
The Economic and Social Review, Vol. 16, No. 2, January, 1985, pp. 83-102 

A n Analysis of Some 
Presuppositions Underlying the Concepts 
of Meritocracy and Ability 
as Presented in Greaney 
and Kellaghan's Study 

K A T H L E E N L Y N C H 

University College, Dublin 

Abstract: Two key concepts in Greaney and Kellaghan's book are those of meritocracy and ability. 
This paper sets out to present a critical evaluation of the major sociological and educational pre­
suppositions on which these are based. By elaborating on the conceptual complexities of these two 
ideas we try to show how the scientific categories within which we formulate research issues are them­
selves value-laden. 

The authors' mode of analysis in this study was highly quantitative but largely atheoretical; con­
ceptual issues, therefore, were not treated analytically or critically. Their failure to treat key concepts 
problematically belies the intense academic debate as to the nature of these phenomena. More impor­
tantly perhaps it leads to an oversimplification of the problems of social and educational equality; it 
does so by concealing the class-specific interests which the very notion of meritocracy, and their 
particular interpretation of the concept of ability, are likely to serve. 

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

I n t h i s s t u d y t he au tho r s set o u t t o assess t he success o f an I r i s h g o v e r n m e n t 

p o l i c y t o equalise e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s , i n m e r i t o c r a t i c t e rms , f r o m 

the la te 1960s t o t he la te 1970s . T h i s paper w i l l be d e v o t e d t o an analysis o f 

t w o m a j o r concep ts i n t h e s t u d y , those o f m e r i t o c r a c y and a b i l i t y . I t is 

because these t w o ideas are c e n t r a l t o t he f o r m u l a t i o n o f t he research p r o b l e m , 

a n d t o t he i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t he da ta , t h a t t h e y are b e i n g e x a m i n e d he re ; a 

k e y a s s u m p t i o n i n t h e i r da t a analysis b e i n g 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 goa l , a n d t h a t t h e m e r i t o c r a c y o f a sys tem s h o u l d be assessed i n 

t e rms o f h o w a b i l i t y and e f f o r t i n f luence e d u c a t i o n a l and o c c u p a t i o n a l 

a t t a i n m e n t . T h e n o t i o n s o f m e r i t o c r a c y a n d a b i l i t y , h o w e v e r , are n o t n e u t r a l 



sc ien t i f i c cons t ruc t s . A s i n t e r p r e t e d a n d u t i l i s e d i n th i s s t u d y t h e y are g r o u n d e d 
i n a n u m b e r o f h i g h l y deba tab le soc io log ica l and e d u c a t i o n a l p r e suppos i t i ons . 
O u r a t t e n t i o n i n t h i s paper w i l l be focused o n t he analysis o f these. 

F i r s t l y , t h i s w o r k is an e x a m p l e o f w h a t K a r a b e l and Halsey ( 1 9 7 7 , p . 74 ) 
have ca l l ed " a b s t r a c t e d e m p i r i c i s m " . T h e da ta presen ted are n o t l o c a t e d i n 
t h e c o n t e x t o f any t h e o r e t i c a l f r a m e w o r k . C o n s e q u e n t l y , t he s ta t i s t i ca l 
evidence o u t l i n e d , and t he c o n c e p t u a l categories presupposed ( i n c l u d i n g 
those o f a b i l i t y and m e r i t o c r a c y ) , appear t o the reader as ob j ec t ive a n d 
u n p r o b l e m a t i c . T h i s semblance o f o b j e c t i v i t y is mi s l ead ing ( I a m n o t , o f 
course , suggesting t h a t the au thors d e l i b e r a t e l y mis lead t he reader ; the 
p r o b l e m is n o t one o f i n t e n t i o n a l i t y , b u t r a the r o f m e t h o d o l o g y i n a p a r t i c u l a r 
b r a n c h o f t h e socia l sciences). S ta t i s t i ca l ev idence , c o n t r a r y t o w h a t m a y be 
c o m m o n l y supposed i n t h e p u b l i c m i n d , does n o t speak f o r i t s e l f ; i t m u s t be 
i n t e r p r e t e d . I t is o n l y i n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t h a t s ta t i s t i ca l da ta , a n d t he c o n c e p t u a l 
categories t h e y represent , acqu i re socia l m e a n i n g . 

T h e a u t h o r s o f t h i s w o r k , t h e r e f o r e , l i k e a l l sc ient is ts , c a n n o t a v o i d h a v i n g 
an i n t e r p r e t a t i v e p a r a d i g m i n t h e i r analysis and c o n c e p t u a l i s a t i o n o f evidence 
( K u h n , 1 9 6 2 ) . I n so far as t h e y m u s t do th i s i t is imposs ib l e t o be t o t a l l y 
value-free. T h e c o n c e p t u a l categories u t i l i s e d , the t y p e s o f analyses under ­
t a k e n and e x c l u d e d , t h e emphases l a i d i n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , a l l presuppose sets 
o f values a b o u t t he desirable and undes i rab le i n e d u c a t i o n . I n o t h e r w o r d s , 
t he f a c t u a l a n d t h e v a l u a t i o n a l c a n n o t be disassociated, especia l ly i n a socia l 
science such as e d u c a t i o n w h i c h is e x a m i n i n g p h e n o m e n a w h i c h are t h e m ­
selves so c o n s p i c u o u s l y va lue- laden. W h i l e i t is " s e l f - e v i d e n t , " as M a n n h e i m 
observes, " t h a t science . . . is n o t a p ropagand i s t i c device and does n o t exis t 
f o r the pu rpose o f c o m m u n i c a t i n g eva lua t ions , b u t ra ther f o r the deter­
m i n a t i o n o f f ac t s , " w h a t t h e soc io logy o f k n o w l e d g e reveals is t h a t " a f t e r 
k n o w l e d g e has been f reed f r o m t h e e lements o f p ropaganda and e v a l u a t i o n , 
i t s t i l l con t a in s an ac t iv i s t e l emen t w h i c h , f o r t he m o s t p a r t , has n o t b e c o m e 
e x p l i c i t , and w h i c h c a n n o t be e l i m i n a t e d , b u t w h i c h , at best can and s h o u l d 
be ra ised i n t o t he sphere o f t h e c o n t r o l l a b l e " ( M a n h e i m , 1 9 3 6 , p . 2 9 6 ) . M y 
c o n c e r n i n t h i s paper is t o t r y t o raise t he concep ts o f m e r i t o c r a c y and a b i l i t y 
i n t o the sphere o f t he " c o n t r o l l a b l e " b y ana lys ing t he v a l u a t i o n a l a n d 
sc ien t i f i c p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s o n w h i c h t h e y i n e v i t a b l y rest. 

I I T H E C O N C E P T O F M E R I T O C R A C Y : S O M E 
A S S U M P T I O N S E X A M I N E D 

T h e e x p l i c i t t a sk o f t h i s b o o k is t o d e t e r m i n e w h e t h e r o r n o t t h e e d u c a t i o n a l 
sys tem i n I r e l a n d f r o m the la te 1960s t o the la te 1970s was m e r i t o c r a t i c 
( p p . 2 0 6 , 2 4 7 , 2 5 9 ) : we re t h e objec t ives o f g o v e r n m e n t p o l i c y f o r equa l i s ing 
e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t y i n m e r i t o c r a t i c t e rms a c t u a l l y real ized? A l t h o u g h 



never e x p l i c i t l y espousing m e r i t o c r a c y themselves , t he a u t h o r s i m p l i c i t l y 
place a va lue o n i t b y f a i l i n g t o e x a m i n e i t s a s sumpt ions c r i t i c a l l y ; i t is 
genera l ly t r e a t e d i n t h e b o o k as an u n p r o b l e m a t i c g o o d . ( T h e o n l y e x c e p t i o n 
t o t h i s is a f o o t n o t e , N o . 2 1 , p . 3 4 , w h e n a b r i e f reference is m a d e t o Y o u n g ' s 
( 1 9 6 1 ) c r i t i q u e o f m e r i t o c r a c y . ) 

Since t h e idea was p o p u l a r i s e d b y Y o u n g ( 1 9 6 1 ) , t h e c o n c e p t o f m e r i t o c r a c y 
has been genera l ly s ign i f i ed b y t h e e q u a t i o n , I Q + E f f o r t = M e r i t . I n t h i s s t u d y 
t he " e f f o r t " aspect o f t h e e q u a t i o n is n o t explicitly e x a m i n e d . U n d o u b t e d l y 
o n e c o u l d say t h a t t h e i r measure o f sa t i s fac to ry class b e h a v i o u r , as j u d g e d b y 
teachers (be ing k e e n t o get o n , h a v i n g an e n q u i r i n g m i n d , w o r k i n g i n t e n t l y , 
a n d s t r i v i n g t o exce l , p p . 4 4 , 4 5 ) is a measure o f e f f o r t ; h o w e v e r , t he a u t h o r s 
themselves never m a k e a n y c la ims t o t h i s e f fec t . I f t h e y were t o d o so a serious 
p r o b l e m w o u l d emerge. Sa t i s f ac to ry c lass room b e h a v i o u r as j u d g e d b y 
teachers is a h i g h l y subject ive m o d e o f assessing p u p i l e f f o r t ; i n p a r t i c u l a r , i t 
is l i k e l y t o be a class-biased measure. T h e research f ind ings o f Becker ( 1 9 5 2 ) , 
K a p l a n ( 1 9 5 2 ) , G o o d a c r e ( 1 9 6 8 ) , Ris t ( 1 9 7 0 ) a n d Brand i s a n d B e r n s t e i n 
( 1 9 7 4 ) , a l l i n d i c a t e t h a t teachers are l i k e l y t o be m o r e f a v o u r a b l y d isposed 
t o c h i l d r e n e x h i b i t i n g middle-class a t t r i b u t e s a n d behav iour s i n t h e c l a s s room. 
T o c l a i m , t h e r e f o r e , t h a t m e r i t o r r e w a r d s h o u l d be d i s t r i b u t e d o n t he basis 
o f e f f o r t (as j u d g e d b y sa t i s fac to ry c lass room b e h a v i o u r ) w o u l d be t o c l a i m 
t h a t those w h o e x h i b i t t h e t y p e o f b e h a v i o u r w h i c h teachers d e e m desirable 
deserve t o get o n , w h i l e k n o w i n g t h a t t h e t y p e o f b e h a v i o u r w h i c h teachers 
j u d g e as sa t i s fac to ry is q u i t e l i k e l y t o be a class-biased set o f a t t r i b u t e s . 

Before ana lys ing t h e " a b i l i t y " d i m e n s i o n o f t he m e r i t o c r a t i c e q u a t i o n , i t 
is necessary t o e x a m i n e t h e m o r e general p r e suppos i t i ons o f t he m e r i t o c r a t i c 
idea l i t se l f . M a n y o f these raise d o u b t s a b o u t t he d e s i r a b i l i t y o f p u r s u i n g 
such a goa l i n t h e f i r s t p lace , especia l ly i f one is c o n c e r n e d a b o u t j u s t i c e and 
e q u a l i t y i n soc ie ty . 

F i r s t o f a l l , t h e c o n c e p t o f m e r i t o c r a c y presupposes t he exis tence o f a 
h i e r a r c h i c a l social o rde r . T h e idea t h a t a b i l i t y and e f f o r t s h o u l d lead t o 
r e w a r d i m p l i c i t l y suggests t h a t those w h o d o n o t have a b i l i t y o r w h o d o n o t 
m a k e t he e f f o r t s h o u l d be g iven lesser rewards . I n l o g i c a l t e r m s , o f course , 
an e d u c a t i o n a l m e r i t o c r a c y does n o t i n f e r a n y t h i n g a b o u t h o w e c o n o m i c and 
socia l r ewards s h o u l d be d i s t r i b u t e d ou t s ide o f e d u c a t i o n . Such d i s t i n c t i o n s , 
h o w e v e r , are n o t ve ry m e a n i n g f u l i n o u r soc ie ty because e d u c a t i o n a l creden­
t ia ls are themselves t h e necessary means t o a c q u i r i n g c e r t a i n e c o n o m i c and 
social pr iv i leges . T o accept t h e m e r i t o c r a t i c 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 
c redent ia l s , t h e r e f o r e , genera l ly means accep t ing t h e m e r i t o c r a t i c d i s t r i b u t i o n 
o f t h e e c o n o m i c and socia l r ewards t o w h i c h these c redent ia l s give access. I n 
ef fec t , t h e n o t i o n o f m e r i t o c r a c y i m p l i c i t l y l eg i t ima tes t h e exis tence o f social 
a n d e c o n o m i c h ierarchies i n o u r soc ie ty b y i t s ve ry p r o p o s a l t h a t access t o 
these s h o u l d be based o n e d u c a t i o n a l c redent ia l s a c q u i r e d b y a b i l i t y and 



e f f o r t . U n d o u b t e d l y one c o u l d argue t h a t i n a soc ie ty such as I r e l a n d se lec t ion 
f o r p r i v i l e g e d p o s i t i o n s m u s t o c c u r and t h a t se lec t ion o n a m e r i t o c r a t i c basis 
is p re fe rab le t o s imp le n e p o t i s m . H o w e v e r , one m u s t also r e m e m b e r t h a t t h a t 
is a c u l t u r a l l y a n d h i s t o r i c a l l y specif ic task f o r e d u c a t i o n . The re is n o t h i n g 
i n t r i n s i c t o e d u c a t i o n w h i c h i m p l i e s t h a t social se lec t ion s h o u l d be one o f 
i t s m a j o r social f u n c t i o n s . I n d e e d t h e w o r k o f C l a n c y ( 1 9 8 2 ) , R o t t m a n and 
H a n n a n et al. ( 1 9 8 2 ) a n d W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n ( 1 9 8 4 ) a l l raise serious ques t ions 
as t o t he l e g i t i m a c y o f us ing e d u c a t i o n a l c redent ia ls t o select peop le f o r 
o c c u p a t i o n s , g iven t h e h i g h p r o b a b i l i t y t h a t c h i l d r e n f r o m t h e u p p e r socio­
e c o n o m i c g roups w i l l get a d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e n u m b e r o f t he m o r e va luab le 
( t h i r d l eve l ) c redent ia l s i n t h e f i r s t p lace . 

F o r those w h o d o accept t he l e g i t i m a c y o f t he u n e q u a l d i s t r i b u t i o n o f 
e c o n o m i c and social r ewards i n soc ie ty , and go o n t h e n t o suggest t h a t i t is 
fa i rer t o d i s t r i b u t e e d u c a t i o n a l ( a n d t h e r e b y e c o n o m i c and social) r ewards 
o n t h e basis o f a b i l i t y o r o t h e r achieved, r a the r t h a n ascr ibed, c r i t e r i a , a 
f u r t h e r p r o b l e m arises. T h e y assume t h a t a clear d i c h o t o m y can be d r a w n 
b e t w e e n ascr ibed and achieved qua l i t i e s , b u t . s u c h is n o t a lways t h e case. I n 
p a r t i c u l a r , i t is n o t t r u e o f t h e a t t r i b u t e t i t l e d " a b i l i t y " . I n d e e d , as i t was a 
"basic c o n c e r n " o f t h i s b o o k " t o establ ish t o w h a t e x t e n t i n d i v i d u a l s tuden t s ' 
ach ievements ( i n s choo l and i n o c c u p a t i o n ) seemed t o be ' ach ieved ' r a the r 
t h a n ' a sc r ibed ' " (p . 2 9 ) ; and i n p a r t i c u l a r , t o establ ish i f " a b i l i t y " (an 
ach ieved q u a l i t y ) r a the r t h a n social class, gender o r geographica l l o c a t i o n 
(ascr ibed qua l i t i e s ) i n f l u e n c e d those achievements (p . 2 4 7 ) , i t is clear t h a t 
t h e a u t h o r s here d o subscribe t o t h e ascr ibed/ach ieved d i c h o t o m y thesis . I n 
p a r t i c u l a r t h e y seem t o subscribe t o the v i e w t h a t a b i l i t y is an achieved 
q u a l i t y . 

As I shal l be ana lys ing t h e d y n a m i c s o f t he r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n the 
a u t h o r s ' n o t i o n s o f a b i l i t y a n d social class la te r i n t h i s a r t i c l e , I shall n o t 
address i t here . H o w e v e r , b y t a k i n g t h e i r d e f i n i t i o n o f ve rba l reasoning a b i l i t y 
o n i t s o w n t e r m s ( and i g n o r i n g f o r t h e m o m e n t t h e p r o b l e m o f c i r c u l a r i t y t o 
w h i c h i t gives r ise) as an i n d e x o f " 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 he 
( e d u c a t i o n a l ) 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 " (p . 2 0 6 ) , i t o b v i o u s l y is b e i n g 
d e f i n e d , t o some degree, as an i n d e x o f w h a t B o u r d i e u has ca l l ed " c u l t u r a l 
c a p i t a l " . I n t h i s v i e w one m u s t have values, a t t i t udes , tastes, bel iefs and 
l i n g u i s t i c prac t ices w h i c h are i n acco rd w i t h t h e c u l t u r a l e thos o f t he schoo l 
i f one is t o be successful w i t h i n i t . As t he s choo l i t s e l f does n o t teach o r 
p r o v i d e o n e w i t h t h i s v i t a l c a p i t a l , i t m u s t be a c q u i r e d elsewhere. Gene ra l ly 
t h i s means t h a t i t is a c q u i r e d w i t h i n t he f a m i l y , t h o u g h f o r p o l i t i c a l , e c o n o m i c 
a n d social reasons, i n class-specific q u a n t i t i e s . C o n s e q u e n t l y , l o w e r socio­
e c o n o m i c g roups t e n d t o l a c k t he v i t a l c u l t u r a l c ap i t a l t h e y need fo r success 
i n s c h o o l l i f e ( B o u r d i e u , 1 9 7 4 , 1 9 7 7 ; B o u r d i e u a n d Passeron, 1 9 7 7 ) . C u l t u r a l 
c a p i t a l is n o t , t h e r e f o r e , s o m e t h i n g one can set o u t t o achieve. I n a sense i t 



is a f o r m o f social i n h e r i t a n c e subs t an t ive ly , t h o u g h n o t f o r m a l l y , d i s t i n ­
guishable f r o m i n h e r i t e d e c o n o m i c c a p i t a l . I t is , h o w e v e r , a h i g h l y re levant 
e d u c a t i o n a l a b i l i t y (o r m o r e accura te ly series o f a b i l i t i e s ) , a lbe i t r e m a i n i n g 
an ascr ibed o n e i n m a n y respects. 

Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n , o f course , never refer t o t he idea o f c u l t u r a l 
c a p i t a l i n o u t l i n i n g t h e ab i l i t i es w h i c h one needs t o succeed w i t h i n t h e 
e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem. T h e i r fa i lu re t o d o so means t h a t a w h o l e range o f 
c u l t u r a l ( and class r e l a t ed ) a t t r i b u t e s w h i c h are w i d e l y recognised as b e i n g 
s ign i f i can t i n d e t e r m i n i n g success w i t h i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem are n o t 
e x a m i n e d . T h e i r f a i lu re t o recognize t o o t h a t v e r b a l a b i l i t y , as t h e y def ine 
i t , is b u t a p a r t o f such c u l t u r a l c a p i t a l leads t h e m t o d r a w false d i c h o t o m i e s 
b e t w e e n ascr ibed a n d ach ieved qua l i t i e s , and , t h e r e f o r e , t o m a k e u n w a r r a n t e d 
c la ims a b o u t t h e i n f l u e n c e o f t he ach ieved q u a l i t y ( a b i l i t y ) as o p p o s e d t o the 
ascr ibed q u a l i t y (socia l class) o n e d u c a t i o n a l a t t a i n m e n t s . I n so far as socia l 
class i t s e l f is asc r ibed at b i r t h , so t o o is t he class c u l t u r e w i t h i n w h i c h ea r ly 
soc ia l i sa t ion occurs . 

T h e n o t i o n o f m e r i t o c r a c y is also p r e m i s e d o n ano the r a s s u m p t i o n w h i c h 
is never ana lysed i n th i s b o o k , b u t w h i c h is h i g h l y c o n t e n t i o u s — the b e l i e f 
t h a t there is a sca rc i ty o f t a l e n t i n soc ie ty . A f t e r a l l , t he re w o u l d be n o need 
t o give " m e r i t " t o those w i t h " I Q + e f f o r t " unless one believes t h a t p e o p l e 
v a r y i n t h e a m o u n t o f I Q ( t a l e n t ) t h e y possess and t h e e f f o r t t h e y exe r t . I f 
a l l were t h e same, sca rc i ty w o u l d be a l o g i c a l i m p o s s i b i l i t y . 

P ropaga t ing t he n o t i o n o f a l i m i t e d s u p p l y o f t a l e n t serves some v e r y 
p o w e r f u l i d e o l o g i c a l purposes i n soc i e ty , w h e t h e r one i n t ends i t t o do so o r 
n o t . I t suggests t h a t , because the re are f e w w h o are t a l e n t e d , j o b s m u s t be 
d i f f e r e n t i a l l y r e w a r d e d so t h a t t he t a l e n t e d w i l l be m o t i v a t e d t o do those 
d i f f i c u l t j o b s r e q u i r i n g t h e i r special l i m i t e d gif ts (Davis a n d M o o r e , 1 9 4 5 ) . 
O f course , as i t is those w h o are a l ready i n p o w e r i n soc ie ty ( i n e d u c a t i o n a l 
i n s t i t u t i o n s , p ro fess iona l associat ions, e tc . ) w h o de f ine w h i c h j o b s r e q u i r e 
special t a len ts a n d w h a t these ta len ts a c t u a l l y are, i t is n o great surprise t o 
f i n d t h a t t he j o b s w h i c h are d e f i n e d as n e e d i n g t he scarce ta len ts ( and b y 
i m p l i c a t i o n w h i c h m u s t be t h e m o s t h i g h l y r e w a r d e d ) are those w h i c h t h e y 
themselves a l ready o c c u p y ! F u r t h e r m o r e , even i f one does accept t h a t the re 
is a sca rc i ty o f t a l en t f o r c e r t a i n o c c u p a t i o n s , th i s sca rc i ty is a f u n c t i o n , i n 
m a n y w a y s , o f t h e h i e r a r c h i c a l o rde r ings o f t h e soc ie ty i t se l f , a n d t he l a c k o f 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s i t of fers t o p a r t i c u l a r g roups t o deve lop t h e i r t a len ts i n t he 
f i r s t place ( T u m i n , 1 9 5 3 ) . Sca rc i t y o f t a l e n t can thus be seen as a b y - p r o d u c t 
o f social i n e q u a l i t y r a the r t h a n an i n t r i n s i c charac te r i s t i c o f i n d i v i d u a l s . 

A n o t h e r issue ar i s ing f r o m the m e r i t o c r a t i c u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f e d u c a t i o n 
o n w h i c h i t is i m p o r t a n t t o c o m m e n t here ( t h o u g h i t is n o t , o f course , t h e 
specif ic c o n c e r n o f th i s s t u d y ) is t he l o g i c a l i m p o s s i b i l i t y o f rea l i s ing a 
m e r i t o c r a c y even o n i t s o w n t e rms ; t h a t is, assuming m e r i t o c r a c y is a desirable 



goa l , a n d t h a t a b i l i t y a n d e f f o r t are p u r e , u n a l l o y e d categories , t h e g iven 
s t r u c t u r e o f o u r soc ie ty makes i ts r ea l i sa t ion u n a t t a i n a b l e . I r i s h soc ie ty is 
soc ia l ly a h i e r a r c h i c a l one (cf . R o t t m a n a n d H a n n a n et al., 1 9 8 2 ) . T h e r e are 
t he r e fo r e o n l y a l i m i t e d n u m b e r o f o c c u p a t i o n s w h i c h are pres t ig ious a n d 
h i g h p a y i n g w i t h i n i t . F u r t h e r m o r e , o f those o c c u p a t i o n s o r p o s i t i o n s t o 
w h i c h h i g h i ncomes accrue, a cons iderable n u m b e r are n o t a t t a inab le b y the 
a c q u i s i t i o n o f e d u c a t i o n a l c redent ia l s a n y h o w — f o r e x a m p l e t he o w n e r s h i p 
o f f a r m l a n d o r i n d u s t r i a l c a p i t a l . I t is a l o g i c a l and socia l f a l l acy , t h e r e f o r e , 
t o suggest t h a t a n y o n e w h o has t a l e n t and makes t he e f f o r t can a t t a i n m e r i t 
(at least i n t h e highest t e r m s ) w h e n t h e m e r i t o r i o u s o c c u p a t i o n s o r pos i t i ons 
are s i m p l y n o t avai lable i n p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y large e n o u g h n u m b e r s even f o r 
those w h o are t e c h n i c a l l y e l ig ib le t o o c c u p y t h e m . T h e large n u m b e r o f 
c reden t i a l i sed s c h o o l a n d col lege leavers w h o c u r r e n t l y c a n n o t get access t o 
t he j o b s and courses f o r w h i c h t h e y are q u a l i f i e d is clear p r o o f o f t h i s . " T h e r e 
i s " , as A r n o w i t z ( 1 9 7 4 , p . 2 0 0 ) p o i n t s o u t , " n o r o o m at t he t o p " . 

F i n a l l y , t he v e r y idea o f equa l i s ing e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t y , especial ly i n 
m e r i t o c r a t i c t e r m s , presupposes an i n e q u a l i t y i n t he character o f t h a t t o 
w h i c h e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s give access, n a m e l y , o c c u p a t i o n a l i n c o m e s . 
I f r ewards i n soc ie ty f o r t he va r ious j o b s or o c c u p a t i o n s were s imi l a r , t h e n 
equa l i s ing o p p o r t u n i t i e s t o a t t a i n d i f f e r e n t ones w o u l d n o longer be so 
i m p o r t a n t . ( I t w o u l d b e , o f course , t o some degree, as peop le w o u l d have t o 
have a r i g h t t o choose w h a t w o r k t h e y w a n t e d . ) N o m a t t e r w h a t one's occu­
p a t i o n one w o u l d be f a i r l y a n d j u s t l y r e w a r d e d . C o n s e q u e n t l y , i f w e are 
r e a l l y c o n c e r n e d a b o u t e c o n o m i c and social j u s t i c e i n o u r soc i e ty , we m u s t 
a b a n d o n o u r c o n c e r n w i t h equa l i s ing o p p o r t u n i t i e s i n m e r i t o c r a t i c t e r m s and 
devo te o u r a t t e n t i o n ins t ead t o equa l i s ing b o t h incomes a n d earnings f o r a l l 
peop le . 

I l l T H E C O N C E P T O F A B I L I T Y : A N E X A M I N A T I O N O F 
P R E S U P P O S I T I O N S 

H a v i n g s h o w n h o w t h e n o t i o n o f m e r i t o c r a c y is a n t i t h e t i c a l t o socia l 
e q u a l i t y i t is n o w t i m e t o e x a m i n e t he assumpt ions u n d e r l y i n g the o t h e r 
p a r t o f t h e m e r i t o c r a t i c e q u a t i o n , a n d a k e y concep t i n t h i s b o o k , t he idea 
o f " a b i l i t y " . A l t h o u g h t h e a u t h o r s ' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f a b i l i t y , as a score o n a 
ve rba l r eason ing tes t , is a v e r y n a r r o w one , i t is i m p o r t a n t t o e x a m i n e i t o n 
i ts o w n t e r m s , as i t is w i t h i n these t e rms t h a t general isat ions are made . 

Greaney and Kellaghan's Definition of Ability 
T h e o n l y place 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 

r eason ing a b i l i t y is o n page 2 0 6 . H e r e , the au tho r s suggest t h a t " . . . ve rba l 
reasoning a b i l i t y m a y be t a k e n as an i n d e x o f a m o r e general scholast ic 



a b i l i t y d e f i n e d as 'wha teve r i t is o n t h e basis o f w h i c h t he ( e d u c a t i o n ) sys t em 
d i s t r i b u t e s i t s bene f i t s ' (Green , 1 9 8 0 , p . 5 1 ) " . T h e f i r s t p r o b l e m w i t h th i s 
d e f i n i t i o n is , o f course , t h e c i r c u l a r i t y o f t he reason ing o n w h i c h i t is based. 
T h e s t u d y was designed t o d e t e r m i n e o n w h a t basis the e d u c a t i o n a l sys t em 
d i s t r i bu t e s i ts b e n e f i t s ; y e t , t h e au tho r s s tar t b y d e f i n i n g a b i l i t y i n t e r m s o f 
t h e v e r y p h e n o m e n o n w h i c h t h e y are t r y i n g t o e x p l a i n . F u r t h e r m o r e , such 
a d e f i n i t i o n te l l s us n o t h i n g a b o u t t h e a u t h o r s ' a c tua l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f ve rba l 
r eason ing a b i l i t y i t se l f . I t leaves a k e y concep t i n t h i s b o o k c o m p l e t e l y 
u n e x p l a i n e d . H o w e v e r , as t he D r u m c o n d r a V e r b a l Reason ing Test (hence­
f o r t h r e fe r red t o a s t h e D V R T , o r V R A f o r ve rba l r eason ing a b i l i t y ) is d e f i n e d 
elsewhere b y one o f t he au tho r s "as a measure o f v e r b a l intelligence" ( m y 
emphas i s ) ; a n d because i t " c o n t a i n s sect ions o n analogies, t he i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 
o f w o r d s o p p o s i t e i n m e a n i n g t o a g iven s t i m u l u s , t he i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f con­
cepts as b e l o n g i n g t o a single ca t ego ry , as w e l l as p r o b l e m s i n i n d u c t i v e a n d 
d e d u c t i v e r e a s o n i n g " ( K e l l a g h a n a n d M a c n a m a r a , 1 9 7 2 , p . 5 0 ) , i t is q u a l i ­
t a t i v e l y o f t he same o r d e r as I Q tests (cf . especia l ly T e r m a n and M e r i l l , 
S t a n f o r d - B i n e t I n t e l l i g e n c e Scale, 1 9 7 3 N o r m s e d i t i o n p p . 6 7 - 1 2 1 , a n d also 
t h e Wechsler I n t e l l i g e n c e Scale f o r C h i l d r e n , b y D . Wechsler , 1 9 7 4 M a n u a l 
p p . 6 5 - 1 1 2 ) . M o r e o v e r , t he au tho r s themselves a d m i t t h a t : " I n t e l l i g e n c e , as 
measured b y s t anda rd i zed tests, is f r e q u e n t l y r ega rded as an i m p o r t a n t c o m ­
p o n e n t o f t h i s k i n d o f a b i l i t y " ; a b i l i t y b e i n g d e f i n e d i n th i s c o n t e x t also 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 the ( e d u c a t i o n a l ) sys tem d i s t r i bu t e s i t s 
benef i t s (Green , 1 9 8 0 , p . 5 1 ) " (p . 33 f o o t n o t e n o . 2 0 ) . T h i s admis s ion , 
c o m b i n e d w i t h t h e n a t u r e o f t h e i t ems i n c l u d e d o n t he test and t he w a y i t 
is s tandard ised a n d a d m i n i s t e r e d , means t h a t i t is, i n a l l b u t n a m e , an I Q 
test. C o n s e q u e n t l y , t he p r o b l e m s t h a t arise f r o m the assumpt ions made i n 
I Q tes t ing i n general also a p p l y i n th i s case. 

Ability and Social Class 
T h e f i r s t issue t h a t m u s t be addressed here t h e n is t h e a u t h o r s ' c l a i m t h a t 

t h e i r measure o f m e n t a l a b i l i t y is r e l a t i v e l y i n d e p e n d e n t o f soc ia l class: 

I t c an be a r g u e d " , t h e y say, " t h a t t h e t y p e o f measure o f a b i l i t y w h i c h 
w e used was biased or o t h e r w i s e i n a p p r o p r i a t e as a measure o f a s tuden t ' s 
a b i l i t y t o p r o f i t f r o m e d u c a t i o n . F o r e x a m p l e , i t has been said t h a t a 
general measure o f v e r b a l a b i l i t y is s i m p l y a sur rogate f o r soc io -economic 
status a n d t h a t i t , t he r e fo re , d i s c r imina t e s against c h i l d r e n f r o m n o n -
m i d d l e class b a c k g r o u n d s ( C a r n o y , 1 9 7 4 ) . O n t h e basis o f o u r f i n d i n g s , 
i t w o u l d be d i f f i c u l t t o susta in such an a r g u m e n t , since t he c o r r e l a t i o n 
o f o u r measure o f ve rba l a b i l i t y a n d soc io -economic status was o n l y .3 
( K e l l a g h a n a n d M a c n a m a r a , 1 9 7 2 ) 

(cf . p . 2 6 2 Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n ) . T h e r e are, h o w e v e r , a n u m b e r o f reasons 



w h y t h e i r c la ims here are h i g h l y deba tab le . T o b e g i n w i t h , t he .3 c o r r e l a t i o n 

t h e y r e p o r t b e t w e e n s o c i o - e c o n o m i c status a n d ve rba l reasoning a b i l i t y is a 

s t a t i s t i c a l l y s ign i f i can t o n e ( K e l l a g h a n and M a c n a m a r a , 1 9 7 2 , p . 5 0 ) . S e c o n d l y , 

i t is o b v i o u s f r o m the d iscuss ion i n K e l l a g h a n a n d Macnamara ' s paper t h a t 

one o f t h e co -au thors o f t h i s b o o k a c t u a l l y regards a var iable ( f a m i l y size) 

w h i c h exp la ins a p p r o x i m a t e l y 4 .8 per cen t o f t he var iance i n ve rba l reasoning 

a b i l i t y as b e i n g o f some sc i en t i f i c i m p o r t a n c e , as b o t h he a n d M a c n a m a r a use 

t h i s f i n d i n g as t h e en t i r e basis f o r t h e i r case w h e n a rgu ing t h a t f a m i l y size 

is " s i g n i f i c a n t l y r e l a t ed t o v e r b a l r eason ing s c o r e " ( K e l l a g h a n a n d M a c n a m a r a , 

1 9 7 2 , p . 4 9 ) . Because soc io -economic status was f o u n d i n th i s same s t u d y t o 

e x p l a i n a p p r o x i m a t e l y 9 per cent o f t he var iance i n ve rba l reasoning scores 

(a lmos t t w i c e t h a t e x p l a i n e d b y f a m i l y size) sure ly sc ien t i f i c cons i s tency 

w o u l d d e m a n d t h a t t h i s f i n d i n g m e r i t s at least t he same r e c o g n i t i o n as t h a t 

a c c o r d e d t o f a m i l y size. 

F u r t h e r m o r e , g iven t h e e x t r a o r d i n a r y l a c k o f p r e c i s i o n i n the a u t h o r s ' 

i n s t r u m e n t f o r measu r ing soc io -economic status ( i t was based o n teachers ' 

r e p o r t o f p u p i l s ' f a the r s ' o c c u p a t i o n (p . 4 5 ) ) i t can h a r d l y be regarded as a 

re l iab le measure o f SES. ( F o r f u r t h e r d iscuss ion o f p r o b l e m s ar is ing f r o m 

t h e a u t h o r s ' m e t h o d o f measu r ing socia l class 1 see f o o t n o t e b e l o w . ) T h i s is 

1. The authors specify their procedure for determining pupils' SES when discussing the design of the 
study. It was the "teachers who provided information in postal questionnaires on the home background 
of the students" (p. 45). This method of measuring SES is highly questionable. Firstly, we are not 
informed by the authors as to how teachers arrive at their classifications. Secondly, how accurate are 
teachers' reports likely to be, especially in large classes and schools in urban areas? Problems arising 
from their methods for determining students' SES are compounded by the use of only five SES 
categories (based on the British Census) when classifying parents' occupation (p. 37). This narrow 
classificatory system greatly oversimplifies the class structure of Irish society. For example, farmers 
with over 30 acres and less than 150 are located in the same social category, "(b)". Also included in 
this category are intermediate professional, administrative and managerial workers. There are, how­
ever, huge income differentials both within and between these groups. Farmers of 30-50 acres, for 
example, have been shown by Commins (1983, p. 18) to have a household disposable income which 
is only 83 per cent of the national average, while farmers of 50-100 acres have a disposable income of 
104 per cent of the national average with farmers over 100 acres having a disposable income which 
is 133 per cent of the national average. Also asWhelan and Whelan (1984, p. 161) observe, the "skilled" 
category (Greaney and Kellaghan's category "(c)") includes both manual and non-manual workers thus 
oversimplifying class differences between these groups. 

Finally, it does seem questionable that the unemployed are not classified separately, although 
Greaney and Kellaghan are by no means alone in failing to treat them as a unique group. Unemploy­
ment is a relatively permanent, rather than a temporary, status for many people. The unemployed 
occupy a unique social position in terms of both the relations of production and the relations of 
consumption (i.e., of goods and services). Classifying them on the basis of previous occupation (if this 
is what the authors did; it is not clear from the book how the unemployed came to be excluded from 
the analysis) therefore, hardly seems tenable. Furthermore, Fontes and Kellaghan's study (1977) 
provides evidence that children of the unemployed may in fact be experiencing disadvantages in the 
educational system which are even greater than those of relatively disadvantaged groups such as 
unskilled workers: by far the largest proportion of pupils with severe reading and writing difficulties 
in sixth class had "fathers who were unemployed, invalided or dead or whose occupations were not 



especia l ly t h e case g iven t he large p r o p o r t i o n o f t h e sample , 4 6 . 4 pe r cen t , 
l i v i n g i n t o w n s a n d c i t ies w h e r e teachers are m o s t u n l i k e l y t o k n o w the detai ls 
o f pa ren t s ' o c c u p a t i o n s . A c o r r e l a t i o n o f . 3 , t h e r e f o r e , 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 i g n i f i c a n t t h a n i t appears. A single measure o f SES, 
i n p a r t i c u l a r a p o o r l y devised one , is h a r d l y l i k e l y a n y h o w t o es tabl ish v e r y 
s t r o n g c o r r e l a t i o n s b e t w e e n SES a n d V R A because, as W h i t e ( 1 9 8 2 , p . 4 7 0 ) 
has s h o w n , " . . . measures o f SES t h a t c o m b i n e t w o o r m o r e i n d i c a t o r s are 
m o r e h i g h l y c o r r e l a t e d w i t h academic ach ievement t h a n a n y single i n d i c a t o r " . 

I t is also necessary t o m a k e some c o m m e n t here o n W h i t e ' s ( 1 9 8 2 ) w o r k , 
as i t is t h e o n l y evidence used t o s u p p o r t t he a u t h o r s ' c o n t e n t i o n t h a t t h e i r 
measure o f a b i l i t y is r e l a t i v e l y i n d e p e n d e n t o f social class. T h e " s e e m i n g l y 
l o w " c o r r e l a t i o n o f . 3 , w h i c h W h i t e r epo r t s b e t w e e n SES and ve rba l a b i l i t y , 
is a m e a n c o r r e l a t i o n f o r b o t h u n p u b l i s h e d and p u b l i s h e d s tudies . (Whi t e ' s 
w o r k is a meta-analysis o f 1 0 1 studies i n w h i c h t he r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n SES 
a n d academic ach ievemen t was e x a m i n e d . ) I n f ac t , t he m a j o r i t y , ( 6 0 % ) o f 
t h e c o r r e l a t i o n s o n w h i c h W h i t e ' s es t imates are based are t a k e n f r o m unpub­
lished w o r k s . G i v e n t he fact t h a t t he m e a n c o r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n SES and 
v e r b a l a b i l i t y i n his s t u d y is c o n s i d e r a b l y l o w e r f o r u n p u b l i s h e d t h a n f o r 
p u b l i s h e d w o r k s ( . 248 f o r u n p u b l i s h e d w o r k s , c o m p a r e d t o .447 f o r b o o k s 
a n d . 3 5 4 f o r j o u r n a l s , ( W h i t e , 1 9 8 2 , p . 4 6 9 ) ) , a n d t h a t p r e s u m a b l y u n p u b l i s h e d 
w o r k s t e n d t o be u n p u b l i s h e d f o r reasons r e l a t i n g t o t h e i r s c i en t i f i c v a l i d i t y , 
t h e n W h i t e ' s average c o r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n SES a n d v e r b a l a b i l i t y is c o n s i d e r a b l y 
l o w e r t h a n i t w o u l d be i f i t were based o n w h a t one assumes is t he m o r e 
re l iab le sc ien t i f i c evidence o f p u b l i s h e d w o r k . 

W h i t e ' s w o r k , t h e r e f o r e , is n o t v e r y s t r o n g evidence f r o m w h i c h t o c l a i m 
s u p p o r t t h a t SES a n d ve rba l a b i l i t y are n o t r e l a t ed . A n y h o w , as W h i t e p o i n t s 
o u t i n t h a t same s t u d y t he ac tua l measure o f SES used b y t h e au tho r s was 
one o f t h e m o s t c r u c i a l fac tors i n d e t e r m i n i n g t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n SES 
and academic ach ievemen t . I n those studies t a k i n g t h e s tuden t as a u n i t o f 
analysis , c u l t u r a l c a p i t a l t y p e indices (such as h o m e a tmosphe re — i n d i c a t i n g 
f a m i l y a t t i t u d e t o e d u c a t i o n , pa ren t s ' asp i ra t ions f o r t h e i r c h i l d r e n , t he 
n u m b e r o f c u l t u r a l ac t iv i t i e s i n w h i c h t he f a m i l y p a r t i c i p a t e d , the k i n d o f 
language used i n t h e h o m e , e tc . ) we re f o u n d t o be the ones m o s t l i k e l y t o 
give s t r o n g co r r e l a t i ons , w h i l e t he use o f a single i n d i c a t o r , i n p a r t i c u l a r 

reported or not reported accurately by the class teachers" (1977, p. 17). Undoubtedly this category 
includes more than the unemployed within it. However, it does indicate that the unemployed should 
be analysed separately in research studies pertaining to equality of educational opportunity. 

The grossness of Greaney and Kellaghan's S E S measures, therefore, is likely to conceal very real 
differences in life chances and privileges between social classes. Statistical evidence presented by the 
authors claiming that their measure of ability is relatively independent of social class (p. 262), and 
that the meritocratic ideal is "being approached" in Ireland (p. 263), must be viewed with some 
scepticism given their failure to measure social class (SES) carefully in the first place. 



pa ren t s ' o c c u p a t i o n o r e d u c a t i o n , was l i k e l y t o give the l owes t co r r e l a t i ons 
( 1 9 8 2 , p . 4 7 0 ) . Paren ts ' o c c u p a t i o n as r e p o r t e d b y teachers was, o f course , 
t he measure o f socia l class used b y Greaney and K e l l a g h a n i n t h e i r s t u d y . 

Theoretical Assumptions Pertaining to Ability Testing 
Debates i n I Q t h e o r y are, o f course , p a r t o f t he n a t u r e / n u r t u r e c o n t r o ­

versy w h i c h ex t ends far ou t s ide e d u c a t i o n and has c l ea r ly go t a p o l i t i c a l , 
as w e l l as a s c i en t i f i c , d i m e n s i o n t o i t (Car r ie r , 1 9 8 4 , p p . 3 3 - 4 7 ) . T h e focus 
o f t h e d iscuss ion here w i l l n o t be o n th i s deba te , b u t o n t he t h e o r e t i c a l 
a ssumpt ions u n d e r l y i n g t h e p r ac t i c e o f I Q and a b i l i t y t e s t i ng as t h e y relate 
t o th i s w o r k . T o e x a m i n e these is , u n d o u b t e d l y , a p o l i t i c a l act t o o , n o t 
least because a chal lenge t o t he e f f i cacy o f m e n t a l a b i l i t y t e s t i ng is a chal lenge 
t o a w i d e range o f in te res t s , b o t h academic a n d e c o n o m i c ( K a y e , 1 9 7 3 , p p . 
9 -23 , B o w l e s a n d G i n t i s , 1 9 7 6 , p p . 1 9 7 , 1 9 8 ) . 

A b i l i t y is d e f i n e d b y Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n i n t e rms o f a score o n a 
v e r b a l r eason ing scale. I t is , t h e r e f o r e , as we have s h o w n at t h e outse t o f t h i s 
s e c t i o n , v e r y s im i l a r t o o t h e r v e r b a l l y l o a d e d in t e l l i gence tests. I t is i m p o r t a n t 
t o e x a m i n e t h i s e q u a t i o n o f a b i l i t y w i t h a score o n an I Q - t y p e test because 
as B r i a n S i m o n has p o i n t e d o u t , " I n the last resor t [ i n t e l l i g e n c e tests are] 
t he v e r y k e y s t o n e o f t h e present e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem . . . t h e t h e o r y t h a t 
c h i l d r e n can be d i v i d e d i n t o d i f f e r e n t g roups , t h a t t h e y have f u n d a m e n t a l l y 
d i f f e r i n g m e n t a l capacit ies w h i c h d e t e r m i n e t h e i r w h o l e f u t u r e develop­
m e n t , is d e r i v e d f r o m t h e t h e o r y a n d p rac t i ce o f i n t e l l i gence t e s t s " ( S i m o n , 
1 9 7 8 ed . , p . 5 0 ) . 

T h e f i r s t q u e s t i o n t h a t arises f r o m the use o f an I Q - t y p e test as a measure 
o f a b i l i t y is w h e t h e r o r n o t t h e au tho r s regard i t ( a b i l i t y ) as a f i x e d e n t i t y . 
A l t h o u g h w e are t o l d n o t h i n g rega rd ing the s t a b i l i t y o r i n s t a b i l i t y o f V R 
scores over t i m e , c e r t a i n features o f Greaney a n d Ke l laghan ' s w o r k i n d i c a t e 
t h a t t h e y regard V R A as a r e l a t i v e l y f i x e d e n t i t y . F i r s t o f a l l , the s tudents 
were t e s t ed o n l y once (a t age 11 years) o n a s tandard ised ve rba l reasoning 
test and t h e i r score at t h i s t i m e was used t h r o u g h o u t t he analysis as a measure 
o f t h e i r a b i l i t y . The re is n o i n d i c a t i o n g iven b y t he au tho r s t h a t t h e y regarded 
th i s as an a r b i t r a r y p r o c e d u r e o r t h a t t h e y b e l i e v e d t h a t a s tudent ' s a b i l i t y 
m a y have changed over t i m e . S e c o n d l y , t h e i r f r equen t references, at a l l 
stages o f t he analysis , t o p u p i l s as b e i n g " m o r e " or " less" able ( p p . 1 5 1 , 
2 0 7 , 2 0 9 , 2 1 7 , 2 1 9 , 2 2 2 , 2 4 8 ) , a n d even at one t i m e t o " b r i g h t e r " s tudents 
( p . 1 6 5 ) , suggest t h a t t h e a u t h o r s regarded some p u p i l s as essentially l a c k i n g 
i n some m e n t a l a b i l i t y at a l l stages o f t h e i r careers. I n d e e d t h e i r u n q u e s t i o n ­
i n g acceptance o f t h e "loss o f t a l e n t " thesis ( p p . 2 2 2 , 2 6 1 ) is also evidence 
o f t h e fac t t h a t t h e y see a b i l i t y as a f i x e d e n t i t y . T h i r d l y , t h e i r c l a i m , f o r 
e x a m p l e , t h a t t h e i r f i nd ings (re . o n e - t h i r d o f those e n t e r i n g secondary schools 
b e i n g i n t h e l o w e r h a l f o f t h e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f scores o n t he D V R T ) . . . "raise 



a q u e s t i o n a b o u t t h e a b i l i t y o f m a n y s tudents e n t e r i n g secondary s c h o o l t o 
f o l l o w a classical academic c u r r i c u l u m " (p . 6 9 ) , c e r t a i n l y i m p l i e s a b e l i e f i n 
t h e f i x e d a n d i r r e m e d i a b l e charac ter o f V R A a t the age o f 1 1 + . I f t h e y d i d 
n o t be l ieve t h i s , t h e y w o u l d sure ly have p r o p o s e d t h a t some s tudents m a y 
need e x t r a assistance i n w h a t t h e y ca l l "classical academic sub jec t s " t o 
deve lop t h e i r ab i l i t i e s i n these, ins tead o f i m p l y i n g t h a t these s tudents are 
unab le t o f o l l o w these subjects i n t h e f i r s t p lace . 

W h e t h e r t he a u t h o r s subscribe t o a p r i m a r i l y e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t o r he red i -
t a r i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g as t o h o w one acquires th i s seemingly f i x e d e n t i t y 
ca l l ed " v e r b a l r eason ing a b i l i t y " w e d o n o t k n o w f r o m th i s w o r k . H o w e v e r , 
th i s is n o t t h a t i m p o r t a n t a n y h o w , because as H e n d e r s o n ( 1 9 7 6 ) a n d A r n o w i t z 
( 1 9 7 4 ) have p o i n t e d o u t , these t w o g roups have m u c h m o r e i n c o m m o n w i t h 
one a n o t h e r t h a n is c o m m o n l y supposed . W h a t is c lear , h o w e v e r , f r o m w h a t 
w e have o u t l i n e d above , is t h a t t h e y regard ve rba l i n t e l l i gence 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 a n d t h a t t h e " a m o u n t " 
w h i c h one " h a s " does n o t v a r y m u c h w i t h t i m e . T h e y also suppose t h a t 
peop le can be r a n k e d h i e r a r c h i c a l l y o n t h e basis o f t he a m o u n t t h e y "possess". 
Such a v i e w predisposes us t o regard e d u c a t i o n a l d e v e l o p m e n t as h a v i n g 
d e f i n i t e l i m i t s w i t h ce r t a in k i n d s o f peop le . A f t e r a l l , i f people ' s m e n t a l 
ab i l i t i e s are f i x e d at specif ic levels , w h e t h e r i t be at age 1 1 o r n o t , t h e n 
there are clear l i m i t s t o w h a t t h e y can a t t a i n e d u c a t i o n a l l y , at least w i t h i n a 
ce r t a in t i m e . 

T h e l o g i c a l c o n c l u s i o n o f t he f i x e d a b i l i t y thesis , t h e r e f o r e , is a h i g h l y 
c o n t e n t i o u s one . As i t is t he w o r k i n g class p u p i l s (especia l ly those whose 
parents are u n s k i l l e d w o r k e r s (cf . K e l l a g h a n a n d M a c n a m r a , 1 9 7 2 , p . 5 1 ) 
w h o t e n d t o be t he " k i n d s o f p e o p l e " w h o score l o w e s t o n t h e D V R T 
(despi te t h e ques t ionab le w a y i n w h i c h socia l class was measured ) , t he 
o b v i o u s c o n c l u s i o n one m u s t d r a w f r o m Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s b o o k is 
t h a t " these p e o p l e " c o u l d n o t b e n e f i t f r o m c e r t a i n t y p e s o f e d u c a t i o n 
a n y h o w ( n a m e l y , academic - type e d u c a t i o n a n d , o f course , the e c o n o m i c 
a n d socia l pr iv i leges t o w h i c h i t gives access!) because t h e y l a c k t he " a b i l i t y " 
t o d o so. I n e f f ec t , t h e i r w o r k i m p l i e s t h a t , w i t h some e x c e p t i o n s , t he present 
l o w rates o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n b y the c h i l d r e n o f parents f r o m l o w e r socio­
e c o n o m i c g roups i n h ighe r e d u c a t i o n (assuming one subscribes t o t he m e r i t o ­
c ra t i c v i e w ) can be l e g i t i m a t e d o n t he g rounds t h a t t h e y l a c k so-cal led 
" a b i l i t y " ! A l t h o u g h such a v i e w is n o t o v e r t l y expressed b y t h e a u t h o r s , 
t h e i r c o n c l u d i n g r e m a r k t h a t " . . . t h e 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 ) c e r t a i n l y ind ica tes a b e l i e f 
o n t h e i r p a r t t h a t t a l e n t is l i m i t e d and t h a t m a n y o f those w h o deserve t o 
get o n e d u c a t i o n a l l y a n d soc ia l ly are d o i n g so. 



Verbal Ability and Educational Success: Problems of Definition and Inter­
pretation 

Because th i s b o o k is o f such w i d e in te res t t o t h e general p u b l i c , as w e l l as 
t o educa t iona l i s t s , i t is necessary t o m a k e some c o m m e n t here o n t he ac tua l 
usage o f t h e t e r m " a b i l i t y " i n the t e x t . A l t h o u g h t he au tho r s are u sua l ly 
ca re fu l i n s p e c i f y i n g t h a t t h e i r f i nd ings o n a b i l i t y a n d i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o 
e d u c a t i o n a l a t t a i n m e n t re fer o n l y t o ve rba l reasoning a b i l i t y as measured 
b y t h e D V R T , the re are f r equen t depar tures f r o m th i s p rac t i ce t o o . T h e 
" v e r b a l r e a s o n i n g " adjec t ive is m o s t c o n s p i c u o u s l y absent i n t w o k e y chapters 
i n t h e b o o k , chapters n i n e a n d eleven w h e r e conc lus ions are d r a w n w i t h 
regard t o e q u a l i t y ( chap te r 9 ) a n d t o t he en t i r e s t u d y (chap te r 11) (cf . pages 
2 0 6 , 2 0 7 , 2 1 1 , 2 1 2 , 2 1 7 , 2 2 0 - 2 2 2 , 2 4 7 , 2 4 9 , 2 5 1 , 2 6 0 ) . I t also happens 
e lsewhere , h o w e v e r , ( p p . 3 0 , 4 7 , 4 8 , 6 9 , 1 6 4 ) a n d , o f course , i n the usage 
o f t e r m s such as " h i g h " and " l o w a b i l i t y " t o w h i c h w e have r e f e r r ed a l ready . 

T h e w idesp read use o f a generic t e r m such as " a b i l i t y " t o descr ibe a h i g h l y 
specif ic e n t i t y such as " v e r b a l reasoning a b i l i t y " as measured b y a stan­
da rd i s ed test , c o u l d l ead t o cons iderable m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t he f i nd ings o f 
t h i s s t u d y . T h e i n t e r c h a n g e a b i l i t y o f t h e t e r m s " v e r b a l reasoning a b i l i t y " and 
" a b i l i t y " i m p l i e s ( t h o u g h I a m n o t suggesting t h a t t h e au tho r s i n t e n d i t ) t h a t 
t he m o r e general e n t i t y o f " a b i l i t y " can be e q u a t e d w i t h a score o n a ve rba l 
r eason ing test . N o w h e r e , u n f o r t u n a t e l y , do the a u t h o r s o u t l i n e the concep­
t u a l a n d e m p i r i c a l l i m i t a t i o n s o f t h e i r " a b i l i t y " measure. N e i t h e r do t h e y 
p o i n t o u t t h a t , even i f the D V R T does measure ve rba l a b i l i t y , th is is o n l y 
o n e k i n d o f h u m a n t a l e n t a n d c e r t a i n l y n o t the o n l y one t h a t needs t o be 
fos t e red e d u c a t i o n a l l y . T h e i r f a i lu re t o engage i n such q u a l i f i c a t i o n s a n d 
analyses means t h a t the re is a danger t h a t t he b o o k w o u l d r e i n f o r c e t he false 
n o t i o n t h a t v e r b a l a b i l i t y is t he o n l y a b i l i t y w h i c h is re levant e d u c a t i o n a l l y . 

U n d o u b t e d l y i t is i m p o r t a n t t o have h i g h ve rba l a b i l i t y f o r a t t a i n i n g 
academic success g iven t he l i t e r a r y basis o f so m u c h o f academic l e a r n i n g 
at present . H o w e v e r , as o n l y 20 per cent o f the re levan t age c o h o r t en te r 
t h i r d - l e v e l e d u c a t i o n ( C l a n c y , 1 9 8 2 , p . 3 1 ) a n d as o n l y a t i n y m i n o r i t y o f 
these e v e n t u a l l y engage i n p u r e l y academic or scholas t ic t y p e w o r k (mos t 
t h i r d - l e v e l courses e v e n t u a l l y c r eden t i a l i s i ng p e o p l e fo r e m p l o y m e n t i n 
h i g h l y s k i l l e d o c c u p a t i o n s t h o u g h n o t especia l ly l i t e ra ry -based ones — 71.8 
per cen t o f t h e n e w en t ran t s t o h ighe r e d u c a t i o n i n 1 9 8 0 , f o r e x a m p l e , were 
i n t e c h n o l o g y , science, a g r i c u l t u r e , c o m m e r c e , a r t and design, m e d i c a l 
sciences a n d h o t e l c a t e r i n g a n d t o u r i s m (cf . C l a n c y , 1 9 8 2 , p . 16) — one m u s t 
ask w h a t j u s t i f i c a t i o n there can be f o r eva lua t ing p u p i l s ' a b i l i t y so le ly i n 
ve rba l t e r m s . F u r t h e r m o r e , w h i l e these o c c u p a t i o n s d o r equ i r e c e r t a i n ve rba l 
sk i l l s , as i n d e e d does p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n eve ryday l i f e , t h e y are b u t some o f t he 
a t t r i b u t e s necessary f o r e i t he r e d u c a t i o n a l o r o c c u p a t i o n a l success. M a n y o f 
t h e o t h e r a t t r i b u t e s necessary, such as, f o r e x a m p l e , t he a b i l i t y t o be c o n -



s is tent , p leas ing i n m a n n e r , c o m p e t i t i v e , co -opera t ive , persever ing , e tc . , m a y 
w e l l be j o b - s p e c i f i c , a n d n o t e i t h e r measurable o r capable o f b e i n g t a u g h t i n 
a f o r m a l s c h o o l s e t t i ng . 

O u r second m a j o r c o n t e n t i o n w i t h Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n here is t h e i r 
f a i lu re t o emphasise t h e evidence w h i c h t h e y do have , t h a t n o n - v e r b a l a t t r i ­
bu tes are also v i t a l l y i m p o r t a n t f o r e d u c a t i o n a l success. I t is clear f r o m t h e i r 
o w n da ta , f o r e x a m p l e , t h a t b e i n g j u d g e d b y teachers as h a v i n g sa t i s f ac to ry 
c lass room b e h a v i o u r (be ing k e e n t o get o n , h a v i n g an e n q u i r i n g m i n d , b e i n g 
i n t e n t o n w o r k , a n d ach ievemen t o r i e n t e d , p p . 4 4 , 4 5 ) is also v i t a l f o r 
e d u c a t i o n a l success, as sa t i s fac to ry c lass room b e h a v i o u r c o r r e l a t e d a l m o s t as 
s t r o n g l y as v e r b a l r eason ing a b i l i t y w i t h p e r f o r m a n c e o n t h e L e a v i n g and 
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 s (as measured b y t he L C E X a n d I C E X , 
cf . p p . 1 5 9 , 1 7 7 ) a n d w i t h o c c u p a t i o n a l status (p . 2 3 1 ) . G i v e n th i s evidence 
i t is su rp r i s ing t h a t t he i n f l u e n c e o f n o n - v e r b a l fac tors o n s c h o o l pe r fo r ­
mance was n o t ana lysed i n m o r e d e t a i l . 

I n d e e d , i t is also su rp r i s ing t h a t w h e n des ign ing t he s t u d y n o a t t e m p t 
was made t o measure t h e i m p a c t o f o t h e r c u l t u r a l c a p i t a l t y p e ind ices 
(pa ren t s ' and p u p i l s ' a t t i t u d e s t o schools and teachers ; t h e i r values a n d 
asp i ra t ions , tastes, in terests a n d l i f e s ty l e s ; peer g r o u p e thos , e tc . ) o n educa­
t i o n a l p e r f o r m a n c e a n d p a r t i c i p a t i o n . I t is, a s B o u r d i e u ( 1 9 7 4 ) , B o u r d i e u a n d 
Passeron ( 1 9 7 7 ) , B e r n s t e i n ( 1 9 7 7 ) , W i l l i s ( 1 9 7 7 ) , M c R o b b i e ( 1 9 7 8 ) , a n d 
C o h e n ( 1 9 8 1 ) have s h o w n , t h r o u g h the s t u d y o f t he i n t e r a c t i o n b e t w e e n 
t h e c u l t u r a l processes o f s c h o o l and those o f h o m e t h a t m u c h o f o u r under ­
s t a n d i n g o f w h y class d i f ferences i n e d u c a t i o n a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n and a t t a i n m e n t 
ac tua l l y ex is t m a y b e advanced . 

The Validity of the Drumcondra Verbal Reasoning Test 
T h i s issue becomes even m o r e p e r t i n e n t w h e n one examines t he v a l i d i t y 

studies o f t h e D V R T ; i t is n o t t h a t clear f r o m a n u m b e r o f t h e m w h a t i t is 
t h a t t h e test a c t u a l l y measures. (As G o r m a n ' s w o r k ( 1 9 6 8 ) is t h e o n l y source 
o f i n f o r m a t i o n o n t he D V R T c i t e d b y t he au tho r s ( p . 3 8 ) , a l l t he f o r t h c o m i n g 
discuss ion o n t h e test 's v a l i d i t y is based o n G o r m a n ' s ev idence . ) G o r m a n 
p o i n t s o u t t h a t " ( a ) c o n t e n t v a l i d i t y s tudies , (b ) c r i t e r i o n - r e l a t e d v a l i d i t y 
s tudies , a n d (c) c o n s t r u c t v a l i d i t y s t u d i e s " are t h e types m o s t c o m m o n l y 
used i n es tab l i sh ing t he v a l i d i t y o f e d u c a t i o n a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l tests 
( 1 9 6 8 , p . 1 5 6 ) . We w i l l s tar t w i t h t h e issue o f c o n t e n t - v a l i d i t y . T h e c o n c e p t 
o f c o n t e n t - v a l i d i t y i m p l i e s t h a t one can u n d e r s t a n d t he p h e n o m e n o n i n 
q u e s t i o n , analyse i t a n d t h e r e b y c o n s t r u c t a test t o sample var ious features 
o f i t . I t is clear, h o w e v e r , f r o m G o r m a n ' s d iscuss ion o f t he D V R T t h a t n o 
c o n t e n t - v a l i d i t y s t u d y o f t h e test was u n d e r t a k e n : " W h i l e i t seems c e r t a i n , " 
he says, " t h a t d e v e l o p m e n t s des igned t o f u r t h e r o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 
t e chn iques f o r assessing c o n t e n t v a l i d i t y w i l l have an i m p o r t a n t bea r ing n o t 



o n l y o n test t h e o r y b u t also o n e d u c a t i o n a l progress genera l ly , o t h e r types 
o f v a l i d i t y s tudies seem m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e t o t h e t y p e o f test ( i . e . , t he D V R T ) 
u n d e r d i scuss ion h e r e " ( G o r m a n , 1 9 6 8 , p . 1 5 7 ) . H e does n o t i n f o r m us, 
h o w e v e r , as t o why o t h e r v a l i d i t y s tudies were d e e m e d m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e . 

As Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n also d o n o t s u p p l y us w i t h any i n f o r m a t i o n as 
t o t he c o n t e n t - v a l i d i t y o f the D V R T , L a w l e r ' s asser t ion a b o u t i n t e l l i gence 
t e s t i n g i n general w o u l d seem t o h o l d t r u e i n t h i s case, n a m e l y , t h a t i n t e l l i ­
gence ( i n t h i s ins tance v e r b a l i n t e l l i gence ) "is d e f i n e d b y o u r m a n n e r o f 
measu r ing i t " ( L a w l e r , 1 9 7 8 , p . 2 1 ) . A n a priori m e t h o d seems t o be a d o p t e d 
w h e r e b y one arrives at the p rope r t i e s o f an o b j e c t , i n th is c o n t e x t v e r b a l 
r eason ing a b i l i t y , " f r o m t h e c o n c e p t o f t he o b j e c t , i n s t ead o f l e a r n i n g f r o m 
the ob jec t i t s e l f " ( L a w l e r , 1 9 7 8 , p . 2 4 ) . V e r b a l i n t e l l i gence , t h e r e f o r e , 
becomes a c o n c e p t or an idea l w h i c h is n o t s t r i c t l y measurable against 
r e a l i t y . Such a p r o c e d u r e , as L a w l e r has n o t e d , "s t i f les t he d e v e l o p m e n t o f 
t h e science o f h u m a n t h o u g h t because i t takes one f o r m o f a p p r o x i m a t i o n t o 
t he u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f i n t e l l i gence and stops t h e r e " ( 1 9 7 8 , p . 1 1 9 ) . A l l w e 
k n o w a b o u t t h e c o n t e n t o f t h e D V R T is t h a t 2 6 2 i t ems were i n c l u d e d i n t h e 
i n i t i a l t r y o u t o f t he tes t , t h a t 110 o f these were i n c l u d e d i n t he f i n a l ve r s ion 
a n d t h a t t h e y i n c l u d e d 6 t y p e s o f ques t ions — f o l l o w i n g d i r e c t i o n s , classi­
f i c a t i o n s , n u m b e r series, oppos i t e s , analogies, and classes ( G o r m a n , 1 9 6 8 , 
p p . 2 4 , 2 5 ) . We are n o t i n f o r m e d , h o w e v e r , as t o h o w the 2 6 2 i t e m s were 
se lected i n t he f i r s t p lace . I f the i t ems selected are based o n those used i n 
o t h e r s im i l a r t y p e tests, t h e q u e s t i o n o f t he c o n t e n t - v a l i d i t y o f these o t h e r 
tests s t i l l r ema ins an issue. 

T h e D V R T was t e s t ed , h o w e v e r , f o r c o n c u r r e n t v a l i d i t y a l t h o u g h the tests 
w e r e based o n smal l samples ( G o r m a n , 1 9 6 8 , p . 1 7 9 ) . T h e W I S C V e r b a l 
Scale, t h e C a l i f o r n i a n S h o r t - F o r m test o f M e n t a l M a t u r i t y , the S tanda rd 
Progressive M a t r i c e s , a n d M o r r i s b y ' s Genera l A b i l i t y Test ( V e r b a l Sec t ion ) 
w e r e a l l used i n es tab l i sh ing i t s c o n c u r r e n t v a l i d i t y . T h i s p rac t i ce o f test 
v a l i d a t i o n , t h o u g h w i d e l y accep ted , r e a l l y begs the q u e s t i o n . One is s t i l l 
l e f t i n i gnorance as t o t he v a l i d i t y o f the ac tua l tests against w h i c h con­
c u r r e n t v a l i d i t y is es tabl i shed. 

W h e n one does e x a m i n e the h i s t o r i c a l evidence o n test c o n s t r u c t i o n , i t 
is clear t h a t t h e c o n c u r r e n t v a l i d i t y o f tests such as t he W I S C and the Stan­
d a r d Progressive M a t r i c e s is es tabl ished u l t i m a t e l y w i t h reference t o the 
o r i g i n a l i n t e l l i g e n c e tests devised at t h e b e g i n n i n g o f this c e n t u r y . These, as 
K a r i e r ( 1 9 7 3 ) a n d S i m o n ( 1 9 7 8 ) have s h o w n , were c l ea r ly designed i n a 
w a y t h a t w o u l d resu l t i n test d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s o c c u r r i n g a long socia l class 
l ines . F o r e x a m p l e , T e r m a n (whose w o r k is w i d e l y used i n es tab l i sh ing 
t h e c o n c u r r e n t v a l i d i t y o f tests) o r i g i n a l l y used c o n t r a s t i n g groups o f m i g r a t i n g 
u n e m p l o y e d persons, bus inessmen, adolescent d e l i n q u e n t s and h igh - schoo l 
s tudents as t he reference p o i n t s f o r se lect ing and g rad ing his i t e m s ; " t h e 



c o n c u r r e n t v a l i d i t y o f t h e S t a n f o r d - B i n e t consists i n the agreement o f t he 
tests w i t h j u d g m e n t s o f i n t e l l i gence made b y teachers , w i t h su rv iva l i n 
schools versus d r o p p i n g o u t , a n d success i n l i f e versus u n e m p l o y m e n t " 
( L a w l e r , 1 9 7 8 , p p . 6 0 - 6 1 ) . I t is n o surpr ise , t h e r e f o r e , t o f i n d t h a t those 
w h o t e n d t o score l o w e s t o n such a test (o r o n o t h e r tests whose c o n c u r r e n t 
v a l i d i t y has been es tab l i shed w i t h reference t o i t ) t e n d t o be those f r o m 
l o w e r s o c i o - e c o n o m i c g roups — the test b e i n g c o n s t r u c t e d t o m a k e such 
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s i n t h e f i r s t p lace . I t is i n t e r e s t i n g t o n o t e t o o as K a y e ( 1 9 7 3 , 
p . 13 ) observes t h a t " I Q tests have consc ious ly been s t anda rd i zed so as n o t 
t o d i s c r i m i n a t e b e t w e e n b o y s and g i r l s " , b e g i n n i n g w i t h t h e 1937 r e v i s i o n 
o f t h e S t a n f o r d - B i n e t Scale. T h i s has been ca l l ed m a k i n g t h e test " s ex - f a i r " . 
T h e q u e s t i o n i m m e d i a t e l y arises, w h y are such tests n o t made "c lass - fa i r" 
o r " r a c e - f a i r " as we l l ? There 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 be . T o 
do t h i s , h o w e v e r , w o u l d be t o chal lenge one o f t he premises o n w h i c h m e n t a l 
a b i l i t y t e s t i n g has a lways ope ra t ed , n a m e l y , t he l i k e l i h o o d t h a t I Q t y p e 
tests w i l l m a k e d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s a l o n g socia l class l ines . W h a t is f o r g o t t e n is 
t h e a r b i t r a r y a n d subjec t ive n a t u r e o f t he basis f o r m a k i n g such d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s 
i n t h e f i r s t p lace . 

T h e second m e t h o d used f o r p r o v i n g t he c o n c u r r e n t v a l i d i t y o f t h e D V R T 
was t o c o m p a r e scores o n t he test w i t h teachers ' r a t ings o f s t u d e n t s ' " a p t i t u d e 
f o r scholast ic a c h i e v e m e n t " ( G o r m a n , 1 9 6 8 , p . 1 6 4 ) . T o p r o v e , h o w e v e r , 
t h a t t h e teachers ' assessment o f p u p i l s corre la tes w i t h ve rba l reasoning scores 
te l ls us n o t h i n g a b o u t t he a c t u a l n a t u r e or v a l i d i t y o f t h e D V R T i t se l f . A f t e r 
a l l , " s a t i s f ac to ry c l a s s room b e h a v i o u r " was f o u n d b y Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n 
t o cor re la te a lmos t as h i g h l y as V R A w i t h 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 
a n d L e a v i n g Cer t i f i ca te s ( p p . 1 5 9 , 1 7 7 ) b u t t h i s does n o t i n f o r m us as t o w h a t 
i t is t h a t t h e v e r b a l r eason ing test a c t u a l l y measures, o r h o w v a l i d i t is as a 
measure o f t he u n s p e c i f i e d p h e n o m e n o n i n q u e s t i o n . A l t h o u g h G o r m a n 
( 1 9 6 8 ) cites cons iderable evidence f o r the c o n s t r u c t v a l i d i t y o f the D V R T , 
t o a great e x t e n t th i s d i scuss ion is t a k i n g place i n a s c i en t i f i c l i m b o o w i n g t o 
t h e l a c k o f an e m p i r i c a l basis f o r t he c o n s t r u c t o f v e r b a l i n t e l l i gence i n t he 
f i r s t p lace . 

A n o t h e r m a j o r a s s u m p t i o n r e l a t i n g t o the v a l i d i t y o f t h e D V R T , as t o 
t h a t o f a l l such t e s t i ng , is t h a t a b i l i t y is n o r m a l l y d i s t r i b u t e d i n the p o p u l a t i o n . 
As S i m o n p o i n t s o u t , h o w e v e r , t he n o r m a l d i s t r i b u t i o n o f i n t e l l i gence is not 
an e m p i r i c a l s t a t emen t a b o u t t h e p o p u l a t i o n as t he c o n c e p t suggests. R a t h e r , 
i t is an a r te fac t o f t h e testers, a lbe i t one w h i c h was a r b i t r a r i l y selected at t he 
ou t se t o f test d e v e l o p m e n t . B e i n g so selected, h o w e v e r , i t became the s t anda rd 
measure against w h i c h t he d i s t r i b u t i o n o f scores i n n e w tests were assessed. 
I n o t h e r w o r d s tests are c o n s t r u c t e d i n such a w a y t h a t t h e y w i l l t e n d t o give 
a n o r m a l d i s t r i b u t i o n o f scores a n d th i s n o r m a l d i s t r i b u t i o n is t h e n t a k e n as 
evidence t h a t i n t e l l i g e n c e exis ts and is d i s t r i b u t e d i n a p a r t i c u l a r w a y . I n t he 



w o r d s o f V e r n o n , " w e l l - c o n s t r u c t e d tests a lways t e n d t o y i e l d a n o r m a l 
f r e q u e n c y d i s t r i b u t i o n ; hence w e are e n t i t l e d t o regard depar tures f r o m 
n o r m a l i t y as i n d i c a t i v e o f b a d c o n s t r u c t i o n o r b a d s c o r i n g " ( V e r n o n , 1 9 4 0 , 
p . 2 7 ) . F i n d i n g a n o r m a l d i s t r i b u t i o n o f i n t e l l i gence i n a p o p u l a t i o n w i t h a 
test c o n s t r u c t e d t o ensure such a d i s t r i b u t i o n i n t he f i r s t p lace , proves n o 
m o r e , h o w e v e r , t h a n t h a t t he test was e f f i c i e n t l y c o n s t r u c t e d w i t h i n t he 
a r b i t r a r y l i m i t s set. The re is n o reason w h y test scores s h o u l d n o t be dis­
t r i b u t e d i n a w h o l e v a r i e t y o f w a y s . T h e o n l y basis fo r t h e n o r m a l i t y assump­
t i o n seems t o be t h e ana logy d r a w n w i t h t he d i s t r i b u t i o n o f ce r t a in p h y s i c a l 
charac te r i s t ics . T h i s is , h o w e v e r , a ve ry "dangerous p r o c e e d i n g since t he 
b r a i n a n d t h e h ighe r ne rvous sys tem represent a q u a l i t a t i v e l y d i f f e r e n t 
o r g a n i z a t i o n o f m a t t e r , a b o u t whose s t r uc tu r e and f u n c t i o n i n g e x t r e m e l y 
l i t t l e is as y e t k n o w n " ( S i m o n , 1 9 7 8 , p . 6 9 ) . A t the v e r y m o s t a l l w e k n o w 
is t h a t m e n t a l tests measure one's re la t ive s t and ing i n a g r o u p o n a select set 
o f i t e m s . T h e w a y t h e D V R T , f o r e x a m p l e , y i e lds a n u m e r i c a l score makes 
i t easy t o i n t e r p r e t t h e score as an absolu te w h i c h i t is n o t . I t i m p l i e s t h a t 
t h e i n d i v i d u a l has s o m e t h i n g w h i c h she o r he does n o t have. 

T h e f i n a l issue w h i c h m u s t be addressed r e l a t i n g t o t h e v a l i d i t y o f Greaney 
and Ke l l aghan ' s a b i l i t y measure is i ts p r e d i c t i v e va lue . W h e n one examines 
t h e c o r r e l a t i o n s b e t w e e n scores o n the D V R T and t he L C E X ( p p . 1 5 9 , 
1 7 7 ) a n d b e t w e e n D V R T scores and l e n g t h o f stay i n secondary schools 
( p . 7 7 ) , i t w o u l d seem t h a t t he test has s t r o n g p r e d i c t i v e v a l i d i t y . I t is 
i m p o r t a n t t o n o t e i m m e d i a t e l y , h o w e v e r , t h a t sa t i s fac tory c lass room b e h a v i o u r 
corre la tes a l m o s t as h i g h l y as V R A w i t h t he aforesa id schoo l o u t c o m e s . Even 
o c c u p a t i o n a l status was c o r r e l a t e d a lmos t as h i g h l y w i t h sa t i s fac tory class­
r o o m b e h a v i o u r as i t was w i t h V R A — 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 
.33 c o m p a r e d t o one o f . 40 f o r V R A (p . 2 3 1 ) . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , the s t r o n g 
r e l a t i o n s h i p — f o r w h i c h there is evidence t h r o u g h o u t the b o o k — b e t w e e n 
sa t i s fac to ry c l a s s room b e h a v i o u r a n d b o t h e d u c a t i o n a l a t t a i n m e n t and l e n g t h 
o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n is n o t e x a m i n e d i n a n y d e t a i l b y the au tho r s . C o n s e q u e n t l y , 
o n e c a n n o t say t o w h a t e x t e n t V R A a n d sa t i s fac tory c lass room b e h a v i o u r 
are measures o f i n d e p e n d e n t p h e n o m e n a . I t c o u l d w e l l be t h a t i t is satis­
f a c t o r y c lass room b e h a v i o u r w h i c h is t he p o w e r f u l p r e d i c t o r o f f u t u r e 
e d u c a t i o n a l success. Because the au tho r s do n o t t e l l us w h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p 
exists b e t w e e n V R A and sa t i s fac to ry c lass room b e h a v i o u r , o r b e t w e e n the 
l a t t e r a n d socia l class, such a h y p o t h e s i s , o f course , is m e r e l y a t e n t a t i v e one 
r e q u i r i n g f u r t h e r analysis . 

T o t he e x t e n t t h a t one does f i n d a r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n V R A and p u p i l s ' 
academic a t t a i n m e n t , th is m a y w e l l be e x p l a i n e d b y factors w h i c h have l i t t l e 
t o d o w i t h ve rba l i n t e l l i gence per se. F i r s t l y , i n es tab l i sh ing the c o n c u r r e n t 
v a l i d i t y o f t h e D V R T teachers 'assessments o f p u p i l s ' " c a p a c i t y f o r scholas t ic 
w o r k " were used as a source o f reference ( G o r m a n , 1 9 6 8 , p p . 1 6 4 - 1 6 5 ) . T o 



f i n d a l i n k b e t w e e n scores o n t h e D V R T a n d scholast ic p e r f o r m a n c e c o u l d • 
h a r d l y be regarded as v e r y su rp r i s ing t h e r e f o r e , g iven t h a t teachers ' assess­
m e n t s o f p u p i l s ' a b i l i t y we re themselves used t o va l ida te t he tes t i n the f i r s t 
p lace . S e c o n d l y , i f t h e s c h o o l p r i nc ipa l s o r s t a f f o f t he second-level schools 
i n w h i c h t h e s t u d y was ca r r i ed o u t were aware o f p u p i l s ' scores o n the 
D V R T w h e n t h e y e n t e r e d , t h i s m a y w e l l have i n f l u e n c e d a b i l i t y - g r o u p i n g 
a n d / o r teachers ' e x p e c t a t i o n s o f p u p i l s , w h i c h i n t u r n have i n f l u e n c e d t h e i r 
academic p e r f o r m a n c e . (We are n o t i n f o r m e d b y t he a u t h o r s w h e t h e r o r n o t 
t he s c h o o l s t a f f d i d k n o w p u p i l s ' scores, h o w e v e r ) . E v e n i f s t a f f d i d n o t 
k n o w p u p i l s ' test scores t h e a r g u m e n t s t i l l h o l d s t h a t t h e s t a b i l i t y o f p u p i l s ' 
r a n k o r d e r i n g over t i m e is a f u n c t i o n o f the va r ious p s y c h o l o g i c a l a n d soci­
o l o g i c a l forces a t w o r k due t o s t r eaming a n d / o r teacher e x p e c t a t i o n s a n d n o t 
o f a b i l i t y per se. S t r e a m i n g (be i t e i the r w i t h i n o r b e t w e e n classes), as is w e l l 
k n o w n , t ends t o l ead t o d i f f e r e n t i a l t r e a t m e n t i n schools a n d t o r i g i d i f y r a n k 
o r d e r (Hargreaves, 1 9 6 7 ; L a c e y , 1 9 7 0 ; L u n n , 1 9 7 0 ; Shav i t , 1 9 8 4 ) . Th i s 
happens i n d e e d i r respec t ive o f w h a t p rocedures are used t o d i v i d e p u p i l s i n 
t he f i r s t p lace . 

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

T h i s b o o k is a v e r y va luable source o f da t a o n t he a t t a i n m e n t s o f a c o h o r t 
o f s tudents i n second- a n d t h i r d - l e v e l e d u c a t i o n i n I r e l a n d . T h e analysis o f 
t he c o n c e p t o f " a b i l i t y " u n d e r t a k e n here , a n d , t o a lesser degree, o f t h e idea 
o f " m e r i t o c r a c y " , is i n t e n d e d t o p r o v o k e d iscuss ion o f t he w o r k , n o t t o dis­
c r e d i t i t . B y e l a b o r a t i n g o n t he c o n c e p t u a l c o m p l e x i t i e s o f these t w o ideas, 
w e have t r i e d t o s h o w h o w t h e sc ien t i f i c 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 a d e n . T h e y are n o t , n o r i n d e e d c o u l d t h e y ever be , p u r e , d i s in t e re s t ed 
sc ien t i f i c cons t ruc t s . T h e d i l e m m a w h i c h arises f o r us f r o m th is w o r k , 
t h e r e f o r e , is n o t t h e use o f p a r t i c u l a r c o n c e p t u a l categories per se — th i s is 
i n e v i t a b l e . R a t h e r , i t is t h e f a i lu re o f the a u t h o r s t o t r ea t t he c o n c e p t u a l 
issues o f " a b i l i t y " and " m e r i t o c r a c y " 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 . B y f a i l i n g 
t o d o so t h e y o v e r s i m p l i f y t h e 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 . 
M e r i t o c r a c y a n d a b i l i t y are t r e a t e d as consensual n o t i o n s . Such a p r ac t i c e 
belies t he in tense academic debate as t o t he n a t u r e o f these p h e n o m e n a ; 
m o r e i m p o r t a n t l y , perhaps , i t conceals t he class-specific in teres ts w h i c h the 
v e r y n o t i o n o f m e r i t o c r a c y , and t he a u t h o r s ' p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f 
a b i l i t y , are l i k e l y t o serve. 

I n t h i s s t u d y , Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n "set o u t t o assess the e x t e n t t o 
w h i c h one p a r t i c u l a r g o v e r n m e n t p o l i c y o b j e c t i v e , t h e a t t a i n m e n t 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 , was r e a l i z e d " ( p p . 2 8 - 2 9 ) . W h i l e t he t e s t i ng o f 
po l i c i e s s c i e n t i f i c a l l y m a y , c o n c e i v a b l y , m a k e research m o r e soc i a l ly r e levan t , 



• a n d g o v e r n m e n t po l i c i e s m o r e s c i en t i f i c , i t can c i r c u m s c r i b e research w o r k i n 
o t h e r respects. T h e g o v e r n m e n t f i n a n c i n g o f research can " b e n d t h e ac t iv i t i es 
o f scholars a w a y f r o m t h e i r o w n p r i o r i t i e s a n d t o w a r d s a p p l i e d , a t h e o r e t i c a l , 
q u a n t i t a t i v e studies i n t h e service o f t he p o l i c y p re -occupa t ions o f t he r u l i n g 
p o w e r s " ( K a r a b e l and Ha l sey , 1 9 7 7 , p p . 7 6 - 7 7 ) . T o w h a t e x t e n t we regard 
g o v e r n m e n t i n f l u e n c e o n research p r i o r i t i e s as an a b e r r a t i o n depends , o f 
course , o n h o w c lose ly we t h i n k g o v e r n m e n t in te res t represents those p u b l i c 
in teres ts w h i c h w e deem i m p o r t a n t . T h e fac t r ema ins , h o w e v e r , t h a t t he 
g o v e r n m e n t o f a g iven soc ie ty does serve p a r t i c u l a r in teres ts . I n d e e d , as 
P e i l l o n observes, i t is t he " p r o j e c t o f the b o u r g e o i s i e " w h i c h is t he m a j o r 
"s ta te p r o j e c t " i n I r e l a n d ( 1 9 8 2 , p p . 5 3 - 5 9 , 1 7 6 - 1 9 4 ) . C o n s e q u e n t l y , b y 
t a k i n g g o v e r n m e n t p o l i c y objec t ives as the e n d purpose o f e d u c a t i o n a l 
research, we m a y be g r a n t i n g l e g i t i m a c y t o e d u c a t i o n a l p r i o r i t i e s a b o u t 
w h i c h the re is l i t t l e consensus. U n d o u b t e d l y , some w i l l c l a i m t h a t the re 
was consensus i n I r e l a n d w i t h regard t o t he d e s i r a b i l i t y o f equa l i s ing educa­
t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s t h r o u g h o u t t h e la te '60s a n d '70s. A t a supe r f i c i a l 
leve l t h i s is t r u e . H o w e v e r , g iven t he fac t (as Greaney and K e l l a g h a n t h e m ­
selves a d m i t ) t h a t " t h e r e was ve ry l i t t l e b y w a y o f c o m m e n t o n t he t o p i c at 
t h e t i m e ( the 1960s ) o r m o r e r e c e n t l y " ( p . 2 6 ) , i t w o u l d be w r o n g t o speak 
o f consensus based o n any rea l k n o w l e d g e o r u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 

A d o p t i n g a g o v e r n m e n t p o l i c y ob j ec t ive as the focus o f t h e i r s t u d y , c o m ­
b i n e d w i t h t h e use o f a h i g h l y q u a n t i t a t i v e t h o u g h l a rge ly a theo re t i ca l m o d e 
o f analysis , seems t o have l e d t he au thors o f t h i s b o o k , t h e r e f o r e , t o g r o u n d 
t h e i r analysis o n some h i g h l y debatable c o n c e p t u a l p r e suppos i t i ons . I n 
p a r t i c u l a r i t has t e n d e d t o concea l t h e e x t e n t t o w h i c h a m e r i t o c r a t i c c o n c e p t 
o f e q u a l i t y serves ves ted in teres ts . L i k e w i s e i t has t e n d e d t o concea l the 
class-biased n a t u r e o f a c o n c e p t o f a b i l i t y measured b y a score o n a ve rba l -
reason ing test . 
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