e f o r success i n t he sys tem w h i c h is assigned t o 
a b i l i t y a n d soc io -economic status. A d i f fe rence is c e r t a i n l y pe r ce ived b y t h e 
au tho r s o f b o t h sets o f re-analyses, w h o at t imes e m p l o y w h a t t o us appears 
t o be an unnecessary leve l o f r h e t o r i c t o u n d e r l i n e those di f ferences . T h e r e 
are also m o r e o b v i o u s d i f ferences i n d e t a i l i n t h e f i nd ings o f t he analyses. 
These are m o s t o b v i o u s i n W h e l a n a n d Whelan ' s paper w h i c h presents f i nd ings 
t h a t d i f f e r n o t o n l y f r o m ours b u t also f r o m those o f R a f t e r y a n d H o u t . I n 
th is paper w e w i l l address t he d i f fe rences w h i c h arise f r o m a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f 
t he a n a l y t i c papers, as w e l l as c o n s i d e r i n g some o f t h e c r i t i c i s m s o f o u r b o o k 
w h i c h appeared i n a l l t h ree papers . 

I I A T T R I B U T I O N S , M I S C O N C E P T I O N S A N D E R R O R S 

F i r s t o f a l l , w e w i s h t o c o m m e n t o n a n u m b e r o f p o s i t i o n s a n d s ta tements 
w h i c h are a t t r i b u t e d t o us b y t he au tho r s o f t h e th ree papers . L y n c h asserts 
t h a t o u r s t u d y assumes t h a t m e r i t o c r a c y is a " l e g i t i m a t e " e d u c a t i o n a l goal 



a n d t h a t w e " i m p l i c i t l y p lace a va lue o n i t " . R a f t e r y a n d H o u t also refer t o 
o u r " m e r i t o c r a t i c i d e a l " . We n e i t h e r accept n o r re jec t i n o u r b o o k a m e r i t o 
c ra t i c i n t e r p r e t 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 . T h e reasons f o r 
u s ing t he m e r i t o c r a t i c i n t e r p r e t a t i o n were set o u t (c lea r ly we be l ieve) i n o u r 
b o o k f r o m w h i c h w e q u o t e t h e f o l l o w i n g ( t o w h i c h w e have a d d e d emphases) : 

I n o u r s t u d y , . . . w e shall c a r ry o u t analyses w h i c h e x a m i n e a m o d e l 
o f o p p o r t u n i t y based on a meritocratic assumption. We feel j u s t i f i e d 
i n d o i n g th i s , n o t o n l y because such analyses w i l l p r o v i d e da ta w h i c h 
w i l l be s imi l a r , i f n o t d i r e c t l y c o m p a r a b l e , t o those o b t a i n e d i n o t h e r 
c o u n t r i e s , b u t also because some g o v e r n m e n t p o l i c y s ta tements o n 
e q u a l i t y o f o p p o r t u n i t y , as w e have seen, seemed to assume the operation 
of meritocratic principles ( p . 2 7 ) . 

T h u s , o u r cho ice o f t h e m e r i t o c r a t i c m o d e l , w h i l e r ecogn i s ing i t s p r o b l e m a t i c 
n a t u r e ( p . 3 4 ) , was based o n o u r r e a d i n g o f w h a t t h e sys tem was t r y i n g t o 
achieve, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the p e r i o d o f r e f o r m o f t he 1960s . I f m i n i s t e r i a l 
s ta tements h a d l e d us t o bel ieve t h a t t he sys tem was a t t e m p t i n g t o achieve 
e q u a l i t y o f o u t p u t s , i r respec t ive o f s t u d e n t o r ig ins a n d character is t ics , w e 
w o u l d have a d o p t e d a d i f f e r e n t design a n d s t ra tegy . 

We also h a d d i f f i c u l t y i n r e c o n c i l i n g o t h e r p o s i t i o n s a t t r i b u t e d t o us w i t h 
w h a t w e h a d a c t u a l l y w r i t t e n . R a f t e r y a n d H o u t say t h a t we c l a i m " t h a t t he 
e f fec t o f soc io - economic b a c k g r o u n d is smal l re la t ive t o t he d o m i n a n t 
e f fec t o f a b i l i t y . " We d i d c o n c l u d e t h a t t h e e f fec t o f b a c k g r o u n d was smal ler 
t h a n t h a t o f a b i l i t y , b u t w e regarded b o t h as subs tan t i a l . Several o f L y n c h ' s 
s ta tements , o f w h i c h we can o n l y p r o v i d e a f e w examples , c rea ted s im i l a r 
d i f f i c u l t y f o r us. She says t h a t w e bel ieve t a l en t t o be l i m i t e d ( w e have 
n o reason t o bel ieve t h a t this is so, t h o u g h o p p o r t u n i t i e s d o appear t o be 
l i m i t e d ) , t h a t a b i l i t y is " a f i x e d e n t i t y " , t h a t w e regard in t e l l igence as a 
" q u a n t i t y " w h i c h peop le "possess" i n v a r y i n g a n d lesser degrees, and t h a t 
some p u p i l s are " e s s e n t i a l l y " l a c k i n g i n some m e n t a l a b i l i t y . We have epis-
t e m o l o g i c a l p r o b l e m s w i t h a l l these t e rms . 

A p a r t f r o m these general p o i n t s , the re are specif ic errors i n R a f t e r y a n d 
H o u t ' s c o m m e n t s o n o u r s t u d y . T h e y say t h a t " m o s t " o f o u r d i s c r i m i n a n t 
analyses do n o t i n c l u d e soc io -economic class and a b i l i t y s i m u l t a n e o u s l y . 
T h i s is i n c o r r e c t . A l l such analyses c o n t a i n b o t h variables a n d a n u m b e r o f 
t h e m cons ider t h e r e l a t ive i m p o r t a n c e o f class a n d a b i l i t y f o r surv iva l i n t he 
sy s t em ( C h a p t e r 6 ) . I t w o u l d appear t h a t t he au thors o v e r - l o o k e d some o f 
these analyses. T h e y m a y also have been m i s l e d b y t he fac t t h a t i n some o f 
t he analyses w e e m p l o y e d r e d u c e d m o d e l s , w h i c h c o n t a i n fewer variables 
t h a n f u l l m o d e l s . T h i s m a y have l e d R a f t e r y a n d H o u t t o bel ieve t h a t the 
results o f t w o o f o u r analyses are c o n t r a d i c t o r y since a b i l i t y h a d a s t ronger 
e f fec t t h a n soc io -economic b a c k g r o u n d i n one (Tab le 6 . 1 1 ) w h i l e t he con-



verse was t r u e i n t he o t h e r (Tab le 3 . 1 1 ) . E v e n i f t h e i r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t he 
da ta i n t e rms o f t he var iab le w i t h t h e s t ronger e f fec t was c o r r e c t , t h e resul ts 
c o u l d n o t have been regarded as c o n t r a d i c t o r y , since t he da ta i n t h e t w o tables 
re fer t o d i f f e r e n t samples o f s tudents at d i f f e r e n t t i m e pe r iods . A c t u a l l y , 
R a f t e r y a n d H o u t are n o t even c o r r e c t i n i d e n t i f y i n g the m o r e p o w e r f u l 
va r iab le . T h e y appear t o have l i m i t e d t h e i r a t t e n t i o n t o the f i r s t o f t w o 
f u n c t i o n s . W h i l e soc io -economic status h a d a h i g h e r s tandard i sed c o e f f i c i e n t 
o n t h e f i r s t f u n c t i o n (Tab le 3 . 1 1 ) , v e r b a l r eason ing a b i l i t y en t e r ed t he step
wise d i s c r i m i n a n t analysis p r i o r t o soc io -economic status, as is clear i n t he 
n o t e o n p . 7 0 . 

R a f t e r y a n d H o u t raise a n u m b e r o f p r o b l e m s r e g a r d i n g t he non-appearance 
o f a b i l i t y i n a n u m b e r o f o u r d i s c r i m i n a n t analyses. T h e y d o recognise , h o w 
ever, i n an a c c o m p a n y i n g f o o t n o t e t h a t th is m i g h t be a f u n c t i o n o f t he 
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 o t h e r var iables . T h i s i n d e e d is t he case. F o r 
e x a m p l e , i n T a b l e 6 .9 , t h e i n c l u s i o n o f a n u m b e r o f a b i l i t y - r e l a t e d measures, 
i n c l u d i n g sa t i s fac to ry c lass room b e h a v i o u r ( w h i c h c o r r e l a t e d .49 w i t h v e r b a l 
r eason ing a b i l i t y ) o b v i o u s l y l e d t o t h e e x c l u s i o n o f a b i l i t y . A s imi l a r exp lana
t i o n appl ies t o T a b l e 6 .12 e x c e p t t h a t i n th i s case t h e m o s t p o w e r f u l c o g n i t i v e 
var iab le was p e r f o r m a n c e o n t he I n t e r m e d i a t e C e r t i f i c a t e e x a m i n a t i o n ( w h i c h 
c o r r e l a t e d . 52 w i t h v e r b a l r eason ing a b i l i t y ) . 

W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n also m a k e a f a c t u a l e r ro r i n r e ad ing da ta w h e n t h e y 
state t h a t " 2 0 per cen t o f those ( i . e . , less able females) f r o m pro fess iona l 
a n d manager i a l b a c k g r o u n d s survive t he t r a n s i t i o n t o t h i r d leve l w h i l e t he 
c o r r e s p o n d i n g f igure fo r those w i t h u n s k i l l e d o r ig ins is 9 pe r c e n t . " T h e 
c o r r e c t percentages, w h i c h can be c a l c u l a t e d f r o m T a b l e 9.6 o f o u r b o o k , are 
15 .2 pe r cen t a n d 7.3 per cent . I t is o b v i o u s , i n th i s ins tance , t h a t t h e y have 
i n t e r p r e t e d t he t w o t r a n s i t i o n a l p r o b a b i l i t i e s ( .20 a n d . 0 9 ) i n T a b l e 7.3 
( W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n , 1 9 8 4 ) as percentages. 

F i n a l l y , R a f t e r y and H o u t say t h a t o u r analyses c o u l d n o t d i s t i n g u i s h 
b e t w e e n the ef fec t o f t y p e o f s c h o o l a t t e n d e d a n d t he ef fec t o f s t u d e n t 
charac ter i s t ics . We addressed th i s issue i n o u r c h a p t e r o n e x a m i n a t i o n s . 

I l l A N A L Y T I C P R O C E D U R E S A N D M O D E L S 

We are c r i t i c i s e d b y R a f t e r y a n d H o u t f o r an over- re l iance o n b iva r i a t e 
analyses a n d , i n p a r t i c u l a r , f o r t he w a y i n w h i c h p a r t / w h o l e compa r i sons 
were made . We d e l i b e r a t e l y selected a sys tem o f c o m p a r i n g m e a n scores f o r 
i n d i v i d u a l samples w i t h t he c o r r e s p o n d i n g m e a n score o f t he o r i g i n a l larger 
sample since i t seemed t o summar i se i n a s imp le m a n n e r t h e n a t u r e o f change 
over t i m e . Since t he b o o k was w r i t t e n w i t h a b r o a d readership i n m i n d , w e 
a t t e m p t e d t o keep t he l e v e l o f analyses as s imple as possible w i t h o u t , w e 
h o p e , u n d e r e s t i m a t i n g t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f t h e p h e n o m e n a u n d e r i n v e s t i g a t i o n . 



T h e r e l e g a t i o n o f m u c h i n f o r m a t i o n t o f o o t n o t e s a n d t he p r o v i s i o n o f a 
glossary o f t e rms r e f l e c t e d o u r c o n c e r n t o c o m m u n i c a t e w i t h a b r o a d reader
sh ip . T h i s does n o t m e a n t h a t w e d o n o t apprecia te t he va lue o f m u l t i 
var ia te analyses f o r t he reasons w h i c h R a f t e r y a n d H o u t advance. H o w e v e r , 
n e i t h e r are w e u n a w a r e o f t h e i r l i m i t a t i o n s , apar t f r o m those i n v o l v i n g 
p r o b l e m s o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 

We are also c r i t i c i s e d b y R a f t e r y a n d H o u t , as w e l l as b y W h e l a n a n d 
W h e l a n , f o r o u 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 . H o w e v e r , as 
w e shall show, the use o f a m o d e l does n o t solve a l l a n a l y t i c p r o b l e m s . 
M a j o r p r o b l e m s can 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 t he 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 he o r i g i n a l data . Th i s is some
t h i n g t h a t occurs especia l ly i n t he W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n paper . 

A n e x a m p l e o f h o w bias i n t he se l ec t ion o f a m o d e l leads t o inadequa te 
in fe rence is t o be f o u n d i n W h e l a n a n d Whelan ' s e x a m i n a t i o n o f t he g o o d 
ness o f f i t o f t w o m o d e l s . T h e i r f i r s t m o d e l spec i f ied t h a t a person 's educa
t i o n a l d e s t i n a t i o n was i n d e p e n d e n t o f his o r her socia l o r i g i n ( independence 
m o d e l ) . T h e second spec i f ied t h a t a person 's socia l o r i g i n and e d u c a t i o n a l 
d e s t i n a t i o n were e q u a l l y spaced ( the u n i f o r m associa t ion m o d e l ) . N o t sur
p r i s i n g l y , t h e y f i n d t h a t t he independence m o d e l f i t s t he da ta s i g n i f i c a n t l y 
less w e l l t h a n t he u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion m o d e l . T h u s , i t can be c o n c l u d e d , 
one 's e d u c a t i o n a l d e s t i n a t i o n is n o t i n d e p e n d e n t o f one's socia l o r i g i n ; t he 
sys t em is n o t totally m e r i t o c r a t i c . W h a t c a n n o t be c o n c l u d e d , h o w e v e r , is 
t he extent t o w h i c h one's d e s t i n a t i o n is d e p e n d e n t o n one's b a c k g r o u n d o r 
o n o t h e r fac to rs . 

I t is possible t o c o n s t r u c t an a l t e rna t ive t o W h e l a n a n d Whelan ' s m o d e l , 
w h i c h a d m i t t e d l y p rov ides n o m o r e i n f o r m a t i o n t h a n the i r s , b u t is w o r t h 
e x a m i n i n g t o i l l u s t r a t e the o p e r a t i o n o f bias i n t h e se l ec t ion o f a m o d e l . I n 
t he a l t e r n a t i v e , i ndependence and u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion mode l s are again 
spec i f i ed . I n t he independence m o d e l th is t i m e , e d u c a t i o n a l d e s t i n a t i o n is 
p o s i t e d as b e i n g i n d e p e n d e n t o f a s tuden t ' s a b i l i t y w h i l e t h e u n i f o r m associ
a t i o n m o d e l specifies t h a t a person 's a b i l i t y a n d e d u c a t i o n a l d e s t i n a t i o n are 
e q u a l l y spaced. We used t h e same p r o c e d u r e as W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n , as o u t 
l i n e d b y B r e e n (1984), t o test t he goodness o f f i t o f t h e m o d e l s . T o d o t h i s , 
s tudents i n t he t o t a l sample were d i v i d e d i n t o f o u r levels o f a b i l i t y o n the 
basis o f p e r c e n t i l e r a n k . T h e n u m b e r i n each ca tegory c o r r e s p o n d e d as 
c lose ly as poss ible t o t h e n u m b e r s i n W h e l a n a n d Whelan ' s f o u r categories . 
T h e XLR va lue f o r t h e i ndependence m o d e l was 154.5 ( d f = 12), t h a t f o r t he 
u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion m o d e l 26.34 ( d f - 11). A g a i n , t he u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion 
m o d e l p rov ides a m u c h b e t t e r f i t t h a n t h e independence m o d e l . So, i t can 
be c o n c l u d e d one's e d u c a t i o n a l d e s t i n a t i o n is n o t i n d e p e n d e n t o f one's 
a b i l i t y . T a k e n toge the r , the t w o approaches s h o w t h a t persistence i n t he 



sys tem is r e l a t e d t o b o t h a b i l i t y a n d soc io -economic b a c k g r o u n d . 
A f u r t h e r p r o b l e m w i t h mode l s is t h a t one m a y a t t e m p t t o m a k e inferences 

o n t h e basis o f t h e m o d e l w i t h o u t c h e c k i n g w h e t h e r o r n o t these inferences 
are c o m p a t i b l e w i t h t he o r i g i n a l r a w data . F o r e x a m p l e , W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n 
c o n c l u d e t h a t less able males f r o m the p r o f e s s i o n a l / i n t e r m e d i a t e g r o u p 
en joy advantages over t he u n s k i l l e d g r o u p o f 2 0 : 1 i n t h e i r p r o b a b i l i t y o f 
e n t e r i n g t h i r d - l e v e l e d u c a t i o n . T h e ac tua l f igures suggest o t h e r w i s e . O f 4 2 
less able males f r o m p r o f e s s i o n a l / i n t e r m e d i a t e p ro fe s s iona l h o m e s , 5 e n t e r e d 
t h i r d - l e v e l ( p r o b a b i l i t y = . 1 2 ) w h i l e o f 38 less able males f r o m u n s k i l l e d 
b a c k g r o u n d s , one e n t e r e d t h i r d l eve l ( p r o b a b i l i t y = . 0 3 ) . 

A g a i n t h e y n o t e t h a t 

m o r e able females f r o m pro fess iona l a n d manager i a l o r ig ins e n j o y 
re la t ive advantages over o t h e r females i n r e l a t i o n t o t he p r o b a b i l i t i e s 
o f m a k i n g t he t r a n s i t i o n f r o m second l eve l t o t h i r d l eve l . These advan
tages are subs t an t i a l l y greater t h a n those f o u n d i n t he c o r r e s p o n d i n g 
ma le g r o u p . 

H o w great are these re la t ive advantages w h i c h t he upper-class m o r e able 
females en joy? R e v e r t i n g t o t he o r i g i n a l da ta w e f i n d t h a t o u t o f a t o t a l o f 
27 m o r e able females f r o m p ro fes s iona l a n d manager i a l b a c k g r o u n d s w h o 
c o m p l e t e d senior c y c l e , 10 e n r o l i n t h i r d - l e v e l e d u c a t i o n (p = . 3 7 ) . T h e 
c o r r e s p o n d i n g f igures f o r o t h e r females are 8 9 c o m p l e t i n g senior cyc le a n d 
18 e n t e r i n g t h i r d l eve l (p = . 2 0 ) . A r e t he advantages subs t an t i a l l y greater 
t h a n those f o u n d i n t he c o r r e s p o n d i n g ma le g r o u p ? T h e o r i g i n a l da t a c l ea r ly 
suggest n o t . M o r e able b o y s f r o m p ro fes s iona l a n d manager i a l b a c k g r o u n d s 
have a b e t t e r chance t h a n s im i l a r gir ls o f t r a n s f e r r i n g t o t h i r d l eve l . O u t o f a 
t o t a l o f 3 0 m o r e able b o y s f r o m p ro fes s iona l a n d manage r i a l b a c k g r o u n d s 
w h o c o m p l e t e d senior c y c l e , 15 e n t e r e d t h i r d l eve l (p = . 5 ) , whereas o f t h e 
76 r e m a i n i n g b o y s , 2 1 advanced t o t h i r d l eve l (p = . 2 8 ) . We f a i l t o see h o w 
any c o m p a r i s o n o f these t w o g roups leads t o t h e c o n c l u s i o n o f a subs tan t i a l 
advantage i n f a v o u r o f m o r e able females . 

I n a s im i l a r l a c k o f a t t e n t i o n t o t h e o r i g i n a l data , R a f t e r y a n d H o u t c o n 
c l u d e , o n t he basis o f t he a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e i r m o d e l , t h a t b o t h s o c i o - e c o m o m i c 
status a n d a b i l i t y we re subs tan t i a l a n d s ign i f i c an t f o r t r a n s i t i o n d u r i n g senior 
cyc le ( i t s h o u l d be emphasised t h a t t he n u m b e r o f d r o p o u t s a t th i s j u n c t u r e 
was v e r y sma l l ) . W h e n one examines t h e ac tua l da ta , one f inds t h a t d r o p o u t s 
d u r i n g senior cyc le scored l o w e r ( t h o u g h n o t s i g n i f i c a n t l y ) o n the a b i l i t y 
measure a n d h ighe r (again n o t s i g n i f i c a n t l y ) o n t h e s o c i o - e c o n o m i c measure . 
Does one accept an in fe rence based o n a p o o r l y f i t t i n g m o d e l o r one based 
o n t h e a c t u a l da ta w h i c h t h e m o d e l p u r p o r t s t o represent? 

T h e p r o b l e m o f n o t p a y i n g adequate a t t e n t i o n t o t h e r a w da ta becomes 
acute w h e n the n u m b e r s i n v o l v e d are sma l l , w h i c h is t he case i n o u r da ta 



at l a t e r stages o f s tuden t s ' e d u c a t i o n a l careers. I t arises i n W h e l a n a n d 
Whelan ' s analysis o f o u t f l o w pa t t e rn s i n w h i c h t h e y c o m p u t e d i s p a r i t y 
r a t i o s f o r e n t r y t o t h i r d l eve l w h i c h are based o n t h e i r b e s t - f i t t i n g assoc ia t ion 
m o d e l (Tab l e 1 ) . T h e ra t ios are c a l c u l a t e d b y d i v i d i n g t he f igure f o r s tudents 
f r o m p ro fe s s iona l b a c k g r o u n d s b y t h e c o r r e s p o n d i n g f igure f o r s tudents 
f r o m u n s k i l l e d b a c k g r o u n d s . T h e d i s p a r i t y r a t ios equa l 2 0 . 2 f o r less able 
males , a p p r o x i m a t e l y 7 f o r less able females, a p p r o x i m a t e l y 2 f o r h i g h 
a b i l i t y males , a n d 6.2 f o r h i g h a b i l i t y females. I f t h e y h a d l o o k e d at the 
a c t u a l n u m b e r s o n w h i c h these r a t i o s are based, t h e y w o u l d have f o u n d t h a t 
t he n u m b e r s o f s tudents f r o m u n s k i l l e d b a c k g r o u n d s f o r t he f o u r g roups 
were 1 , 0 , 3 a n d 0 r e spec t ive ly . 

I n m a n y instances, W h e l a n a n d Whelan ' s use o f e x t r e m e groups t o h i g h 
l i g h t p a r t i c u l a r p o i n t s leads t h e m t o m a k e s t r o n g inferences o n t he basis 
o f v e r y smal l n u m b e r s . F o r e x a m p l e , t h e y c o n c l u d e t h a t "less able ma le 
s tudents f r o m u n s k i l l e d o r ig ins are t e n t imes m o r e l i k e l y t o f a i l t o en te r 
t h e p o s t - p r i m a r y sector t h a n those f r o m profess iona l a n d manager ia l o r i g i n s " . 
T h e i r emphasis o n those " m o r e l i k e l y t o f a i l t o e n t e r " tends t o d i v e r t the 
reader f r o m the fac t t h a t over 70 per cent o f less able p u p i l s (27 o f 3 5 ) 
f r o m u n s k i l l e d o r ig ins e n r o l l e d i n p o s t - p r i m a r y schoo l . T h e c o r r e s p o n d i n g 
f igure f o r less able males f r o m p ro fes s iona l a n d manager i a l b a c k g r o u n d s was 
97 .5 p e r cen t ( 4 1 o f 4 2 ) . T h u s , t h e t e n t o one r a t i o h i g h l i g h t e d b y W h e l a n 
a n d W h e l a n was based o n one ma le f r o m a p rofess iona l and manager ia l 
b a c k g r o u n d . H a d one f u r t h e r male f r o m th is b a c k g r o u n d f a i l ed t o en te r 
p o s t - p r i m a r y t h e r a t i o w o u l d have been r e d u c e d s u b s t a n t i a l l y . 

I V V E R B A L A B I L I T Y 

V e r b a l a b i l i t y is one o f t he concep ts w h i c h L y n c h addresses i n her paper . 
She begins b y assert ing t h a t " t h e o n l y p lace one f inds a n y t h i n g a p p r o a c h i n g 
a d e f i n i t i o n o f ve rba l reasoning a b i l i t y is o n page 2 0 6 " . T h i s assert ion is 
i n c o r r e c t . A f o r m a l d e f i n i t i o n is p r o v i d e d o n page 2 7 1 . 

H o w e v e r , o u r c o n c e r n i n th is w o r k was n o t w i t h t he na tu re o f a b i l i t y , 
a b o u t w h i c h a v o l u m i n o u s l i t e r a t u r e exis ts , b u t w i t h i ts r o l e i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l 
sys tem. I t is o b v i o u s t h a t t o de f ine a b i l i t y i n th i s c o n t e x t as " w h a t e v e r i t is 
o n t h e basis o f w h i c h t h e sys t em d i s t r i b u t e s i t s b e n e f i t s " has t h e l o g i c a l f a u l t 
o f c i r c u l a r i t y . B u t i n t e rms o f t he o p e r a t i o n o f t he e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem, i t 
w o u l d appear, as G r e e n ( 1 9 8 0 ) has suggested a n d as o u r da ta c o n f i r m , t h a t 
a b i l i t y a n d b e n e f i t are c o r r e l a t i v e . T h e c i r c u l a r i t y i n fac t describes t he 
b e h a v i o u r o f t he sy s t em: t he d i s t r i b u t i o n o f a b i l i t y (wha t eve r i t s na tu re o r 
o r i g i n ) t o some e x t e n t de te rmines t he d i s t r i b u t i o n o f e d u c a t i o n a l benef i t s 
b y t h e sys t em ( G r e e n , 1 9 8 0 ) . T h u s , 



T h e l o g i c a l c i r c u l a r i t y . . . ref lec ts a soc ia l r e a l i t y . U n d e r s t a n d i n g i t is 
a b s o l u t e l y v i t a l t o u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e sys t em. I t exp la in s , f o r e x a m p l e , 
w h y n o sys t em is i n serious t r o u b l e as l o n g as o n l y one o f these t e r m s 
is o p e n e d f o r r e d e f i n i t i o n . T h e sys t em can a lways p r o v i d e an o p e r a t i o n a l 
d e f i n i t i o n i n t e rms o f t h e o t h e r . I t also exp la in s w h y n o p o l i c y p r o p o s a l 
f o r t h e sys tem w o u l d be t r u l y r ad i ca l i f i t seeks r e d e f i n i t i o n s o f e i t he r 
a b i l i t y o r b e n e f i t as t h o u g h t h e y were i n d e p e n d e n t t e rms ( G r e e n , 1 9 8 0 , 
p . 5 2 ) . 

I f a b i l i t y is an i m p o r t a n t va r i ab le i n o u r p resen t e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem, i t 
does n o t f o l l o w o f course t h a t tests o f a b i l i t y ( i n c l u d i n g tests o f i n t e l l i g e n c e ) 
p l a y an i m p o r t a n t r o l e i n t h e sys t em, as L y n c h seems t o accept , a p p a r e n t l y 
o n t he basis o f S i m o n ' s ( 1 9 7 8 ) s t a t e m e n t t h a t i n t e l l i gence tests are " t h e 
v e r y k e y s t o n e o f t h e p resen t e d u c a t i o n a l s y s t e m " . A l i t t l e r e f l e c t i o n w o u l d 
i n d i c a t e t h a t a great m a n y c o u n t r i e s i n t h e w o r l d ( i n c l u d i n g o u r o w n ) m a k e 
l i t t l e use o f f o r m a l tests o f a b i l i t y . I f t h e k e y s t o n e does n o t ex i s t , h o w d o 
t he s t ruc tu res n o t o n l y s t a n d b u t c o n t i n u e t o e x p a n d i n a v a r i e t y o f e n v i r o n 
ments? Perhaps i t w o u l d have been fa i re r t o readers i f L y n c h h a d m a d e clear 
t h a t S i m o n ' s c o n c l u s i o n was based o n his exper i ence o f t h e B r i t i s h e d u c a t i o n a l 
sys tem a n d , s econd ly , t h a t he f o r m e d his c o n c l u s i o n o n t h e basis o f h i s t o r i c a l 
evidence w h i c h , i t is n o w clear , was i nadequa te ( S u t h e r l a n d , 1 9 8 4 ) . 

L y n c h ' s d iscuss ion o f t he h i s t o r y o f m e n t a l t e s t i n g raises a n u m b e r o f 
issues, o n l y a f e w o f w h i c h w e can a t t e n d t o here . I n t r a c i n g t he o r ig ins o f 
m e n t a l t e s t i ng , she fails t o re fer t o t h e w o r k o f B i n e t a n d his c o l l a b o r a t o r s 
(e.g., B i n e t , 1 9 1 1 ; B i n e t a n d S i m o n , 1 9 0 5 ) , a l t h o u g h i t is o n th i s w o r k t h a t 
t he t r a d i t i o n o f t e s t i ng is based. She seems t o regard T e r m a n as the k e y 
p e r s o n i n th i s c o n t e x t t h o u g h he a c t u a l l y d i d l i t t l e t o deve lop o r e x t e n d t he 
w o r k o f B i n e t , his c o n t r i b u t i o n b e i n g la rge ly l i m i t e d t o t h e p o p u l a r i s a t i o n 
o f t e s t i n g i n b o t h i n d i v i d u a l a n d g r o u p f o r m . T h o u g h he d e v o t e d cons iderab le 
t i m e t o t he c o n s t r u c t i o n o f tests, w e are n o t aware , as L y n c h c l a ims , t h a t he 
ever selected i t ems f o r these tests o n t h e basis o f t he i t e m s ' a b i l i t y t o dis
c r i m i n a t e b e t w e e n peop le f r o m d i f f e r e n t soc io -economic b a c k g r o u n d s . I f 
L y n c h has f o u n d a w o r k b y T e r m a n w h i c h substant ia tes th is c l a i m , t h e n i t 
seems e x t r a o r d i n a r y t h a t she s h o u l d f a i l t o p r o v i d e readers w i t h a reference 
t o t h e w o r k . 

I t is o b v i o u s f r o m L y n c h ' s c o m m e n t s t h a t she has been less t h a n success
f u l i n t r a c k i n g d o w n a t t e m p t s t o deve lop "c lass- fa i r" o r " c u l t u r e - f a i r " tests. 
W h y , she asks, are tests n o t m a d e "c lass- fa i r" o r " r ace - fa i r " , s ince she believes 
" t h e r e is n o l o g i c a l reason w h y t h e y s h o u l d n o t b e " . I n f o r m a t i o n o n a t t e m p t s 
t o b u i l d tests w h i c h w o u l d n o t d i s c r i m i n a t e b e t w e e n p e o p l e f r o m d i f f e r e n t 
c u l t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d s a n d o n t h e p r o b l e m s i n h e r e n t i n th i s task is i n fac t 
f ree ly avai lable i n a v a r i e t y o f sources (e.g., Anas ta s i , 1 9 6 6 ; B r i s l i n , L o n n e r , 



a n d T h o r n d i k e , 1 9 7 4 ; C r o n b a c k a n d D r e n t h , 1 9 7 2 ; E e l l s etal, 1 9 5 1 ; G r e g o r y , 
1 9 8 1 ; Jensen , 1 9 8 0 ; T h o r n d i k e , 1 9 7 1 ) . 

V S O C I O - E C O N O M I C S T A T U S 

A l l t h ree papers raise issues a b o u t o u r c o n c e p t u a l i s a t i o n a n d measu remen t 
o f soc io -economic status. We m u s t a d m i t , h o w e v e r , t h a t w e are surpr i sed 
t h a t n o n e o f t he papers u n d e r t o o k an analysis o f t h e c o n c e p t o f social class, 
w h i c h w e regard as e x t r e m e l y p r o b l e m a t i c . O u r use o f p a r e n t a l o c c u p a t i o n 
as a measure o f s tuden t s ' h o m e b a c k g r o u n d s was la rge ly because th i s has 
been d o n e i n m o s t s tudies 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 w h i c h have 
been c a r r i e d o u t i n I r e l a n d over t h e past t w o decades. 

L y n c h raises d o u b t s a b o u t t he accuracy o f o u r i n f o r m a t i o n o n p a r e n t a l 
o c c u p a t i o n , q u e s t i o n i n g t he accuracy o f teachers ' k n o w l e d g e i n large classes 
a n d schools i n u r b a n areas. A l l p r i m a r y schools are r e q u i r e d t o r e c o r d i n f o r 
m a t i o n o n t he p a r e n t a l o c c u p a t i o n o f s tudents i n t h e s c h o o l register . We h a d 
n o reason t o bel ieve t h a t teachers i n any t y p e o f s choo l o r area are less 
d i l i g e n t i n o b t a i n i n g th i s i n f o r m a t i o n t h a n are teachers i n o t h e r t ypes o f 
s c h o o l o r area. 

T h e q u e s t i o n raised a b o u t t he ef fec t o f o u r ca t egor i sa t ion o f p a r e n t a l 
o c c u p a t i o n s o n t he r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n p a r e n t a l o c c u p a t i o n a n d s tuden t s ' 
a b i l i t y can be answered b y e x a m i n i n g t h e e f fec t o f a r e c o d i n g o f t he occu
p a t i o n s o n t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p . I t was possible f o r us t o reclassify 4 8 7 o f the 
5 0 0 o c c u p a t i o n s a c c o r d i n g t o t h e H o p e - G o l d t h o r p e schema, w h i c h is a seven 
p o i n t c l a s s i f i ca t ion a n d d is t inguishes b e t w e e n m a n u a l a n d n o n - m a n u a l 
o c c u p a t i o n s . We f o u n d t h e c o r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n the r e c o d e d so c io - eco n o mic 
measure a n d scores o n t he ve rba l r eason ing a b i l i t y test t o be . 32 ( c o m p a r e d 
t o . 3 0 b e t w e e n t h e o r i g i n a l measure a n d a b i l i t y ) . T h u s , W h e l a n a n d Whelan ' s 
suggest ion t h a t w e m a y have u n d e r e s t i m a t e d t h e soc io -economic status-' 
a b i l i t y r e l a t i o n s h i p f inds l i t t l e s u p p o r t . S i m i l a r l y , t h e i r e x p e c t a t i o n t h a t a 
m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e ca t ego r i s a t i on w o u l d have increased the c o r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n 
soc io -economic status a n d leve l o f e d u c a t i o n a l a t t a i n m e n t (persistence i n t he 
sys t em) is n o t m e t ; t h e va lue o f t he c o r r e l a t i o n increased f r o m - .38 i n t h e 
o r i g i n a l analysis t o - .42 i n t he analysis u s ing t he revised sys tem o f c lass i f ica t ion . 

V I S O C I O - E C O N O M I C S T A T U S A N D A B I L I T Y 

I n one p lace , L y n c h states t h a t w e c l a i m t h a t soc io -economic status a n d 
ve rba l a b i l i t y are n o t r e l a t ed , t h o u g h elsewhere o u r c l a i m is p resen ted as 
b e i n g t h a t a b i l i t y is o n l y relatively i n d e p e n d e n t o f socia l class. We i n fac t 
r e p o r t a s t a t i s t i ca l ly s ign i f i can t c o r r e l a t i o n o f .3 b e t w e e n t h e t w o var iables 
a n d t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p is o b v i o u s i n m a n y o f o u r analyses. L y n c h c la ims t h a t 



th is c o r r e l a t i o n " b e t w e e n a b i l i t y a n d socia l class, m a y be m o r e s ign i f i can t 
t h a n i t appears ." W h i l e w e were unab le t o i n t e r p r e t th is s t a t emen t w i t h 
any degree o f c o n f i d e n c e , i t w o u l d appear t h a t L y n c h is a rgu ing t h a t measures 
o f v e r b a l a b i l i t y are h e a v i l y a n d i n t e n t i o n a l l y b iased i n f a v o u r o f some socia l 
classes a n d against o thers . I n her a r g u m e n t , she i n t r o d u c e s t he c o n c e p t o f 
s t a t i s t i ca l s igni f icance w i t h o u t a p p a r e n t l y t a k i n g i n t o a c c o u n t t he fac t t h a t 
ve ry l o w m a g n i t u d e s o f c o r r e l a t i o n can be " s t a t i s t i c a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t " ( w h i c h 
o n l y means t h a t an observed r e l a t i o n s h i p was n o t d u e t o chance at a spec i f ied 
leve l o f p r o b a b i l i t y ) . W h e t h e r o r n o t t h e a m o u n t o f var iance shared b y t w o 
variables w h i c h are r e l a t e d is so great t h a t one suspects t he var iables m a y be 
measu r ing t he same u n d e r l y i n g c o n s t r u c t is an e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t m a t t e r . I f 
t he a m o u n t o f shared var iance is less t h a n 10 pe r cen t ( w h i c h is t h e case f o r 
o u r measures o f a b i l i t y a n d soc io -economic s ta tus) , one c o u l d n o t poss ib ly 
c o n c l u d e t h a t one measure c o u l d be used as a sur rogate o r s u b s t i t u t e f o r t he 
o the r . T h i s c o n c l u s i o n is c o n f i r m e d b y R a f t e r y a n d H o u t ' s f i n d i n g s . 

I n o u r b o o k , w e r e f e r r ed t o a paper b y W h i t e ( 1 9 8 2 ) w h i c h t he reader 
c o u l d c o n s u l t t o assess t h e m a g n i t u d e o f o u r c o r r e l a t i o n against t h e f i nd ings 
o f o t h e r s tudies. W h i t e ' s paper con ta ins a large n u m b e r and v a r i e t y o f 
s tat is t ics a n d w e d i d n o t spec i f i ca l ly refer t o a n y o f t h e m . We l e f t i t t o t h e 
reader t o j u d g e f o r h i m s e l f o r herse l f w h e t h e r o u r f igure seemed reasonable 
i n the l i g h t o f those p resen ted i n W h i t e ' s paper . H o w e v e r , L y n c h selected 
c e r t a i n f igures f r o m W h i t e ' s paper w i t h w h i c h t o c o m p a r e ours a n d th i s 
se l ec t ion requi res some c o m m e n t . 

F i r s t , t he c o r r e l a t i o n da ta she selects f o r p u b l i s h e d a n d u n p u b l i s h e d w o r k 
refer t o c o r r e l a t i o n s b e t w e e n soc io -economic status a n d ve rba l achievement 
( n o t a b i l i t y ) ( W h i t e , 1 9 8 2 , T a b l e 5 ) . Desp i t e t h e fac t t h a t i n he r paper she 
equates o u r measure o f a b i l i t y w i t h an I Q measure , she ignores W h i t e ' s da ta 
i n the same table o n t he r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n soc io -economic status a n d I Q . 
Second , L y n c h does n o t t e l l t he reader t h a t t h e da t a i n th i s t ab le o n t y p e o f 
p u b l i c a t i o n i n c l u d e aggregated, c o n f o u n d e d a n d i n d i v i d u a l s t uden t da ta . 
H o w e v e r , i t is w e l l k n o w n t h a t aggregated da ta p r o v i d e h ighe r c o r r e l a t i o n s 
t h a n i n d i v i d u a l da ta ( K n a p p , 1 9 7 7 ) a n d i n d e e d Figures 1 a n d 2 i n W h i t e ' s 
paper m a k e th is p o i n t ve ry clear. T h e i n c l u s i o n o f aggregated da t a o b v i o u s l y 
has t he e f fec t o f ra i s ing t he ove ra l l levels o f t he c o r r e l a t i o n s a n d also means 
t h a t t he f igures are n o t c o m p a r a b l e w i t h ours . T h i r d , t he da ta i n t he tab le 
are based o n non-s ta tus measures o f h o m e b a c k g r o u n d (e.g., h o m e a tmos
phere ) as w e l l as s tatus measures (based o n p a r e n t a l o c c u p a t i o n , e d u c a t i o n 
a n d i n c o m e ) . O b v i o u s l y , o u r c o r r e l a t i o n s h o u l d be c o m p a r e d w i t h status 
measures. I n d e e d , L y n c h seems t o accept t he idea, s u p p o r t e d b y W h i t e ' s 
data , t h a t measures o f scholast ic a b i l i t y a n d p e r f o r m a n c e are m o r e c lose ly 
r e l a t ed t o measures o f f a m i l y c i rcumstances t h a n t o measures o f socio
e c o n o m i c status based o n p a r e n t a l o c c u p a t i o n , i n c o m e , o r e d u c a t i o n . W h a t 



she a p p a r e n t l y fails t o apprec ia te is t h a t f a m i l y charac ter i s t ics , such as h o m e 
a tmosphe re , are n o t s y n o n y m o u s w i t h soc io -economic status, t h o u g h , as 
W h i t e p o i n t s o u t t h e y are " s o m e t i m e s i n c o r r e c t l y r e f e r r ed t o as S E S " . 
M a n y studies (cf . Laosa a n d Sigel , 1 9 8 2 ; M a r j o r i b a n k s , 1 9 7 9 ) , i n c l u d i n g 
ones i n I r e l a n d (Greaney a n d H e g a r t y , 1 9 8 3 ; K e l l a g h a n , 1977a , 1 9 7 7 b ) , have 
c l ea r ly d e m o n s t r a t e d t h a t var iance o n h o m e - e n v i r o n m e n t measures exists 
within s oc io -economic g roup ings . Perhaps i t is i n advantageous h o m e c o n 
d i t i o n s t h a t one acquires " c u l t u r a l c a p i t a l " , a t e r m , w h i c h as L y n c h p o i n t s 
o u t , w e do n o t use. I f " c u l t u r a l c a p i t a l " is s i m p l y as L y n c h describes i t a 
l abe l t o descr ibe " a h i g h l y r e l evan t e d u c a t i o n a l a b i l i t y o r series o f a b i l i t i e s " 
i t w o u l d appear t o have n o greater e x p l a n a t o r y va lue t h a n T e r m a n ' s ( 1 9 0 6 ) 
c o n c e p t o f i n t e l l e c t u a l a b i l i t y as a " b a n k a c c o u n t " . We do n o t f i n d e i the r 
c o n c e p t p a r t i c u l a r l y i l l u m i n a t i n g . 

O u r s t u d y m a y have g iven t h e i m p r e s s i o n t h a t w e d o n o t have an in t e res t 
i n t he d e t e r m i n a n t s o f scholast ic a b i l i t y o r ach i evemen t . W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n 
are c r i t i c a l o f t h e i nadequa te a t t e n t i o n w h i c h w e p a i d t o t he reasons f o r t he 
subs t an t i a l v a r i a t i o n s b y socia l class i n a b i l i t y a t age e leven a n d , i n p a r t i c u l a r , 
o f o u r f a i lu re t o a c k n o w l e d g e t he i m p o r t a n c e o f " f a m i l y c l i m a t e " fac to rs . 
H o w e v e r , o u r s t u d y was focused o n t h e o p e r a t i o n o f t he e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem 
and , as w e p o i n t e d o u t above , w e selected p a r e n t a l o c c u p a t i o n as an i n d e x o f 
h o m e e n v i r o n m e n t n o t f o r any t h e o r e t i c a l reason b u t because i t has been 
used i n m o s t s tudies 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 w h i c h have 
been c a r r i e d o u t i n th i s c o u n t r y . T h e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f t he f a m i l y c l i m a t e 
fac tors r e l a t e d t o t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f c h i l d r e n ' s ab i l i t i e s , ach ievements a n d 
persona l i t i es is o b v i o u s l y an i m p o r t a n t area o f research w h i c h has rece ived 
cons iderab le a t t e n t i o n i n r ecen t years . 

V I I A B I L I T Y , S O C I O - E C O N O M I C C L A S S A N D 
P A R T I C I P A T I O N I N E D U C A T I O N 

A c e n t r a l issue a r i s ing f r o m the e m p i r i c a l analyses is w h e t h e r a b i l i t y o r 
soc io -economic b a c k g r o u n d is t h e m o r e i m p o r t a n t var iab le f o r r e t e n t i o n i n 
t he e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem. I n d e e d , i t w o u l d appear t h a t i t was o u r emphasis 
o n t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f a b i l i t y t h a t i n s t i ga t ed t h e re-analyses w h i c h f o r m the 
basis o f t he papers w h i c h appear i n th i s j o u r n a l . I t was also c l a i m e d t h a t w e 
u n d e r e s t i m a t e d t he e f fec t o f soc io -economic class. H o w e v e r , o u r da t a c l ea r ly 
i n d i c a t e t h a t at the e n d o f p r i m a r y s c h o o l i n g , a b i l i t y a n d soc io -economic 
status were t he t w o variables a m o n g over 3 0 variables w h i c h best d i s c r i m i n a t e d 
b e t w e e n those w h o e n r o l l e d i n a Seconda ry s c h o o l , those w h o e n r o l l e d i n a 
V o c a t i o n a l s c h o o l a n d t e r m i n a l leavers. T h e re l a t ionsh ips b e t w e e n socio
e c o n o m i c status and persis tence i n Secondary s choo l d u r i n g j u n i o r cyc le 
( p . 1 1 6 ) a n d at t h e e n d o f j u n i o r cyc le (p . 130) were h i g h l i g h t e d . We also 



i d e n t i f i e d t he increased s e l ec t i v i t y o f t h e sys tem i n t e rms o f soc io -economic 
status, p o i n t i n g t o t he t e n d e n c y over t i m e a m o n g second-level s tudents f o r 
the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f s tudents f r o m h ighe r s o c i o - e c o n o m i c b a c k g r o u n d s t o 
increase, w h i l e t he r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f s tudents f r o m l o w soc io -economic 
b a c k g r o u n d s decreased ( p p . 8 7 , 9 9 , 1 0 8 , 2 1 6 , 2 1 7 ) . T h e select ive e f fec t o f 
soc io -economic status was p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r o n g b e t w e e n t h e c o m m e n c e m e n t o f 
p o s t - p r i m a r y s c h o o l i n g and t he b e g i n n i n g o f senior c y c l e ; 62 .7 pe r cen t o f 
s tudents f r o m p a r t l y s k i l l e d a n d u n s k i l l e d b a c k g r o u n d s , b u t o n l y 27 .5 per 
cen t o f s tuden ts f r o m pro fess iona l and i n t e r m e d i a t e p ro fess iona l back
g rounds , d r o p p e d o u t d u r i n g th i s p e r i o d (Tables 4 .5 a n d 5 . 4 ) . 

T h e m a i n d i f f e rence b e t w e e n o u r s t u d y a n d t h e o t h e r papers i n assessing 
the effects o f soc io -economic status relates t o d r o p - o u t f o l l o w i n g j u n i o r 
cyc l e . F o r e x a m p l e , R a f t e r y a n d H o u t say t h a t " i t is never clear w h e t h e r t h e 
u n d e r r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f s tudents f r o m l o w e r class b a c k g r o u n d s a m o n g those 
s i t t i n g the L e a v i n g C e r t i f i c a t e e x a m i n a t i o n ref lects a p r i o r se l ec t ion e f fec t 
o r a d d i t i o n a l social class effects o p e r a t i n g d u r i n g the senior c y c l e . " We 
bel ieve i t is clear t h a t t he f o r m e r is t he p o s i t i o n . A s w e have s h o w n above, 
re l iance b y R a f t e r y and H o u t o n t h e i r m o d e l l e d t h e m t o a c o n c l u s i o n o n 
th i s issue t h a t c o n f l i c t s w i t h t he ac tua l da ta . 

We bel ieve W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n mis rep resen ted t he effects o f soc io -economic 
status d u r i n g senior cyc le f o r a d i f f e r e n t reason. T h e i r t h i r d t r a n s i t i o n p e r i o d 
( c o m p l e t i o n o f j u n i o r cyc le t o c o m p l e t i o n o f senior c y c l e ) covers t w o t rans i 
t i o n s used i n m o s t o f o u r analyses ( b u t n o t those i n C h a p t e r 9 ) : e n d o f j u n i o r 
cyc le t o c o m m e n c e m e n t o f senior cyc le a n d c o m m e n c e m e n t o f senior cyc le t o 
e n d o f senior cyc l e . I n t he f i r s t o f t h e t r a n s i t i o n s ( a n d t he m o s t i m p o r t a n t 
f r o m the p o i n t o f v i e w o f t he n u m b e r s i n v o l v e d ) , w e f o u n d t h a t r e m a i n i n g 
o n at s c h o o l was r e l a t ed t o socia l class. A m o n g t h e r e l a t i v e l y smal l n u m b e r 
w h o d r o p p e d o u t d u r i n g senior c y c l e , h o w e v e r , w e w e r e n o t able t o de t ec t 
a class e f fec t . T h e class ef fec t a t t h e senior -cycle l eve l f o u n d b y W h e l a n a n d 
W h e l a n appears t o r e f l ec t t he r e l a t i v e l y large d r o p - o u t ra te o f s tudents f r o m 
l o w e r soc io -economic b a c k g r o u n d s w h i c h o c c u r r e d a f te r the c o m p l e t i o n o f 
j u n i o r cyc l e b u t p r i o r t o t he c o m m e n c e m e n t o f senior c y c l e . 

R a f t e r y and H o u t are i n agreement w i t h us t h a t soc io -economic status 
does n o t opera te at t he p o i n t o f t ransfer f r o m second t o t h i r d l eve l . W h e l a n 
a n d W h e l a n , h o w e v e r , reach a d i f f e r e n t c o n c l u s i o n p a r t l y o n t h e basis o f t h e 
a p p l i c a t i o n o f t he i r m o d e l and p a r t l y o n t he basis o f da ta p resen ted i n a 
tab le i n t h e i r o r i g i n a l r e p o r t ( W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n , 1 9 8 4 , p . 1 6 2 ) . H o w e v e r , 
t he da ta i n t h e t ab le are i n c o r r e c t . F i r s t , t h o u g h t h e t e x t ind ica tes t h a t the 
da ta refer t o those c o m p l e t i n g second c y c l e , t h e y are i n fac t c o n f i n e d t o 
Seconda ry s c h o o l s tudents a n d o m i t V o c a t i o n a l s choo l s tudents . Second , 
t he percentages u n d e r t h e h e a d i n g " L e a v i n g C e r t T e r m i n a l " d o n o t c o r r e c t l y 
represent t e r m i n a l leavers i n Secondary schools b u t w o u l d appear t o re fer 



t o a l l s tudents i n Seconda ry schools w h o t o o k t he e x a m i n a t i o n , n o t j u s t 
those w h o l e f t t he sys tem at t h a t p o i n t . T h i r d , w h e n the soc io -economic 
d i s t r i b u t i o n s o f t e r m i n a l leavers a n d en t ran t s t o t h i r d l eve l are c o m p a r e d , 
n o s t a t i s t i ca l ly s ign i f i can t d i f fe rence is f o u n d ( x 2 = 4 . 4 3 ; d f = 3 ) . T h i s 
suppo r t s o u r c o n c l u s i o n , based o n analyses e lsewhere , t h a t " h i g h e r - e d u c a t i o n 
s tudents a n d L e a v i n g C e r t i f i c a t e t e r m i n a l leavers were n o t d i f f e r e n t i a t e d i n 
t e rms o f s o c i o - e c o n o m i c s t a tu s " ( p . 2 0 2 ) . 

T h e best ove ra l l p i c t u r e o f t he re la t ive effects o f soc io -economic status 
a n d a b i l i t y is t o be f o u n d i n R a f t e r y a n d H o u t ' s analysis . T h e we igh t s f o r 
e n t r y t o p o s t - p r i m a r y s c h o o l i n T a b l e 1 o f t h e i r paper i n d i c a t e t h a t b o t h 
var iables have s ign i f i c an t effects a t th i s stage. T h r o u g h o u t second l eve l , b o t h 
var iables again have s ign i f i can t effects . A t t h e p o i n t o f t ransfer t o t h i r d l eve l , 
a b i l i t y has a s i gn i f i c an t e f fec t , w h i l e soc io -economic status does n o t . These 
f ind ings are i n agreement w i t h ours w i t h one e x c e p t i o n r e l a t i n g t o d r o p o u t 
d u r i n g senior c y c l e . 

T o c o m p a r e t he re la t ive size o f t h e effects o f the t w o var iables , R a f t e r y 
a n d H o u t decompose deviance at each t r a n s i t i o n p o i n t a n d devise a r a t i o i n 
w h i c h t he n u m e r a t o r represents var iance a t t r i b u t a b l e t o soc io -economic 
status u n i q u e l y as w e l l as var iance shared b y soc io -economic status a n d 
a b i l i t y a n d t h e d e n o m i n a t o r represents var iance e x p l a i n e d b y a b i l i t y i n d e p e n 
d e n t l y o f soc io -economic status. I n v e r t i n g t h e i n d e x p rov ides an es t imate o f 
t he i n c r e m e n t i n var iance w h i c h can be a t t r i b u t e d t o a b i l i t y over a n d above 
t h a t w h i c h can be a t t r i b u t e d t o soc io -economic status a n d the j o i n t e f fec t 
o f t h a t var iab le a n d a b i l i t y . T h e i n v e r t e d r a t i o y i e ld s indices o f 2 .46 f o r 
e n t r y t o p o s t - p r i m a r y s c h o o l , 1.16 f o r t r a n s i t i o n s w i t h i n second-level schools 
a n d 9 . 3 1 f o r e n t r y t o t h i r d - l e v e l e d u c a t i o n . T h u s , i n t h e i r m o d e l , a b i l i t y has 
m o r e t h a n t w i c e t he e x p l a n a t o r y p o w e r o f soc io -economic status at e n t r y t o 
p o s t - p r i m a r y s c h o o l , s l i g h t l y m o r e t h r o u g h o u t t he p o s t - p r i m a r y p e r i o d , a n d 
over n i n e t imes as m u c h e x p l a n a t o r y p o w e r at the p o i n t o f t r a n s i t i o n t o 
t h i r d l eve l . 

V I I I C O N C L U S I O N 

A n e x a m i n a t i o n o f t he re-analysis o f o u r da ta ind ica tes t h a t R a f t e r y a n d 
H o u t t e n d t o s u p p o r t t he m a i n conc lus ions i n o u r b o o k , w h i l e W h e l a n a n d 
Whelan ' s f i nd ings are cons i s t en t w i t h ours u p t o the e n d o f j u n i o r cyc l e . 
W e a t t r i b u t e d di f ferences b e y o n d th i s p o i n t t o a l t e rna t ive m e t h o d s o f g r o u p 
i n g o f da ta a n d t o t he a p p l i c a t i o n o f an i n a p p r o p r i a t e m o d e l i n t h e re-analyses 
t o e x p l a i n t he t r a n s i t i o n f r o m p o s t - p r i m a r y t o t h i r d - l e v e l e d u c a t i o n . 

T h e reviewers o f o u r s t u d y appear t o have reac ted m o r e t o the last sentence 
o f o u r b o o k t h a n t o i t s ove ra l l f i n d i n g s . A r ead ing o f the b o o k and i n par
t i c u l a r o f t he last chap te r c o u l d scarcely lead t o the c o n c l u s i o n t h a t w e 



regard t he sys t em as m e r i t o c r a t i c . We recognised t h a t s tuden ts o f h i g h a b i l i t y 
are l o s t f r o m the sys tem a n d t h a t t h e loss was n o t e q u a l l y spread across 
s tudents f r o m a l l soc io -economic b a c k g r o u n d s . H o w e v e r , w e d i d c o n c l u d e 
t h a t a b i l i t y was a m o r e i m p o r t a n t c o n s i d e r a t i o n t h a n soc io -economic class 
f o r r e t e n t i o n i n t he sys tem a n d r e a d i n g t h e f i n d i n g s o f t h e re-analyses o f o u r 
da ta d i d n o t cause us t o change t h a t c o n c l u s i o n . We feel t h a t i n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s 
o f t he re-analyses, t he au thors o f t h e papers i n th i s s y m p o s i u m have p l a c e d 
u n d u e emphasis o n t he ro l e o f soc io -economic status. F o r e x a m p l e , R a f t e r y 
a n d H o u t c o n c l u d e t h a t " s tuden t s w i t h t he same a b i l i t y b u t h ighe r socia l 
class b a c k g r o u n d s have a b e t t e r chance o f success i n I r i s h s c h o o l s . " T h e i r 
o w n analyses also i n d i c a t e t h a t s tudents o f t h e same soc io -economic status 
b u t o f h ighe r a b i l i t y have an even b e t t e r chance o f success. 

I n t h e c o n c e n t r a t i o n o n soc io -economic status a n d a b i l i t y i n these papers , 
there is a danger o f n a r r o w i n g t h e debate o n t h e e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem t o these 
t w o fac tors . A n e x a m i n a t i o n o f a n u m b e r o f t he analyses i n o u r b o o k a n d 
also i n R a f t e r y a n d H o u t ' s paper , h o w e v e r , i n d i c a t e s ^ h a t n e i t h e r a b i l i t y n o r 
soc io -economic status, u n i q u e l y o r j o i n t l y , e x p l a i n cons iderab le p o r t i o n s o f 
var iance i n such fac to r s as 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 , f i r s t o c c u p a t i o n , 
o r p e r f o r m a n c e o n State e x a m i n a t i o n s . O b v i o u s l y , there are m a n y fac tors 
w h i c h i n f l u e n c e a s tuden t ' s progress t h r o u g h t h e e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem. Some 
o f these were i n c l u d e d i n o u r s t u d y b u t o b v i o u s l y m a n y o the r s were n o t . 

A t t he same t i m e , w e d o have t o recognise t h a t a b i l i t y a n d s o c i o - e c o n o m i c 
b a c k g r o u n d are r e l a t e d t o s tuden t s ' a t t a i n m e n t a n d a c h i e v e m e n t a n d th i s has 
t o be t a k e n i n t o a c c o u n t i n p l a n n i n g e d u c a t i o n a l p r o v i s i o n . We d o n o t agree 
w i t h R a f t e r y a n d H o u t , h o w e v e r , t h a t o u r da ta l ead t o t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h a t 
" t o be e f fec t ive , f u t u r e e f fo r t s t o equalise t h e e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s o f 
a l l soc ia l classes i n I r e l a n d m u s t focus o n g e t t i n g d i sadvan taged s tuden ts i n t o 
secondary schools and k e e p i n g t h e m t h e r e . " Such a c o n c l u s i o n m i g h t be 
w a r r a n t e d i f t he da ta o n w h i c h i t h a d been based h a d b e e n o b t a i n e d i n an 
e x p e r i m e n t a l s t u d y i n w h i c h s tudents h a d been r a n d o m l y assigned t o d i f f e r e n t 
k i n d s o f s choo l . I t c a n n o t be m a d e o n t h e basis o f survey da ta . I f t h e analyses 
a n d re-analyses i n th i s r e v i e w d e m o n s t r a t e a n y t h i n g , i t is t h a t t he diagnosis 
o f e d u c a t i o n a l p r o b l e m s is n o t a s imp le m a t t e r . N e i t h e r , u n f o r t u n a t e l y , is 
t h e i r s o l u t i o n . 
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