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The (Im)Moral Basis of 
Equal Opportunity
John Cooper's article, "The Moral Ba 
sis of Equal Opportunity" (September 
1985), set in bold relief critical issues 
and questions concerning equal op 
portunity, particularly economic. Es 
sentially, he argued the moral case for 
equality of opportunity, rather than 
equality of results. While it is difficult 
to argue with the general thrust of 
Cooper's philosophy, it appears that 
he had difficulty in making the transla 
tion from the esoteric to the terrene. 
The current debates that focus on a 
related issue of equality of opportuni 
ty, affirmative action, suggest that basic 
problems center around the transla 
tion of the equal opportunity concept 
into practice. Cooper does not provide 
much help in this regard, though he 
does concede that government must 
act through example "by eliminating 
all inequalities of opportunity." Coo 
per's failure to deal with the transla- 
tion-to-practice question and his ex 
clusion of other very major consider 
ations constitute a kind of immorality; 
hence, an immoral basis for equal 
opportunity.

The translation problem. I t is im 
moral to address the question of 
equality of opportunity without dis 
cussing equity or fairness, a concept 
that is at the very- heart of our legal 
system Indeed, equity is the "mother's 
milk" of civil law Persons who are 
"injured" in some manner are fre 
quently granted equity relief (i.e., the 
injurer is required to take some action 
to restore the injured party to his or 
her prior condition or to compensate 
in some way for the present and future 
negative effects of the injury) In the 
most flagrant cases, the injurer may be 
required to pay punitive damages or 
be given a period of incarceration in a 
jail or prison The point is that the 
injurer is required to do more than 
simply apologize for the injury and 
promise or agree to stop injuring. 
Affirmative action, an attempt to trans 
late equality of opportunity into prac 
tice, must necessarily be viewed as 
simply the common and usual legal 
system approach to providing equity 
relief Given that government, chiefly

at the local and state levels but also at 
the federal level, has been an accom 
plice in the creation and maintenance 
of inequality of opportunity, it is prop 
er that it take action to provide equity 
relief for those individuals and groups 
so injured.

It is immoral for government simply 
to apologize and promise to behave 
properly in the future, as Cooper 
would have it do, or for it to allow 
other individuals and group accom 
plices to do the same. It would also be 
immoral for the legal system, particu 
larly in a nation of laws, rather than 
men, to allow the accomplices to es 
cape the standard equity remedies.

Frankly, Cooper, perhaps unwitting 
ly, has opted for the approach to 
equality that existed in this country 
prior to the 1960s Too many individ 
uals, organizations, and governments 
simply said that they provided equality 
of opportunity, under some vague def 
inition, until the hard data and the 
reality of inequality were forced into 
the national and international con 
sciousness. Cooper should ask himself 
three questions: (1) Should the exis 
tence of equality of opportunity mani 
fest itself in some manner"' (2) If so, 
how? (3) Could he envision the exis 
tence of true equality of opportunity in 
a democratic country such as the Unit 
ed States resulting in employment pat 
terns similar to those that existed in 
this country, say, at the turn of the 
century?

Other issues and considerations 
Cooper correctly assumes, as do many, 
that equality of opportunity is possible 
and that progress in that direction has 
been made. However, his own figures 
suggest that the reduction of poverty, a 
commonly used index of equality of 
opportunity, has not progressed dur 
ing the past five years Ironically, this 
deterioration of progress has occurred 
during a period in which the principle 
of equality of results has been discard 
ed or, to be more charitable, deem- 
phasized. Other statistical data indicate 
deterioration in all of the usual indices 
of equality of opportunity, particularly 
minority and female employment pat 
terns and minority college entrance 
rates The point is that equality of

results, based on numerical goals, has 
produced some positive results; equal 
ity of opportunity at the principle level 
that currently exists, without a practi 
cal translation, is currently producing 
retrogression in the accepted indices 
of equality of opportunity

If Cooper is, in fact, interested in 
achieving equality of opportunity, then 
he must support reasonable and prac 
tical use of achieving it and of assess 
ing whether or not movement is being 
made in the desired direction Since 
he apparently has no ideas about how 
this might be done, why is he so 
adamantly opposed to an approach 
that has been shown to be at least 
partially successful' Could it be that 
his opposition is based not on the 
failure of the equality of results ap 
proach, but rather, its success, albeit 
limited? Government is "acting as an 
example in eliminating all inequalities 
of opportunity" through the equality 
of results principle

At a more general level, Cooper 
must know enough about our society 
to know that as a practical and scien 
tine nation, we work best with clear, 
practical, and measurable objectives. 
The equality- of results principle meets 
these criteria Frankly, in my judg 
ment, few reasonable people believe 
that most governmental and private 
organizations and agencies will 
achieve their affirmative action numer 
ical goals within their lifetimes How 
ever, the reality, given our country's 
unique history, is that no progress is 
likely to be made without the estab 
lishment of a set of goals, preferably 
measurable ones It could be argued 
that our current state of inequality, sav 
in employment, is the direct result of 
the following individual and organiza 
tional goals: (1) Have as few minorities 
and women as you can get by with, 
preferably none ( 2) If they are hired, 
promote as few as possible, preferably 
none ( 3) Ensure that none occupy the 
top spot in the organization or agency 
Numerical parity-based goals are a rea 
sonable and practical tool, given that 
adjustments will likely be necessary to 
address unique situations Even as 
suming the achievement of a set of 
numerical parity-based goals, equality
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of opportunity would still not be a 
reality, since the important issue of 
power distribution would, in all likeli 
hood, be only partially resolved; but 
that is another issue. Unfortunately, 
many would be quite happy with the 
mere achievement of numerical parity; 
others would view this achievement as 
merely a reasonable but necessary 
starting point for achievement of true 
equality of opportunity.

CHARLES E BUTLER
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF EDUCATION

COU.EGE OF EDUCATION
UNIVERSITY OF OKLAHOMA

NORMAN. OKLAHOMA

Children Starting School: 
Readiness vs. Relative Age
The recent article by James K Uphoff 
and June Gilmore entitled, Pupil Age 
at School Entrance How Many are 
Ready for Success?" (September 1985) 
raises some extremely important is 
sues for all educators

However. I would like to offer a 
significantly different interpretation of 
the data than that presented by L'phoff 
and Gilmore They state that the effects 
they have observed are the results o f 
the 'lack of readiness" of the younger 
"summer children" to enter school, 
and they go on to suggest six possible 
actions for dealing with such children.

While "readiness" to attend school 
is undoubtedly related to both short- 
term and long-term success in educa 
tional endeavors, "relative age" is also 
a significant factor Whenever children 
are grouped by age for any activity, the 
children within each group will differ 
in relative age by an amount equal to 
the time span of the group Thus, if 
students entering grade one are com 
prised of children born in the period 
from September of one year to August 
of the next year, then the children 
born in September will possess a one 
year relative age advantage over the 
children born in August of the follow 
ing year. Conversely, the children 
born in the month of August have 
approximately a one year age disad 
vantage relative to their earlier Sep 
tember-born peers As reported by 
Uphoff and Gilmore. these groups 
(children born in August and children

born the previous September) would 
demonstrate very different levels of 
achievement and success

The support for the relative age 
hypothesis derives from data similar to 
that cited by Uphoff and Gilmore. ex 
cept for one striking difference the 
months of high risk and poor achieve 
ment are not necessarily the summer 
months For example, in the school 
system for which 1 work (Lethbridge 
School District No. 51). children turn 
ing six years of age prior to December 
31 in a given year are permitted to 
enter grade one When we studied the 
students' school achievement in rela 
tion to their month of birth, we found 
that die autumn babies (September to 
December birthdays) had lower 
achievement and higher failure rates 
than their grade peers who were born 
at other times of the year Conversely, 
children born in the months of Janu 

ary, February, and March demonstrat 
ed higher levels of achievement.

By comparing the Uphoff and Gil 
more findings with those derived from 
Lethbridge. the support for the relative 
age hypothesis over the readiness hy 
pothesis is clear If we were to use 
Uphoff and Gilmore s reasoning, we 
would expect both summer-born and 
autumn-born Lethbridge students to 
be developmental!) unreadv to begin 
school But this is not the case The 
summer born children do very well, 
and the autumn children alone appear 
to be a high-risk group.

Therefore, it would seem that it is 
the younger children in any group 
who are at risk not children of any 
particular age. It is the relative age 
hypothesis that predicts that the young 
children in a group will be at risk, and 
it is the relative age hypothesis that 
appears to handle both the Uphoff and

Central Offices 
That Support 
Local Schools
ASCD is developing materials on the instructional 
leadership functions of central office staff members. 
We seek nominations of school district central offices 
that teachers and principals see as supportive of 
classroom instruction and building-level instructional 
leadership.

nominations must be from building-level personnel. 
Send to:

Lewis A. Rhodes
ASCD
225 north Washington Street
Alexandria, Virginia 22314
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Gilmore data and the data from our 
local school system.

Interestingly, a significant relative 
age effect has also been found in pro 
fessional sports. Approximately 70 
percent of the players entering the 
National Hockey League are born in 
the six-month period from January to 
June (Barnsley et al. in press). This is 
clearly a relative age phenomenon! 
that dates back to young hockey play 
ers' success at nine and ten years of 
age (Barnsley and Thompson in prep 
aration)

The importance of this finding is 
that the effect of relative age on 
achievement can have long-term con 
sequences that can be dramatically 
demonstrated both in academic and 
adult career success Older children in 
any group will, on average, always 
perform better than their younger 
counterparts. Older children (with rel 
ative age advantage) will also be the 
beneficiaries of higher teacher expec 
tations (Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968) 
and strive to meet these higher goals 
For the older children in a group, 
"success breeds success," and the 
higher expectations of their teachers 
spur them on to greater performance 
As a result, children with relative age 
advantage realize higher achievement 
in both the short and long term than 
do their peers with a relative age 
disadvantage

The crux of the issue is, however, 
that L'phoff and Gilmore believe they 
can make such factors as achievement 
more equitable for all children, 
regardless of month of birth, by paying 
greater attention to matters related to 
"readiness." They suggest changing 
the cutoff date for school entry and 
altering the curriculum, reasonable 
suggestions considering the concept 
of "readiness." If, however, we apply- 
the relative age hypothesis, then the 
actions suggested by L'phoff and Gil- 
more will have little or no effect as 
they fail to alter in any way children's 
relative age advantages or disadvan 
tages This is unfortunate since it will 
be more more difficult to find solu 
tions to neutralize the effects of rela 
tive age.

In fact, the most that we might be

able to do is reduce the gap between 
the relative age advantage and disad 
vantage by offering several entry 
points or dates in the school year for 
beginning grade one Reducing the 
range of the age grouping would 
thereby also reduce the difference in 
relative age of the students in the 
group However, this solution would 
create extremely difficult scheduling 
problems both in the present and 
future grade placements As a result, 
educational administrators with whom 
I have discussed this issue do not see 
an easy remedy

Regardless, of the pessimistic posi 
tion we are currently in, the problem 
posed by L'phoff and Gilmore is ex 
tremely important and demands our 
attention. In this society, it is intoler 
able to think of a factor such as the 
month of birth being a significant vari 
able in the achievement of success in 
life

R H BARNSLEY
ASSOCIATE SUPERINTENDENT

STUDENT SERVICES
LETIIHRIDGE SCHOOL DISTRICT #51

LETHBRIDGE, ALBERTA T1J 2Z5
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Uphoff and Gilmore Reply: 
Mature Starters Win 
Academic Success
Barnsley's premise that there will al 
ways be younger and older pupils in
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each grade is obviously true. However, 
we found that when all children in a 
grade are chronologically older, thus 
developmentally more ready for today's 
curriculum, nearly all children (espe 
cially the younger ones) will find 
more success. On normative tests win 
ners and losers exist by definition. We 
find that we can have many more 
winners on criterion/competency tests 
(and on many nontestable, social- 
emotional factors) when children are 
at least five years, six months of age 
before starting kindergarten, and six 
years, six months of age before they 
start 1st grade Thus all of Leth- 
bridge's pupils, and especially those 
entering in the fall (youngest) and 
summer (also very young), would 
benefit from the greater readiness of 
all to learn and to study The Scandina 
vian countries do not start children in 
1st grade until they reach the age of 
seven, and the outstanding academic

success of these children is widely 
documented

JAMES K UPHOFF
PROFFESSOR OF EDUCATION
WRJGHT STATE UNIVERSITY

DAYTON, OH 45435
JUNE GILMORE

PSYCHOLOGIST
6120 MICHAEL RD.

MlDDLFTOVrN. OH 45042

Swimming Lessons, Anyone?
Increasingly central office 'education 
al leaders" are ordering the 'hired 
hands" working with children to have 
whole-class reading instruction with 
on-grade-level basals 1 wonder if simi 
lar demands are being made of swim 
ming teachers

ROBERT W. WILLIAMS 
IMPROVEMENT SPECIALIST 

DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE 
DEPENDENTS SCHOOL 

AUGSBURG, WEST GERMANY

SCHOOLMASTER

Staff Evaluation Is a 
Criterion for Administrators
1 read with interest Phillip Schlechty's 
description of the Charlotte-Mecklen 
burg career ladder plan His explana 
tion of evaluation as a subjective proc 
ess of value judgments is a helpful 
reminder that data collection and oth 
er objective criteria are simply sources 
of information

I am somewhat puzzled, however. 
by his explanatory footnote: "I know 
of no system for evaluating principals 
in which the principal's evaluation of 
teachers is given much weight...."

In previous districts where I have 
been employed, we consciously 
worked as a team to improve our 
teacher evaluation process. In my own 
district we spend a great deal of time 
analyzing our evaluations of teachers, 
even to the point of developing ru 
brics for holistic ratings Our adminis 
trative evaluation svstem includes, as
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one important element, the effective 
ness of administrators in staff evalua 
tion and development. I suspect that 
my district is not unique and that 
Professor Schlechry will find a number 
of examples, both formal and infor 
mal, in which significant weight is 
attached to the quality of administra 
tive evaluations.

JOSEPH M. APPEL
SUPERINTENDENT

SHASTA UNION HIGH SCHOOL DISTRICT 
REDDING, CA 96001-2786

Schlechty Replies: Doubtful
1 am sure there are examples that 
violate my generalization. Given the 
state of the an in principal evaluation 
generally, I doubt that such examples 
are widespread. If the examples are 
v idespread, my statement is still accu 
rate  / know of no such system. Now 
I know of one, and I would like to hear 
about others

PHILLIP C. SCHLECHTY 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

JCPS/GHEENS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
ACADEMY 

LOUISVILLE, KY40213
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ASCD's newest videotape series

TEACHING 
SKILLFUL 
THINKING

ASCD's new four-part video series will help your staff plan ways to emphasize thinking throughout 
the curriculum. Taped on location at schools and major universities, Teaching Skillful Thinking fea 
tures such well-known researchers and developers as Ernest Boyer, Arthur Costa, Reuven Feuerstein. 
Barry Beyer, Matthew Lipman, David Perkins, Robert Sternberg, and others It presents

  An analysis of issues related to teaching thinking

  Ideas of leading researchers and program developers about components o f well planned thinking 
skills programs

  Exemplary practices being used in actual classrooms

  Statements on the benefits and consequences of teaching thinking by teachers and administrators

SPECIAL PREVIEW TAPE. O rder a special preview tape for just $20.00. Call or write:
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development
Order Processing Department 
125 N West Street 
Alexandria, VA 22314 
Telephone 7035499110
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