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Abstract: In a recent publication, we examined the available evidence on social mobility in the 
Republic of Ireland. Our contention that substantial inequalities exist conflicts sharply with the 
conclusion of Greaney and Kellaghan "that the meritocratic ideal is at least being approached" in 
Irish second-level schools. In this paper we attempt to show that Greaney and Kellaghan have ignored 
substantial inequalities in their own data. Our criticisms centre on three major issues, (i) We contend 
that their measure of class is deficient in that it fails to distinguish adequately between manual and 
non-manual occupations and to distinguish occupations by employment status, (ii) Greaney and 
Kellaghan do not provide any formal statistical test of meritocracy. We define and test an appropriate 
model (based on their published data) which establishes the existence of substantial inequalities. 
Quoting research from other sources, we suggest that the importance of ability/gender interactions 
has been underestimated. The class-based inequalities in transition probabilities derived from our 
model increase as the students progress through the educational system. (Hi) We believe that Greaney 
and Kellaghan fail to examine systematically the sources and consequences of ability differences. In 
particular, we draw attention to other research which emphasises the importance of family background 
in determining ability and related variables. 

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

I n a recen t p u b l i c a t i o n ( W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n , 1 9 8 4 ) w e e x a m i n e d t h e 

avai lable evidence o n socia l m o b i l i t y i n t he R e p u b l i c o f I r e l a n d . A sig

n i f i c a n t a m o u n t o f abso lu te m o b i l i t y has c e r t a i n l y o c c u r r e d , associated 

w i t h a m a r k e d increase i n t h e n u m b e r o f h ighe r leve l o c c u p a t i o n a l p o s i t i o n s . 

We suggest, h o w e v e r , t h a t i t w o u l d be s i m p l i s t i c t o i n f e r t h a t I r i s h soc ie ty 

has b e c o m e subs t an t i a l l y m o r e o p e n . I n d e e d , w e s h o w e d t h a t e n o r m o u s 

inequa l i t i e s ex is t i n t h e re la t ive o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r m o b i l i t y o p e n t o d i f f e r e n t 

socia l classes. 



A v a r i e t y o f s t a t i s t i ca l mode l s were used t o " n e t o u t " t he ef fec t o f demo
graphic a n d o c c u p a t i o n a l fac tors so f a c i l i t a t i n g i n t e r n a t i o n a l compar i sons o f 
m o b i l i t y rates. W h e n c o m p a r e d w i t h B r i t a i n , France a n d Sweden , m o b i l i t y 
pa t t e rns i n D u b l i n were charac te r i sed b y t he h ighes t tendencies t o w a r d s 
i m m o b i l i t y a n d t he l o w e s t p r o b a b i l i t i e s o f long-range m o b i l i t y . We also 
f o u n d t h a t , i n D u b l i n , t h e e f fec t o f ascr ibed character is t ics (such as fa ther ' s 
e d u c a t i o n a n d o c c u p a t i o n ) o n r e sponden t ' s e d u c a t i o n a n d o c c u p a t i o n was 
p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r o n g . E v e n v e r y r ecen t da ta o n t he o c c u p a t i o n s o f n e w en t ran t s 
t o t he l a b o u r fo rce s h o w e d l i t t l e evidence t h a t a r ad i ca l r e - s t r u c t u r i n g o f 
m o b i l i t y o p p o r t u n i t i e s h a d o c c u r r e d . We c o n c l u d e d t h a t , despi te the substan
t i a l increase i n p a r t i c i p a t i o n rates, e d u c a t i o n a l i nequa l i t i e s o f a cons iderab le 
m a g n i t u d e s t i l l ex i s t . 

I t is clear t h a t these conc lus ions d i f f e r s i g n i f i c a n t l y f r o m those reached 
b y Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n ( 1 9 8 4 ) . These au tho r s h a d s ta ted (p . 2 6 3 ) t h a t 

T h e fac t t h a t a b i l i t y p l a y e d such a d o m i n a n t r o l e i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l 
progress o f s tudents i n o u r s t u d y suggests t h a t t he m e r i t o c r a t i c idea l 
is a t 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 a t t a i n e d . 

T h e ob j ec t i ve o f th i s a r t i c l e is t o summar i se o u r ear l ier c r i t i q u e o f th is j u d g e 
m e n t ( W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n , 1 9 8 4 , p p . 1 5 9 - 1 7 6 ) . 1 O u r basic c o n t e n t i o n is 
t h a t Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s l o n g i t u d i n a l da ta d i sp lay subs tan t i a l inequa l i t i e s 
a n d are, i n f ac t , cons i s t en t w i t h t he results f r o m o u r cross-sect ional surveys. 
We w i l l focus o n th ree m a j o r issues, w h i c h , w e bel ieve , e x p l a i n w h y t h e y 
reached e r roneous conc lu s ions . 

( i ) t he 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 socia l class; 
( i i ) t h e f a i lu re t o test h o w adequa te ly a p r o p e r l y spec i f ied m e r i t o c r a t i c 

m o d e l accounts f o r the o u t f l o w o f s tudents f r o m d i f f e r e n t socio
e c o n o m i c b a c k g r o u n d s t o e d u c a t i o n a l des t ina t ions a n d t he fa i lu re 
t o recognise i m p o r t a n t i n t e r a c t i o n s b e t w e e n a b i l i t y a n d gender i n 
e s t i m a t i n g t h e e f fec t o f social class o n p r o b a b i l i t y o f surv iva l i n t he 
e d u c a t i o n a l s y s t e m ; 

(Hi) i nadequa te a t t e n t i o n t o t he reasons f o r t he subs tan t i a l va r i a t ions b y 
socia l class i n a b i l i t y at age 1 1 and , i n p a r t i c u l a r , t he fa i lu re t o 
a c k n o w l e d g e t he evidence i m p l i c i t i n t h e i r o w n da ta and e x p l i c i t l y 
d o c u m e n t e d elsewhere (Halsey , etal., 1 9 8 0 ) r ega rd ing 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 . 

1. Our critique is based entirely on the data included in Greaney and Kellaghan's publication. In our 
re-analysis of these data we must necessarily accept the limitations imposed by the classifications and 
cut-off points employed by Greaney and Kellaghan. 



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

T h e s o c i o - e c o n o m i c s ta tus c lass i f i ca t ion e m p l o y e d b y Greaney a n d 
K e l l a g h a n has a n u m b e r o f disadvantages, a m o n g the m o s t i m p o r t a n t o f 
w h i c h are ( i ) t he fa i lu re t o m a i n t a i n t he d i s t i n c t i o n 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 a n d ( i i ) t he absence o f d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n o n t he basis 
o f e m p l o y m e n t status and , i n p a r t i c u l a r , t he f a i lu re t o d i s t i n g u i s h t he p e t t y 
bourgeo i s i e . T h e s k i l l e d ca t egory w h i c h accounts f o r over 3 0 per cen t o f t he 
s tudents con t a in s a m i x t u r e o f 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 . T h e 
h ighe r p ro fess iona l a n d manager i a l ca tegory con ta ins o n l y 3 per cen t o f t he 
s tuden ts , i n fac t 15 cases. T h e inadequacies o f t he c l a s s i f i ca t ion are l i k e l y t o 
l ead t o an u n d e r e s t i m a t i o n o f t he r e l a t i o n s h i p o f s o c i o - e c o n o m i c status t o 
t he p r o b a b i l i t y o f su rv iva l i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem a n d t o ve rba l r eason ing 
a b i l i t y . T h e c o r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n ve rba l a b i l i t y a n d soc io -economic status 
w h i c h is descr ibed as o n l y 0.3 appears t o be s imi la r i n m a g n i t u d e t o cor
r e l a t i ons b e t w e e n w h a t m i g h t appear t o be c o m p a r a b l e var iables f o u n d i n 
o t h e r c o u n t r i e s (Jencks , 1 9 7 2 , Halsey , et al., 1 9 8 0 ) . I n f ac t , g iven t he l a c k 
o f d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n i n t he measure e m p l o y e d i n t h e I r i s h s t u d y , t he p o s s i b i l i t y 
t h a t t he c o m p a r a b l e c o r r e l a t i o n m i g h t be h ighe r c a n n o t be r u l e d o u t . T h e 
p r o b l e m s w i t h t h e c lass i f i ca t ion are exacerba ted i n t h a t p a r t o f t he analysis 
w h i c h examines t he e x t e n t t o w h i c h t he e d u c a t i o n sys tem is m e r i t o c r a t i c . 
T h i s arises f r o m a need t o merge t he p ro fess iona l a n d manager i a l classes. 
T h u s , 6 4 per cen t o f t he s tudents are c o n t a i n e d i n j u s t t w o categories . 
F u r t h e r m o r e , a l l farmers above 3 0 acres are n o w i n c l u d e d i n t he p rofess iona l 
a n d manage r i a l ca t egory . 

I l l T E S T I N G A M E R I T O C R A T I C M O D E L 

Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n d o n o t , i n fac t , p r o v i d e any f o r m a l s t a t i s t i ca l test 
o f t he h y p o t h e s i s t h a t t he I r i s h second-level e d u c a t i o n sys t em is m e r i t o c r a t i c . 
W h i l e there are c l ea r ly a v a r i e t y o f possible d e f i n i t i o n s o f m e r i t o c r a c y , a 
reasonable one f o r present purposes w o u l d be t o r e q u i r e e d u c a t i o n a l dest ina
t i o n t o be i n d e p e n d e n t o f soc io -economic o r i g i n w i t h i n a b i l i t y g r o u p . T h i s 
i m p l i e s t h a t one 's p r o b a b i l i t y o f r each ing a g iven leve l w i t h i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l 
sys tem is u n a f f e c t e d b y one's o r ig ins . 

We tes ted t h e h y p o t h e s i s o f m e r i t o c r a c y d e f i n e d i n th i s w a y b y c o m p a r i n g 
t he goodness o f f i t o f t w o m o d e l s . T h e f i r s t specifies t h a t e d u c a t i o n a l 
d e s t i n a t i o n is i n d e p e n d e n t o f socia l o r ig ins w h i l e t he second, w h i c h is t e r m e d 
a m o d e l o f u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion ( G o o d m a n , 1 9 7 9 ; Breen 1 9 8 4 a n d 1 9 8 5 ) 
e m b o d i e s n o n - m e r i t o c r a t i c effects . T h e l a t t e r m o d e l presumes an o r d e r i n g o f 
t he rows a n d / o r c o l u m n s o f a c ross - t abu la t ion . I n o u r case, w e have scored 
or ig ins a n d des t ina t ions as f o l l o w s : 



Origins Destinations 

2. S k i l l e d 
3 . P a r t l y s k i l l e d 
4 . U n s k i l l e d 

1 . Profess iona l a n d Manage r i a l 1 . E n t e r i n g t h i r d l eve l 
2 . C o m p l e t i n g senior cyc le 
3. C o m p l e t i n g j u n i o r cyc l e 
4 . E n t e r i n g p o s t - p r i m a r y 
5. N o t e n t e r i n g p o s t - p r i m a r y 

T h e u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion m o d e l assumes t h a t o r ig ins a n d des t ina t ions are 
e q u a l l y spaced. T h e advantage e n j o y e d b y one o r i g i n class over a n o t h e r i n 
t h e c o m p e t i t i o n f o r a p a i r o f d e s t i n a t i o n classes is a s imple f u n c t i o n o f t he 
d i f fe rences i n ranks o f those o r i g i n a n d d e s t i n a t i o n classes. F o r b o t h h i g h 
a n d l o w a b i l i t y g roups t h e u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion m o d e l p rov ides a s i g n i f i c a n t l y 
b e t t e r f i t t o t he da ta t h a n t he i n d e p e n d e n t m o d e l ( W h e l a n a n d W h e l a n , 
1 9 8 4 , p . 1 6 4 ) . 

The Influence of Socio-Economic Group on Educational Destination: 
Ability-Gender Interactions 

H a v i n g es tabl ished t h a t the basic m e r i t o c r a t i c h y p o t h e s i s can be r e f u t e d 
i t is use fu l t o go o n t o cons ide r w h e t h e r t he e x t e n t o f t he depa r tu re f r o m 
m e r i t o c r a t i c p r i n c i p l e s operates e q u a l l y across a b i l i t y / s e x g roups . T h e 
i m p o r t a n c e o f d i s t i n g u i s h i n g b e t w e e n males a n d females arises f r o m the fac t 
t h a t , as H a n n a n et al. ( 1 9 8 3 , p p . 4 9 - 7 9 ) d o c u m e n t , t he p a r t i c i p a t i o n a n d 
d r o p - o u t rates f r o m successive levels o f t he e d u c a t i o n sys tem are h i g h l y 
sex-specific. T h e u n i f o r m associa t ion m o d e l p rov ides a sa t i s fac to ry f i t 
w i t h i n each o f t he sub-groups. T h u s , w i t h i n each g e n d e r / a b i l i t y g r o u p 
the re r e m a i n subs t an t i a l i nequa l i t i e s b e t w e e n soc io -economic groups . H o w 
ever, t he n a t u r e o f these i nequa l i t i e s varies as b e t w e e n t h e t w o sexes. I n 
p a r t i c u l a r , t he results suggest t h a t t he effects o f gender o n the assoc ia t ion 
b e t w e e n o r ig ins a n d des t ina t ions is reversed i n t he d i f f e r e n t a b i l i t y g roups . 
F o r t he less ab le , t h e degree o f assoc ia t ion ( i .e . , t he degree o f i n e q u a l i t y ) is 
s t ronger f o r males . I n c o n t r a s t , t h e h i g h l y able females seem t o e n c o u n t e r 
greater i n e q u a l i t i e s t h a n d o males o f h i g h a b i l i t y . 

T h e f i t o f t h e u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion m o d e l was p o o r e s t f o r t he less able / 
female sub-group . T h i s f ac t p r o m p t e d us t o search f o r a b e t t e r m o d e l . T h e 
u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion m o d e l assumes t h a t o r ig ins a n d d e s t i n a t i o n are e q u a l l y 
spaced. A n a l t e rna t i ve assoc ia t ion m o d e l — t h e " r o w - e f f e c t s m o d e l " — 
pos tu la tes t h a t t h e o r i g i n / d e s t i n a t i o n assoc ia t ion depends u p o n a pa r ame te r 
specif ic t o each o r i g i n . T h e d e s t i n a t i o n classes are e q u a l l y spaced a n d c o n 
sequen t ly t h e advantage e n j o y e d b y one o r i g i n class over a n o t h e r i n t he 
c o m p e t i t i o n f o r a pa i r o f d e s t i n a t i o n classes is a s imp le f u n c t i o n o f t he 
d i f ferences i n t he r ank -o rde r scores o f those d e s t i n a t i o n classes. H o w e v e r , 
t he odds o f b e i n g i n t he h ighe r o f a pa i r o f d e s t i n a t i o n classes also depends 



o n t h e ( u n e q u a l ) distances b e t w e e n t h e o r i g i n classes. A " r o w - e f f e c t s m o d e l " 
o f th is k i n d f i ts t he less able female g r o u p s i g n i f i c a n t l y b e t t e r t h a n t he 
u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion m o d e l . T h e distances b e t w e e n the o r ig ins i m p l i e d b y 
t he m o d e l he lp t o e x p l a i n t he reversal i n effects n o t e d above . These distances 
i m p l y t h a t , f o r less able females, t he r a n k o r d e r o f t he s k i l l e d a n d p a r t l y 
s k i l l e d des t ina t ions is t h e reverse o f t h a t i m p l i e d b y t he u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion 
m o d e l . I t is s tudents f r o m p a r t l y s k i l l e d b a c k g r o u n d s w h o en joy the advantage 
i n c o m p e t i t i o n f o r desirable e d u c a t i o n a l des t ina t ions . N o such reversal 
occurs f o r less able males . O n e possible e x p l a n a t i o n o f th i s p h e n o m e n o n is 
t h e fac t t h a t a l l farmers w i t h less t h a n 3 0 acres are i n c l u d e d i n t he p a r t l y 
s k i l l e d g r o u p . T h e N a t i o n a l M a n p o w e r Survey shows t h a t d i f f e r en t i a l s b y 
gender t o t h e advantage o f females are greater a m o n g farmers t h a n any o f 
t he o t h e r soc io -economic g roups . 

T h e di f ferences i n assoc ia t ion parameters f o r males a n d females are n o t 
s t a t i s t i ca l ly s ign i f i can t . H o w e v e r , the p a t t e r n o f d i f ferences is e n t i r e l y c o n 
sis tent w i t h t h e avai lable evidence o n t he s t r u c t u r e o f sex di f ferences i n the 
I r i s h e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem. T h i s is clear f r o m the p r e d i c t e d o u t f l o w pa t t e rns 
f r o m soc io -economic o r ig ins t o e d u c a t i o n a l des t ina t ions set o u t i n T a b l e 1 
b e l o w . G i r l s are s i g n i f i c a n t l y m o r e l i k e l y t o c o m p l e t e t he L e a v i n g C e r t i f i c a t e . 
O u r assoc ia t ion m o d e l s suggest t h a t th i s ove ra l l p a r t i c i p a t i o n ra te ref lec ts the 
subs t an t i a l l y greater t e n d e n c y f o r less able females f r o m p a r t l y s k i l l e d 
( i n c l u d i n g smal l f a r m i n g ) a n d u n s k i l l e d b a c k g r o u n d s t o c o m p l e t e t he senior 
c y c l e , as c o m p a r e d w i t h c o r r e s p o n d i n g males. T h i s leads t o a l o w e r leve l o f 
assoc ia t ion b e t w e e n soc io -economic g r o u p 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 f o r 
t he females. Previous research also shows t h a t b o y s w h o c o m p l e t e second 
leve l are m u c h m o r e l i k e l y t o go o n t o t h i r d l eve l . O u r analysis suggests t h a t 
th is fea ture o f t he sys tem is l i n k e d t o t he h ighe r leve l o f soc io -economic 
g r o u p inequa l i t i e s e x i s t i n g a m o n g m o r e able females t h a n m o r e able males. 
M o r e able females f r o m profess 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 leve l t o t h i r d leve l . These advantages 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 . 

I n v i e w o f these subs tan t ive cons ide ra t ions , w e w i l l c o n t i n u e i n o u r sub
sequent analysis t o opera te w i t h f o u r sub-groups. F o r t he l o w a b i l i t y female 
g r o u p w e w i l l e m p l o y t h e e x p e c t e d resul ts a r i s ing f r o m t h e row-e f f ec t s m o d e l 
since t he u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion m o d e l leads one t o s i g n i f i c a n t l y u n d e r e s t i m a t e 
t he assoc ia t ion o f o r i g i n w i t h d e s t i n a t i o n . F o r the o t h e r sub-groups w e 
e m p l o y t h e u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion m o d e l . We w i l l refer t o these m o d e l s as the 
best f i t t i n g assoc ia t ion m o d e l s . I n t he s ec t i on t h a t f o l l o w s w e w i l l discuss t he 
o u t f l o w f r o m o r ig ins t o des t ina t ions i m p l i e d b y these m o d e l s . 



Outflow Patterns 
T a b l e 1 shows the e d u c a t i o n a l des t ina t ions p r e d i c t e d b y the best f i t t i n g 

assoc ia t ion m o d e l f o r each g e n d e r / a b i l i t y sub-group . We can see t h a t f o r less 
able males , 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 p ro fes s iona l a n d manager ia l 
o r ig ins . T h e advantages e n j o y e d b y t he l a t t e r g r o u p w i t h regard t o c o m p l e t i o n 
o f j u n i o r c y c l e , c o m p l e t i o n o f senior cyc le a n d e n t r y t o t h i r d leve l are 
r e f l e c t e d i n d i s p a r i t y r a t i o s o f , r espec t ive ly 2 .4 , 6.0 a n d 2 0 . 2 . T h e smallest 
i n e q u a l i t i e s are b e t w e e n t h e p ro fes s iona l a n d manager i a l and s k i l l e d g roups . 
H o w e v e r , even here t he f o r m e r g r o u p is a l m o s t th ree t imes less 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 s y s t e m , a l m o s t t w o a n d a h a l f t imes m o r e l i k e l y t o 

Table 1: Educational destinations predicted on the basis of the best fitting association 
models for each gender/ability sub-group (per cent by row) 

Not 
entering 

Entering 
post

Completing Completing Entering 
junior senior third N 

post
primary 

primary cycle cycle level 

Males: VRA<108 
Professional and managerial 2.9 97.1 83.7 46 .8 10.1 42 
Ski l led 7.5 92.5 70.2 30.3 4.6 46 
Pardy skil led 16.1 83.9 52.8 16.7 1.7 27 
Unsk i l l ed 28.9 71.1 35.0 7.8 0.5 38 
T o t a l 13.1 86.9 62.1 26.8 4.6 153 

Females: VRA <108 
Professional and managerial 2.9 97.1 86.4 53.2 10.9 46 
Ski l l ed 9.3 90.7 70.3 32.7 4.3 51 
Partly skil led 5.0 95.0 80.3 44.1 7.5 41 
Unsk i l l ed 20.3 79.7 51.2 17.7 1.6 44 
T o t a l 9.3 90.7 72.9 36.8 6.0 182 

Males: VRA > 108 
Professional and managerial 0.0 100.0 96.3 77.0 37.3 36 
Ski l led 0.0 100.0 94.5 70.8 30.8 37 
Partly skil led 0.0 100.0 91.9 63.7 24.7 13 
Unski l l ed 0.0 100.0 88.6 56.0 19.1 5 
T o t a l 0.0 100.0 94.5 71.4 31.9 91 

Females "^108 
Professional and managerial 0.0 100.0 98.4 82.7 34.2 30 
Ski l led 0.0 100.0 95.9 70.4 21.5 26 
Partly skil led 0.0 100.0 90.8 54.7 11.7 8 
Unski l l ed 0.0 100.0 81.9 38.0 5.5 4 
T o t a l 0.0 100.0 95.6 72.1 25.0 68 

Source: Whelan and Whelan (1984) , Table 7.12, p . 167. 



c o m p l e t e t h e j u n i o r c y c l e , one a n d a h a l f t imes m o r e l i k e l y t o c o m p l e t e t he 
senior cyc l e a n d over t w i c e as l i k e l y t o en te r t h i r d l eve l . 

I t is clear t h a t less able females f r o m a l l o r ig ins are subs t an t i a l l y m o r e 
l i k e l y t h a n the i r male c o u n t e r p a r t s t o c o m p l e t e t he j u n i o r / s e n i o r c y c l e . 
H o w e v e r , th is r e la t ive advantage is p a r t i c u l a r l y m a r k e d a m o n g those 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 . T h e y are, f o r ins tance , t w o t o th ree 
t imes m o r e l i k e l y t h a n t h e i r ma le peers t o c o m p l e t e senior cyc l e successful ly . 
I n f ac t , t he p a r t l y s k i l l e d g r o u p has a h ighe r ra te o f c o m p l e t i o n o f senior 
cyc le a n d e n t r y t o t h i r d l eve l t h a n t he s k i l l e d g r o u p . O v e r a l l , the r e l a t iv i t i e s 
b e t w e e n t h e h ighes t and l o w e s t soc io -economic groups are subs t an t i a l l y 
smal ler t h a n those f o r less able males , the d i s p a r i t y ra t ios at senior cyc le 
a n d t h i r d l eve l stages are, r e spec t ive ly , 3 a n d 7 a p p r o x i m a t e l y . 

F o r h i g h a b i l i t y males the degree o f i n e q u a l i t y is less t h a n i n any o f the 
o t h e r f o u r sub-groups, the d i s p a r i t y ra t ios b e t w e e n the p ro fes s iona l a n d 
manager i a l a n d u n s k i l l e d g roups f o r c o m p l e t i o n o f senior cyc le a n d e n t r y t o 
t h i r d l eve l are a p p r o x i m a t e l y 1.4 a n d 2 .0 . A sharp con t r a s t is ev id en t i n t he 
c o r r e s p o n d i n g ra t ios f o r able females w h i c h are 2 .2 a n d 6 .2 . T h e l a t t e r f igure 
is , i n p a r t , a consequence o f the fac t t h a t , ou t s ide t he p ro fess iona l a n d 
manager i a l class, able females are m u c h less l i k e l y t o en te r t h i r d l eve l . I n 
fac t , f o r those w i t h u n s k i l l e d o r ig ins , able males have a re la t ive advantage 
over able females o f th ree a n d a h a l f t o one . 

Educational Transition Probabilities 
We n o w m o v e o n t o der ive es t imates o f e d u c a t i o n a l t r a n s i t i o n p r o b a b i l i t i e s . 

These w i l l a l l o w us t o cons ide r w h a t B o u d o n ( 1 9 7 4 ) h a d t e r m e d the p r i m a r y 
a n d secondary effects o f e d u c a t i o n a l s t r a t i f i c a t i o n . F o r o u r present purposes 
we m a y t ake t he p r i m a r y effects as b e i n g r e f l ec t ed i n the di f ferences i n 
ve rba l reasoning a b i l i t y scores at age 1 1 . T h e secondary effects are those 
w h e r e b y t he s tudents at t he same a b i l i t y l eve l , b u t d i f f e r i n g i n t e rms o f social 
o r ig ins , have d i f f e r e n t p r o b a b i l i t i e s o f su rv iv ing i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem. 
T h e h ighe r o n e goes i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem the greater are t he inequa l i t i e s 
i n p a r t i c i p a t i o n b y soc io -economic g r o u p . T h e q u e s t i o n arises w h e t h e r th is 
p a t t e r n is due t o a greater depa r tu re f r o m m e r i t o c r a t i c p r i n c i p l e s at the 
h ighe r l eve l o f t h e e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem o r w h e t h e r i t is a consequence o f the 
c u m u l a t i v e e f fec t o f d ispar i t ies a t ear l ier stages i n the sys tem. Greaney a n d 
K e l l a g h a n ( p . 2 5 2 ) c o n c l u d e t h a t t he evidence ind ica tes t h a t f o r the s tudents 
i n t h e i r s t u d y 

. . . t h e ro le o f a s tuden t ' s soc io -economic status as a d i s c r i m i n a t o r 
b e t w e e n persis tence i n and 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 t em 
d i m i n i s h e d as t he s tuden ts advanced t h r o u g h i t . 

T h i s f i n d i n g t h e y n o t e , is i n l i n e w i t h evidence f r o m a n u m b e r o f o t h e r 



E u r o p e a n c o u n t r i e s . 
I n fac t , t he evidence o n t r a n s i t i o n p r o b a b i l i t i e s de r i ved f r o m the best 

f i t t i n g assoc ia t ion mode l s suggests a c o n c l u s i o n w h i c h is d i r e c t l y c o n t r a r y 
t o t h a t d r a w n b y Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n . We f i n d t h a t less able male s tudents 
f r o m p ro fe s s iona l a n d manage r i a l o r ig ins w h o c o m p l e t e the senior cyc le have 
a p r o b a b i l i t y o f 0 .22 o f p r o c e e d i n g t o t h i r d l eve l w h i l e t he c o r r e s p o n d i n g 
p r o b a b i l i t y f o r those f r o m u n s k i l l e d b a c k g r o u n d s is 0 .06 g i v i n g a d i s p a r i t y 
r a t i o o f 3 .7 . T h e d i s p a r i t y n e x t i n m a g n i t u d e occurs i n t he t r a n s i t i o n f r o m 
the 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 ; at th i s p o i n t 
m o r e able male s tudents f r o m the h ighes t class have a 0 .56 chance o f sur
v i v i n g w h i l e t he p r o b a b i l i t y f o r those f r o m the l o w e s t g r o u p is 0 . 22 . T h u s , 
t he d i s p a r i t y r a t i o is 2 .6 . I n m o v i n g f r o m e n t r y t o p o s t - p r i m a r y t o c o m 
p l e t i o n o f t h e j u n i o r cyc l e t h e c o r r e s p o n d i n g p r o b a b i l i t i e s are 0 .86 a n d 0 .49 
a n d t h e d i s p a r i t y r a t i o is 1.8, w h i l e i n m o v i n g f r o m the p r i m a r y t o t he post
p r i m a r y sector t he r e l evan t d i s p a r i t y r a t i o is 1.4. I n t he case o f less able 
males , the soc io -economic i nequa l i t i e s i n l i k e l i h o o d o f su rv iva l , r a the r 
t h a n d e c l i n i n g as one moves u p t h r o u g h the sys tem, i n fac t increase q u i t e 
s u b s t a n t i a l l y . 

A l t h o u g h t he degree o f i n e q u a l i t y i n t r a n s i t i o n p r o b a b i l i t i e s is genera l ly 
smal le r f o r less able females the t r e n d as one moves f r o m the b o t t o m t o t he 
t o p o f t h e e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem is i n t he same d i r e c t i o n . I n th i s g r o u p 2 0 per 
cen t o f those f r o m profess iona l a n d manager ia l b a c k g r o u n d s survive the 
t r a n s i t i o n t o t h i r d l eve l w h i l e t he c o r r e s p o n d i n g f igure f o r those w i t h u n s k i l l e d 
o r ig in s is 9 pe r c e n t , t he d i s p a r i t y r a t i o is 2 .3 . I n the m o v e m e n t f r o m c o m 
p l e t i o n o f t h e j u n i o r cyc le t o c o m p l e t i o n o f t h e senior cyc le a m o n g less able 
females, t h e t r a n s i t i o n p r o b a b i l i t i e s f o r the h ighes t a n d l o w e s t soc io -economic 
groups are 0 .62 a n d 0 .35 , r e spec t ive ly , g i v i n g a d i s p a r i t y r a t i o o f 1.8. T h e 
d i s p a r i t y r a t ios f o r t he r e m a i n i n g t r a n s i t i o n are i n descending o rde r 1.4 a n d 
1.2. 

T h e i n e q u a l i t i e s i n t r a n s i t i o n p r o b a b i l i t i e s f o r t he m o r e able male s tudents 
are l o w e r t h a n f o r any o f t he o t h e r g roups . H o w e v e r , the p a t t e r n o f increas ing 
d i s p a r i t y r a t ios as one c l i m b s u p the e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem is m a i n t a i n e d b y 
t h e f o l l o w i n g set o f r a t ios 1.0, 1 .1 , 1.3 and 1.4. Inequa l i t i e s f o r m o r e able 
females are s o m e w h a t greater a n d increase s tead i ly f r o m 1 t o 2 .7 . 

T h e subs tan t ive s igni f icance o f these f ind ings can be d r a w n o u t b y c o n 
s ide r ing Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s conc lus ions r ega rd ing t he a p p r o p r i a t e stage 
f o r e d u c a t i o n a l i n t e r v e n t i o n . T h e y emphasise t h a t t he c o n d i t i o n s w h i c h deter
m i n e a s tuden t ' s e d u c a t i o n a l prospects have t h e i r e f fec t r e l a t i v e l y ear ly i n 
l i f e . Gross d i f ferences i n p a r t i c i p a t i o n b e y o n d the level o f c o m p u l s o r y 
e d u c a t i o n m i g h t , t h e r e f o r e , l ead p o l i c y makers i n t o seeking so lu t ions at the 
w r o n g level . O u r analysis suggests t h a t even t h o u g h class inequa l i t i e s were 
subs tan t i a l at the age o f 1 1 , s tudents f r o m l o w e r soc io -economic g r o u p 



or ig ins s t i l l exper ience a set o f f u r t h e r barr iers at t he h ighe r levels o f t he 
e d u c a t i o n a l sys t em. These depar tures f r o m m e r i t o c r a c y w i t h i n gender / 
a b i l i t y g roups are ev iden t i n t he va r i a t ions w e have d o c u m e n t e d i n t he 
chances e n j o y e d b y s tudents f r o m d i f f e r e n t b a c k g r o u n d s o f e n t e r i n g t he 
p o s t - p r i m a r y sector. T h e y emerge even m o r e s t r i k i n g l y i n d i f ferences i n 
l i k e l i h o o d o f surv iva l subsequent t o e n t r y t o t he p o s t - p r i m a r y sys t em. F o r 
less able males the u n i f o r m assoc ia t ion m o d e l suggests t h a t t he p ro fes s iona l 
a n d manager ia l g r o u p enjoys advantages over t h e u n s k i l l e d g r o u p o f 6 : 1 
w i t h regard t o t h e i r chances o f c o m p l e t i n g t he senior cyc l e a n d 2 0 : 1 w i t h 
regard t o t he 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 eve l . E q u a l i s i n g surv iva l p r o 
b a b i l i t i e s w i t h i n t he second leve l w o u l d b r i n g t h e m d o w n t o 1.4:1 i n b o t h 
cases. F o r less able females t he advantages suggested b y t he best f i t t i n g 
assoc ia t ion m o d e l are 3 : 1 f o r c o m p l e t i o n o f t he senior cyc l e a n d 6 . 8 : 1 f o r 
e n t r y t o t h i r d leve l . R e m o v i n g t h e effects o f soc io -economic g r o u p w i t h i n 
the p o s t - p r i m a r y sys tem br ings these ra t ios d o w n t o 1 . 2 : 1 . F o r t he m o r e 
able g roups r e m o v i n g such effects w o u l d p r o d u c e c o m p l e t e e q u a l i t y o f 
o p p o r t u n i t y . 

A f i n a l i l l u s t r a t i o n o f h o w s o c i o - e c o n o m i c g r o u p effects opera te can be 
g iven b y c o n s i d e r i n g the h y p o t h e t i c a l consequences f o r s tudents f r o m 
u n s k i l l e d o r ig in s o f r e m o v i n g ( i ) soc io -economic g r o u p d i f ferences i n ve rba l 
r eason ing a b i l i t y at t he age o f 1 1 a n d ( i i ) r e m o v i n g soc io -economic g r o u p 
va r i a t i ons w i t h i n a b i l i t y g r o u p i n e d u c a t i o n a l surv iva l p r o b a b i l i t i e s a f ter the 
age o f 1 1 . 

( i ) R e m o v i n g t he f o r m e r ef fec t p roduces p r e d i c t i o n s o f 2 4 . 4 pe r cen t 
a n d 4.9 per cen t o v e r a l l , 25 .8 per cen t a n d 7.4 pe r cen t f o r males 
a n d 2 3 . 2 pe r cen t a n d 2.7 pe r cen t f o r females. 

( i i ) C o n t r o l l i n g f o r the l a t t e r e f fec t gives f igures o f 3 6 . 0 per cen t and 
7.7 per cen t ove ra l l , 3 2 pe r cen t a n d 7.8 per cen t f o r males a n d 
39 .7 pe r cen t a n d 7.6 pe r cen t f o r females. 

T h u s i t is the soc io -economic g r o u p effects af ter t he age o f 1 1 w h i c h 
have t he greater i m p a c t . T h i s is p a r t i c u l a r l y t r u e f o r females, r e f l e c t i n g t he 
fac t t h a t t he r e l a t ive advantages o f m e m b e r s h i p o f t he m o r e able g r o u p are 
subs t an t i a l l y less f o r m o r e able females 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 a n f o r 
males w i t h c o m p a r a b l e o r i g i n s . 

These results suggest t h a t n o n - m e r i t o c r a t i c fac tors o f subs tan t i a l size 
opera te w i t h i n t he p o s t - p r i m a r y sys tem. T h e y the re fo re ca l l i n t o q u e s t i o n 
Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s heavy emphasis o n the m e r i t o c r a t i c n a t u r e o f the 
I r i s h e d u c a t i o n a l sys t em. I t is n o t , o f course , o u r i n t e n t i o n t o devalue t he 
s igni f icance o f t h e v e r y s t r o n g assoc ia t ion b e t w e e n o r ig ins a n d ve rba l reason
i n g a b i l i t y n o r t he consequences o f such d i f ferences . H o w e v e r , such c o n 
sequences s h o u l d n o t b l i n d us t o the apprec iab le class effects o f a c l ea r ly 



n o n - m e r i t o c r a t i c f o r m w h i c h came i n t o p l a y t h r o u g h o u t the second-level 
sys tem. E v e n g r a n t e d t h a t m a j o r class effects c o m e i n t o p l a y be fo re age 1 1 , 
t he analysis w e have c o n d u c t e d shows c lea r ly t h a t t he s tudents i n t he Greaney 
a n d K e l l a g h a n s t u d y f r o m l o w e r soc io -economic groups exper ience substan
t i a l disadvantages w i t h i n t he p o s t - p r i m a r y sector w h i c h c o u l d n o t be e x p l a i n e d 
b y a b i l i t y d i f ferences p r i o r t o e n t r y . Fa i lu re t o emphasise t he i m p o r t a n c e 
o f such depar tu res f r o m m e r i t o c r a t i c p r i n c i p l e s at th i s l eve l encourages the 
n o t i o n t h a t o u r p o s t - p r i m a r y e d u c a t i o n a l i n s t i t u t i o n s have a v e r y l i m i t e d 
p o t e n t i a l t o c o n t r i b u t e t o t he r e d u c t i o n o f class d i f f e r en t i a l s . T h i s w o u l d , 
w e be l ieve , be q u i t e e r roneous . 

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

O u r f i n a l m a j o r c r i t i c i s m o f t he Greaney a n d K e l l a g h a n s t u d y arises f r o m 
t h e i r f a i l u r e t o q u e s t i o n s y s t e m a t i c a l l y t h e sources a n d consequences o f t he 
d i f ferences i n v e r b a l r eason ing a b i l i t y . These di f ferences ( w h i c h were , i t w i l l 
be r eca l l ed , measu red at age 11 ) are subs tan t i a l . T h e percentage i n each class 
w i t h ve rba l r eason ing a b i l i t y o f 108 o r above, t oge the r w i t h o u r es t imates 
o f t h e m e a n V R A i n each class are s h o w n i n T a b l e 2 . C l e a r l y , t he l o w e r socia l 
classes s tar t o f f t h e i r careers i n second-level e d u c a t i o n u n d e r a subs tan t i a l 
h a n d i c a p . 

W h a t m i g h t be t h e source o f these e n o r m o u s differences? I n the absence 
o f a l o n g i t u d i n a l s t u d y s t a r t i n g even earl ier t h a n age 1 1 , th i s q u e s t i o n c a n n o t 
be answered w i t h c e r t a i n t y . The re are, h o w e v e r , some i m p o r t a n t ins ights 
t h a t can be g leaned f r o m the e x i s t i n g i n f o r m a t i o n . 

T a b l e 2 : Percentage of each socio-economic group with verbal reasoning 
ability greater than or equal to 108, and estimated 

ability, classified by gender 
mean verbal reasoning 

Percentage e with Estimated mean 
VRA > 108 VRA 

Males Females Males Females 

P r o f e s s i o n a l / I n t e r m e d i a t e 
Profess iona l 4 6 . 2 39 .6 106 103 

S k i l l e d 44 .6 33 .8 105 1 0 2 
P a r t l y s k i l l e d 32 .5 16.3 1 0 0 9 2 
U n s k i l l e d 11.6 8.3 89 86 
A l l g roups 37.3 27 .2 102 9 8 

Source: Whelan and Whelan (1984) Table 7.15, p. 174. 



O n e use fu l s t a r t i n g p o i n t is t he observed di f ferences b e t w e e n males a n d 
females. Some 3 7 pe r cen t o f males were i n t h e m o r e able g r o u p c o m p a r e d 
w i t h 27 per cen t o f females. These ove ra l l d i f ferences i n ve rba l r eason ing 
b e t w e e n males a n d females c a n n o t be a c c o u n t e d f o r b y class-related fac tors 
since t h e y are r e l a t i v e l y c o n s t a n t across soc io -economic g roups . Unless one 
wishes t o argue t h a t such di f ferences s h o u l d be cons ide red i n n a t e , one is 
f o r c e d t o seek t h e i r source i n fac tors such as d i f f e r e n t i a l exper iences w i t h i n 
t h e f a m i l y a n d i n p r i m a r y s choo l . Research i n o t h e r c o u n t r i e s suggests t h a t 
gender d i f ferences o f th i s k i n d are l i k e l y t o be , a t least i n p a r t , a consequence 
o f d i f ferences i n t h e e x t e n t t o w h i c h ch i l d r en ' s " h o m e e n v i r o n m e n t s " i n d u c e 
a n d f ac i l i t a t e ach i evemen t . C l e a r l y , t he scale o f such di f ferences is substan
t i a l l y greater across such soc io -economic groups t h a n b e t w e e n males a n d 
females. 

I t is o f p a r t i c u l a r i m p o r t a n c e i n t h e present c o n t e x t t o n o t e t h a t , w h e n 
" h o m e e n v i r o n m e n t " is t a k e n i n t o a c c o u n t , one's e v a l u a t i o n o f t he i m p o r 
tance o f a b i l i t y a n d c o n s e q u e n t l y o f t he e x t e n t t o w h i c h t he e d u c a t i o n a l 
sys tem is m e r i t o c r a t i c , is l i k e l y t o be s i g n i f i c a n t l y a l t e red . T h u s , Halsey et al. 
( 1 9 8 0 , p p . 1 5 5 - 1 6 4 ) i n t h e i r analysis o f t he E n g l i s h e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem f o u n d 
t h a t t he degree o f s i m i l a r i t y i n t he e d u c a t i o n a l p e r f o r m a n c e o f b r o t h e r s 
c o u l d n o t be adequa t e ly a c c o u n t e d f o r b y t he evidence o n t he e x t e n t o f 
c o r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n b r o t h e r s ' I Q scores. I n o rde r t o e x p l a i n t h e degree o f 
s i m i l a r i t y i n e d u c a t i o n a l p e r f o r m a n c e i t was necessary t o p o s t u l a t e : 

. . . t h e exis tence o f u n m e a s u r e d f a m i l y b a c k g r o u n d fac to r s , fac tors 
w h i c h appear t o d o m u c h o f t he w o r k t h a t w e m i g h t o t h e r w i s e have 
a t t r i b u t e d t o I Q (Halsey et al., 1 9 8 0 , p . 1 7 2 ) . 

I n o u r p rev ious analysis i t was assumed t h a t d i f ferences i n ach i evemen t 
b e t w e e n g e n d e r / a b i l i t y g roups c o u l d be a t t r i b u t e d t o fac tors o f an e n t i r e l y 
m e r i t o c r a t i c n a t u r e . Ev idence such as t h a t o f Ha l sey et al. ( 1 9 8 0 ) ind ica tes 
t h a t i t is m i s l e a d i n g t o i n t e r p r e t the i m p a c t o f v e r b a l r eason ing a b i l i t y 
d i f ferences i n th i s m a n n e r . C l e a r l y , there is a v a r i e t y o f i m p o r t a n t in f luences 
o n measures such as ch i l d r en ' s I Q o r ve rba l r eason ing scores w h i c h c o n t i n u e 
t o a f fec t e d u c a t i o n a l a t t a i n m e n t a n d b y n o means e n t i r e l y t h r o u g h a b i l i t y . 
T h u s , o u r p r ev ious analysis a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y overstates t he e x t e n t t o w h i c h 
t he I r i s h e d u c a t i o n a l sys t em is m e r i t o c r a t i c . 

V C L A S S F A C T O R S A N D M E R I T O C R A C Y - A S Y N T H E S I S 

We have n o w p resen ted th ree m a j o r c r i t i c i s m s o f Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s 
analysis : r e l a t i n g t o ( i ) inadequacies i n t he c o n c e p t u a l i s a t i o n a n d measure
m e n t o f s o c i o - e c o n o m i c s ta tus ; ( i i ) f a i lu re t o spec i fy a n d test a f o r m a l m o d e l 
o f m e r i t o c r a c y a n d t o recognise i m p o r t a n t i n t e r a c t i o n s b e t w e e n a b i l i t y a n d 



gender i n e s t i m a t i n g t he ef fec t o f class o n p r o b a b i l i t y o f surv iva l i n t he 
e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem a n d ( i i i ) i nadequa te a t t e n t i o n t o the l i k e l y causes a n d 
consequences o f class-related va r i a t i ons i n a b i l i t y . Each o f these def ic iencies 
has t e n d e d t o l ead t o an u n d e r e s t i m a t i o n o f e f fec t o f class o n e d u c a t i o n . 

These c r i t i c i s m s s h o u l d n o t be seen as d e t r a c t i n g f r o m the i m p o r t a n c e o f 
t h e i r w o r k . T h e y have h e l p e d t o e luc ida te t he m a n n e r i n w h i c h e d u c a t i o n a l 
i n e q u a l i t i e s opera te . T h e i r focus o n e d u c a t i o n a l l y r e l evan t var iables is i m p o r 
t a n t as is t h e i r stress o n d e f i n i n g at w h a t leve l i n the e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem 
i n t e r v e n t i o n w o u l d be m o s t e f fec t ive . M o s t i m p o r t a n t o f a l l , i n o u r v i e w , is 
t h e d o c u m e n t a t i o n t h e y p r o v i d e o n t he size o f a b i l i t y d i f ferences b e t w e e n 
classes at a v e r y ea r ly age. I n d e e d , w e w o u l d endorse Greaney a n d Ke l l aghan ' s 
a r g u m e n t i n f a v o u r o f i n t e r v e n t i o n at p r i m a r y l eve l . I f class d i f f e ren t i a l s i n 
a b i l i t y at age 1 1 c o u l d be e l i m i n a t e d o r even s i g n i f i c a n t l y r educed , th is 
w o u l d a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y set i n m o t i o n a process o f change t h r o u g h o u t the 
e d u c a t i o n a l sys tem. 

O u r c r i t i c i s m s s h o u l d , r a ther , be seen as an a t t e m p t t o redress t he balance 
b y emphas i s ing t h e roles o f b o t h m e r i t o c r a t i c a n d n o n - m e r i t o c r a t i c fac tors . 
C l e a r l y , 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 e a r l y , " 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 
t h e sys t em. I f the goa l o f e q u a l i t y o f o p p o r t u n i t y is t o be a t t a i n e d o r even 
a p p r o a c h e d m o r e c lo se ly , p o l i c y m u s t t ake b o t h sets o f fac tors i n t o a c c o u n t . 
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