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Educational Reforms and 
Inequalities in Israel: 

The MMI Hypothesis Revisited 

Hanna Ayalon and Yossi Shavit 
Tel Aviv University 

Israeli secondary school students sit for national matriculation examinations that result in their 

receiving either a plain or a university-qualifying diploma. During the 1990s, the Ministry of 

Education implemented policies that were designed to raise eligibility rates for the diploma. 
This article evaluates the consequences of these policies for gender, ethnic, and socioeconomic 

inequalities in the odds of obtaining the two forms of the diploma. The results show that the 

reforms reduced socioeconomic inequalities in the odds of obtaining the plain diploma but 

increased inequalities in the odds of obtaining the university-qualifying diploma. Overall, the 

results refute the prediction of Raftery and Hout's (1993) hypothesis of maximally maintained 

inequality that inequalities are maintained as long as privileged groups have not reached sat- 

uration vis--vis an educational level. Rather, they are consistent with Lucas's (2001) claim that 

the differentiation of a given educational credential can substitute qualitative inequalities for 

quantitative ones. 

Israeli secondary education culminates in 
the matriculation diploma (bagrut in 
Hebrew), which is a prerequisite for admis- 

sion to most forms of tertiary education. The 
bagrut is differentiated into a university-quali- 
fying and a plain diploma. The former pro- 
vides access to universities, whereas the latter 
provides access to less-esteemed forms of 
postsecondary education. During the 1990s, 
the Israeli Ministry of Education implemented 
a series of policies that were designed to raise 
eligibility rates. As a consequence, the rates 
increased substantially (Kashti 1996). An 
important objective of the reforms was to 
raise eligibility among the weaker social 
groups in society: Arabs, disadvantaged 
Jewish ethnic groups, and the lower social 
strata. However, little is known about whether 
this objective was achieved. It is not known 
how the reforms may have affected eligibility 
rates for the plain or university-qualifying 

diploma among the various groups. This arti- 
cle attempts to fill this void. 

Theoretically, the analysis is couched in the 
recent debate surrounding Raftery and Hout's 
(1993) hypothesis of maximally maintained 
inequality (MMI). MMI is a compelling theo- 
retical statement regarding the effects of edu- 
cational expansion on inequality in educa- 
tional attainment among various strata. It 
states that on the whole, educational expan- 
sion does not reduce such educational 
inequalities. Rather, inequalities among the 
social strata are maintained as long as those 
in the privileged stratum can increase their 
educational attendance rates as fast or faster 
than those in the less-privileged strata. Only 
when the privileged stratum reach saturation 
at a given level of education will further 
expansion of that level reduce inequality. 

MMI and the paradigm of research on 
educational transitions (Mare 1980, 1981) of 

Sociology of Education 2004, Vol. 77 (April): 103-120 103 



104 Avalon and Shavit~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

which it is a part have recently been criticized 
for ignoring the simple fact that educational 
systems are not one dimensional (Breen and 
Jonsson 2000; Lucas 2001). Most systems 
maintain some form of qualitative differentia- 
tion (i.e., tracking) at the secondary, tertiary, 
and often even at the primary levels. Citing 
the vast literature on tracking, Lucas pro- 
posed his hypothesis of effectively maintained 
inequality (EMI), arguing that once saturation 
has been reached with regard to a given level 
of education, inequalities in the odds of 
attaining that level may be replaced by 
inequalities in the odds of placement in the 
more selective track. 

In this article, we analyze the conse- 
quences of the bagrut reforms for socioeco- 
nomic, sex, and ethnic inequalities in the 
odds of attaining the bagrut. In doing so, we 
test both MMI and EMI under conditions pre- 
ceding saturation. Our results are consistent 
with the arguments (Lucas 2001; Shavit and 
Kraus 1990) that qualitative differentiation 
enables educational systems to reduce 
inequalities along the quantitative dimension. 
In other words, when a given level of educa- 
tion is tracked, socioeconomic inequalities in 
the odds of its attainment can decline even 
before saturation has been reached. This 
proposition explains some of the empirical 
exceptions to MMI in which equalization 
appeared before saturation was reached by 
the privileged classes. 

We proceed as follows: First, we describe 
the specific context in which the study was 
set-the Israeli matriculation reforms of the 
1990s. Second, we discuss MMI and some of 
its critiques more fully. Third, we describe the 
data, the analysis, and the findings. We con- 
clude by discussing some theoretical implica- 
tions of the study. 

THE REFORMS OF THE 1990S 

At age 12, after a year in preschool and six 
years in primary school, Israeli children enter 
middle school, where they spend Grades 7, 8, 
and 9. Middle school is followed by upper 
secondary school in Grades 10-12. Upper 
secondary education consists of two main 
tracks: the academic track, which prepares 

students for the matriculation examinations 
leading to a bagrut diploma that is required 
for higher education, and the vocational 
track, which, until recently, trained most stu- 
dents in a vocation and prepared them for 
the world of work, rather than for further 
study. 

Matriculation examinations are adminis- 
tered nationally and graded anonymously. 
The examinations are offered on a unit basis 
and can be taken at either a basic level (3 
units) or an advanced level (4 or 5 units). To 
obtain the matriculation diploma, students 
must meet several requirements: (1) take 
examinations totaling at least 20 units; (2) be 
tested in seven compulsory subjects, two of 
which are English and mathematics (other 
subjects are Hebrew or Arabic, civic educa- 
tion, literature, history, and the Bible); and (3) 
pass all but one subject (failure in one subject 
is allowed).1 In recent cohorts, over 60 per- 
cent of the men and women sat for one or 
more matriculation examinations. However, 
only about half of them were eligible for the 
diploma. Math and English were the major 
stumbling blocks: only about 35 percent and 
40 percent of recent birth cohorts passed the 
math and English examinations, respectively, 
compared, for example, with 50 percent who 
passed the Hebrew language examination. 

The matriculation diploma is an important 
stage in the educational and occupational 
selection process. To a large extent, it deter- 
mines whether one will attend higher educa- 
tion and become a professional or a manager 
or whether one will join the working class. To 
illustrate the point, among men who were 
born in the early 1960s who obtained a 
matriculation diploma, a quarter are profes- 
sionals, managers, or semiprofessionals, com- 
pared with 3.2 percent of those who did not 
obtain the diploma. 

Although, formally, the bagrut gains one 
access to higher education, the major univer- 
sities admit only bagrut holders who meet 
three additional conditions: (1) they have 
passed the English examination at an 
advanced level, (2) they have passed any level 
of the mathematics examination, and (3) they 
have passed an additional examination at the 
advanced level. Only two thirds of bagrut 
holders meet these additional requirements. 
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In total, about 35 percent of recent cohorts 
obtained the bagrut, and only a quarter of the 
cohort met the additional conditions. 

Eligibility for the bagrut is strongly corre- 
lated with ethnicity and social class. To illus- 
trate, among Jews of European ethnic origins 
(Ashkenazim), over 50 percent of the men 
and 60 percent of the women are eligible, 
compared with 35 percent and 40 percent, 
respectively, for Jews of North African origins 
and 15 percent and 20 percent for Muslim 
Arab men and women. These gaps are visible 
and therefore are also prominent on the polit- 
ical agenda. During the 1990s, the Ministry 
of Education implemented two reforms that 
were aimed at increasing eligibility for the 
bagrut: a relaxation of the requirements for 
the bagrut examinations themselves and the 
gradual academization of the curriculum in 
the vocational tracks, orienting them toward 
the bagrut in addition to preparing students 
for entry into the labor market. 

Reforms 

Reform of the Bagrut Examinations In 1994, 
Prime Minister Rabin appointed Amnon 
Rubinstein minister of education. Rubinstein 
was committed to reducing ethnic and class 
inequalities by raising overall bagrut eligibility 
rates, especially among the disadvantaged 
social strata. He reduced the number of com- 
pulsory external examinations from seven to 
four in the hope that with fewer examinations 
to prepare for, students would do better and 
success rates would rise. The three excluded 
subjects were selected by lottery each year 
during the last trimester, and school grades 
were substituted for examination grades. 
These steps were implemented as of the 
1994-95 school year, and the results were 
encouraging. Rubinstein remained in office 
until 1996, and in 1997, his successor, 
Zebulon Hammer, did away with the lottery 
"system," replacing it with another. 

The Reform in Vocational Education Israeli 
secondary education was fashioned after cen- 
tral European systems in which there is a clear 
distinction between academic education 
leading to the matriculation diploma, to high- 
er education, and to the professions and 

vocational tracks that prepare most students 
for immediate entry into the labor force. In 
Israel, as elsewhere, track placement is close- 
ly linked to students' socioeconomic and eth- 
nic origins. Thus, the system came under 
severe criticism for perpetuating and repro- 
ducing educational and occupational inequal- 
ity across generations (see, e.g., Shavit 1984; 
Swirski 1990). The criticism was not confined 
to academic circles alone and was echoed in 
the press and public discourse. In response to 
mounting criticism of the vocational educa- 
tion system, which constitutes a semiau- 
tonomous section within the Ministry of 
Education, the ministry embarked on reforms, 
the essence of which was academization of 
the curriculum. The vocational components 
of the curriculum were replaced by academic 
subjects, and students were encouraged to sit 
for the matriculation examinations (Tzuk 
1994). Furthermore, through the late 1980s, 
vocational secondary education consisted of a 
hierarchy of tracks that were intended for stu- 
dents of different levels of scholastic achieve- 
ment. The lowest track (the practical voca- 
tional track) was intended for the least-able 
students, and its curriculum was largely prac- 
tical. The regular vocational track was intend- 
ed for vocational students of intermediate 
achievements, and its curriculum consisted of 
both practical and academic components. Of 
the vocational tracks, only the matriculating 
vocational track (MASMAT) prepared stu- 
dents for the matriculation examinations. In 
1991, tracking within the vocational system 
was formally abolished, and all students were 
encouraged to sit for part or the complete 
course of the matriculation examinations. 

These reforms did not do away with track- 
ing. Vocational schools, as well as vocational 
tracks within comprehensive schools, contin- 
ue to exist as distinct entities, catering to aca- 
demically less successful students who are dis- 
proportionately drawn from the less-privi- 
leged strata. However, the curricular distinc- 
tion between the academic and vocational 
tracks was much reduced. The reform of 
vocational education was implemented as of 
1991, and the first cohort to have been 
affected by it attended the 12th grade in 
1995. The main objective of this article is to 
analyze the consequences of these reforms 
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for change across cohorts in both the level of 
and inequalities in the odds of eligibility for 
both forms of the bagrut. 

BRINGING THEORY TO BEAR 

Did the Rubinstein experiment and the acad- 
emization of vocational education reduce 
inequalities among ethnic groups and social 
strata in matriculation rates? Social theory 
and research do not provide a uniform pre- 
diction in this regard. On the one hand, the 
MMI hypothesis predicts that the reforms did 
not affect inequality, whereas from EMI, we 
can derive a hypothesis that the differentia- 
tion of the bagrut reduced inequalities in the 
odds of its attainment but maintained or 
raised inequalities in the odds of attaining the 
more selective form of the diploma. 

As MMI (Raftery and Hout 1993) states, 
lowering curricular requirements and broad- 
ening educational opportunities can raise 
educational attainment rates among work- 
ing-class and minority students, but these 
changes are not likely to reduce inequalities. 
When educational systems expand, opportu- 
nities are created not just for the less-privi- 
leged social classes, but for everyone. On 
average, the sons and daughters of privileged 
classes do better in school than do those of 
working-class origins; they have higher edu- 
cational ambitions (Hauser, Tsai, and Sewell 
1983), are more familiar with school culture 
(see, e.g., Lareau 1989), and can afford to 
pay both the direct and indirect costs of edu- 
cation. In short, they are better prepared than 
are others to take advantage of new educa- 
tional opportunities. Therefore, educational 
expansion does not reduce educational 
inequalities among classes. Only when the 
privileged classes have reached saturation 
with regard to a given level of education 
would further expansion of that level con- 
tribute to the reduction of inequality among 
classes. In other words, educational inequali- 
ties among social classes are maintained by 
educational expansion as long as privileged 
groups can continue to increase their attain- 
ment rates. 

The MMI hypothesis explains research 
results in a variety of settings. For example, 

Halsey, Heath, and Ridge (1980) reported that 
the expansion of tuition-free secondary edu- 
cation in England and Wales during the 1950s 
and 1960s did not reduce class inequality in 
the odds of its attainment because the enroll- 
ment rates of the middle class rose faster than 
did those of the working class. Mare (1981) 
tested the hypothesis that in the United 
States, socioeconomic inequalities in the odds 
of attaining primary, secondary, and postsec- 
ondary education declined during the first half 
of the 20th century. These were decades of 
massive educational expansion at both the 
secondary and postsecondary levels. Rather 
than a decline, Mare found persistent and 
even rising inequalities. Mare's mode of analy- 
sis and his results have been replicated in a 
variety of international settings (e.g., Smith 
and Cheung 1986). In a comparative analysis 
of changing educational inequalities, Shavit 
and Blossfeld (1993) and their associates 
found that despite the expansion of educa- 
tional systems, educational inequality among 
strata did not decline in 11 of 13 countries 
from which data were available. Bolotin- 
Chachashvili, Shavit, and Ayalon (2002) 
examined the effects of the recent expansion 
of Israeli higher education on ethnic inequali- 
ties in attendance rates and found that as the 
system expanded, all ethnic groups increased 
their enrollment rates. However, increases 
were most pronounced among the more-priv- 
ileged ethnic groups. Conversely, Hanley 
(2001) found a significant decline in socioeco- 
nomic inequality in progressing to secondary 
education in state-socialist Czechoslovakia. He 
attributed the result to the 1948 educational 
reform in Czechoslovakia, which expanded 
secondary education and brought the 
demand of the upper and middle classes for 
this level to saturation. 

When applied to the specific case present- 
ed here, the MMI hypothesis predicts that the 
easing of the examinations would raise 
matriculation rates among all ethnic and 
social groups but would retain the pattern of 
inequality among them. The most privileged 
social groups have not yet reached saturation 
in matriculation rates. Therefore, it may be 
some time before further expansion would 
reduce inequalities. 

As we noted at the outset, MMI was 
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recently critiqued for ignoring the qualitative 
differences within educational systems. Breen 
and Jonsson (2000) and Lucas (2001) devel- 
oped models of educational transitions that 
deal with both quantitative and qualitative 
educational stratification. Lucas also pro- 
posed a revision of MMI, which he labeled 
EMI. EMI focuses on instances in which the 
attainment of a given level of schooling is 
universal. He wrote: 

As long as a particular level of schooling is not 
universal . . . the socioeconomically advan- 
taged use their advantages to secure that level 
of schooling. Once that level of schooling 
becomes nearly universal, however, the 
socioeconomically advantaged seek out what- 
ever qualitative differences there are at that 
level and use their advantages to secure quan- 
titatively similar but qualitatively better educa- 
tion. (p. 1652) 

However, Lucas later argued that "it is possi- 
ble that even when quantitative differences 
are common, qualitative differences are also 
important" and posited that "the socioeco- 
nomically advantaged will use their socioeco- 
nomic advantages to secure both quantita- 
tively and qualitatively better outcomes" (p. 
1652). In other words, the qualitative dimen- 
sion in the educational stratification process is 
prevalent irrespective of whether saturation 
has been reached. Data did not permit Lucas 
to test EMI in the absence of saturation. 

In our study, we followed Lucas, but 
focused on the qualitative dimension in the 
educational stratification process in the 
absence of saturation. We studied the conse- 
quences for educational stratification of qual- 
itative differentiation during educational 
expansion. 

Sociologists of education know that an 
educational system faces contradictory 
expectations and plays a dual and conflicting 
social role. At the same time, it is both an 
avenue for social mobility and a gatekeeper in 
an economically advanced society. It is 
required to reduce inequalities among social 
groups in the distribution of credentials, but 
the gatekeeping function requires the system 
to be selective and to ration credentials. 
Employers expect the educational system to 
be selective because they want credentials to 
filter able and diligent workers (see, e.g., Bills 

1992; Thurow 1975). Professional organiza- 
tions support selectivity in the educational 
system because it helps them maintain clo- 
sure over their privileged positions (Collins 
1979, Parkin 1979). Teachers and administra- 
tors of the educational system favor educa- 
tional selection because it enhances their own 
prestige and power as gatekeepers (Apple 
1990). For these reasons, educational systems 
resist, with varying degrees of success, the 
pressure to open up and equalize the distrib- 
ution of credentials. 

When push comes to shove, educational 
systems respond to exclusionary pressures by 
a combined strategy of expansion and differ- 
entiation. By expansion, we mean increasing 
the proportions of cohorts who attend suc- 
cessive levels of the educational system. 
Expansion, however, can bring about the 
devaluation of educational credentials as their 
scarcity diminishes. To counter this liability, 
actors in the field (e.g., ministries of educa- 
tion and university systems) tend to accom- 
pany expansion with differentiation into 
more- and less-accessible tracks. Differenti- 
ation creates a situation in which education is 
indeed more accessible, but the stronger 
groups retain their hegemony in the more- 
valued tracks of the expanded system. 
Furthermore, once a system is differentiated, 
the less-selective track can be opened up fur- 
ther, leaving the role of social selection to the 
more selective one. 

This hypothesis is supported by research that 
has found that the proliferation of education 
and the absorption of broader social strata by 
the system created different tracks with various 
stratifying effects. For example, the expansion 
of secondary education in Israel, the United 
States, and other countries was accompanied 
by the formation of nonacademic tracks, 
intended mainly for new immigrants and work- 
ing-class students (Labaree 1988; Powell, 
Farrar, and Cohen 1985; Shavit 1984; Swirski 
1990). More recently, the expansion of post- 
secondary education in many countries has 
been accompanied by its differentiation into 
different classes of institutions that target hier- 
archically diverse social strata (Meek et al. 
1996). The expansion of second-tier colleges 
enables the more prestigious universities to 
remain selective. 
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In the case of the Israeli bagrut, the major 
actors involved in the formation of bagrut- 
related policies were the Ministry of 
Education and the universities. In response to 
public demand, the Ministry of Education 
attempted to increase the eligibility rates. The 
major opposition to lowering standards came 
from the six universities that existed in Israel 
until recently. These institutions were well 
organized in the Council for Higher Education 
and were well coordinated in defending their 
collective interests. The universities feared 
that expansion of bagrut eligibility rates 
would create an influx of ill-prepared univer- 
sity applicants and erode their prestige. The 
reaction of the universities to the major 
reform in the bagrut system in the late 1970s 
demonstrates this point and marks the begin- 
ning of the differentiation of the bagrut cer- 
tificate. That reform allowed some flexibility 
in the mix of examinations. Whereas in the 
past, students were examined according to 
strictly defined programs, the reform gave 
them a certain degree of choice between sub- 
jects and levels of subjects. Following their 
concern that students might avoid advanced 
courses, in general, and the difficult ones in 
math and English, in particular, the universi- 
ties changed their admission policy. First, they 
demanded an additional admission criteri- 
on-a general aptitude test, known in Israel 
as the psychometric test. Second, they prom- 
ised priority in admission to high school grad- 
uates who took at least two advanced sub- 
jects, advanced English and at least the mini- 
mal level in math (Ministry of Education 
1976). This change started the differentiation 
between the university-qualifying bagrut 
(UQB) and the plain bagrut. The existence of 
UQB enabled the implementation of the 
bagrut reform in the 1990s. Having UQB as 
the gatekeeper, the universities accepted the 
relaxation of requirements on the plain 
bagrut. 

Following Lucas (2001) and the literature 
on tracking, we hypothesized that as eligibili- 
ty rates increase and as the bagrut becomes 
less socially selective, social selection will shift 
to the level of the UQB. Specifically, we 
hypothesized that (1) between 1992 and 
1996, the social selectivity of the UQB 
remained stable or even increased and (2) the 

social selectivity of the plain bagrut declined. 
The second of these two hypotheses contra- 
dicts MMI, which predicts that inequalities in 
the odds of obtaining the bagrut should 
increase or remain stable. 

DATA 

We analyzed data on a 20-percent sample of 
all Israeli native adolescents who were born 
between 1974 and 1978 and who were given 
the detailed form of the 1995 Israeli 
Population and Housing Census. We merged 
these adolescents' census records with 
records obtained from the Ministry of 
Education. These records included informa- 
tion on all matriculation examinations taken; 
grades obtained; and a variety of additional 
variables on students, their tracks, and their 
schools.2 At the time of the census, the sub- 
jects were 16-21 years old, and the vast 
majority of them (91 percent) were polled in 
their parental households. Thus, we were able 
to merge the subjects' records with those of 
their parents and hence to obtain a wealth of 
information on the subjects' social origins, 
including ethnicity, religion, parental educa- 
tion and occupation, the economic circum- 
stances in the parental household, and more. 
We excluded immigrants from the data set 
because we did not want to confuse educa- 
tional processes that were occurring in Israel 
with those that the subjects may have experi- 
enced abroad prior to immigration. Finally, 
we excluded the graduation cohort of 1994 
because the proportion of this cohort for 
whom we could merge the census and min- 
istry files was suspiciously low.3 Our initial 
sample size for native Israelis was 88,063, but 
after we deleted cases, we were left with 
69,817. 

VARIABLES 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable in our study was the 
type of bagrut obtained. Its categories were 
not eligible, eligible for a plain bagrut, and eli- 
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gible for a UQB. This variable was opera- 
tionally defined on the basis of the informa- 
tion from the Ministry of Education file. 
Subjects who were eligible for a bagrut and 
passed an advanced examination in English, 
passed the examination in math, and passed 
an advanced-level examination in an addi- 
tional subject were assigned to the UQB cate- 
gory. Descriptive statistics for this and all 
other variables are presented in Table 1. As 
Table 1 shows, about 35 percent of the sam- 
ple was eligible for a bagrut, of which one 
third (11.7 percent of the sample) were eligi- 
ble for a plain bagrut and two thirds (23.1 
percent) were eligible for a UQB. 

Independent Variables 

Cohort This variable represents the year dur- 
ing which a subject turned 18 and would 
have graduated from secondary school. We 
used data for the graduation cohorts of 1992, 
1993, 1995, and 1996. The 1994 cohort was 
excluded from the study because the quality 
of the data for that year was questionable. 
The 1995 cohort was the first to experience 
both reforms; the Rubinstein reform was 
implemented in 1995, and the first cohort to 
graduate from the reformed vocational edu- 
cation system, which began in 1991, did so in 
1995. In the multivariate analysis, we coded 
this variable into a dummy variable contrast- 
ing post- and prereform cohorts. 

Sex Sex was coded 1 for men and 0 for 
women. 

Ethnicity The census collects data on religion 
and on the country of birth of both the 
respondents and their parents. We construct- 
ed the following categories: 

Muslims or Druse. Muslims constitute about 
21 percent of the target population, and 
Druse constitute about 1 percent. We merged 
the two because there were few Druse in the 
sample, and their socioeconomic circum- 
stances, especially their parents' education, 
are not very different from those of Muslims. 
In the multivariate analysis, Muslims and 
Druse served as the reference category. 

Christian Arabs. This was a small category, 
consisting of 2.3 percent of the sample. We 

kept it distinct from Muslims and Druse 
because the educational attainments of 
Christian Arabs are much higher than those of 
the other two groups. 

Middle Eastern Jews. This category included 
the following respondents: (1) those whose 
fathers were born in the Middle East (all 
countries between Iran and Egypt and 
between Turkey and Yemen), (2) those whose 
fathers were born in Israel but whose mothers 
were born in the Middle East, and (3) those 
whose parents were both born in Israel but 
whose paternal grandfathers were born in the 
Middle East. 

North African Jews. The same three rules 
applied to North African Jews as to Middle 
Eastern Jews. North Africa consists of all North 
African countries along the Mediterranean 
except Egypt. 

Ashkenazi Jews. The same three rules 
applied to the Ashkenazi Jews as to the 
Middle Eastern Jews. The countries included 
all European countries except Turkey, as well 
as the countries of North and South America 
and South Africa. 

Second-generation Israeli Jewish natives. 
This category consisted of native respondents 
whose parents and grandparents were born 
in Israel. 

Parental Education Parental education was 
measured in two ways. In the descriptive 
analysis, it was measured as a categorical vari- 
able representing the highest certificate 
attained by either parent. In the multivariate 
analysis, it was measured more parsimonious- 
ly as the average number of school years 
completed by the parents. When information 
was missing on either parent, we assigned the 
value of the parent for whom data were avail- 
able.4 When information was missing on both 
parents' education, the missing values were 
replaced by the mean of the respondent's 
ethnic group. In addition, a dummy indicator 
for missing value was included in the equa- 
tion. 

Economic Circumstances This variable mea- 
sured the economic circumstances in which a 
respondent grew up. The 1995 census forms 
asked for information on the availability of a 
variety of items in the home, such as a tele- 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for the Variables 

Variables % 

Bagrut 
Not eligible 
Plain bagrut 
University-qualifying bagrut 

Cohort 
1992 
1993 
1995 
1996 

Sex 
Female 
Male 

Ethnicity 
Muslim and Druse 
Christian Arabs 
Ashkenazim 
Middle Eastern Jews 
North African Jews 
Second-generation native Jews 
Ethnicity unknown 

Parental Diploma 
Primary or less 
Secondary 
Matriculation 
University 
Unknown 

Track 
Academic 
Vocational 
Unknown 
Did not attend secondary school 

Mean 

Parental Education (in years) 9.8 3.8 
Economic Circumstance 5.6 3.6 
Number of Cases 69,817 

phone, air conditioner, personal computer, 
and car. Economic circumstance was mea- 
sured as the number of appliances and 
amenities that were available in the parental 
household. It ranged from 0 to 11. 

Track The census questionnaire requested 
information on the number of years of atten- 
dance at various types of secondary educa- 
tion (e.g., academic, vocational, and yeshiva). 

Track was coded as academic for respondents 
who attended the academic track for two or 
more years and as vocational for those who 
ever attended a vocational track. It was coded 
as no secondary education for those who 
attended school for 10 or fewer years and as 
missing for those for whom information on 
tracks was not available. In the multivariate 
analysis, vocational track served as the refer- 
ence category. 

65.2 
11.7 
23.1 

24.2 
25.3 
25.3 
25.2 

48.6 
51.4 

21.3 
2.3 

13.2 
14.2 
14.4 
17.9 
16.6 

28.7 
15.7 
20.6 
13.2 
21.8 

43.5 
25.1 
14.1 
17.3 

SD 
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ANALYSIS 

We began the analysis by plotting cohort pro- 
portions of eligibility for the bagrut for men 
and women (see Figure la). As can be seen, 
the proportion of matriculates increased 
between the 1992-93 and 1995-96 cohorts. 
The increase was especially pronounced for 
women, and the sex gap increased from 
about 10 percent in 1992 to about 12 percent 
in 1996. In Figure b, we present cohort dif- 
ferences in the proportion who were eligible 
for a bagrut by ethnicity. The figure reveals 
several interesting results. First, for all ethnic 
groups, the eligibility rate increased between 
1992 and 1996. The increase was most pro- 
nounced for Middle Easterners; Christian 
Arabs, and Muslims and Druse for the entire 
period and, from 1995, for North Africans. 
Consequently, the ethnic gap declined some- 
what during the period, especially among the 
Jewish groups. Figure 1c presents cohort pro- 
portions of eligibility by parental education. It 
reveals a slight increase in the proportions in 
all levels of parents' diploma but does not 
show a narrowing of gaps. 

We continued the descriptive analysis by 
studying changes in the rates of obtaining a 
UQB. When one compares Figure 2a with 
Figure 1a, one can see that the female advan- 
tage with regard to the bagrut carries over to 
the UQB, although the rate of increase of the 
two groups, with regard to the UQB, is about 
equal. In other words, the female advantage 
in obtaining the UQB did not increase over 
time as it had increased for the plain bagrut. 

We hypothesized that as rates of eligibility 
for the bagrut increased, the social selectivity 
of the UQB would increase. Figures 2b and 2c 
provide partial support for the hypothesis: 
Figure 2b shows that the gaps among the 
Jewish ethnic groups were stable, but the 
rates for Christian Arabs and particularly for 
Muslims and Druse rose more slowly. In other 
words, Muslims and Druse appear to have 
benefited the least from the reforms with 
regard to the UQB. Figure 2c repeats the 
analysis for categories of parents' diploma 
and reveals a clear pattern: The increase in 
the eligibility rate for the UQB is related to 
parental education, and the gap between the 
categories widened. 

In sum, the descriptive analysis shows that 
the reforms raised the eligibility for the bagrut 
and that the rate rose more sharply for 
women than for men. All ethnic groups and 
parental-education strata benefited from the 
reforms, and their rates increased at a similar 
pace. The reforms also increased the propor- 
tion of students who were eligible for a UQB. 
The increase was similar for men and women, 
slower for Arabs than for Jews, and faster for 
those whose parents were more educated. 

Multivariate Analysis 

We now evaluate the consequences of the 
reforms for inequalities in the odds of matric- 
ulation in a multivariate framework. We stud- 
ied change, before and after the reforms, in 
the effects of sex, ethnicity, parental educa- 
tion, and economic condition on the odds of 
obtaining a plain bagrut and a UQB. Toward 
this end, we estimated a multinomial logit 
model contrasting the plain bagrut and the 
UQB against not eligible.5 The model includes 
the main effects of the explanatory variables, 
as well as the interactions of sex, ethnicity, 
parental education, and economic condition 
with cohort. In the presence of interactions of 
cohort and all the remaining explanatory vari- 
ables, the main effects represent the prere- 
form period. The interactions with cohort 
represent the change in the effects of the var- 
ious variables before and after the reforms. 

Plain Bagrut In the first column of Table 2, 
one sees that in the prereform period, women 
were more likely to obtain the plain bagrut 
than were men and that the effect of parental 
education and the economic circumstances 
of the family of origin were positive and sig- 
nificant. Ceteris paribus, Christian Arabs, were 
significantly more likely, and North African 
and second-generation Jews were less likely, 
than were other ethnic groups to obtain the 
plain bagrut. In the prereform period, stu- 
dents in the academic track were 50 percent 
as likely as were students in the vocational 
track to obtain the plain bagrut, and those 
who did not attend secondary school were far 
less likely to do so.6 

The reforms increased the overall odds of 
matriculation by about 40 percent. They also 
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Table 2. Multinomial Exponential Logistic Coefficients for the Bagrut and the UQB 

(1) (2) 
Independent Variables Plain Bagrut versus None UQB versus None 

Sex (female omitted) 
Parental Education 
Economic Circumstance 
Ethnicity (Muslims omitted) 

Christians 
Ashkenazim 
Middle Eastern Jews 
North African Jews 
Second-generation native Jews 
Ethnicity unknown 

Track (vocational omitted) 
Academic 
Missing 
No secondary education 

Cohort (prereform omitted) 
Parental Education Missing 
Interactions with Cohort 

Sex 
Parental education 
Economic circumstance 

Ethnicity 
Christians 
Ashkenazim 
Middle Eastern Jews 
North African Jews 
Second-generation native Jews 
Ethnicity unknown 

Track 
Academic 
Missing 
No secondary education 

Parental Education Missing 
Intercept 
N 
-2 Log Likelihood 
Cox Snell R2 

0.87** 
1.09** 
1.08** 

1.33** 
1.03 
0.97 
0.71** 
0.86* 
1.02 

1.50** 
1.17** 
0.16** 
1.41** 
0.81** 

0.72** 
0.97** 
0.99 

1.11 
0.77** 
0.98 
1.08 
0.85 
1.40** 

1.18** 
0.94 
2.43** 
0.97 
0.06** 

69,817 
41,398 

0.27 

0.67** 
1.23** 
1.07** 

2.37** 
2.86** 
2.22** 
1.44** 
2.42** 
2.82** 

14.78** 
5.72** 
0.79 
4.31** 
1.54** 

0.97 
0.99 
1.03** 

1.04 
0.81 
1.04 
0.91 
0.83 
1.23 

0.25** 
0.33** 
1.01 
0.77* 
0.00** 

* p &lt; .05, ** p &lt; .01 (two-tailed tests). 

produced changes in sex, socioeconomic, 
and ethnic inequalities in the likelihood of 
obtaining the bagrut. The interaction 
between sex and cohort shows that the 
reforms further increased the advantage of 
women over men. The interaction between 
parental education and cohort shows that in 
the postreform period, the effect of parental 

education declined. This change is less con- 
sistent with MMI than it is with the alternative 
hypothesis, which predicts a decline in the 
social selectively of plain bagrut. It was sur- 
prising to find that the significant effect of the 
interaction between cohort and the academ- 
ic track is positive. This finding indicates, con- 
trary to expectation, that the reforms 
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increased the advantage of academic-versus 
vocational-track students in the odds of 
obtaining the bagrut. We discuss this finding 
in the next section. The disadvantage of those 
who did not attend secondary school 
declined from 0.16 prereform to 0.39 
(0.16*2.43) postreform, but is still substantial. 

UQB Column 2 contrasts the odds of obtain- 
ing a UQB with not being eligible for either 
diploma. In the prereform period, women 
and students from privileged social back- 
grounds were advantageous in the odds of 
obtaining a UQB. The effect of ethnicity indi- 
cates an advantage of all ethnic groups over 
Muslims. This finding is consistent with the 
argument, often made by Arab educators, 
that the additional requirements of the UQB, 
especially, to pass the examination in 
advanced English, are difficult for Muslims, 
for whom English is a third, rather than a sec- 
ond, language.7 Academic-track students 
have a clear advantage in the present contrast 
and are about 15 times as likely as are voca- 
tional students to obtain a UQB. 

The reforms increased the odds of a UQB 
about fourfold (the effect of cohort is 4.31). 
The interactions show that the reforms did 
not affect inequality by sex. Nor did they 
change the effect of parental education. 
However, the benefit associated with advan- 
tageous economic circumstances increased 
significantly. 

The most noteworthy finding in this part 
of the analysis is the effect of the reforms on 
track inequality. After the reforms, academic- 
track students were only 3.7 (14.78*0.25 = 

3.7) times as likely as were vocational-track 
students to obtain a UQB, whereas their 
advantage before the reforms was about 15 
times as great. Recall that in the first column 
of the table, the interaction effect between 
cohort and the academic track was positive 
and significant, indicating that, contrary to 
expectation, the reforms increased the differ- 
ence between these tracks in the odds of 
obtaining a plain bagrut. Could it be that the 
academization of vocational education 
increased the odds of vocational students 
obtaining a UQB but reduced their odds of 
obtaining a plain bagrut? We returned to the 
raw data and computed, for the pre- and 

postreform cohorts, the track percentage of 
the students who obtained each of the two 
diplomas (see Figure 3). As can be seen, in 
the academic track, the increase in the overall 
matriculation rate was due primarily to a 4- 

point rise in the percentage obtaining a UQB, 
coupled with a small decline in the percent- 
age obtaining a plain bagrut. In the vocation- 
al track, in contrast, the reform was much 
more effective in enabling students to obtain 
a UQB than it was in raising the overall 
matriculation rate (the total of plain bagrut 
and UQB). The former rose by over 11 per- 
cent, whereas the latter rose by 5.3 percent 
(from 19.5 to 24.8). Recall that prior to the 
reforms, only students in the more elitist 
vocational tracks (MASMAT) could matricu- 
late and that the vast majority of vocational 
students were in the nonmatriculating tracks. 
The data shown in Figure 3 suggest that the 
reforms offered former MASMAT students an 
"upgrade" from bagrut to UQB but did little 
to raise the overall matriculation rate among 
vocational students. The social origin of 
MASAMT students is superior, on average, 
than that of other vocational students (Yogev 
& Ayalon 1991). Thus, the main beneficiaries 
of the reforms are more likely to be the rela- 
tively privileged vocational students. 

Comparing columns 1 and 2 of Table 2 
shows that the reforms affected socioeco- 
nomic and sex stratification of the plain 
bagrut and of the UQB in different ways: They 
enhanced the advantage of women over men 
in obtaining a plain bagrut, but did not 
change it in obtaining a UQB; they reduced 
the effect of parental education on obtaining 
the bagrut, but not on obtaining the UQB; 
and they did not change the advantage 
attached to economic circumstances in the 
bagrut, but increased it in the UQB. Thus, the 
reforms decreased the socioeconomic stratifi- 
cation of the plain bagrut, but increased the 
stratification of the UQB. These results are 
consistent with the hypothesis derived from 
EMI, which predicted that as a result of the 
reforms, socioeconomic and ethnic differ- 
ences in the odds of obtaining the bagrut 
would decline, whereas their effects on the 
UQB would not change or would even 
increase. 
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the MMI prediction that inequalities are 
maintained as long as the privileged groups 
do not reach saturation vis-a-vis an educa- 
tional level. Rather, they are consistent with 
Lucas's (2001) claim that the differentiation 
of a given educational level or credential 
enables a reduction of inequalities in the odds 
of its attainment and substitutes qualitative 
inequalities for quantitative ones. 

As we noted earlier, several studies have 
corroborated MMI by reporting either stable 
inequality over time or equalization following 
saturation. However, there is also some evi- 
dence, consistent with the differentiation 
approach. Shavit and Kraus (1990) found that 
inequalities between Ashkenazim and other 
Jews, in the log odds of completing 12 years 
of schooling, declined somewhat during the 
1970s. Secondary education was far from uni- 
versal at that time, both among Ashkenazim 
and other ethnic groups. Shavit and Kraus 
speculated, but were unable to show, that the 
decline was replaced by rising ethnic inequal- 
ities in track placement at the secondary level. 
Similarly, American data showed that 
between 1982 and 1992, enrollment by 
minorities in higher education increased 
more than did enrollment by whites (Schmitt 
1994), but analyses based on the National 
Education Longitudinal Survey found an over- 
representation of ethnic minorities in two- 
year, rather than four-year, colleges (Ayalon 
et al. 2001). Karen (2002) reported that the 
expansion of postsecondary education in the 
United States did not change the link 
between social origin and enrollment in selec- 
tive institutions and attributed this finding to 
the large expansion of the two-year-college 
sector. 

The differentiation between the bagrut and 
the UQB was the key to the "success" of the 
Israeli reforms of the 1990s. Rising eligibility 
rates for the bagrut and the UQB, as well as 
the relative equalization of bagrut rates, 
enabled Rubinstein to claim success in reduc- 
ing social barriers in education. At the same 
time, the UQB enabled the universities to 
maintain high selection criteria and reduced 
their opposition to the reform. 

At about the same time, Israeli higher edu- 
cation was also reformed. Whereas the vast 
majority of students attended seven selective 

universities until 1994, during the second half 
of the 1990s, the number of degree-granting 
institutions increased tenfold. Most of the 
new colleges admit students with a plain 
bagrut and do not require a UQB. The expan- 
sion of less-selective higher education offers 
matriculates who did not meet the UQB 
requirements options that did not exist 
before the mid-1990s, thus blurring the dis- 
tinction between the two forms of bagrut. 
This expansion made the differentiation more 
acceptable to the public, although university 
education, which is still considered better, 
more prestigious, and less expensive than 
some of the alternatives, could maintain and 
increase its level of selectivity. 

This article has also alluded to the debate 
on tracking. The differentiation of the bagrut 
is a form of tracking in so far as the configu- 
ration of the examinations determines future 
opportunities. Tracking is often viewed as a 
mechanism of social exclusion and of the 
reproduction of inequality. We have shown as 
well that the UQB, the upper track in the case 
of the bagrut, is socially exclusive. However, 
tracking also enables the educational system 
as a whole to bring in students who may oth- 
erwise remain outside it. This, we believe, is 
the central dilemma in the field of education- 
al stratification: As a mechanism of both 
inclusion and exclusion, is tracking reducing 
inequality or enhancing it? Our results sup- 
port the view that the two functions of track- 
ing are indivisible. As tracking differentiates 
opportunities within, the educational system 
as a whole can reduce barriers that are out- 
side it. 

NOTES 

1. For most students, the grade in each 
subject is computed as an average of the 
score on the examination and school grades 
in the subject. The national examinations are 
referred to as external examinations, and the 
school examinations are referred to as internal 
ones. Students who are not enrolled in for- 
mally recognized schools can nonetheless 
take the external examinations, in so-called 
external schools, and their scores determine 
their final grades. The external schools are 
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usually private schools that specialize in 
preparing students for the bagrut examina- 
tions. Their clientele are primarily teenagers 
who failed in secondary academic schools or 
young adults, usually in their 20s, who did 
not pass some or any of the examinations 
(Shavit, Ayalon, and Kurleander 2002). 

2. The two files were merged on the basis 
of the national identifications numbers of the 
respondents that appeared on their respec- 
tive master files. The Central Bureau of 
Statistics performed the merge. Before releas- 
ing the file to us, the bureau stripped out all 
identifying information and aggregated cate- 
gories of many variables to prevent the possi- 
ble identification of individuals. 

We successfully merged Ministry of 
Education records for 72 percent of the cen- 
sus cases of adolescents who turned 18 in 
1992, 1993, 1995, and 1996. The vast major- 
ity of the cases that were not merged should 
not have had records in the Ministry of 
Education file. Sixty-one percent of them 
reported primary education or less on the 
census forms and would not have sat for a 
single bagrut examination. An additional 20.7 
percent reported secondary education with- 
out a bagrut diploma. We calculated that 
about half the latter students did not sit for a 
single bagrut exam. Thus, 71 percent of the 
cases of adolescents whose records were not 
merged should not have been merged. This 
estimate reduces the failure rate of the merge 
process from 28 percent to about 5 percent 
of the total sample. 

3. As we noted in note 2, the overall pro- 
portion of census cases for which we merged 
Ministry of Education records was 72 percent: 
70 percent for the 1992 cohort, 73 percent 
for the 1993 cohort, 74 percent for the 1995 
cohort, and 75 percent for the 1996 cohort. 
For the 1994 cohort, only 64 percent of the 
cases were merged. It should be noted that 
for each of the cohorts, data were provided in 
a different file. We suspect that the low merge 
rate for the 1994 cohort was due to the loss 
of cases in the processing of the files at either 
the Ministry of Education or the Central 
Bureau of Statistics. 

4. Even so, we were left with 21.8 percent 
of cases for which data on parental educa- 
tional were missing. Of these cases, 9 percent 

were cases for which the respondents' 
parental records were not found (most likely 
because the respondents no longer lived in 
the parental households), and for 12.8 per- 
cent, no information was provided. 

5. We considered using ordered logit but 
decided against it because our hypothesis is 
that the effects of social origins on the plain 
bagrut and on the UQB changed in opposite 
directions following the reforms. This change 
would not have been picked up by ordered 
logit analysis. 

6. The significant and positive effect of the 
Track Missing category suggests that it 
includes a disproportionate number of acade- 
mic-track students. This hypothesis is sub- 
stantiated by the large effect of the category 
on the odds of obtaining a UQB discussed 
later. 

7. For most Jews, English is a second lan- 
guage, whereas for Arabs, it is a third lan- 
guage after Arabic and Hebrew. In unreport- 
ed analyses, we found that of the three UQB 
requirements (passing advanced English, 
mathematics, and an additional advanced 
subject), advanced English is the most diffi- 
cult hurdle for Muslims. Christian Arabs are 
more successful in English because most of 
them attend church schools, where European 
languages are taught intensively. 
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