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INTRODUCTION

IGHER education in American society
H gains only a part of its significance

from the personal satisfactions and
self-realization that come from general learn-
ing and the mastery of high level skills.
More importantly, higher education confers
increased chances for income, power, and
prestige on people who are fortunate enough
to obtain it.! In modern technological so-

* Presidential Address, 66th Annual Meeting of
the American Sociological Association, August 30,
1971, Denver, Colorado. The research reported
herein was supported by grants from the National
Institutes of Health, U.S. Public Health Service
(M-6275) and the Social and Rehabilitation Ser-
vice, Social Security Administration (CRD-314).
I wish especially to thank Robert M. Hauser for
his critical comments and suggestions and for his
contribution to the analytical work reported here.
David Mechanic and Bryant E. Kearl made valu-
able suggestions for the revision of an earlier draft
of this paper. I wish also to acknowledge the con-
tributions of my professional associates on this
project over the years: Archibald O. Haller, Ken-
neth G. Lutterman, Vimal P. Shah, Janet A. Fisher,
Ronald M. Pavalko, Robert M. Hauser, J. Michael
Armer, Alan M, Orenstein, Eldon L. Wegner, Ale-
jandro Portes, George W. Ohlendorf, Herschel
Shosteck, Victor Jesudason, Dorothy M. Ellegaard,
and Ruth M. Gasson.

1 There is a vast literature on the economic bene-
fits of education which shows that those with ad-
vanced education enjoy much higher annual and
lifetime earnings than those with lesser education.
See especially Schultz (1963), Morgan and David
(1963), Becker (1964), Innes et al. (1965), Weis-
brod and Karpoff (1968), and Bowman (1971).
Our own unpublished results indicate that, even
when we control for ability, average annual earn-
ings of college graduates are considerably higher
than the earnings of those who obtained less post-
high school education, These results are based on
1967 data, and these earning differentials doubtless
will increase over the years as those in the pro-
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cieties the allocation of social position is in-
creasingly dependent on higher education.
Entrance into an ever enlarging range of
valued occupations is restricted to those
whose educational attainments beyond sec-
ondary school are presumed to have given
them the habits of thought, attitudes, and
special skills that these occupations require
(Sorokin, 1927:169-172, 187-193; Lenski,
1966:389-395; Blau and Duncan, 1967:
401-441; Miller and Roby, 1970:119-141;
Hauser, 1970).

It has long been accepted that training
for the higher professions should be an al-
most exclusive monopoly of colleges and uni-
versities. More recently this near monopoly
has been extended to include many subpro-
fessional and technical occupations as
well. Even the training required for the
skilled blue-collar and lower level white-
collar occupations—which formerly was ac-
quired on the job, through apprenticeships,
or in vocational curricula in high schools—
has increasingly been shifted to post-second-
ary institutions.

Recently there has been a good deal of
criticism of the overemphasis on credential-
ism and the certification role that colleges
and other educational institutions perform
(Miller and Reissman, 1969; Berg, 1970;
Newman et al., 1971:38-43). This criticism
is particularly persuasive whenever it can
be shown that the educational requirements
for entry into an occupation have little bear-
ing on the activities of that occupation. It
is especially unfortunate that when such re-
quirements are artificially high, many other-
wise qualified persons from disadvantaged

fessions and business enter the more productive
phases of their careers.
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backgrounds are excluded from desirable oc-
cupations. However, with high school gradu-
ation becoming almost universal in the
United States and with the level of tech-
nology increasing, it seems quite likely that
the trend will be toward more, not less, de-
pendence on post-secondary institutions to
select, train, and certify people for an en-
larging variety of occupations.* Those who
fail to obtain this training, for whatever rea-
sons, will be severely disadvantaged in the
competition for jobs and in many other areas
of social life as well.

With occupational selection, training, and
certification carried out mainly through the
schools, and particularly in post-secondary
institutions, life chances will not be equal
until opportunities for advanced education
are equal. The extent to which opportunities
for higher education are contingent on char-
acteristics of social origin that are not rele-
vant to learning—most notably sex, socio-
economic origins, race and ethnic background
—is a matter of great importance to the
study of social stratification and a pressing
problem to a society that stresses equality
of opportunity as a national goal.?

The purpose of this paper is to review the
research my associates and T have been

2We find it difficult to come up with a better
alternative to heavy reliance on the educational
system for the training and certification function.
We agree that other ways to qualify for jobs must
remain open and should be expanded, but we would
question seriously the equity and efficiency of rely-
ing heavily on the selection and training procedures
of the many thousands of employers in the job
market. Incidentally, some of the criticism of cre-
dentialism, insofar as it deals with racial minorities,
seems to be misplaced because our best evidence
indicates that a large fraction of the disadvantage
of these minorities in occupation and income ac-
crues to those who have obtained the right educa-
tional credentials but are still discriminated against
in the job market (Duncan, 1968).

3 Recent concern with inequality of opportunity
in higher education has resulted in a number of
reports and recommendations for national policy.
Among the most prominent of these are the Re-
ports of the Carnegie Commission on Higher Edu-
cation (see especially 1968, 1970a, 1970b) and the
Report of the U.S. Department of Health, Educa-
tion, and Welfare (1969). Other references are given
in later footnotes. For a provocative discussion of
the evolution of the concept inequality of educa-
tional opportunity, see Coleman (1968). For an
cutstanding statement on inequality and opportu-
nity, see Duncan (1969).
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doing on this subject,* and to suggest some of
its implications for public policy. First, I
will summarize briefly our findings, then dis-
cuss some of the results of our efforts to
elucidate the complex relationships between
socioeconomic background and educational
attainment, and finally T will consider their
policy implications.

Qur research has been based on a longi-
tudinal study of appreximately 9,000 ran-
domly selected Wisconsin high school stu-
dents who have been successfully followed
since they were high school seniors in 1957.%
Our data provide information not only on
socioeconemic origins, sex, academic ability,
and post-high school educational and occu-
pational attainments, but also on such mat-
ters as the student’s performance in high
school, the expectations of parents and
teachers and peers, and the student’s educa-
tional and occupaticnal aspirations. With
these data we have examined in detail in-
equalities in opportunities for higher educa-
tion and have also devised explanatory mod-
els for the educational attainment process.

Inequalities in Higher Education

Using such measures of socioeconomic
status as parental income, father’s and
mother’s educational attainment, and fa-
ther’s occupation—either singly or in com-
bination—we have found enormcus differ-
ences in educational opportunities among

4The most directly pertinent publications from
our research are: Sewell (1964); Sewell and Haller
(1965); Sewell and Armer (1965a and 1966b);
Sewell and Shah (1967, 1968a and 1968b); Sewell
et al. (1969); Wegner and Sewell (1970); and
Sewell et al. (1970).

5 The original 1957 sample consisted of 10,321
students who were followed up in 1964 by means
of mailed questionnaires and telephone interviews.
Follow-up data were obtained for 9,007 or 87.2%
of those in the original sample. Since that time
additional information on the earnings of the stu-
dents has been obtained periodically, but these data
are used only incidentally in this paper. Extensive
comparisons of the characteristics of the original
and follow-up sample show little if any bias in the
follow-up sample. For a description of the original
survey, see Little (1938:1-6). A brief description
of the follow-up survey is given in Sewell and
Shah (1967:6-8). Much more complete information
on the data and procedures used in the analysis
reported in this paper will be available in a book
currently in preparation (Sewell et al., forthcoming).



OPPORTUNITY FOR EDUCATION

the various socioeconomic groups and be-
tween the sexes. These differences are great
regardless of what socioeconomic indices are
used and regardless of how restrictively or
broadly opportunity for higher education is
defined—whether it is taken to mean college
entry, college graduation, professional or
graduate study, or simply continuation in
any kind of formal education beyond high
school

To illustrate. When we divide our cohort
into quarters ranging from low to high on an
index based on a weighted combination
of our indicators of socioeconomic status,
we estimate that a high SES student has
almost a 2.5 times as much chance as a
low SES student of continuing in some kind
of post-high school education. He has an al-
most 4 to 1 advantage in access to college, a 6
to 1 advantage in college graduation, and a 9
to 1 advantage in graduate or professional
education. In the middle SES categories the
rates are consistently between these ex-
tremes: the lower the SES group, the more
limited the opportunities at each higher level
of education.

These socioeconomic differentials in edu-
cational attainment hold for both sexes.
However, the educational chances of males
are uniformly greater than those of females
at every SES level. For example, in the bot-
tom SES category males have a 26% advan-
tage over females in obtaining any further
schooling, a 58% advantage in attending
college, an 86% advantage in completing
college, and a 250% advantage in attending
graduate or professional school. Likewise, in
the top SES category males have an 8% ad-
vantage over females in obtaining any fur-
ther schooling, a 20% advantage in attend-
ing college, a 28% advantage in completing
college, and a 129% better chance of attend-
ing graduate or professional school. Thus,
the advantage of males is greatest in the
lower SES categories and least in the top
SES category.

Even when we control for academic ability
by dividing our sample into fourths accord-
ing to the students’ scores on standardized

6 The detailed tables on which the conclusions
in this section of the paper are based are given in
Sewell et al. (unpublished). They have also been
presented in somewhat different form in Sewell and
Shah (1967:9-16).
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tests,” we find that higher SES students have
substantially greater post-high school educa-
tional attainment than lower SES students.
For example, among students in the lowest
fourth of the ability distribution, those in
the highest SES category have a 2.5 times
advantage over those in the lowest SES cate-
gory in their chances to go on to some form
of post-high school education. For students
in the highest ability fourth, the chances of
continuing their schooling are 1.5 times
greater if they are from the highest rather
than the lowest SES category. Similarly, in
the lowest ability fourth the rate of college
attendance is 4 times greater for the highest
SES group than for the lowest SES group.
Among the top quarter of students in ability,
a student from the lowest SES category is
only about half as likely to attend college as
a student from the highest SES category. A
similar pattern holds for the chances of
graduating from college, where correspond-
ing ratios range from 9 to 1 among low
ability students to 2 to 1 among high ability
students. At the level of graduate or profes-
sional school entry, where we would expect
ability considerations to be determinant, the
odds are 3.5 to 1 in favor of high SES over

7 Academic ability—its definition, its dimensions,
its causes, and its measurement—presents vexing
questions to social scientists. There is a long history
of debate on these issues which has not led to
univeral agreement on any of them (Goslin, 1963:
123-151; Bloom, 1964:52-94; Jensen, 1969). We
take the position that by the end of high school
the widely used tests of academic ability yield es-
sentially valid measures of individual potential for
success in the system of higher education (Lavia,
1965:42-63; Eckland, 1967). In this study we have
used a single standardized measure of academic
ability, the Henmon-Nelson Test of Mental Matu-
rity, obtained in the junior year of high school
(Henmon-Nelson, 1954). This test, like similar tests,
has been said to be culture-bound and, therefore,
unfair to lower class respondents (Eells et al., 1950;
Lefever, 1959). Whatever the merits of that argu-
ment, any class bias in the test will lead us to under-
estimate the independent influence of socioeconomic
background on educational attainments. Since our
interest lies in demonstrating that socioeconomic
background has an effect independent of academic
ability on the completion of every stage of post-
high school education, the test bias, if any, will
have a conservative effect on our conclusions. If sig-
nificant social class differences in educational attain-
ment are still in evidence when measured ability is
controlled, there will be no doubt about the exist-
ence of unequal opportunities in higher education.
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low SES students, even in the high ability
category.

The patterns we have described hold for
both women and men. When SES and ability
are both controlled, women have lower prob-
abilities of obtaining any further schooling,
of attending college, of graduating from col-
lege, and of entering graduate or professional
school. The differences in rates of attainment
between the sexes tend to be lower at the
higher levels of attainment and in the higher
SES groups, but are still marked at all edu-
cational levels and in all SES categories.

Our findings lead inexorably to the con-
clusion that in their opportunities for higher
education the members of this sample cohort
seldom escape the influence of their social
origins. The selective influences of socio-
economic background and sex operate inde-
pendently of academic ability at every stage
in the process of educational attainment. So-
cial selection is most vividly apparent in the
transition from high school to college, but it
Is operative at every other transition point as
well. Those who overcome the handicap of
origin status or of sex at one level of the
system find themselves again disadvantaged
in moving on to the next level.

The results presented thus far do not fully
indicate the numerical magnitude of the edu-
cational inequalities suffered by women and
low socioeconomic status members of this
cohort, consisting of approximately 36,000
persons. For this purpose we present an esti-
mate obtained by assuming that the members
of each SES and ability category, regardless
of sex, should have had the same educational
opportunities as high SES males of equal
ability. Had this goal been realized, there
would have been an increase of 8,800 or 32%
more students continuing their schooling be-
yond high school graduation; 10,089 or 43%
more students entering college; and 5,770
or 47% more students graduating from col-
lege.

Socioeconomic origin contributes more
than sex to the failure of all students to
enjoy the same educational opportunities,
but even so the result of equalizing women’s
opportunities would have been to increase
by 1,176 or 28% the number of women who
would have obtained some further schooling
beyond high school; by 2,157 or 52% the
number who would have attended college;
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and by 1,455 or 68% the number who would
have graduated from college.

Despite Wisconsin’s proud record of pro-
viding public and private scholarships and
lew tuition rates in its diverse system of pub-
lic higher education, by any standard these
figures represent a massive failure to provide
equality of opoprtunity for higher education
to qualified students of all SES levels and
both sexes. The results are that the state and
the nation suffer a great loss in potential,
high level manpower and the young people
involved pay through reduced life chances.

Our study reveals still other inequities
suffered by students from low SES groups in
their quest for higher education. Holding
academic ability constant, low SES persons
are less likely to go to college immediately
after high school graduation, much less likely
to attend or to be graduated from high qual-
ity colleges, more likely to drop out of col-
lege if they enter, less likely to return if
they drop out, and more likely to have their
college careers interrupted by military serv-
ice. On all of these dimensions except mili-
tary service, women fare worse than men.

It is indeed regrettable that generally
comparable and adequate data on inequality
of opportunity for higher education are not
available for large and representative sam-
ples for the nation as a whole.® The data

& Among the national studies in which some at-
tempt has been made to follow up high school stu-
dents are: the Educational Testing Service (1957)
study of college plans and enrollment; Project
Talent (Flanagan et al, 1962a, 1962b; Flanagan
et al., 1964, 1966; Shaycoft et al., 1963; Shaycoft,
1967); the Trent and Medsker (1968) study of
10,000 high school graduates; the Nam and Cowhig
(1962) study of factors related to college attendance
of high school graduates; the Bureau of the Census
and Bureau of Applied Social Research study of
factors related to high school graduation and college
attendance (U.S. Bureau of Census, 1969); and
study of educational and occupational experiences
of male youth by Parnes et al. (1970) and Zeller
et al. (1970). Another national study—The Insti-
tute for Social Research study of adolescent boys—
which will have follow-up data eventually, is “Youth
in Transition,” by Bachman et al. (1969). Unfortu-
nately, there is little uniformity in the sampling,
variables, follow-up procedures, or data analysis in
these studies, thus making impossible anything but
gross comparison of results. Also it is unfortunate
that the design of the Equality of Educational
Opportunity Study (Coleman et al, 1966) will not
permit any follow-up of the over 600,000 students
included in that national survey.
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that exist on national samples, particularly
the badly flawed data from Project Talent,®
remarkably parallel the trends in our data
whenever similar analysis has been under-
taken (Folger et al., 1970:305-324). We
have no basis for making estimates of na-
tional parameters, but to the extent that
our data are representative they furnish solid
documentation for the claim that there is
substantially reduced opportunity for higher
education in America for those of lower soci-
oeconomic origins and for women, and that
this inequality cannot be explained by dif-
ferences in academic ability., Despite the
spectacular increase in the numbers attend-
ing college during the past decade, there is
no good reason to believe that socioeconomic
differentials in opportunity for higher educa-
tion have altered appreciably.!?

9 The most glaring defects of the Project Talent
Study were its very low response rate (32%) in
the five-year follow-up study and high rates of
nonresponse to items on the questionnaire. A small
nonrandom subsample of nonrespondents to the
mailed questionnaire was interviewed, and weight-
ing procedures based on this subsample were em-
ployed to make estimates for the larger sample and
eventually for the populaton studied (Folger et al.,
1970:Appendix B). We believe that this technique
was not adequate to compensate for bias due to
nonresponse, e.g., computations we have made using
Project Talent data for the 1965 panel (Folger et
al., 1970:Appendix B, Table B2) indicate that 36%
of the males in their sample graduated from college,
wlereas the census of 1970 data shows that only
26% of U.S. males in the age cohort 25-29 (the
age cohort most comparable with their sample)
had completed four or more years of college (U.S.
Bureau of Census, 1970).

10 The booming college enrollments of the Sixties
have led many to believe that opportunities for
higher education must have become much more
widespread during the decade. This is in part true
but, from computations we have made using in-
formation on the college experiences of persons
20~24 years old in 1960 and 1970 (U.S. Bureau of
Census, 1960, 1970), we found that 34% of the
increased college experience in the decade was due
to the growth in the size of the age cohort, 30%
due to the increased rate of high school graduation,
and 36% due to increase in the rate of college entry.
Unfortunately, we know of no evidence that would
permit us to draw a firm conclusion as to whether
the increased rate of college enrollment has resulted
in a higher rate of college going among high school
graduates from the lower SES groups. One calcu-
lation we have made, using data from a U.S. sam-
ple, indicates that the proportion of students of
manual and service origins enrolled in college in-
creased by 7% during the decade, while the pro-
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It is also unfortunate that no comparable
data or analyses exist for blacks, Chicanos,
Puerto Ricans, or American Indians. These
groups are overrepresented in the lower socio-
economic levels of our society, and they suffer
disadvantages due to racial and ethnic dis-
crimination over and above those that char-
acterize the poor in the overwhelmingly white
population of Wisconsin (Duncan and Dun-
can, 1968; Duncan, 1968). We do know that
in 1970 only 65% of blacks aged 20-24 had
graduated from high school, in contrast to
83% of whites. Only 23% of blacks in the
same age cohort had ever completed a year
of college, in contrast to 39% of the whites.
In the cohort aged 25-29, only 7% of all
blacks had college degrees, in contrast to
17% of whites. And only slightly over 1%
of the blacks in this same age cohort had
completed as much as one year of profes-
sional or graduate education, compared with
6% of the whites.?® The current enrollment
situation at the undergraduate and the grad-
uate and professional levels is still heavily
unbalanced. In 1970 only 7% of the students
enrolled in colleges and universities in the
United States were black, and blacks made
up only 2% of current graduate school en-
rollments and less than 2.5% of the enroll-
ments in medical schools, although blacks
were approximately 12% of the affected age
cohorts (Wright, 1970). The situation of
Puerto Rican, Mexican, and Indian Ameri-
cans is less well known, but may be as bad.
We believe that if data comparable with
those for our study were available on black
and other disadvantaged minorities, the re-
lationships would be even more marked.

portion of white-collar students increased by less
than 2% (U.S. Bureau of Census, 1961, Current
Population Reports, P-20, No. 110, Table 5, and
1971, P-20, No. 222, Table 7). This is a notable
increase, but is not likely to have had any marked
effect on the validity of the general pattern of
socioceconomic differentials in educational opportu-
nity revealed by the Wisconsin data. The fact that
the pattern we have described has been quite stable
over the years is indicated by Spady’s analysis of
the data from the 1962 current population supple-
ment, “Occupationai Changes in a Generation,”
showing that SES differences in college attendance
had increased over the decades covered in that
study (Spady, 1967).

11 These figures are based on computations from
data included in Current Population Reports (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 1970 and 1971).
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The Educational Attainment Process

In addition to the descriptive analysis re-
ported thus far, we have attempted to under-
stand more fully the process of higher educa-
tional attainment. We have identified a
number of experiences that young people
undergo in their formative years which
have an important bearing on post-high
school educational outcomes. These in-
clude level of performance in high school,
whether significant others encourage or dis-
courage aspirations for higher education, and
whether one actually develops high educa-
tional and occupational aspirations. All of
these experiences intervene between the so-
cial origins, academic ability, and sex char-
acteristics of the individual and become the
mechanism through which these background
characteristics transmit their influence. In
addition, these same experiences have direct
and indirect effects of their own, quite inde-
pendent of the background characteristics.

This complex multivariate process has
been the focus of much of our recent re-
search, and we have been developing and
testing linear causal models to further ex-
plicate the process of attainment. Building
on the work of Blau and Duncan (1967:163—
205), we have devised and published a linear
recursive model that attempts to elaborate
and explain the effects of socioeconomic
origins and academic ability on educa-
tional achievements and occupational attain-
ments as these influences are mediated by
social psychological processes (Sewell et al.,
1969; Sewell et al., 1970).

Recently we have further elaborated our
model by disaggregating socioeconomic
status into its component parts—parents’ in-
come, mother’s education, father’s education,
and father’s occupation—and by decomposi-
tion of “significant others’ influence” into
parental encouragement, teachers’ encourage-
ment, and peers’ plans.’®> This enables us to
obtain estimates of the individual role of

12 The operational definitions of the wvariables
used in the models discussed in this section of the
paper are basically the same as given in Sewell
et al. (1970:1017) except that educational attain-
ment for parents and students has been recoded into
approximate years of schooling rather than the four
broad categories used in that report. For further
details, see Sewell e al. (unpublished).
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each of these variables in the educational
attainment process.®

Because this analysis is quite complicated,
we shall present only the major findings for
the total sample, making references to sex
differences where they are especially large or
interesting.

We begin the analysis with a very simple
model that includes only the four socio-
economic background variables. We find that
these four socioeconomic background vari-
ables taken together account for 18% of the
total variance in years of post-high school
educational attainment. Whether we look at
linear or nonlinear effects, each of the four
has an approximately equal, direct influence
on educational attainment and on all other
intervening variables in the model. This ap-
proximate equality of effects of such stratifi-
cation variables as parental education, occu-
pation, or income suggests that there may
be little merit in the efforts of some social
scientists to interpret all social inequalities
in terms of any particular stratification
variable.

What is impressive is not so much the ex-
tent to which socioeconomic status governs
the life chances of any particular individual,
but rather the extent to which it reduces the
aggregate or average educational achieve-
ments of those from the lower strata. For
example, each year of parental education,
father’s or mother’s, was worth one-tenth of
a year of higher education for their child—
after the effects of father’s occupational
status and family income were taken into
account. Thus, the children of parents with
only grade school education obtained on the
average one and one-half years less educa-
tion than the children of parents who were
both college graduates—even if their fathers
had similar jobs and their families had sim-
ilar incomes.

Likewise, a thousand dollar increase in
the annual income of a family on the aver-
age yielded an increase of .08 of a year in
the educational attainment of their child—
slightly less than an additional year of edu-
cation of either parent. Thus, a shift in in-

18 The tables and formulae for the computations
summarized in this section would require several
printed pages to reproduce. Consequently they are
not presented here but will be given in full in
Sewell e¢ al. (unpublished).
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come from the poverty level of $3,000—
below which 18% of those in the Wisconsin
sample fell—to the median income at that
time, $6,000, increased the average years of
schooling by a quarter of a year when the
effects of parental education and occupation
were taken into account. A shift from the
poverty line to $10,000—which was exceeded
by only 119% of the families in the Wisconsin
sample—Iled to an increase of more than half
an additional year of post-secondary school-
ing.

When we add academic ability to the
model, the explained variance in higher edu-
cational attainment is increased from 18 to
30%. The additional 12% represents a large
component of the variance in educational
attainment that is completely independent of
socioeconomic origins. An important compo-
nent, varying between 20 and 30%, of the
effects of each of the socioeconomic status
variables is mediated by academic ability.
At the same time the influence of ability on
attainment is clearly not spurious. Only one-
fifth of the association of academic ability
with educational attainment may be attrib-
uted to its association with socioeconomic
background. Whether one thinks of measured
ability as a valid psychological trait or as an
administratively convenient basis for social
selection, it seems apparent that the effects
of ability on schooling are not merely a re-
flection of one’s SES background. We think
this is particularly germane to current dis-
cussions of the social role of testing, 1

Next, in order to explain more completely
the ways in which socioceconomic status ori-
gins influence post-high school attainment,
we further complicate the model by adding

14 Critics of the use of tests for selection for
higher education have often overlooked the fact
that many poor children of all races score well on
the tests and (through family sacrifices and their
own efforts and often) with the help of student-
aid programs are freed from the handicaps of their
social origins. We would not wish to see any re-
organization of testing in our society that would
overlook this valuable function in efforts to elimi-
nate any undesirable side effects of testing. An
interesting result of recent criticisms of testing has
been a broadened conception of the responsibility
of the major testing services to seek other wvalid
methods of discovering the potential of disadvan-
taged students and to help disadvantaged: students
find appropriate educational institutions in which
to develop their talents.
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three sets of social psychological intervening
variables: (1) high school performance, (2)
significant others’ influence, and (3) edu-
cational and occupational aspirations. We
believe that these variables intervene in the
order indicated to mediate the effects of soci-
oeconomic status and academic ability on
higher educational attainment. Taken as a
whole, these intervening variables account
for a large part of the effects of each socio-
economic status variable on post-high school
educational attainment. Some 85 to 90% of
the total association of each socioeconomic
status variable with attainment is mediated
by the variables in the model, of which about
75% is mediated by the social psychological
variables, leaving only 10 to 15% to be ex-
plained by other variables not in the model,
by measurement error, and by socioeconomic
discrimination. Still, even with this powerful
model which explains over 55% of the vari-
ance in higher educational attainment, so-
cioeconomic origins continue to influence
directly one’s chances for educational attain-
ment.

The extent to which our model explains
the effects of socioeconomic origin on ulti-
mate educational attainment is remarkable
in light of the fact that none of our inter-
vening variables pertains to the post-second-
ary experience of the cohort. Even for young
persons who succeed in graduating from high
school, the effect of social background on
later educational achievement is largely ex-
plicable in terms of events which took place
during the high school years.

Again, with this more complex model it is
noteworthy that the interpretations for total
associations are very similar for each of the
SES variables. About 12% of the influence
of each SES variable on higher educational
attainment is direct. About 16% is due to
the association with the other SES variables,
about 11% is ultimately mediated by aca-
demic ability and high school performance,
about 23% is eventually mediated by signifi-
cant others’ influence, and about 38% Iis
ultimately mediated by educational and oc-
cupational aspirations.

Not only does the model interpret the
various ways in which SES variables influ-
cnce higher educational attainment, but also
it interprets the effects of academic ability.
Of the total association between academic
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ability and educational attainment, 18% is
due to the unmediated effect of ability, 21%
is due to the relationship between academic
ability and socioeconomic background, and
the remaining 619% is mediated by the social
psychological variables in our model. This
indicates that the influence of academic abil-
ity can only in a minor way be attributed to
SES considerations, but rests more solidly on
its direct and pertinent influence on academic
performance, and its direct and indirect in-
fluences on significant others and on educa-
tional and occupational aspirations. In this
context it is also pertinent that the model
indicates that SES has no effect on perfor-
mance in high school independent of aca-
demic ability.

Next, in the analysis of our full model,
we introduce the effects of parental encour-
agement, teachers’ encouragement, and the
educational plans of friends. In looking at
the effects of these significant others on edu-
cational attainment, we are struck by the
evidence that parental encouragement and
friends’ plans depend heavily on the stu-
dent’s socioeconomic origin. Teachers’ en-
couragement, on the other hand, depends
much more heavily on ability and academic
performance. Indeed, teachers are not per-
ceived to engage in direct socioeconomic
status discrimination as parents and peers
apparently do, but rather depend mainly on
judgments of student academic ability, par-
ticularly as it is validated by school perfor-
mance.

We find that the influence of parents on
educational and occupational aspirations and
ultimately on attainment of higher education
is about twice that of teachers, and the in-
fluence of friends only slightly less than that
of parents. Holding constant all of the other
factors we have included in the model up to
this point (SES, academic ability, school
performance, parental encouragement, and
friends’ plans), we find that teachers’ en-
couragement is worth an additional 0.3 of a
year of schooling—whereas the net values of
parental encouragement and friends’ plans
are 0.9 of a year and 0.7 of a year, respec-
tively. While all three variables have impor-
tant effects on students’ educational attain-
ments, we are led to conclude that teachers’
expectations of students are not a powerful
mediating factor in the process of educa-

AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

tional stratification. But far from reflecting
overt or covert status discrimination, on the
whole teachers’ expectations seem to be
based on academic ability and performance,
and as such they make a fundamental though
modest contribution to the equalization of
opportunities.

Although our model is quite successful in
accounting for socioeconomic differentials in
educational attainment, it is less successful
in accounting for sex differences—which
favor men by approximately one-half year
of educational attainment on the average.
Our analysis indicates that women are most
seriously disadvantaged relative to men in
levels of teachers’ and parents’ encourage-
ment and in their own levels of educational
aspirations. They enjoy some advantage over
men in that they get higher grades in high
school and have slightly higher perceptions
of their friends’ plans and somewhat higher
occupational aspirations. Our model tends to
predict higher average educational attain-
ments for women than they actually achieve.
This may be due to its failure to represent
crucial aspects of women’s high school ex-
periences, or it may be that the primary
sources of the lower attainments of women
must be sought in the months and years
immediately following the completion of
high school. We are inclined toward the
latter view, for the effects of socialization in
the family and in the school are already
manifest in women’s levels of school per-
formance, of significant others’ influence, and
of aspiration.

Policy Implications

What bearings do our findings have for
policies designed to reduce inequality in
higher education? Certainly, in this large
cohort there is striking evidence of its per-
vasiveness. Although socioeconomic origin
plays an important part in inequality in
higher education, our analysis indicates that
its role is far from simple and direct. Its
effects tend to be mediated largely by social
psychological factors, which in turn also
have independent influences on the processes
of educational attainment. Moreover, when
we look at the components of socioeconomic
status—{father’s and mother’s education, fa-
ther’s occupation, and family income—we
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find that no one of them plays any
unique part in the causal system explaining
attainment in higher education. This is un-
fortunate from the standpoint of policy con-
siderations. One would have wished that
family income might have had a larger and
a more special set of effects because it is
the aspect of socioeconomic background most
readily amenable to change.’®> But our evi-
dence raises doubt that programs based on
family income supplementation alone will
result in any rapid and marked reduction in
inequality in higher education. This is not to
deny the importance of income in obtaining
access to higher education, but it is to warn
that family income programs, however de-
sirable they may be for reducing other social
inequalities, will not bring quick or dramatic
results in overcoming inequality in higher
education,® Certainly we should not rely on
this means alone to bring about equalization
of opportunity for higher education.
Rather, T would argue for a more targeted
economic approach.’” I believe that pro-
grams specifically limited to financing post-
secondary educational costs based strictly on
student need would be the most effective and
equitable approach to the problem. Besides
making it possible for needy students to

15 For a provocative discussion of the use of
policy variables, see Cain and Watts (1970) and
replies by Coleman (1970) and Aigner (1970).

16 Rainwater (1970:398-425) has presented a
strong case for a national policy of income redis-
tribution as the most effective way of reducing
social inequality. In this connection he argues that
it is unlikely that educational outcomes for poor
children can be greatly improved without increas-
ing the incomes of their families. Masters (1969)
presents evidence that although the short-run ef-
fects of income transfer programs on educalional
retardation and dropout may be small, the long-
run effects may be quite important.

17 Financial programs have been stressed by many
economists, For a comprehensive review of the
various plans, see the papers by Roger E. Bolton,
W. Lee Hansen and Burton A. Weisbrod, Alice
Rivlin and Jeffrey H. Weiss, Andre Daniere, Clark
Kerr, Howard R. Bowen, Jerrold R. Zacharias,
and Roger Freeman in a report on financing higher
education submitted to the Joint Economic Com-
mittee of the Congress of the United States (1969).
See also the papers by Theodore W. Schultz, Mary
Jean Bowman, W. Lee Hansen and Burton A.
Weisbrod, Howard R. Bowen, Robert W. Hart-
man, Roger A. Freeman, Robert L. Farrell and
Charles J. Andersen, John P. Mallan, and M. E,
Orwig in Orwig (1971a).

801

continue their education, such a grants pro-
gram might have desirable indirect effects
on the educational aspirations and achieve-
ments of the disadvantaged. For example, if
students and parents became aware that it
was national policy to make grants to cover
the full cost of post-secondary schooling for
qualified students whose families had in-
comes too low to bear these costs themselves,
it is entirely conceivable that this knowledge
would lead to better performance in school be-
cause now performance would have a greater
likelihood of being rewarded. Parents and
teachers might then give more attention to
the student’s academic growth, with conse-
quent favorable effects on the development
of the student’s self-conceptions, ambitions,
and aspirations. All of this might lead to a
greater likelihood that the student would
continue education beyond high school and
be more successful in post-high school
studies.

I advocate that all new subsidy programs
be limited to those who need the subsidy.
There is mounting evidence that existing
subsidy programs for higher education do
not go primarily to needy students. Not
only do federal moneys for training and re-
search go mainly to institutions that are at-
tended primarily by middle- and high-income
students, but also most other forms of insti-
tutional aid go to high prestige colleges and
universities. Even student-aid moneys are
not primarily concentrated in the commu-
nity colleges, city colleges, and less pres-
tigious colleges that serve the poor (Rivlin,
1970:9). Moreover, in their recent analysis
of the distribution of subsidy for public
higher education in California, Hansen and
Weisbrod (1969a; 1969b) argue that be-
cause higher income students are more likely
to go to college, to attend the most expensive
public institutions, and to stay in college
longer, their families are in effect receiving
a much greater educational subsidy from the
state than are low income families.?® Prob-
ably the same trend would be revealed and
possibly accentuated in states with less avail-

18 Hansen and Weisbrod’s analysis (1969a, 1969c)
has drawn critical substantive and methodological
comment from Pechman (1970), which in turn has
been answered by Hartman (1970). Pechman (1971)
has recently made further comments and has been
replied to by Hansen and Weisbrod (1971a).
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ability of public higher education. Conse-
quently, new programs for the subsidy of
higher educational opportunity should be
limited to students who need the subsidy
in order to continue their education beyond
high school.

Most of the funds should go directly to
students rather than to institutions.!® Nor
should subsidy programs be limited to those
who go to four-year colleges, but rather
should include also those whose interests and
aptitudes lead them to select community
colleges and vocational training schools.
Neither would T argue that funds should go
only to students of proven academic ability
and achievement. Motivated students with
qualities that make them admissible to vari-
ous types of institutions should be given
equal opportunity to pursue their education
in other appropriate ways. For this group
there must be institutions located in all
larger communities with open admission poli-
cies, programs to remedy prior academic
deficiencies, flexible scheduling, pacing and
credit loads, and special tutoring and coun-
seling programs (Willingham, 1970:217-
223; Gordon, 1971). The grants given
should be sufficient to enable the student to
attend any post-secondary institution—
public or private—to which he could gain
admission, In the case of the poor, the
grants should cover full costs—tuition, books,
board, lodging, travel, and even a modest
amount for incidental personal expenses—
and should be in effect as long as the student
makes satisfactory progress in school.

The low propensity of the families in our
sample to trade family income for education
leads me to believe that other funding
schemes such as the education opportunity
bank, various other loan schemes, and tax
credit plans are likely to be much less effec-

19 We would agree with the Kerr and Rivlin re-
ports that there should be a cost-of-education al-
lowance to help institutions meet the costs of special
services that federally aided students might require
and for new facilities necessary to accommodate
the additional students (Carnegie Commission on
Higher Education, 1968; U.S. Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare, 1969). For a full
discussion of the debate now going on between
those who advocate fuller funding of existing in-
stitutional programs and those favoring direct pay-
ments to students, see Mallan (1971) and Orwig
(1971b:331-360).
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tive in encouraging low-income students to
continue their education. Their families are
already burdened with debt, and they fear
long-time loans—even at low interest or no
interest rates—that are likely to run into
thousands of dollars before the student has
completed his education. Tax credit schemes
are likely to appeal greatly to the middle
classes who pay heavy income taxes, but not
to the poor. In fact, if our goal is to equalize
opportunity for post-high school education,
it may be necessary, in order to release funds
for direct help to students from lower income
groups, to reduce current subsidies to stu-
dents whose parents can afford to pay for
their education.

This should not be interpreted as an en-
dorsement for schemes that call for the sup-
port of public higher education on the basis
of full-cost tuition fees so that all public
subsidies for higher education would go only
to those who can demonstrate need.?® I be-
lieve that tuitions should be kept as low as
possible to encourage all motivated students
—especially women—to continue their edu-
cation beyond high school. But even if there
were no tuition fees charged for higher edu-
cation, access to it would, I think, still be
painfully inequitable. Consequently, new re-
sources need to be directed at special and
extraordinary steps to attract and serve those
groups now least well represented in our col-
leges and universities.?! T believe that a
grants program along the lines outlined is
administratively feasible and could be put
into operation rapidly so that its effects
would be apparent in the immediate future.

For those not now in the educational pipe-
line there must be increased opportunities
for recurrent education, including part-time
study, work-study programs, education on
the job, and various other types of continu-
ing education of both general and technical
character (Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development, 1971; Newman,
1971; Carnegie Commission on Higher Edu-
cation, 1971). These will also require special
financing and will be expensive, but our
evidence suggests that there are millions of

20 Hansen and Weisbrod (1971b) have proposed
such a plan for Wisconsin.

21 The basic political issues in federal funding of
the various aid-to-higher-education proposals are
well covered in Mallan (1971).
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disadvantaged youth and adults now in the
labor force who dropped out of the educa-
tional process early and who have the capac-
ity to profit from such programs. Both as a
matter of equity and of intelligent manpower
policy, they should be given the opportunity
to continue their education.

I do not believe that economic programs
alone will be sufficient to overcome inequal-
ity in opportunities for higher education.
Our analysis also indicates that we must
give a good deal of attention to such social
psychological factors as the development of
cognitive skills, academic performance, the
influence of significant others, and the stimu-
lation of educational and occupational as-
pirations. All of these variables have direct
and indirect influences on educational
achievement that are quite independent of
socioeconomic background. Consequently,
any strategies that can be suggested for in-
creasing their strength should be investi-
gated, developed, and given intensive trials
in the hope that ways can be found to over-
come the deficits in these areas from which
so many disadvantaged children suffer.

Particular attention must be given to pro-
grams designed to increase the academic
ability and performance of lower SES chil-
dren. Evidence from the Coleman report and
other research suggests that many children
from disadvantaged homes enter school with
a deficit in learning skills that tends to in-
crease steadily throughout the school years,
with the consequence that by twelfth grade
many lower class children are well behind
higher status children in academic skills and
achievement (Coleman et al., 1966:20-21).
The fact that these academic deficits seem
to increase over the years of schooling sug-
gests that special programs designed to de-
velop cognitive and affective skills, beginning
in the preschool period and continuing
throughout the grades, will be necessary to
enlarge the personal and academic potential
of socioeconomically disadvantaged children
so that they can compete successfully with
higher status children.

Unfortunately, current large-scale at-
tempts to improve the cognitive development
of socially disadvantaged children have not
thus far had promising results (Gordon and
Wilkerson, 1966:156-189; Williams and
Evans, 1969), despite a good deal of evi-
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dence from more restricted laboratory and
field studies indicating the possibility of
rather large and lasting gains.?? However,
the stakes are so great that rather than give
up this line of attack a great deal more in-
genuity and effort must be devoted to de-
vising more effective programs, including
interventions which involve the family and
peers, as well as the school. This will require
much research, experimental programming,
and structural changes in schools. All of this
will be expensive and it may take much more
time than we once optimistically thought,
but our research suggests that the potential
payoffs are very significant, are likely to be
largely above and beyond those resulting
from economic programs, and are essential
if we do not want the early handicaps of
disadvantaged children to prevent them from
realizing their potential for later academic
achievement (Carnegie Commission on
Higher Education, 1970a).

Our analysis suggests, also, that programs
designed to influence the significant others
of disadvantaged students would have im-
portant effects on the student’s educational
aspirations and achievements. One immedi-
ately thinks of the possible role that teachers
and counsellors might play in programs of
this kind. If socioeconomically disadvantaged
students with good academic potential were
discovered early and high school teachers
and counsellors were alerted to the students’
potential for development so that they might
provide special guidance and encouragement,
modest gains might accrue in the students’
educational aspiration and attainment levels.
On the basis of our data, we would not ex-
pect gains of great magnitude because our
model does not show teachers’ influence to
be a very powerful determinant of educa-
tional attainment. Still other ways should
be sought to involve teachers more actively
in the academic and career plans of dis-
advantaged students. This is important be-
cause teachers, unlike parents and peers, are
relatively free from socioeconomic bias in
stimulating and encouraging promising stu-
dents.

At the same time there must be pro-

22 For comprehensive reviews of research and
theory in this area, see especially Deutsch and
Associates (1967) and Hess and Bear (1968).



804

grams to acquaint parents with the academic
potential of their child, to get them inter-
ested in his educational development, to
make them aware of the importance of aca-
demic achievement to later educational and
occupational opportunities, and to make
sure that they know about scholarship and
grants programs that would enable their
child to continue in post-high school educa-
tion. I am not optimistic that such programs
could effectively provide the encouragement
for educational aspirations and achievements
that higher status families give their chil-
dren in the normal course of their socializa-
tion. But, again, our research shows that
parental influences are so crucial that every
effort must be made to utilize this avenue
to reduce educational inequalities.

I have no innovative ideas about how
peers could be used to stimulate the educa-
tional aspirations and achievements of lower
status children, but T do believe that their
peer culture might be shifted toward educa-
tional achievement through programs de-
signed to make school a more interesting
and challenging place—by emphasizing com-
petent and sensitive teaching, by restruc-
turing the school around students’ interests,
by changing the authority patterns in the
schools, by elimination of socioeconomic and
racial segregation, and by similar innova-
tions. More direct interventions are also
possible. Coleman (1965:72-87) has empha-
sized the use of adolescent peer structures
to stimulate intellectual values and perform-
ance through intergroup competition. Others
have stressed monetary rewards to motivate
academic achievement (Effrat et al., 1969).
Spilerman (1971) has recently suggested a
combination of material inducements with
a reward structure emphasizing peer group
attainment as a strategy for motivating lower
class adolescents. As yet these suggestions
have not been tested in large-scale practical
programs. However, possible programs along
these lines and further research should be
encouraged because of the important role
that peers play in the educational attainment
process.

What does our research tell us about the
special problem of equality of opportunity
for higher education for women? Our anal-
ysis indicates that women make better grades
in high school than men. Yet, they are dis-
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advantaged at every level of higher educa-
tion. Our data do not bear directly on all
of the sources of these disadvantages, but
they do suggest that parents are less likely
to encourage high educational aspirations
among their daughters than their sons, and
that whenever family funds are short par-
ents are more likely to spend them on the
sons’ education. We also know that women
have lower educational aspirations than men.
This is no doubt in part due to their un-
certainty about career and marriage oppor-
tunities and plans. But these factors do not
fully account for the lower educational at-
tainments of women. We suspect that a
narrow sex-role training that stresses house-
hold and family roles for women over edu-
cational and occupational opportunities—
and which becomes most salient when young
women for the first time face the realities
of discrimination in higher education and
the job market—plays a major part in de-
pressing the women’s post-secondary educa-
tional attainments.

I endorse the policy recommendations
which women have frequently suggested for
achieving equality of opportunity for women
in higher education, such as requirements
that all scholarships, fellowships, part-time
jobs, assistantships, and admission to all
types of training must be equally open to
women and men. Existing rules covering
residency, full-time enrollment, and credit
transfers should be revised to accommodate
the needs of women, and child care centers
should be established at all institutions. Also
there should be courses in the schools to
broaden the conceptions of male and female
roles, to reduce prejudice toward women’s
full participation in all institutional areas,
and, particularly, to further encourage
women to form (and men to accept) a life-
long commitment to educational and occu-
pational achievement. Educational institu-
tions should also lead the way in equal
employment programs. All positions, includ-
ing top administrative jobs, must be equally
open to women and men. Women should
receive equal pay for equal rank and be
considered for faculty tenure on the same
standards as men. Also, educational institu-
tions and other organizations must show
greater imagination and flexibility in facili-
tating part-time professional involvement
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and rewarding careers for women who choose
to combine occupational careers with child
rearing. Programs to change public attitudes,
and particularly those of parents toward
female children, doubtless will be necessary,
too, if women are not to be discriminated
against in higher education and in most other
areas of American life.

Finally, special programs will need to be
undertaken to increase the participation of
blacks, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, and Ameri-
can Indians in higher education. The meas-
ures designed for the poor, if applied without
discrimination, would go a long way to re-
duce the problems of minorities because these
minorities are disproportionately represented
among low-income families. But we also
know that these minorities suffer added dis-
advantages of discrimination in housing,
employment, health care, and in most other
areas of American life, and in their personal
relations with whites. Discrimination has
left many of them not only disadvantaged
educationally, but with a well-merited dis-
trust of American institutions and promises
of equality in the future. They are likely
to distrust educational programs that are
planned and carried out by the white ma-
jority, and they may also question the rele-
vance of many existing programs of higher
education for their personal and commu-
nity needs. Much joint effort will have to
be devoted to revision of existing programs
and the establishment of more relevant pro-
grams for special needs of minorities. These
programs must include ways of making the
adjustment to academic life less difficult and
should provide opportunities for minority
group students to maintain contacts with
their communities. Also, much more effort
will have to be devoted to recruitment pro-
grams designed for the early discovery of
potentially talented persons from minority
groups and to maximize the development of
their abilities and their opportunities. Special
efforts must be made to increase the repre-
sentation of disadvantaged minorities in such
professional training programs as law, medi-
cine, and dentistry, and in all graduate
training areas. Institutions of higher educa-
tion must also actively recruit minority staff,
faculty, and administrators, And certainly,
if increased opportunity for higher education
is not to be a sham and a delusion for minor-

805

ity people, it must be accompanied by equal
opportunity to participate fully in every
aspect of American life.

I would have liked to end this discussion
on a note of optimism regarding the immedi-
ate prospects for equality of opportunity in
higher education. I cannot do so. Our re-
search has shown that the process of higher
educational attainment is an exceedingly
complex one, and that there are no simple
and easy prescriptions for attaining equality
of opportunity. Many avenues must be tried,
but our knowledge of how to mount success-
ful programs, even in the areas we know are
important, is far from perfect. Moreover,
political problems abound, and national,
state, and local priorities do not currently
favor increased expenditures for higher edu-
cation—and particularly not for novel pro-
grams. Many colleges and universities are
in severe financial difficulties (Cheit, 1971)
and may find it necessary to cut their cur-
rent inadequate levels of expenditure for
opportunity programs of all kinds. In the
current emergency many of them are increas-
ing tuition without providing additional
scholarship opportunities for needy students.
Most experts agree that it will take added
annual expenditures running into the billions
to provide equality of opportunity for higher
education, and that the federal government
must provide an increasing proportion of
the necessary funds.?3

On the other hand, pressures are mount-
ing, especially from disadvantaged minorities
and from many educators and other citizens.
The Carnegie Commission on Higher Educa-
tion, composed of a number of distinguished
citizens and educators, recently announced
the following national goals: “That (by
1976) the economic barriers to higher edu-
cation be removed” and ‘“That (by 2000)
all remaining barriers to equality of oppor-

tunity which are subject to public policy

23 The Kerr Commission estimates that expendi-
tures for higher education must be increased from
17.2 billions in 1967-68 to 41 billions in 197677 if
equality of opportunity for higher education is to
be broadly extended and quality is to be main-
tained. This would require an increase in federal
expenditures from 3.5 to 13.0 billions. The Com-
mission estimates that this would be less than one-
seventh of the projected increase in federal revenues
in the next several years (Carnegie Commission on
Higher Education, 1968, 1970b).
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be removed so that ability, motivation, and
choice are the only determinants of college
attendance” (Carnegie Commission on
Higher Education, 1968, 1970a, 1970b).
That these are financially feasible goals is
documented in their reports, but the pace
of the action must be stepped up consider-
ably if either goal is to be achieved. To date,
the Congress and the Administration have
fallen far short on legislation and appropria-
tions to equalize educational opportunities.

It is a sociological truism that great gaps
often exist between stated goals and their
implementation. Americans of all politi-
cal persuasions have expressed the view
that equality of educational opportunity is
an essential prerequisite for a well-function-
ing, democratic society. The programs I have
discussed detail some measures necessary to
begin to implement this essential need. I
urge you as citizens to join me in working for
their implementation and as sociologists to
join me in pursuing further research which
will more clearly specify the most effective
alternative programs.
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