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ABSTRACT

. - ~ Behavioral develaopment among adults is viewed from a
life-span perspective. Derived from sociological literatdre, a '
life-span perspective is interrreted as a conceptualizatioh of
achievepent associated with success and failure in school and in the
vorld of work. Remarks are oraanized around the question of whether
achievement in adults' world of work can be foretold in the
scholastic achievement of childhood and adolescencé. Data are taken
from research on social inequality and mobility. The most pertinent

concerns .in tﬁat literature are to describe and explain the, processes

that 'allocate people to hierarchically ranked social rositions

throughgut their lives., Pat+terns cf continuity and @iscontinuity from
one geneération to another, one individual to another, -and with regard -

to one indiyidual across the life sran are indigated by many factors
inclyding IQ tests, peer recognition, earnings, occupational status,
and social st-anding. Findings from a review of Xecert literature by

soclologists including 0.D. Duncan, G.H. E1 e D.l. Featherman, R.A.

Van Dusen, and H. winsborough indicate +hat there'i%-an overall trend

tovard greater continuity -betweer the scholastic achievement of youth
sahd the occupational and ecoromic attainments of .adults. Additional
research is suggested on the sequence of institutional contexts--the
howe, schocl, "and work/economv--in which achievement bela vior takes
f[lace across the life cycle. (UB) o
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b o ABSTBA\ET‘_ o -

Elaboraiion of a life-span perspectibe of behaviofﬁl development

1)

within psychology has broadened the intellectual scope’ of that

R 4
discipline. This in turn has fostered greater opportunities foxr
A Y '
. * .
conceptual cross-fertilization and}Fesearch collaboration across L

,discipfinary lines 1nfthé social and bkhavioral sciences. Current

- (44

research in American soci¥ogy on the socioeconomic 1life cycle

—_ . '
and sbcial'inghuality is used to illustra¢e how 8350c1010g10a1

~

- . J .
perspectjve:of the life course enriches an emerging understanding
) } - rl‘\ *

conti ﬁities“bq wq%l as changes in behavior éhroeghout the 1ife

\. ’ \/ . LJ' : . ¢ * v
course. oML L _\. \%\
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T e .
- . A" 1life-course o{fiife—spad perspective on behavioral alopment
L] . ¥

)

AN -
/paa l¢ngstanding historical ro?te in psychology (Baltes, 1979), but

N .
other_behavioral gsciences alsorhave sgudied patterns of continuity

) and.change in .human development from conceplion to death. My own

-

-:diséibliné 6f s;éidiogy.shares 1h_£he fécént renaissance of interest.

A
in behavioral development after childhood thax has stimulated some

i

to seek a multidisciplinary model to acdount'for age::elated behaviors '

over the full course of life (e.g., Riley, 1973, 1979; Elder, 1875).

Whether such syncretic models can achleve,a fruitfaul R{nthesis of

the wide array of conceptual distinc&ions and research stra gies among

the social and behavioral sciences is open to debate (Winsborough

Y
1979). Nevertheless, while. it may be impossible to formulate a multi-

' %

'discﬁplihary Eheory oi.single unified pé}spective of behavioral
! .

develophent, students of this topic can learn a great deél.from the
* ¢
concepts and findings of theit cqunterpé&ts in gister disciplines.-

In this brief prepéh';tion 1 want to ;llustrate(how a soclological

perspective on hyman develobment Spntributes to the broadening v
, e : . / .
scientific inteyests in aging and developme2£; "\
. / Y ) .
To focuys/my remarks Egaddress the\question: Can the achievements
/ . .

A

\J'
:

of childhpod and adolescence? Thus, I shall illudtrate my.sociological '

]
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throughout their 1ives: These poéitions may entaill diffdrventials

in power, prestige, money, socihl class, and the like. The alloca-

'tkye processes that distribute people across social positions are
- o ' .

both intragenerational——1hvolvihg social mobiliiy within one's own
lifetiﬁe aa.an.1ndepeﬁdent~adult—~and-intergeneratiéﬁal."jﬁe i
latter processes refer to continuities and changes in so¢ial estate

in relatior to one's family of socialization. Such processes call
' : . v \
attention to the degreé of Fependence of ‘achievement in the filial "
. A -
generation on: those in the,parental generation. One can easily- find

: . P4
in this sociologtcal literature on achievement a life-span perspeétive--

_.a conceptualization gf achievement that sometimes 1s called the

. L )
socioeconomic life cycle (Dﬁncqn, 1967; Featherman, 1979a).
. . b ] -

My focus on the socioeconomic 1ife cycle is limited to behaviors

>

. . )
assoclated with success and failure in school and in the world of work.

" Achievement, as I.define it for thesge purposes,’ involves social

~

-

eValyation of pefformanéés and attainments--that ,is, evaluations and
attrzputions made by peers abqgt ego's behavior; I have not considered

the equally interesting topic of éu%]ecti!g achievements, My concern,
. —

with self-evaluations and personal goals is limited to those that are
. .. ' .

shared with a comparison .group. FAn extension of this 11&1tation of
LY . ' ’

.

1] . ’ ' \
-Interest to objective or socially recognized achievements 1s my

attention to but ond kind of change égross the 1ife span; namely,

change in interindividual differences, Thus the issue of relat;vp

\ .

\ . .
continuity and change in achievement across the 1ife span, and between

N

* . A\ = . J
generations, becomes the following by way of 11fustration: . Are the

"

' ’

scholastic achievements of an adolescent, relative to his or her
1 . f

4

5



peers, predictive of the relative earnings or the social standing

+

of successive jobs of this person vis-a-vis peers in later life?

L]

In my summary remarks this evening I want to illustrate how

S

N : the reéqarch-literature on the soéioeconomic 1ife cycle--mainly in\;_u

| *.e.. “ the U\S. but also tbléomé lesserextegguabroad;:réflééts many of

. !be'same themes about human development that I have come to -learn
are_bqsfc-tO\the growing field of life-span devélopmeﬁtal psychology

‘ (Baltes and®*Goulet, 1970; Baltes et ai., 1980), That is, it is
quite evident that the develoPmental course of achievement behaviors
1s responsjive to many causeg’, proceeds in many direcgionsf is both
continuoué ahd“d}scontinugus, and e;tgils greater interindividual
differeﬁteg as-it:unfoldé. In addition, this complex pattern of“

. . achievement throughout the.lifé;;ourse is generated by age-graded

~ events, cohort-forming events, as well as "idiosyncratic" events

in each individual's 1ife (Baltes et al., 1980). As such, discontinuities™

in achievement from one phase of 1ife to the next are to be as
] ) '
expected as continuities. And, patterns of continuity and dis-

cddtinuity in achievement are historically variable. Let me now
X . . . ,

: illustrate. ! -
. ‘ Tt; strongest continuities in achievémen& between the parehtal

v

. ‘ and filial generations is in performarrces on standardized IQ tests.

My sociologist's frame of reference conceives of IQ as the ability '
- i{ - . N .
to do school work." An IQ score is, among other things, a performance
- ) . . <
a L . \ . - . .
on.an achievement task (elaborate in discussion), - Interindividual <o)

\ . -, differences in IQ tehd to asymtote between ages 8-10; thereaftef,

1neqsality_(but'not ﬁecessarily;ﬂastiqity)'ih this form of schqlastic(™’
. - »
.

.
d
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) . d achievement pemains very constant (r = .9) through adolescence. :

‘e

Whether it does so thereafter 18 not well established (Schaie,

1979). Neither are the’ reasons for this developmental pattern well

understood--1it may reflect measurement error, lagged genetic eftecta,
' ageigraded'school'envifdnnents or all'of.theSe. The parent-child or

intergenerational'correlatfon of IQ ts nouéhly O.S; b;:\bhe inter- ¢

generational diecontlnuity in this fcrm.of achievement is large}

Regressing IQ scores on a large set of social background charagter-

istics yields an kﬁh< .5 (Featherman, 1979a). o
. -~

Other -scholastic achievement; (e.g., .grades ln tourses, grade point
— average, teacher eValuations, years'cf school completed) and attain-
ments in the f work (e.g., earnings) are-less ¢onnected to
the similar soclal achievements of the parental genefatlon than is
IQ. The life-cycle pettetn is one ot_greater attengation,or
Qiscontinuity as the filial genetation eges.' In addition, secular
" trend, or social change across the experiences of snccessive birth
> . . cohorts of Americens (and perhaps elsewhere)lappears to be‘weakening
fhese linkages even furthér._ Take for exemple the length of formal
schooling--years completed. The major pre?ictor of length of ‘ -
schoollng is not parental social "clesé" but son's or daughter's
1Q. Taken.in conjunction n}th a long list of indicators of social
¥ - backgEounﬂ, edubationel asnirations,.significant other influences .
o on school plans, IQ 3;& GPA explain about 70% of educational
difference among individuals (Featherman, 1979a). Interestingly,

-

the net efflects of parental characteristics are. effectively zero

i

in these expanded modsls?\'ﬁnd, acrosé successive birth cohorts
™~ . ' (8
. ‘. ' X ' . _ :




N AV
of at least Americah m§n, these associations of social background
L (e.g., race, class, farm origins) are getting weaker (Featherman
¢ and Hauser,"1978). At féaat thisiis so for education through grade
o . ' i2: In a major respect,-this'decfining'persistence of achievement
- | -f;om genératiénigokgeneration stéms from secular change in the
‘distribution of échoollng——in the, lower tail. Perhaps this
reflects a légacy of industrialization'and child 1labor la;g. In
any case,_his&érical change has altered the intergenerational

pattern of continuity and change in scholastic achievement.
4 r

Turning to occupations'and careers one finds, at least for the
U.S., secular declines in the predictability of achievement from the

. attaipments'of_parents and assoclated aspécts of social backgrbund,
But unlike the situation for length of schoq%ing, this trend‘toward

greater discontinuity in socioeconomic achievement is not connected
. L] A » .

A

to overall reductions in occupational inequality--in the distribution

of theé "statuses" of jobs on some scale of social standing or
~ income. Rather, 1t seems to arise from the substitution of ‘formal

education for social class or background as the means of access

\ []

T to better jobs on careers. Obversely, the continuity between

achievement in school and at work has gained, especially'thérrelative

economic valuesof higher education (Featherman and Hauser, 1978). ?

Explaining the overall tzand toward greater continuity between

-

the scholastic achievements of youths and the occupational and

< S . ’ ;
economic attainments of adults is problematic. Whether it reflects

S 3 ’
greater valuation of higher education in post-industrial soclety,

-
~

' s ~




the effects of "credentialism" in the allocation of workers to
Py . ) 'd 1

slots in the economy, or both is not known from avéilabie research

(Featherman and Hauser, 1978; Featherman, 1979a). ¢ S

-

There are some major exceptions to this historical trend.
One invelves black workers, for whom“1ntergﬁne£3t16ﬂél”ébﬁtiﬁﬁlf1es 
of achievement--modest though the; are for Americéns overall--are
just now begiﬁning to approximate the'pagtern that has been typical
in white families (Featheérman and Hausei,-1978). Another exception
involves'young\white males under age 35 1ﬁ"the mid—19709: For the;e
men, the economic value‘bf higher,education seemed to have fallen
as they took their first jobs. Based on recent'analyses, it is
possible to interpret such avcohort pattern as a tempofary
aberration that stemmed from a unique ;onfluence of demographic,
econonfic, 'and historical- events (unprecedented cohort size,
downturn in fede;al expgnditures for research and development, and

’

the effects of .the Vietnam military draft on school éttendédae

.

patterns; see Featherman and Hauser, 1978). But the important point

-

for our consideration of 14 fe-time continuities in achievement and

N ”,

their vulnerability to historical and sécial changé is”that this
uniqqg confluence may have cost the college cigss of 197& in ;he-
U.S. about IOX‘of its life-time earnings (Welch,.1979).

Th{s brings me.to a final 111ustfation, in which the normati!g
features of the age—graded life cycle are linked to achievement

patternd‘ In speaking of an age-graded life cycle I mean that for

L Y
any given birth cohort there is a-statistically noymative age profile
: _ » .
‘ \

<3



- . to the entrance into and exit from CHB family of origin, school,

. T | , work, and<the family of procreation (Hogan, 1978). Whether such ‘
. '. . - , . ® -
age-graded behaviors are socially normative-~subject to positive/ e
v ’ ~

.

-

negagiye_sanqtioniﬁg--iﬁ addition to being statistically noy?gfive

has yet to be firmly established. But there.are'consequences'for

. : r :
~ achievement that ensue frqmrdeviatiodz from the normative order
i . e - _
and pace of life-cycle events. These effects are easiest to

v 14 . !
111ustraté‘Iﬂ contrasting the connections between jobs and schooling

]

. ' ’
for American women with thosg‘bf men. Secular trends in ‘the American

" * female life cycle during the 1970s have markedly changed the labor, .
. force'partigipation of women in the prime maritzlihnd childbearing

) / _ .
ages--25 to 34. Whereas two'decades ago only onerthird of such
women worked, today about 55% do. Sevehty—five percent of women '

in tﬁif ége bracket who do not have children are employed. Of

\ ]

course, over 90% of the men in, these ages are in the labor force,
- - N . \
/ and they tend to work with fewer interruptions and more frequently
-3 in full-time jobs.‘ Thus, despite recent shifts that have rendered

thi\female\life cycle more like that of the male, the family cycle
, ' < - ‘ _ .
1s still more integrally related to thL socioeconomic 1life cycle of

’

females than ma%es (Van Dusen and Sheldon, 1976). What are the -
.' . consequences for achievement? Relative to males, workimg women tend

N ) to experience more downward social mobility as they have their
3
| ]
families and find their own careers. They acquire less job exper- ~
.

+

) 1enee at each age than men, making Job-to-job moves less predictable and

less conditional on j¢b charactefistics than' for men. There 1s less

-
N

>
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\ ] \
~ N

continuity of occupational achfievement for women, In addition, the

. \ . -
connection of schooling’to successive jobs differs. For men, the

. ¢ N

Q f
( s direct influence of formal schooling on jobs is greatest at career begin-

N , nings (1 e., first job). It declines thereafter as experience and on-
e - *

the- job training become more 1mportant.for sdﬁsequent career moves..

. - *
-

For women, hofrever, formal schoolinﬂ retains importance as the major

access to subsequent jobs as women are forced to renegotiate for
L) . J ) .
V 4 . new jobs "on the basis of tHeir school credentials or formal training
\ N 5 hd
' rather than on a stream of cumulat{ve experience. Overall, however,

( — f\\\\s
the net effect is for less continuity between achievement in“school

A}

and in work for women as a function of "deviant'" age-grade patterns
) ge-g P

[ 4

in their socioeconomic Iife cycle' (Sewell et al., 1977; Featherman,

K}

1979a, b).

iy

t\ ' To sum up, one can see in my reseercﬁ review that achievément
‘beheviors acfogs the liée cycle‘take place i; a sequence'of in-
stitutional,contexts——the'home, school, workféconomy. Tﬁe age-
graded features of this sequence give rise/{céthe socioeconomic life
cycle as one aspect of the general life‘cdﬁrse. Social changes in

the connections between these institutions alter the pattern of

r

continutty and chaﬁge -in human development, as do factors thag

indepenaently may affect the sequence and pace of life-cycle” 'Z/

transitions. In the case of achievement behaviors, especfﬁlly for
~ r\ R
men, the drift of social change (institutional change) has been to

lessen the.posaipility of continuity in interindividual differences

-from childhood through adulthood. . N
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