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The U.S. has made great sm'des in promoting equality of educarional 
opportunity. However, blacks and women still lag in higher educarion, and 
there is stiil much room for improvement in occuparional opporruniry 
for people of' modest socioeconomic origins. 
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I n American society many different 
kinds of achievement are valued. 

However, 1 shaU focus on only three 
broad areas of achievement: tducat~on, 
occupation, and income. Ac~evement in 
each of these areas is highly pnzea. and to 
varying degrees our society accepts re- 
sponsibility for providing opportunities in 
ail of them. Moreover, there arc direct 
and indirect ways in which they are re- 
lated. Certain levels of educational at- 
tainment are generally considered appro- 
priate prerequisites for various occupa- 
tions, and it is generally assumed that, in 
turn, income will depend in part on occu- 
pational attainment. 

While generally positive, the correla- 
tion beween educational, occupational, 
and economic achievements is far from 
perfm. As is well known. some occupa- 
tions rquire high levels of educational at- 
tainment and are accorded high status but 
command relatively low economic re- 
wards. Other occupations rquire little 
fonnai education and are accorded low 
status but may yield relatively high levels 
of income. Moreover, educational, occu- 
pational, and economic achievement are 
all related in varying degrees to other 
characteristics of the individual, including 
socioeconomic. racial, and geographic 
origins; sex. ability, motivation, and 
aspirations; and experiences in the home, 
school, community, and labor market. 
This is what makes research on factors in 
achievement in .4merican society parricu- 
larly difficult. 

Educational Attainment 

I shall examine educational attainment 
first. I do so not only because of the high 
value placed on educational attainment in 
our society and because of the instru- 
mental role played by education in occu- 
pational and economic achievement. but 
also because education is an area in which 
Americans have made the greatest com- 
mitment to equality of opportunity. 

We may examine educational attain- 
ment in any of several ways, but the one 
indicator that is most commonly used and 
understood is years of schooling som- 

pleted. I shall use this measure and son- 
sider such statistics as median years of 
school completed and percentage of per- 
sons in jiven age conorrs completing 
vanous [eveis of formai education. 

The educational arrainment o i  the age 
cohon born about 75  years ago - near 
the time when Phi Delta Kappa was 
founded - was 8 .7  years of schooling. 
Only 3090 of the cohon graduated from 
high school. Thirteen percent completed 
at least one year of college and 7% gradu- 
ated from college.' Contrast this with the 
experience of the age cohort born in 1950. 
Now age 30, they have attained a median 
of 12.9 yean of schooling. Eighty-five 
percent of them graduated from high 
school, 47% completed one or more years 
of college, and 26% are college graduates. 
Although there has been steady improve- 
ment in the educational attainment of our 
population over the years, the past 40 
have been the most dramatic. The most 
important gain has been in retention of 
children through high school graduation. 
The current 86% graduation rate for 
white school-aged children, according to 
many experts, is near the maximum yield 
attainable. Blacks have made great strides 
in recent years; currently over 7 5 %  of 
black children graduate from high school. 
Black youths of high school age are cur- 
rently as likely to be enrolled in school as 
are white youths, regardless of sex or 
residence (the current enrollment rates for 
black and white population groups are 
within one percentage point of 89%).= 
Hence the gap between the races in per- 
centages graduated from high school is 
likely to close in the Eighties. 

Over the years but pmicularly in the 
last two decades, women and blacks have 
made remarkable strides toward equality 
in the achievement of higher education. 
Forty-one percent of women in the 
30-year age cohort have achieved at least 
one year of coilege, and 2270 are college 
graduates; the corresponding figures for 
men are 53% and 30%. At present women 
are as likely to enter college as men, and, 
if their retention rates continue to im- 
prove, the gap between women and men 
will be closed early in the current decade. 

The same trend hoids For blacks. but 
the gaps are larger because of :he lower 
likehhood of black youths Sraduating 
from high school and :heir lower coileqe 
:c:ention races. Thirty-one percent of 
blacks in the 30-year age cohorr have com- 
pleted at least one year of college, and 
13mo are coilege graduates; corresponding 
tigures for whites are J9Wn and 270'0. With 
increased opportunities for higher educa- 
tion, we can expect blacks to make sizable 
gains; but the prospects for equality of 
achievement in higher education for 
blacb in the next decade are clearly less 
favorable than for women. 

Today, too many academically quali- 
fied youths from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds fail to continue their educa- 
tion after completion of high school. As 
has been true for at least 50 years. roughly 
half of any full cohon of high school 
graduates goes on to college. Those from 
lower socioeconomic backgrounds, re- 
gardless of race or sex, are still handi- 
capped when it comes to college entry and 
completion, despite the governrnent-spon- 
sored programs designed to assist them.' 
The challenge of the Eighties is to funher 
increase the opportunities for higher 
education for able but disadvantaged 
white and black youths of both sexes. 

Occuparional Achievement. Probably 
there is no single achievement that is more 
highly regarded by the general public in 
America than the attainment of a re- 
spected occupation. This is related to the 
fact that there is a strong tendency to 
identify personal excellence with occupa- 
tional achievement. During the past cen- 
tury the U.S. and Canada have been 
transformed from basically agricultural- 
industrial societies to advanced industrial 
societies that are increasingly dependent 
upon bureaucratic occupations ranging 
from clerical and sales to technical, mana- 
gerial, scientific, and professional posi- 
tions. We are l a s  dependent on farming 
and manual occupations. The burcau- 
cratic occupations characteristically re- 
quire high levels of education, ranging 
from high school graduation for most 
clerical positions to postgraduate and pro- 
fessional degrees for some technical and 
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managerial occupations and most scien- 
tific and professional positions. The shift 
to an advanced-industrial society has been 
accompanied by an enormous increase in 
the number of high-status occupations re- 
quiring advanced training and education. 
This in turn has resulted in ~ncresed 
opportunities for able and determined 
youths of modest social origins to obtain 
the necessary education to qualify for 
high-prestige occupations - occupations 
that bring high social status in the com- 
munity and the income necessary for the 
enjoyment of a desired life-style. 

For over 50 years. sociologists have 
been documenting the fact that the com- 
petition for hiqh-prestige occupations is 
not completely open; success depends 
s 

job to explain the son's current occupa- 
tional status.6 Stimulated by their success. 
my group at Wisconsin has sought to fur- 
ther explain the status attainment process 
by adding ability: grades; the encourage- 
ment o i  parents, teachers, and peers: and 
educauonal and occupational aspirations 
plus educadonai actunment as intervening 
vanables between social background and 
occupacionai achievement. The resulting 
"Wisconsin Social Psychological .Model 
of Status .4ttainment" has been widely 
used in jmdies of educational and occu- 
pational achievement in the U.S. and 
abroad.' Numerous applications of the 
model show that the socioeconomic stacus 
of the parents has little or no effect on 
high school grades independent of meas- 

A rum-oj-the-century ryping c i m  In Wash~ngron, D. C. 

heavily on the socioeconomic position of 
one's family of orign. Even the most 
recent studies of occupational rnobility 
cicarly demonstrate that. although there is 
a great deal of occupational mobility in 
our society, the occupation of the father is 
still an imponant determinant of the oc- 
cupation of the son.' It is also known 
from research on social mobility that one 
of the most important mechanisms by 
which families influence the socioeconom- 
ic careers of their children is by socializing 
them to appropriate educaional and oc- 
cupational aspirations and by providing 
the requisite suppon for the achiwement 
of these aspirations.5 

Social scientists have recently sought to 
further understand the complex process 
by which children achieve their adult oc- 
cupational status. In 1967 Peter Blau and 
Otis Duncan developed a causal model 
that used father's occupation, father's 
education, son's education, and son's first 

ured ability. Parents' socioeconomic 
status, however, does have strong effecrs 
on significant others' influences and on 
educational and occupational aspirations, 
and via these aspirations on educational 
and occupational achievements. The ef- 
fects of the chlld's ability are somewhat 
different. Ability has strong effects on 
high school grades, independent of socio- 
economic origins; it also has direct and in- 
direct effects on significant others' in- 
fluence and on educational and occupa- 
tional aspirations. Through these mediat- 
ing variables. ability affects educational 
attainment and subsequently occupational 
status. Educational attainment has the 
greatest effect on occupational achieve- 
ment of any variable in the model. The 
model explains up to two-thirds of the 
variance in educational achievement and 
almost half of the variance in occupa- 
tional attainment, as assessed by stan- 
dardized indices of occupational prestige 

and socioeconomic status. 
Many other interesting findings have 

resulted from the application of various 
forms of the Wisconsin model in the study 
of the status attainment process. I shall 
mention only three as they perrain to mat- 
ten covered in ths  article: 

I. The modcis work equally well in ex- 
plaining the educational and early occu- 
pational acnievemencs of either young 
men or young women. But later in the life 
cyde they become less efficient in explain- 
ing women's occupational achievements. 
We have preliminary evidence suggesting 
that this is because women aspire to, train 
for. and enter segregated occupations in 
whlch advancement is restricted; women 
are less likely to be given on-the-job train- 
ing that would enable them to qualify for 
better jobs; women rend to be intermittent 
worken and. when they return to work, 
often have to take lower-status jobs than 
those they leit: finaily, women tend not to 
be promoted. whatever thetr quaiifica- 
[ions, to the higher-status supervisory 

positions involving power and authority in 
the workplace." 

2. The models expla~n economic 
achievement as measured by earnings 
much less effectively than they explain oc- 
cupational achievement. The importance 
of education in determining earnings is 
much less than educators have commonly 
assumed, but education still has sig- 
nificant effects, particularly through its 
influences on occupational attainment. 
We think the explanation of economic 
achievement will involve the development 
of new models that indude a number of 
variables that intervene between formal 
educational attainment and income, such 
as years of working experience, on-the- 
job training, the characteristics of the 
labor market in which one works, and the 
industry and the type and size of finn in 
which bne is em$byed - all of which 
have been shown to contribute to earnings 
differentials.' 

3. With another variant of the Wis- 
consin model. we have also examined the 
effects of quality of college on socio- 
economic achievement. Our results show 
that although those who attend pres- 
tigious colleges have significantly higher 
occupational and economic attainments 
than those attending lower-status institu- 
tions, most of this advantage is due to the 
characteristics of those who attended the 
high-status colleges rather than to the in- 
fluence of characteristics of the college.1° 

As a result of research of this nature, 
commonly called "status attainment re- 
search," we are coming to have a more 
complete understanding of the complex 
factors that help to explain educational at- 
tainment in our society and of the impor- 
tant role that education plays in socio- 
economic achievements - especially in 
occupational attainment. But there is con- 
siderable room for improvement in these 
models if we are to further explain dif- 
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". . .[W]ithout exception, the rule is this: the higher the 
education level, the higher the median annual income." 

ferential rates of occupational and eco- 
nomic achievements. Researchers at Wis- 
consin and elsewhere are trying to develop 
new and improved models that more ade- 
quately take into account the influence of 
individual and structural factors in the ex- 
planation of achievement. 

Economic Attainment 

Economic success has always been 
highly valued in our society, of course. In 
fact, many Americans consider the 
achievement of wealth or a high income to 
be the most imponant of all attainments. 
This is not only because wealth and in- 
come are associated with economic and 
political power but also because it is com- 
monly assumed that legitimately acquired 
wealth and income are measures of the 
abiiity, determination, and productivity 
of those who successfully compete for 
economic rewards. Yet it is also widely 
known that this economic competition is 
by no means equally open to all citizens. 
Wealth is legitimately passed on from one 
generation to another and parents make 
income transfers to their children. The 
role of govenunent has never been to stop 
these transfers but only to reduce the 
gains from them through tax policies, with 
the result that they are still effective 
in maintaining family economic power. 
Moreover, as I have noted, families of 
hgh socioeconomic status seek to insure 
the economic status of their children by 
helping them to obtain the best possible 
education and occupation. The conse- 
quence of these and related fans is that 
American society is characrerued by great 
econormc inqualiry. I shall not present 
evidence to support this assertion, because 
it is generally accepted; voluminous re- 

search demonstrates the extent of eco- 
nomic inequatity in the U.S." I shall, 
however, examine briefly two aspects of 
economic inequality in our society: the in- 
equality in income and earnings between 
blacks and whites and between men and 
women. 

Table 1 is based on information col- 
lected in a national survey of full-time 
workers conducted by the U.S. Bureau of 
the Census in 1977.1: From this table we 
may draw three very important conclu- 
sions regarding race and sex differences in 
income while controlling for education. 

First, within each race and sex cate- 
gory. even though there are large race and 
sex differences in income, without excep- 
tion the rule is this: the higher the educa- 
tional level, the higher the median annual 
income. That the differences in annual in- 
come by education within each race and 
sex category are large is indicated by com- 
paring the annual incomes of those at the 
extremes of the educational scale. Thus 
white men, who on average have the 
highest incomes, have median incomes 
under 510,000 if they have less than eight 
years of schooling, in contrast with a p  
proximately 522,000 if they have five or 
more years of college. And biack women, 
who on average have the lowest incomes, 
have a median annual income of approxi- 
mately 55,500 if they have less than eight 
yean of schooling. in comparison with 
%13,600 if they have five or more years of 
college. 

Second, it is apparent from the table 
that whte men at all educational levels 
have larger mean annual incomes than 
black men. The discrepanclu are greatest 
at the lower educational levels and least at 
the higher levels of education. Other evi- 
dence indicates that this has been true 

throughout the 1960-70 period, although 
the gap is being reduced and is currently 
quite small for blacks with higher educa- 
tion.13 White women have somewhat 
higher annual incomes than black women 
at the lower educational levels, but at the 
higher levels of education the differences 
decrease and in some instances favor 
black women. 

Third, income differentials between 
the sexes are much greater than between 
whites and biacics at every educational 
level. Thus if we compare women's and 
men's annual incomes by educational 
levels we find that men's incomes are 
53,300 more than women's at the lowest 
educa~ional level and that the difference 
increases regularly to nearly $8,000 for 
college graduates. Moreover, women's 
annual incomes are never more than 65% 
of those of men at any level of education. 
Omthe other hand, black men's annual in- 
come is never less than 67% of white 
men's income (for men with eight years of 
schooling) and ranges upward to 85% for 
those with a college education. 

It would take considerably more space 
than I have available to explain these find- 
ings thoroughly. Consequently, I shall 
concentrate on the one finding that seems 
most enigmatic: the discrepancy between 
the earnings of men and women with the 
same levels of educational attainment. Re- 
cent research on this problem suggests 
several possible explanations that seem to 
have merit.14 Tine first is that women who 
work on full-time jobs outside the home 
tend to be concentrated in traditionally 
female occupations where pay is relatively 
low. Second, not only do the occupat~ons 
women enter tend to pay l a s  than those 
men enter, but the more an occupation is 
dominated by women the iess it pays. 
Third, women are more likelv than men to 

Less than eight 
yrs. 9.332 

Eight yrs. 1 1,931 
High school 
One to three yrs. 12,357 
Four yrs. 14,408 

College 
One to three yrs. 15,548 
Four yrs. 19.016 
Five yrs. or more 21,832 

be employed by low-paying firms. Fourth, 

N o  study has attempted'to assess the 
importance of ail of these factors in ex- 
plaining the earnings gap between em- 
ployed men and women. The major rea- 
son for this hiatus is lack of basic data; it 
would be extremely costly to design and 
carry out a survey to provide the necessary 
information. A number of studies have 
examined one or more of the explanations 
I have offered.15 Each of the factors has 

Table 1. Median Annual Income of 
Full-Time Workers by Education, Race, and Sex, 1977 

Years of All White Black All White =lack 
Education Men Men Men 

Total S75.082 $1 5.391 %10,607 9 8,819 9 8,874 9 8,297 
Elementary 
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there are still instances of women being 
paid less than men doing the same work. 
Finally, women have less commitment to 
the labor market than men; hence they are 
wiUing to take jobs that pay less or pro- 
vide less chance for advancement. (Ana- 
logues of the first three of these reasons 
are eauallv valid for blacks.) 



been shown to make some contnbution to 
explaining the earnings yap between the 
sexes, but no study, to my knowledge - 
including those that examine the influence 
of juch individual characteristics as edu- 
cation, occupation, Labor-force commit- 
ment, and labor-force experience - a n  
account for as much as 50% of the yap. 
Studies that take into account juch insti- 
tutional aspccrs as job segregation. ~ i z e  
and type of tirm. and type o i  labor mar- 
ket dso explain only a small ponion of the 
earnings differences between men and 
women. From ail the evidence available to 
date, it appears that women are system- 
aticlly and seriously underpaid. The 
amount of this underpayment that is due 
to discrimination is very difficult to derer- 
mine, because of the problems inherent in 
identifying and assessing the factors that 
account for the earnings differences. 

Remedies for unequal earnings are not 
easily put into action. From experiences co 
dare, it appears chat the irqal requirement 
of quai pay for the same job will cake a 
long time to become fully effective. Equai 
access to al l  occupational opportunities 
will at b a t  work quite slowly, because 
those now in the labor market unnoc easi- 
ly shift to jobs that rquire skills for which 
they are not trained. The use of job 
evaiuation procedures to equalize pay for 
iobs reauirinz eaual aualifications would 
;robably fur;her'help ;o eliminate pay dif- 
ferentials between male and female work- 
e n  in the same iirm.16 (Of course, all of 
these remedies would be equally effective 
in reducing differences in the pay of black 
and white worken.) 

As I have shown, the U.S. has made 
great strides in promoting equality of edu- 
cational opportunity, although there are 
still gains to be made in higher education 
by women and blacks. There is still con- 
siderable room for improvement in occu- 
pational opponunity for those from 
modest socioeconomic origins, w herher 
women or men or blacks or whites, but 
progress is being made. The greatest chal- 
lenge of the future, however, is to close 
the gap between the earnings of Females 
and males and between blacks and whites 
- gaps that are not based on differences 
in educational attainment between the 
sexes or the races but on many subtle Fac- 
ton, including differences in socialization 
to educational and occupational expecta- 
tions and the operation of labor markeu 
that tend to reiniorce past discrimination. 
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Richard Han. C. Glen Hass. Phyllis M. 

J. Rubin, J. Stevm 
Henry' Richard E. H*ga' Anhur HopPC' Seiden, J. Harlan Shores, Edmund C. 
Phil Hosford. Dorothy Huenecke. Marle Shon, Delores Silva, Bunnie Othanei 
Hugha. Jay John. Jclinek. Richard D. Bernard Spodek, Charles R. Kirnpston, Nancy R. King. Darrell F. Kir- Stoughton. A. W. Sturges, Harriet 
' ~ "4  persons who Mr. shaneJs Tamage. Laurel Tanner, Bob L. Taylor. 

opinionnaire neglected to sign their names. w e  re- Jay C. Thompson. David f. f urney. 
grcc that they could not be included in the above William Van Tii, Gordon Vars, Torn C. 
list. - The Editor. Venable, and Hugh 8. Wood. 

[ional Research Assocwnon rl ward for Dis- 
[in yished Contributions ro Research. His pub- 
licarions cover a wide ranqe of sociologtcol 
topics and now [oral over 150. 

Sewell's longrrudinal sudy of social and 
economic jacron in educational and occupa- 
[ional aspirations and attirudes followed rhe 
careers of over 9,000 males and females who 
were graduated from Wisconsin high schools in 
1957. I t  broke new ground and i s  already con- 
sidered a clorric. 
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