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of the research was on the impact that educational and employment
structures had on the achievement levels of a British cohort. In particular,
he described the impact of ability grouping in schools on subsequent
academic and occupational achievement. Such an undertaking is, at the
very least, ambitious and complicated; the extent to which Kerckhoff was
successful in meeting this goal is the focus of this review. Following the
organization of the book, the review provides comments on the background
to the problem and the sample generated, the modes of analysis used to
address the research questions, and the conclusions drawn.

Kerckhoff provides a theoretical frame for the research problem in a
level of detail not commonly associated with quantitative research.
Although he did not personalize the framework, the nature of his
assumptions in conducting the research are very clear. In fact, the
presentation of theoretical foundations and subsequent potential biases of
interpretation could very well serve as a model for researchers employing
either quantitative or qualitative methodologies.

Kerckhoff’s conceptual framework for the analysis of the impact of
social structure on individual achievement is rooted in life course analysis,
status attainment models (including the "new structuralism"), and career
development (from a sociological perspective). He does not limit his
discussion to a simple descriptive presentation of the central assumptions
of each of these areas; rather, he identifies some of the limitations of each,
and synthesizes them under the concepts of person-structure interaction,
the nature of structural effects, and the impact of these factors on
achievement. An important limitation that he did not address pertains to
his definition of "career” as being "the pathway an individual follows
between positions in the social structure occupied at different points in the
life course" (p. 13). Such a structurally-defined (sociologically-based)
perspective is limiting on at least two counts: it minimizes the impact of
personal choice and especially systems of meaning in the individual’s
career, and it negates the potent impact of multiple-role conceptualizations
of career. To be fair, Kerckhoff’s objective was to isolate the role of
specific structures (independent of personal attributes) on career pathways;
however, subsequent interpretations of results would have benefitted from
a more expansive conceptualization of "career” as is commonly found in
recent career development literature.
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achievement include the criterion variable "secondary school tests", defined
as "thirty-one-item mathematics comprehension test" (p. 226). It is very
difficult to assess the appropriatenessof these criterion measures, and thus,
the veracity of the interpretations of the data. Furthermore, Kerckhoff
provided little or no explanation of the specific data analysis procedures.
The reader is left to infer that techniques associated with path analysis
were employed; a simple description of these procedures with an
accompanying rationale would have been beneficial.

Kerckhoff did an impressive job of isolating the impact that social
structures had on the achievement levels of the sample. He found that
placement in ability groupings early in the school career of his sample had
a cumulative dispersal effect on academic achievement: Those initially
placed in high ability groups did progressively better, and those placed in
low ability groups did progressively worse, than a subsample of ungrouped
students. This trend reversed itself after earliest school-leaving age:
Measures of occupational achievement showed a trend towards
convergence. It would thus seem that ability sorting has a cumulative
effect on academic achievement throughout the educational career, but less
of an effect on achievement in the occupational career. At this point I
differ from Kerckhoff’s interpretation: He continues to argue the case for
career deflections based on educational structures, while I would contend
that the data supports a model of career development that emphasizes the
potency of personal actions and responsibilities. His conclusion that "the
emphasis in the larger society on individual responsibility obscures the
important role played by social structures in shaping individual outcomes”
(p- 224) seems to contradict his own data; it would have been useful for
him to comment on issues such as the percentage of shared variance that
his variables accounted for in assessing the impact of structure on
achievement, especially occupational achievement. Thus, while the findings
are important in documenting that structural effects do exist, the relative

contribution of these effects on achievement goes unmentioned.

In the final chapter, "Structural Differentiation: Necessary Evil or
Policy Instrument,"” Kerckhoff returns to the impressive levels of theoretical
analysis that characterized his opening chapters. He provides some
interesting and compelling arguments against the use of ability grouping in
schools, and takes care to situate the conclusions in both British and
American school contexts. His arguments pertaining to labor force








