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Chapter 5 

The Differential Impact of Educational Tracking on 
SES Gaps in Reading Achievement for Boys and Girls1 
 
 
 
Abstract Prior research has shown that later tracking is related to smaller inequalities by social 
origin. In this study, we focus on the intersection between SES and gender and examine 
whether later tracking diminishes social inequality in reading performance among boys and 
girls. We hypothesize that staying longer in untracked classes reduces SES-based inequality 
for girls but not for boys. Microdata on reading competence during primary and secondary 
school, gathered from PIRLS and PISA, are combined with contextual-level data on the 
tracking age. We employ differences-in-differences (DiD) models to test whether the impact 
of tracking on SES gaps in reading differs between boys and girls. We find, in line with our 
hypothesis, that later tracking reduces inequalities by social origin in reading achievement for 
girls. Staying longer in untracked classes does not, however, affect SES-based inequalities for 
boys. This suggests that the general finding that later tracking reduces inequalities by social 
background is driven by females. 
  

                                                            
1 A slightly different version of this chapter has been submitted to an international peer-reviewed journal as 
Scheeren, Lotte. “The Differential Impact of Educational Tracking on SES Gaps in Reading Achievement for 
Boys and Girls.” 
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5.1 Introduction 
 
Early tracking has been suggested to hinder the educational opportunities of less-advantaged 
children and, therefore, perpetuate existing inequalities (Brunello and Checchi 2007; Van de 
Werfhorst and Mijs 2010). Early tracking indicates that at a young age, students are channelled 
into separate educational trajectories on the basis of educational ability. However, the proxies 
that are used to determine a person’s educational ability, e.g., grades, non-cognitive skills, 
disciplinary records, language or cultural norms and values, are often related to characteristics 
such as social background, sex and ethnicity, especially when students are young (Ansalone 
2001; Bourdieu 1977). Specific groups of students are, therefore, less likely to advance to the 
higher educational tracks in early-tracking systems, which has important consequences for their 
future educational as well as occupational opportunities (Dustmann 2004). 

Prior research has argued that the impact of socioeconomic status on educational outcomes 
is much stronger in early- than in late-tracking systems because family background has a larger 
impact on educational outcomes when students are younger (Brunello and Checchi 2007; 
Shavit and Blossfeld 1993; Van de Werfhorst and Mijs 2010). If low-SES students are provided 
with more schooling time before they are tracked, they are better able to show their educational 
potential. Staying longer in untracked classes, therefore, reduces the impact of parental 
background on educational outcomes. 

However, in this study, we question whether this is true for all students from a low-SES 
background. Low-SES boys have been suggested to become (even more) alienated from school 
during the teenage years compared to high-SES boys because conceptions of masculinity 
among low-SES families and peer groups foster anti-school attitudes and behaviour (Frosh, 
Phoenix, and Pattman 2002; Mac an Ghaill 1994; Morris 2008; Swain 2005; Willis 1981). 
Therefore, we doubt whether more schooling time in comprehensive classes reduces the impact 
of social background among boys. Among girls, on the other hand, staying longer in untracked 
classes might help reduce social inequalities. As, in general, pro-school behaviour, e.g., 
academic effort, is stereotyped as feminine (DiPrete and Jennings 2012; Downey and Vogt 
Yuan 2005; Farkas et al. 1990; Heyder and Kessels 2013), this type of behaviour is encouraged, 
or at least not sanctioned, among high-SES as well as low-SES girls. These pro-school 
behaviours potentially help low-SES girls compensate for their disadvantaged background 
when provided with more schooling time in comprehensive classes. As pro-school behaviours 
are shown to enhance learning and therefore improve academic achievement (DiPrete and 
Jennings 2012), we expect that staying longer in untracked classes decreases SES gaps in 
educational achievement among girls but not among boys. 
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In this study, we focus on the intersection between gender and social origin, which we 
operationalize as parents’ social class and parents’ education, and investigate whether staying 
longer in untracked classes reduces social inequality in reading performance among boys and 
girls. Reading proficiency is essential for acquiring skills and knowledge as well as achieving 
educational success in other areas (OECD 2015b); therefore, it is highly important to examine 
whether educational structures affect inequalities in reading. Moreover, as reading is typically 
stereotyped as feminine, class differences among boys might be particularly large on this 
achievement measure. 

We employ data from two large cross-national assessments of student achievement—
PIRLS and PISA—that test students in reading competence during primary and secondary 
education. This provides us with internationally comparable data on student test scores within 
29 OECD countries. The individual-level data are combined with contextual-level data on the 
tracking age, which we analyse through the use of a differences-in-differences (DiD) approach. 
Within such a model, gender and SES differences in the test scores of students in primary 
education are compared with those of students in secondary education, and we test whether the 
inequalities change more strongly in early- or late-tracking systems between these time points 
(Hanushek and Wössmann 2006; Ruhose and Schwerdt 2016). The important advantage of 
such a model is that it controls for all cross-national variation in time-invariant unobserved 
characteristics. Hence, in this model, we examine whether the impact of the tracking system 
on SES-based inequality in reading achievement differs between boys and girls while 
controlling for all time-constant characteristics. 
 

5.2 Theory 
 
Tracking and social inequality 
An important feature of an educational system is tracking, also referred to as stratification, 
sorting or differentiation, which indicates the extent to which students with similar abilities and 
aspirations are separated into different educational trajectories (Vanfossen, Jones, and Spade 
1987). The age at which students are allocated into these ability tracks is known as the tracking 
age or the age of first selection. In this study, we focus on the age at which between-school 
tracking takes place, which is the age at which students are divided into distinct curricular 
programmes and often schools, and, from this point forward, carry on with their education 
separately (Chmielewski 2014; Maaz et al. 2008). These curricular programmes, often labelled 
the (pre-)vocational and general/academic tracks, are hierarchically ranked, and it is evident 
which is the more or the less prestigious track (Allmendinger 1989). In the Western countries 
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that we study, the onset of between-school tracking can occur as early as the age of 10 in 
selective systems and as late as the age of 16 in comprehensive systems. 

Students are supposed to be selected into educational streams on the basis of educational 
ability. However, the proxies that are used to determine a person’s ability, e.g., achievement 
scores, grades, or social and behavioural skills, are often related to features such as social 
background, sex and ethnicity (Ansalone 2001; Bourdieu 1977). Specific groups of students 
are, therefore, less likely to advance to the higher tracks. As the uncertainty about a student’s 
potential is especially high when students are still young, selective placement is especially 
problematic in selective systems (Van Elk, Van der Steeg, and Webbink 2011). 

Several studies have shown that early-tracking systems are socially selective, with low-
SES students being more likely to transfer to the less prestigious, non-academic tracks (Boone 
and Van Houtte 2013; Buchmann and Park 2009; Caro et al. 2009; Parker et al. 2016). In 
general, it is argued that family background has a larger impact on educational decision-making 
when students are younger (Brunello and Checchi 2007; Shavit and Blossfeld 1993). As the 
learning of students from disadvantaged backgrounds relies more on formal education, within 
selective systems, they do not have sufficient schooling time to show their educational potential 
before track decisions have to be made. Even in comparison with equally performing students, 
low-SES students are often evaluated worse than high-SES students because of, for instance, 
differences in social and behavioural skills (Boone and Van Houtte 2013; Timmermans, 
Kuyper, and Van der Werf 2015). Moreover, low-SES families have more difficulties 
estimating the long-term consequences of a track decision and have less knowledge of possible 
educational trajectories in complicated selective systems (Breen, Van de Werfhorst, and Jaeger 
2014; Forster and Van de Werfhorst 2020; Lareau 2015; Lucas 2001). As a consequence, even 
high-ability students from low-SES families are less likely to enrol in the academic track in 
early-tracking systems. 

Importantly, low track placement is shown to hamper educational performance and skill 
development (Korthals 2015; Maaz et al. 2008; Maurin and McNally 2007). The non-academic 
tracks are, in general, less demanding and involve a less challenging curriculum. Moreover, 
they are shown to have a less optimal learning environment because of lower teacher quality 
and fewer school resources (Brunello and Checchi 2007; OECD 2012; Van Houtte 2004). Thus, 
selective placement in early-tracking systems is especially problematic, as it enlarges 
inequalities in achievement, and, subsequently, attainment and labour market outcomes (e.g., 
Brunello and Checchi 2007; Dustmann 2004; Guyon, Maurin, and McNally 2012; Horn 2009; 
Lavrijsen and Nicaise 2015; Marks 2005; Maurin and McNally 2007; Van de Werfhorst and 
Mijs 2010). 
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The differential impact of tracking on social inequality for boys and girls 
Even though many studies have shown that later tracking is associated with lower inequality, 
we question whether later tracking reduces social background inequality among boys. In line 
with the intersectionality literature, which highlights the importance of examining multiple 
identities simultaneously (Crenshaw 1989; Davis 2008; McCall 2005), we argue that gender 
matters differently and means something else within different SES groups. We expect that the 
theoretical mechanism, i.e., that staying longer in comprehensive classes allows low-SES 
students to compensate for their disadvantaged background, does not apply to boys because 
cultural differences between SES groups about conceptions of masculinity and gender roles 
increase rather than decrease the differences in educational outcomes between boys from 
different SES groups during high school. 

Prior studies have shown that low-SES families are more likely to raise their children in 
adherence to more traditional gender norms (Cunningham 2001; Davies and Greenstein 2009; 
Thornton, Alwin, and Camburn 1983). In particular, working-class boys have been shown to 
prefer patriarchal gender-role orientations, in which the traditional notion of male identity, 
“hegemonic masculinity”, is associated with dominant and even deviant behaviour (Connell 
and Messerschmidt 2005; Morris 2008). Environments shape how masculinity is constructed, 
and especially within low-SES families and peer groups, conceptions of masculinity foster 
boys’ development of anti-school attitudes and behaviour (Hadjar, Backes, and Gysin 2015; 
Legewie and DiPrete 2012; Morris 2008; Willis 1981). Within these circles, boys intentionally 
behave in typically masculine ways, such as disruptive behaviour or showing low academic 
effort, as this produces status gains and, therefore, fosters the approval of their peer group 
(Coleman 1961; Heyder and Kesels 2017; Morris 2008; West and Zimmerman 1987). 

Thus, low-SES boys are more likely to engage in specific behaviour that is compatible 
with male sex roles and provides them with a masculine identity, which is often related to lower 
in-class citizenship. In-class citizenship, including behaviours such as academic effort, 
organization and disruptiveness, helps students improve their learning, grades and teacher 
evaluations as well as their ability to signal their educational competence (Bourdieu 1977; 
Farkas et al. 1990). Low-SES boys’ lower in-class citizenship may thus impede their learning 
and therefore their educational achievement (DiPrete and Jennings 2012). This construction of 
masculinity, and its effect on academic performance, appears to be especially important around 
the mid-teenage years (Frosh, Phoenix, and Pattman 2002; Swain 2005). 

Low levels of in-class citizenship are less problematic among high-SES boys. As 
environments shape how masculinity is constructed, different versions of masculinity exist. 
Among high-SES families and peer groups, middle-class versions of masculinity emphasize 
academic competition and academic ambition, which, in general, foster academic performance 
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(Epstein 1998; Mac an Ghaill 1994). Moreover, if necessary, high-SES parents are able to 
compensate for boys’ non-school behaviour, as they have the resources to intervene in their 
children’s lives to counter signs of low educational performance or school alienation (Legewie 
and DiPrete 2012). 

As varying conceptions of masculinity among different SES groups increase differences 
in pro-school behaviour and therefore academic achievement between low-SES and high-SES 
boys during high school, it does not seem likely that staying longer in comprehensive classes 
will help low-SES boys compensate for their disadvantaged background. Therefore, we 
hypothesize that staying longer in untracked classes does not reduce social background 
inequality among boys (hypothesis 1). 

The disadvantages of a low-SES background compared to a high-SES background in in-
class citizenship are suggested to be much smaller among girls. Scholars have argued that 
behaviours that are more consistent with the school setting and conducive to in-class citizenship 
are, in general, stereotyped as feminine (Heyder and Kessels 2013; Heyder and Kesels 2015). 
Girls are more likely to demonstrate higher levels of in-class citizenship, as it is more 
compatible with female sex roles (DiPrete and Jennings 2012; Downey and Vogt Yuan 2005; 
Farkas et al. 1990). Showing high in-class citizenship in lower-class female peer groups is, 
therefore, not often sanctioned as it is in lower-class male peer groups (Legewie and Diprete 
2012). As a result, girls are, in general, considered to be more attentive, cooperative and 
engaged and less disruptive and anti-social than boys in school (Downey and Vogt Yuan 2005; 
Jacob 2002). 

In-class citizenship is seen as feminine; girls from high-SES and low-SES backgrounds 
are, therefore, likely to show this type of behaviour. As pro-school behaviour is conducive to 
educational performance, low-SES girls might be able to compensate for their disadvantaged 
background when provided with more schooling time in comprehensive classes. This suggests 
that staying longer in comprehensive classes decreases the impact of parental background for 
girls. Therefore, we hypothesize that staying longer in untracked classes reduces social 
background inequality among girls (hypothesis 2). 
 

5.3 Data and methods 
 
Analytical strategy 
To test our hypotheses, we employ differences-in-differences (DiD) models using survey data 
of students at two different points in time across several countries (Hanushek and Wössmann 
2006; Ruhose and Schwerdt 2016). In this DiD model, we compare gender and SES gaps in 
the educational achievement of students in primary education (before tracking takes place in 
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any country) with gender and SES gaps in the educational achievement of students in secondary 
education (after tracking takes place in early-tracking countries but not in late-tracking 
countries) in countries with different tracking ages. The first data point (primary school) serves 
as a reference point for the analyses of the second dataset (secondary school). In this way, the 
initial gaps (before tracking) are controlled for, and the impact of tracking is investigated by 
the change in these gaps between primary school and secondary school. More specifically, we 
compare whether the change in the gender and SES gaps between primary and secondary 
school is different in countries that implement tracking between these two time points (early-
tracking countries) and countries that do not (late-tracking countries). By taking into account 
the initial gaps, we control for all cross-national (time-constant) unobserved variation, e.g., a 
country’s history (to the extent that it has the same effect on all age groups), that might affect 
gender and SES differences in educational achievement. 

We follow the same strategy as in chapter 4, which is also comparable to the strategy used 
by other recent studies on the impact of educational tracking on inequality (Ruhose and 
Schwerdt 2016). The general equation for the model in which we examine the impact of 
tracking on inequality by social background is: 
 

Y𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖= 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟎𝟎𝟎𝟎 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟐𝟐𝟐𝟐𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟑𝟑𝟑𝟑𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟒𝟒𝟒𝟒 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗

𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟓𝟓𝟓𝟓𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟔𝟔𝟔𝟔𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟕𝟕𝟕𝟕𝑋𝑋𝑋𝑋𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + ∑ 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙=𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖      (a) 

 
In equation a, Y is the standardized reading test score of individual i in country j in 

educational stage k. β1 to β6 estimate the main effects and two- and three-way interactions of 
our three key variables: SES (0= no parent completed tertiary education/no parent has a white-
collar job; 1= at least one parent completed tertiary education/at least one parent has a white-
collar job), TR (0=late tracking; 1=early tracking) and SEC (0=primary school; 1=secondary 
school). We cannot estimate the main effect of tracking because of the inclusion of country-
survey fixed effects (Cj). The three-way interaction (β1), our key parameter of interest, provides 
the DiD effect of early tracking on the change in the SES test score gap between primary and 
secondary school. The initial gap (i.e., before tracking) is estimated by the two-way interaction 
between SES and early tracking (β2) and captures any confounding impact of (unobserved) 
educational stage-invariant features on the SES differences in test scores. β7 estimates the 
impact of the individual-level control variables. To make sure we only examine changes 
between primary and secondary school within a country match, we add survey match times 
country fixed effects (βx) by including dummies for every country match C. 

The general equation for the model in which we examine the impact of tracking on 
inequality by social background and gender is: 
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Y𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖= 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟎𝟎𝟎𝟎 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟐𝟐𝟐𝟐 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟑𝟑𝟑𝟑 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗

𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟒𝟒𝟒𝟒 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟓𝟓𝟓𝟓 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟔𝟔𝟔𝟔 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗

𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟕𝟕𝟕𝟕 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟖𝟖𝟖𝟖 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟗𝟗𝟗𝟗 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟎𝟎𝟎𝟎 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗

𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟐𝟐𝟐𝟐 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟑𝟑𝟑𝟑 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟒𝟒𝟒𝟒 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟓𝟓𝟓𝟓𝑋𝑋𝑋𝑋𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +
∑ 𝜷𝜷𝜷𝜷𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙=𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙𝒙 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 +  𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖              (b) 

 
In addition to the variables included in equation a, equation b contains the main effect of 

being female (0=male; 1=female) as well as its two-way, three-way and four-way interactions 
with our three other key variables (SES, TR and SEC). The four-way interaction (β1), our key 
parameter of interest in this equation, provides the DiD effect of early tracking on the change 
in the SES and gender (the intersection between gender and SES) test score gap between 
primary and secondary school. 

If inequality is indeed magnified by educational tracking, the impact of social background 
and gender should increase more in countries where students make the transition from primary 
school to a tracked secondary school than in countries where students stay in comprehensive 
education, irrespective of the different levels of inequality in the countries before tracking took 
place. However, this interpretation is only valid under the parallel trend assumption, which 
holds that the differences in inequality (by social origin and gender) between the two time 
points would have been the same in early- and late-tracking countries if early-tracking countries 
also tracked late. Hence, it is suggested that we capture all unobserved differences between 
students in the different tracking systems before tracking takes place in any system (in primary 
education) and assumes that these do not differentially affect the change in inequality between 
the two time points. When this assumption holds, the differential change in inequality between 
the two time points in early- and late-tracking countries is due to early tracking. One could 
argue that this assumption is quite strong. Anticipation effects may be present, which indicates 
that even in primary school, inequality is affected by anticipation of early tracking. Especially 
with respect to social background, anticipation is likely. Moreover, this assumption would also 
be violated if early-tracking systems implemented other policies between these two time points 
that late-tracking systems did not enact. Even though it is impossible to guarantee that this 
assumption is not violated in our design, estimating the impact of tracking in a DiD model is a 
step forward from the most commonly used cross-sectional models. 
 
Data 
For our DiD approach, we need information on students’ achievement at two different points 
in the educational career across several countries. In this study, we combine information from 
several waves of two international large-scale student assessments, i.e., the Progress in 
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International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA).2 PIRLS, which is conducted by the International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA), provides us with internationally comparable 
data on students’ cognitive skills in reading in fourth grade.3 In turn, PISA, developed by the 
Organization for Economic Coordination and Development (OECD), provides us with 
internationally comparable data on students’ cognitive skills in reading when students are 15 
years of age.4 
 
Table 5.1. Matching survey waves PIRLS and PISA 

 

We combine one cohort of primary school students (PIRLS) with one cohort of secondary 
school students (PISA) for all countries for which we have information on both primary and 
secondary education. The different waves are matched on the basis of calendar year, i.e., 
students who are tested at approximately the same time, or birth cohort, i.e., students who are 
from approximately the same birth cohort. The eight survey matches included in our study are 
displayed in Table 5.1. Table 5.2 lists all countries (N(countries)=29) included in our sample, 
as well as their tracking age. As some countries are part of several matches, weights are created 
to ensure that each participating country has a weight of one within each educational stage. The 

                                                            
2 There are three reasons why we choose these two large-scale student assessments, and not the TIMSS (grades 
4/8). First, PIRLS provides more detailed information on social origin than TIMSS grade 4. Second, PISA is 
preferred over TIMSS grade 8, as students are a bit older when PISA is administered, which means more 
countries track between these two time points and tracking has more time to exert its effect. Last, the way in 
which cognitive skills in reading are measured is more similar between PIRLS and PISA than between TIMSS 
and PISA (concerning cognitive skills in mathematics).  
3 Students that were tested in a different grade than grade 4 are excluded from the sample, with the exception of 
students from New Zealand and the United Kingdom, as they always take the test one grade later (grade 5) due 
to their earlier age of entry into primary school. Moreover, we exclude students that are in the correct grade 
(grade 4) but that are strong outliers in their birth year. 
4 We exclude students from PISA that are 15 years of age but that are strong outliers in grade level (i.e., below 
grade 8 or above grade 11), as they might form a specific group of students who have skipped or repeated grades 
several times. Moreover, for our analytical strategy, grades below grade 8 or above grade 11 can be problematic, 
as students may not have been tracked yet in early-tracking countries, or may have already been tracked in late-
tracking countries. These decisions do not alter our results.  

 Primary school test  Secondary school test 
 Test Year Age / Grade  Test Year Age / Grade 
1. PIRLS  2001 4th grade  PISA 2000 15-year-olds 
2. PIRLS  2001 4th grade  PISA 2003 15-year-olds 
3. PIRLS  2001 4th grade  PISA 2006 15-year-olds 
4. PIRLS  2006 4th grade  PISA 2006 15-year-olds 
5. PIRLS  2006 4th grade  PISA 2009 15-year-olds 
6. PIRLS  2006 4th grade  PISA 2012 15-year-olds 
7. PIRLS 2011 4th grade  PISA 2012 15-year-olds 
8. PIRLS 2011 4th grade  PISA 2015 15-year-olds 
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(unweighted) sample size in this analysis, nested in 163 country matches, is N=1,934,792, 
which includes only the native-born population. 5 
  
Table 5.2. Country selection and their tracking age  

Note: Early tracking indicates that a country tracks before the age of 15.  
 

Dependent variable 
Reading achievement, our dependent variable, is based on test scores in reading literacy 
provided by both PIRLS and PISA. This measure is standardized within each survey and 
country to have a national mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. 

Even though PIRLS and PISA have not been designed to be comparable, their definitions 
of reading achievement are rather similar (Grisay, Gonzalez, and Monseur 2009). Both studies 
test students’ reading competence by focusing on students’ understanding of written texts and 
their ability to apply their reading skills to real-life situations (Shiel and Eivers 2009). 
Importantly, both tests are not dependent on specific national curricula and implement the same 
(translated) test across all participating countries, allowing for international comparisons. We 
assume that the (possible) small discrepancies between the studies do not bias our results, as 
they should be systematic across all countries. 
 

                                                            
5 We exclude migrants from our sample, because we do not know whether these students have actually 
experienced the educational system of the country in which they are living. 

Early tracking  Late tracking 
Country Tracking age  Country Tracking age 
Austria 10  Australia 16 
Belgium 12  Canada 16 
Czech Republic 11  Denmark 16 
Germany 10  Finland 16 
Hungary 10  France 15 
Italy 14  Great Britain 16 
Luxembourg 13  Greece 15 
Netherlands 12  Iceland 16 
Slovak Republic 11  Ireland 15 
Turkey 11  Israel 15 
   Latvia  16 
   Lithuania 15 
   New Zealand 16 
   Norway 16 
   Poland 16 
   Portugal 15 
   Slovenia 15 
   Spain 16 
   Sweden 16 
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Independent variables 
Parents’ socioeconomic status is operationalized as 1) parents’ social class and 2) parents’ 
educational attainment. On the one hand, one could argue that it is parental education in 
particular that can help students attain advantages within the educational system. On the other 
hand, our theoretical mechanism suggests that specifically working-class versions of 
masculinity emphasize the incompatibility between masculinity and pro-school behaviour, 
which suggests the importance of parents’ social class. Therefore, we examine both measures 
of parental background. 

Parents’ social class, or occupational status, is a dummy variable that measures whether at 
least one parent has a white-collar job (1=at least one parent has a white-collar job; 0=neither 
parent has a white-collar job). Parents’ educational attainment is a dummy variable that 
measures whether at least one parent has completed tertiary education (1=at least one parent 
completed tertiary education; 0=neither parent completed tertiary education). The correlation 
between these two variables is r=0.31, which is quite similar to that found in other stratification 
studies (Van de Werfhorst 2018). 

Especially within the PIRLS dataset, social background variables have a considerable 
amount of missing data (only 3 percent in the PISA dataset, but more than 17 percent in the 
PIRLS dataset). The missing data appear to be non-random, as the average reading performance 
of the students with missing values on social background variables is particularly low. We 
prefer not to discard these cases, as this would reduce data comparability between PIRLS and 
PISA. Therefore, we predict these missing values with the use of imputation. We employ 
multiple imputation via chained equations with 20 iterations. As both variables are dummies, 
logistic regression is used. All variables from our main analysis, including our dependent 
variable, are used to specify the imputation model. 

Female is coded 1 for girls and 0 for boys. 
Early tracking, a country-level variable, measures whether a country has an early- or a 

late- tracking system (1=early-tracking country; 0=late-tracking country). In line with previous 
research, a country’s tracking age is considered early when students are tracked before the age 
of 15 (Hanushek and Wössmann 2006; Ruhose and Schwerdt 2016). This means that, in this 
study, early tracking indicates that students are selected into different tracks between the two 
time points, whereas late tracking indicates that students remain in untracked classes at both 
time points.6 Information on countries’ tracking age was acquired from the OECD (OECD 
2013a). 

                                                            
6 This means that we do not study what happens after students are tracked in late-tracking countries.  
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Educational stage measures whether the respondent is in primary or in secondary education 
(1=secondary; 0=primary). This variable, which identifies the educational stage in which 
students are located, is necessary for our DiD design, as it enables us to examine how 
achievement gaps change over the educational stages. 

Age in years and language, a variable indicating whether children speak a different 
language at home than the language of school instruction (1=other language at home; 
0=language of instruction at home)7, are included as individual-level control variables. 
 
Descriptive statistics 
The descriptive statistics of all variables are presented in Table 5.3. Summary statistics of 
standardized reading test scores by SES, gender and tracking system are presented separately 
for students tested in primary and secondary school in Figure 5.1 (SES=parents’ social class) 
and Figure 5.2 (SES=parents’ education). These figures show that, irrespective of tracking 
system and educational stage, high-SES students outperform low-SES students in reading 
achievement. Moreover, among students with a comparable social background, girls perform 
better than boys. When we compare early-tracking systems with late-tracking systems, we 
observe that irrespective of educational stage, average reading achievement is slightly lower in 
late-tracking systems, and this is especially the case for boys’ reading achievement. Changes 
between primary and secondary school show that boys’ average reading achievement 
decreases, whereas for girls, it remains stable or even increases. With respect to SES gaps, we 
observe decreasing gaps in reading achievement between primary and secondary school when 
SES is measured as parents’ education but increasing SES gaps in reading achievement when 
SES is measured as parents’ social class. Parents’ social class may become more important 
over time because educational aspirations, educational expectations and pro-school behaviour, 
all highly related to social class, become more important in high school. 
 
Table 5.3. Descriptive statistics (imputed sample) (N= 1,934,792 observations) 

 Mean SD Min Max 
Reading achievement .000 1.000 -5.864 6.979 
Parents’ SES     
    Parents’ education .460 - 0 1 
    Parents’ social class .807 - 0 1 
Early tracking .350 - 0 1 
Educational stage (1= secondary school) .590 - 0 1 
Female .498 - 0 1 
Age 13.022 2.789 9 16 
Language (1= other language at home) .142 - 0 1 

                                                            
7 To reduce the number of missing values on language, these missing values are also predicted by our imputation 
model.  
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Figure 5.1. Descriptive statistics: standardized reading test scores by SES (= parents’ social class), 
gender and tracking system in primary and secondary school  

 

Figure 5.2. Descriptive statistics: standardized reading test scores SES (= parents’ education), gender 
and tracking system in primary and secondary school 
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5.4 Results 
 
Tracking and social inequality 
First, we examine whether tracking has an effect on changes in the SES gap in reading 
achievement between primary and secondary education. We estimate two separate models in 
which we operationalize SES as parents’ social class and parents’ educational attainment. The 
results of these two DiD models are presented in Table 5.4. 
 
Table 5.4. Difference-in-difference estimation of reading achievement  

Note: Parents’ social class: 1=at least one parent has a white collar job; 0=neither parent has a white-collar job. 
Parents’ education: 1=at least one parent completed tertiary education; 0=neither parent completed tertiary 
education. Weights ensure that each country carries a weight of 1 within each educational stage. We used 
imputation to predict missing values on both SES measures and the control variable ‘Language at home’.  
Two-tailed test: * p<.05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001  
 

The interaction between parents’ social class and tracking captures the difference in 
reading achievement by social origin between early- and late-tracking countries that already 
exist in primary school. In Table 5.4 (left), we observe that this two-way interaction is not 
significant, which suggests that the impact of parents’ social class on reading achievement is 
similar in early- and late-tracking systems before tracking takes place in any country. The three-
way interaction, our key parameter of interest, shows whether the change in the SES gaps 
between primary and secondary school is different in countries that track between these two 

 Parents’ social class  Parents’  education 

 B SE  B SE 

SES .550 *** .004  .560 *** .003 

Secondary -.031 *** .009  -.039 *** .008 

Secondary*SES -.002 .005  -.155 *** .004 

Secondary*Early tracking -.035 *** .007  -.030 *** .004 

Early tracking*SES  -.003 .006  .032 *** .005 

Early tracking*Secondary*SES .053 *** .008  -.012 .007 

Control variables      

Age  .001 .001  .006 *** .001 

Language at home -.279 *** .002  -.299 *** .002 

Constant -.394 *** .014  -.220 *** .013 

Survey match * country fixed effect Yes   Yes  

Number of observations 1,934,792   1,934,792  

Number of countries 29   29  

Number of country*match 163   163  
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time points (early-tracking systems) and countries that do not (late-tracking systems). This 
three-way interaction is positive and significant (.053), which indicates that relative to late 
tracking, early tracking increases SES-based inequality in reading test scores by 5 percent of a 
standard deviation. The marginal effect of parents’ social class on standardized reading test 
scores by educational stage and tracking systems is displayed in Figure 5.3 (left). This shows 
that the impact of parents’ social class on average reading achievement remains stable between 
primary and secondary school in late-tracking systems (black line) but increases in early-
tracking systems (red line). 

 
Figure 5.3. Marginal effect graph of SES on reading achievement by tracking system and educational 
stage with 95% CIs 

 

In Table 5.4 (right), we observe a small but significant positive two-way interaction 
between parents’ education and tracking, which suggests that the impact of parents’ education 
on reading achievement is already larger in early-tracking countries than in late-tracking 
countries before tracking takes place. This initial difference might be an indication of 
anticipation effects, which suggests that higher-educated parents already support and motivate 
their children in anticipation of the upcoming tracking moment in early-tracking systems. The 
difference between the systems is only 3 percent of a standard deviation, which suggests that 
these potential anticipation effects are not extremely strong. The three-way interaction, our key 
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parameter of interest, is not significant, which suggests that early tracking does not affect SES-
based inequality in reading achievement. Figure 5.3 (right) shows that the impact of parents’ 
education on average reading achievement is always somewhat stronger in early-tracking 
systems (red line) than in late-tracking systems (black line), but the decreasing impact of 
parents’ education between primary and secondary school is very similar between the two 
systems, explaining the non-significant effect of tracking on social inequality. 

Thus, when SES is measured as parents’ social class, we observe, in line with previous 
research, that early tracking enlarges SES-based inequality in reading achievement. However, 
the effect size is rather small. When SES is measured as parents’ education, we observe that 
social inequality is larger in early-tracking systems than in late-tracking systems, but this is 
already the case before tracking takes place in all countries. Even though this might be an 
indication of (small) anticipation effects, we do not find evidence that early tracking enlarges 
SES-based inequality in reading achievement. 

In Appendix G, we examine whether early tracking has an effect on changes in the gender 
gap in reading achievement between primary and secondary education. In line with previous 
research, we find that early tracking is, to some extent, more beneficial for female students than 
for male students. In the next section, we focus on the intersection between SES and gender 
and investigate whether later tracking decreases SES-based inequality for boys and girls. 
 
The differential impact of tracking on social inequality for boys and girls 
Second, we examine whether the impact of tracking on SES gaps in reading achievement 
differs between boys and girls. Again, we estimate two separate DiD models, in which we 
operationalize SES as parents’ social class and parents’ educational attainment. These results 
are presented in Table 5.5. 

When SES is operationalized as parents’ social class (Table 5.5 (left)), we observe that the 
effect of early tracking on SES gaps in reading achievement differs between boys and girls, as 
the four-way interaction is positive and significant. More specifically, our model predicts that, 
for girls, early tracking increases SES gaps in reading achievement by almost 8 percent of a 
standard deviation. The triple interaction between SES, early tracking and educational stage 
(secondary), represents the impact of early tracking on SES gaps in reading achievement for 
boys. This triple interaction is non-significant, which suggests that early tracking does not 
affect SES gaps in reading achievement for boys. To clarify these results, we look at Figure 5.4 
(left), which displays the marginal effect of parents’ social class on standardized reading test 
scores by gender, educational stage and tracking systems. This figure demonstrates that in both 
educational systems, the impact of parents’ social class appears to be somewhat stronger for 
boys and increases slightly between primary and secondary education. For girls, on the other 

134

Chapter 5

145191 Scheeren BNW.indd   134145191 Scheeren BNW.indd   134 12-08-20   13:3812-08-20   13:38



hand, the impact of parents’ social class increases in early-tracking systems but decreases in 
late-tracking systems. This suggests that later tracking decreases SES gaps in reading 
achievement for girls only. 

 
Table 5.5. Difference-in-difference estimation of reading achievement, including gender 

Note: Parents’ education: 1=at least one parent completed tertiary education; 0=neither parent completed tertiary 
education. Parents’ social class: 1=at least one parent has a white collar job; 0=neither parent has a white-collar 
job. Weights ensure that each country carries a weight of 1 within each educational stage. We used imputation 
to predict missing values on both SES measures and the control variable ‘Language at home’.  
Two-tailed test: * p<.05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001  

 Parents’ social class  Parents’ education 

 B SE  B SE 

SES .555 *** .005  .570 *** .004 

Secondary -.173 *** .009  -.157 *** .008 

Female .235 *** .007  .240 *** .003 

Early tracking*SES  .018 * .009  .040 *** .007 

Secondary*SES .032 *** .007  -.162 *** .005 

Secondary*Early tracking -.022 * .010  -.056 *** .005 

Early tracking*Female -.067 *** .010  -.096 *** .005 

SES*Female -.005 .008  -.017 ** .005 

Female*Secondary  .233 *** .009  .166 *** .005 

Early tracking*Secondary*SES .010 .011  -.014 .009 

Early tracking*Secondary*Female -.009  .013  .064 *** .008 

Early tracking*SES*Female -.044 *** .011  -.015 .009 

Secondary*SES*Female -.075 *** .010  .032 *** .007 

Early tracking*Secondary*SES*Female .078 *** .016  .004 .013 

Control variables      

Age  .006 *** .001  .011 *** .001 

Language at home -.274 *** .002  -.293 *** .002 

Constant -.550 *** .014  -.375 .013 

Survey match * country fixed effect Yes   Yes  

Number of observations 1,934,792   1,934,792  

Number of countries 29   29  

Number of country*match 163   163  
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When SES is operationalized as parents’ education (Table 5.5 (right)), we do not observe 
an effect of early tracking on SES gaps in reading achievement or any difference in the effect 
between boys and girls. Again, we look at the marginal effect graph (Figure 5.4 (right)) to 
clarify the results. It shows that the initial SES gaps are rather similar among boys and girls in 
late-tracking systems and girls in early-tracking systems but are somewhat larger among boys 
in early-tracking systems. This suggests that if anticipation effects are present in early-tracking 
systems, this is only the case among boys and not among girls. With respect to the change 
between primary and secondary education, we observe that the impact of parents’ education on 
average reading achievement decreases in both educational systems for boys and girls. As the 
slopes appear to be highly similar in early- and late-tracking systems for boys and girls, we do 
not observe a significant impact of early tracking on SES gaps in reading achievement for boys 
or girls when measured as parents’ education.  

 
Figure 5.4. Marginal effect graph of SES on reading achievement by gender, tracking system and 
educational stage with 95% CIs  

 

Hence, when SES is measured as parents’ social class, we observe, in line with hypothesis 
1, that staying longer in untracked classes does not reduce social background inequality among 
boys. Moreover, in line with hypothesis 2, we find that staying longer in untracked classes 
does, to some extent, reduce social background inequality among girls. When SES is measured 
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as parents’ education, we do not find evidence that compared to systems that track early, later 
tracking decreases social background inequality among boys or girls. Moreover, this analysis 
shows that the potential anticipation effects found in Table 5.4 (right) are only present among 
boys, not girls. 
 

5.5 Conclusion and discussion  
 
Although it is now well known that later tracking reduces SES-based inequality in educational 
outcomes, in this study, we argued that because of the important intersection between social 
origin and gender, later tracking only reduces SES-based inequality among girls, not among 
boys. Using a differences-in-differences approach, we examined whether the effect of the 
tracking system on SES-based inequality in reading achievement differs between boys and 
girls, while controlling for the gender and SES inequalities that already exist before tracking 
takes place in any country. 

First of all, our results show that the differences in SES-based inequality in reading 
achievement between the two educational systems are not very large. Even though SES gaps 
appear to be slightly larger in early-tracking systems, the differences are small. Second, in line 
with previous research, we find that later tracking reduces, to some extent, SES-based 
inequality. More specifically, we find that later tracking reduces SES gaps in reading 
achievement if SES is measured as parents’ social class. Third, when we examine whether this 
effect differs between boys and girls, we find that even though later tracking reduces SES-
based inequality in reading achievement among girls, it does not reduce SES-based inequality 
among boys. 

Our results are in line with our expectations. We argued that because of cultural differences 
between SES groups in conceptions of masculinity, femininity and gender roles, the extent to 
which students engage in pro-school behaviour differs between boys and girls of different SES 
groups. For boys, conceptions of masculinity among working-class families and peer groups 
foster anti-school attitudes and behaviour, whereas conceptions of masculinity among middle-
class families and peer groups emphasize academic competition and academic ambition. As a 
consequence, the differences between low-SES and high-SES boys in pro-school behaviour 
and academic performance should instead increase during high school. Staying longer in 
untracked classes is, therefore, not likely to decrease SES-based inequality among boys. In line 
with this reasoning, we found that staying longer in untracked classes does not decrease SES-
based inequality among boys. As pro-school behaviour is stereotyped as feminine, smaller 
differences in this type of behaviour exist between women of different social backgrounds. 
Thus, irrespective of social background, girls show higher levels of pro-school behaviour, 
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which is conducive to students’ educational performance. When low-SES girls are provided 
with more time in comprehensive classes, these higher levels of pro-school behaviour might 
help such girls compensate for their disadvantaged background. In line with this argumentation, 
we found that providing students with more time in untracked classes decreases social 
background inequality among girls. 

In this study, educational tracking is only related to SES-based inequality when social 
background is measured as parents’ social class, not when it is measured as parents’ education. 
Based on our theoretical mechanism, we expected the effect to be driven mostly by parents’ 
social class, not by parents’ education. The mechanism stated that working-class versions of 
masculinity emphasize the traditional notion of male identity as “hegemonic masculinity” and 
foster boys’ development of anti-school attitudes and behaviour. This suggests that specifically 
working-class boys will not be able to make up for their disadvantage when they stay longer in 
comprehensive classes. We are not the first study to report that educational tracking only affects 
the relationship between parents’ social class and educational performance and not between 
parents’ education and educational performance (Van de Werfhorst 2018, 2019; Waldinger 
2007). Potentially, higher-educated parents find strategies to make sure their children are 
among the top performers, irrespective of the educational institutional structure. Moreover, 
parental education might partially reflect heritable traits, which are less likely to be affected by 
educational institutional structures. 

Even though we find, in line with previous research, that tracking is related to inequalities 
by social origin, the effect sizes are rather small. We may underestimate the impact of 
educational tracking on social inequality because of anticipation effects. If high-SES parents 
put more effort than low-SES parents in supporting or motivating their children in anticipation 
of the upcoming educational tracking moment, the SES gaps might be affected by early 
tracking even in primary school. However, we do not observe that social inequality is already 
much larger in primary school in early-tracking systems than in late-tracking systems, which 
would make sense if anticipation effects were substantial in early-tracking systems. Only with 
respect to parents’ education do we observe that social inequality is slightly larger in primary 
school, but this is only the case for boys. Even though it is not likely that anticipation effects 
vary extremely between men and women, it is possible that parents feel the need to exert this 
influence on boys because of their lower performance or that the impact of parents’ interference 
is stronger for boys than for girls because the differences between low-SES and high-SES boys 
in school are larger than the differences between low-SES and high-SES girls. Nevertheless, 
even if anticipation effects are present, they seem to be small and do not explain the small 
effect sizes. 
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Even though the effects are rather small, this does not suggest that the impact of the 
tracking system on inequality is negligible. This study provides a rather conservative estimation 
of the impact of tracking on educational inequalities by social origin and gender. In this study, 
we examine the impact of tracking on reading test scores provided by PIRLS and PISA, which 
are low-stakes tests that have no meaningful personal consequences. One can image that the 
impact may be much stronger on other educational outcomes, such as grades and teacher 
evaluations, that are more important for future educational outcomes than low-stakes tests. This 
may especially be the case because the differences in pro-school behaviour between boys and 
girls from different SES groups, which we pinpointed to be important when explaining the 
impact of tracking on SES-based inequality for boys and girls, are even more related to grades 
and teacher evaluations than to educational achievement (Downey and Vogt Yuan 2005). 
Hence, the fact that we find effects of tracking on these low-stakes tests suggests the importance 
of examining the impact of tracking, as we likely underestimate the true effect of tracking on 
educational inequality. 

Our results suggest that the general finding that later tracking reduces SES-based 
inequality is driven by females. As low-SES girls are able to compensate for their 
disadvantaged background when provided with more schooling time before they are tracked, 
the impact of social origin decreases for girls. Staying longer in untracked classes is, however, 
not a useful strategy for decreasing social origin inequality among boys. Moreover, the finding 
that later tracking enhances gender inequality to the advantage of females (Pekkarinen 2008; 
Scheeren, Van de Werfhorst, and Bol 2018) is because low-SES girls gain from later tracking, 
whereas low-SES boys do not.  

An increasing body of literature discusses the “boy problem” and tries to explain the 
increasingly lagging educational performance of boys (e.g., Francis 1999; Hadjar, Backes, and 
Gysin 2015; Heyder and Kesels 2017; Martino and Kehler 2006; Morris 2008). This study 
shows that educational reforms that are suggested to reduce educational inequality actually 
only help low-SES girls. As a consequence, low-SES boys fall even further behind in 
education. If we want to reduce SES-based inequality among all students, more research should 
be focused on educational reforms that also improve the educational outcomes of low-SES 
boys. 
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