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Bug 1n the system: IDF
1s deterring female coders

Army insists it offers equal opportunity, but study finds its
dog-eat-dog system of training sets women up for failure

Ruti Levy

Sports Day is a highlight
in the Israel Defense Forces’
Computer Science School,
known by its Hebrew acro-
nym Basmach. It is a display
of flags and drums, chanted
anthems and soldiers rep-
resenting their groups in
dodge-ball, soccer and vol-
leyball. The colors on the
trainees’ epaulettes, distin-
guishing the different cours-
es, seem to take on a life of
their own: reds against yel-
lows, blues against greens.

When Dr. Efrat Cohen-
Touati asked one of the
women how Sports Day had
gone, she was told that the
commander, also a woman,
said, “Well done on winning,
and well done that you didn’t
lose to the girls in the QA
(software quality assurance)
course.”

Her nuances might be lost
on the general public outside
the technological world. Soft-
ware development has a clear
hierarchy: = Programmers
are at the top of the heap,
and software testers are at
the bottom. Meanwhile, in
the world of sports, “girl” is
an insult, as in “You run like
a girl.” Linking girls to the
software testing course is
an derogation that combines
both worlds.

For a year and a half,
Cohen-Touati observed the
trainees in Basmach dur-
ing class and physical train-
ing, events designed to build
team spirit, and graduation
ceremonies. The Sports Day
anecdote gains meaning in
view of her sociological re-
search findings. But nothing
prepared her for the shock
of seeing the students’ final
grades.

“I ran statistical tests on
the data again and again,”
she says. The results showed
that while men and women
began the course with simi-
lar grade averages, they end-
ed far apart. Men got higher
scores. The study also found
a much higher dropout rate
among women.

Programming is the elite
course provided by Basmach,
and the outcome Cohen-Toua-
tiobserved seems surprising,
given the care with which the
Israel Defense Forces selects
candidates for the course.
Only the brightest make the
grade.

Soldiers participating in Sport Day.

The general dropout rate
from the course isn’t espe-
cially high, about 6.5%. For
comparison, the dropout rate
from computer sciences at
the universities is about 26%.
But the dropout rate among
women from the Israeli ar-
my’s programming courses
has ranged from 9% to 14%.

Stronger together

But then a strange thing
happened, that even Bas-
mach veterans can’t remem-
ber the likes of: in two paral-
lel courses, there were more
women than men. The gap at
the end between the sexes
remained the same, but one
thing changed: The overall
dropout rate sank to about
4%, with the female rate
moderating to about 7%, and
no men quitting at all.

How does this gap be-
tween men and women with
similar starting scores arise
during school? And does a
female majority improve
their ability to survive the
course?

It is in the army’s inter-
est to understand these
distortions. It invests vast
resources in placing and
training its soldiers. Its
courses have a limited num-
ber of places and their grad-
uates are supposed to fulfill
roles throughout the Israeli
military structure.

Many studies investigate
why women shy away from
technological occupations,
but Cohen-Touati studied
those few women who did
aspire to and reach techno-
logical training in the army,
which made them different
from most of their peers —
only about 17% of the army’s
computer coders are female.
Her study is unique in ana-
lyzing cases of success
in real time, in an area to
which few researchers can
gain access.

Cohen-Touati is studying
how curriculum structure
and program can make it
harder for women, and how
interactions within and be-
yond the classroom - among
trainees, and between them
and instructors in army
training - shape gender
power relations.

Now the owner of the
organizational consultan-
cy Kognita, Cohen-Touati
reached the topic after
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working as a civilian em-
ployee of the army’s ground
forces training division.

“I was in the team work-
ing on writing specifications,
development and integration
processes for new means of
war,” she told TheMarker.
“Over the years I noticed
that the vast majority of the
people at the discussions
were men, while I and other
women were there in cate-
gorically female capacities,
such as training and human
resources. I was told that
the job of writing specs for
weapons involves ‘crawling
beneath barbed wire,’ mean-
ing that field experience was
necessary, but that didn’t ex-
plain everything. The ques-
tion that remained open was
why women don’t attend and
participate in the technologi-
cal aspects of the discussion.
This research catches them
at the start of the road and
studies what turns them into
a minority in the military
technology system.”

Wow, I'm a genius

Programmers, in high-
tech or the army, work in
teams towards a common
goal. Each plays a key role
in the team and success and
failure are shared. But the
first part of the Basmach
programming course feels
more like high school, with
the trainees being reduced
to marks on arelentless grad-
ing chart. The mood is com-
petitive and in general, helps
men stand out and makes
women wilt.

The grades enormously in-
fluence the division of labor,
and theroles that the trainees
are given in the course, and
they create a professional hi-
erarchy among the students.
Ironically, the key concept
that defines the division
of roles by achievement is
called MAN.

A table hanging on the
bulletin board in the corri-
dor shows the division of the
trainees into teams for train-
ing, with each trainee being
allocated a job in the team
based on professional level,
classified from MAN 1 to
MAN 6.

In fact, all the terminol-
ogy in the course is oriented
towards competition and
achievement. Exercises
where the students work in-
dividually on computers are
referred to as “running exer-
cises” and the main tests are
called “rank examinations”
to describe a ramp-up in dif-
ficulty and complexity.

“If you finish the exercise
or test faster, you’re con-
sidered more professional,
and women shrink from en-
vironments like that,” says
Cohen-Touati. “Throughout,
the students are shown who
is considered stronger and
who weaker. One of the girls
said they were allowed to talk
after they finished the exer-
cise, sothe boys start talking,

saying things like they’d fin-
ished ages ago.”

Cohen-Touati describes
the men in the courses as
vocal, taking pride in their
achievements out loud, while
the women were hesitant
about sharing their success-
es, lest they be perceived as
conceited.

“It’s easier for boys to
say, ‘I beat you, wow, I'm a
genius, which of us got a bet-
ter grade?’ They like to com-
pare,” says Lior, a female
trainee. “We girls talk about
grades among ourselves, but
in a more considerate way. ...
It isn’t nice to brag to people
who aren’t doing well. It
stresses them.”

Avoiding dwelling on their
achievements precludes
their professional exposure
to the environment, mak-
ing it harder to stand out.
From time to time, friend-
ship causes them to struggle
against their image as a weak
group: “My friend received
a high grade but didn’t tell
anyone,” says Keren. “So I
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‘It’s like a game,
with the boys all
bragging and one
silent player, and
nobody knows if
she’s good or not.

went to brag on her behalf.
It’s like a game, with the boys
all bragging and one silent
player, and nobody knows if
she’s good or not. As a girl, I
felt I had to publicize it.”

Jonathan, a trainer in the
course, gives Cohen-Touati
his perspective on the social
dynamicsin the course. “A lot
of the students are competi-
tive, but I think the girls’ mo-
tivation stems from a place
that’s less competitive and
more about personal develop-
ment. If they appeal a grade,
they want to know where they
were wrong.”

But the greater dropout
rate of women isn’t only due
to the competitive atmo-
sphere in the course. It’s also
a function of objective, sub-
stantive differences in prior

knowledge.
Of the 34 people that
Cohen-Touati interviewed,

only one third of the women
had previous background,
compared with 100% of the
men. “The boys already know

the algorithmics, the logic,
how to think,” says Hadas, a
trainee.

The Basmach program-
ming course is a pre-army
format, which among other
things means the soldier
commits to serving a mini-
mum of six years (rather than
the standard two or three).
Nor does the time spent there
count in the future soldier’s
conscription commitment. It
lasts 25 weeks, and the learn-
ing is demanding and inten-
sive.

Although Stage 1, the first
half of the training, is sup-
posed to acclimatize the stu-
dents, in practice the course’s
breakneck pace and heavy
load are much harder for
people without prior knowl-
edge, resulting in divisions
by status. Academic studies
have shown that in public sit-
uations like conferences and
seminars, women in general
are less visible and ask fewer
questions than men, but when
they do ask, their questions
tend to seek understanding
more than the mens’.

In the context of the Is-
raeli army software course,
“understanding” questions
are more commonly asked by
the women and are perceived
negatively, as holding up the
class. The men are associated
more with forward-looking
questions relating to the im-
plications of the influence
of the subject matter being
taught on other knowledge.
Inthe course, these questions
are associated with wisdom,
speed, creativity and advanc-
ing the class.

“You are measured by
how many questions you
ask in the classroom,” says
Tamar. “If you ask questions
of understanding, it means
that you are struggling, and
you will be perceived as not
smart enough.”

Cohen-Touatibelieves that
the pedagogical structure of
the course does not confer
equal opportunity for the
sexes, being much more suit-
able to the way men prefer to
study. The second part of the
course is more appropriate to
the way women take interest,
think and study — with theo-
retical examples; connect-
ing to reality; less basing the
lessons on foreknowledge;
teamwork on projects; and
deepening personal acquain-
tance between the trainees

Male and female soldiers at work iﬁ Vén IDF éyber-warefare unit.

and the staff. However, this
arrives too late: Most of the
female dropouts leave in the
first part.

“There are tests show-
ing that when the aptitude
institutions start with math
testing before verbal test-
ing, it completely changes
the women’s grades [for the
worse]. They start off with-
out confidence,” says Cohen-
Touati.

“That can only change if
the institutions reverse the
order, or create an experi-
ence of success for the wom-
en, she maintains. “Stanford
managed to increase the
number of female students
in computer sciences from
12% to 30% through a rela-
tively small change - they
developed an introductory
course for the inexperienced,
which stressed collaborative
learning. Changes of the sort
could lower women’s dropout
rates.”

Bucking the current

Part of the explanation
for the high dropout rate
among women stems from
the different social support
that women and men receive
in the army, and the alterna-
tives they believe are open
to them if they fail.

“The narratives that
men and women tell them-
selves at the beginning of
the course are significantly
different,” says Cohen-Toati.
“With men, the ethos switch-
es: Service as a programmer
is just as prestigious as com-
bat.”

But for women, program-
ming is still an unusual
choice and is perceived as
bucking the current. Their
friends don’t get them. They
press, ‘Why commit to six
years of army? That’s eons.
When I'll be long after the
post-army trip abroad [an Is-
raeli custom] and go to study
at university, you’ll still be in
the army.”

Another aspect of the
dropout rate, says Cohen-
Touati, has to do with the al-
terative scenarios the wom-
en imagine for themselves
during the training course.
To diminish the stress of
competition, they comfort
themselves that it’s a pre-
army course anyway and if
they don’t make it, they have
plenty of options — such as

in human resources or so-
cial work within the army,
or sports training. “I can do
anything,” they figure.

The men, on the other
hand, take it differently, in
part because many of them
are “low profile” — noncom-
bat grade - to begin with. So
if they flop, they’re afraid
they’ll wind up as drivers
or janitors. They have more
at stake in surviving the
course, Cohen-Touati sums

up.

Gimme the mop

Back at Sports Day, the
event where gender seg-
regation and hierarchy
reached new heights: a
trainee named Keren relat-
ed that during a discussion
late in the course, the team
leaders among the trainees
ruled that soccer is for boys;
it was a school rule that the
dodge-ball team have five
girls, but there was no such
rule for volleyball and even
though girls wanted to play,
the trainee team decided
that it would be boys-only.
“It feels unfair,” she says.
“We wanted a chance but
they said the consideration
in question was profession-
al.”

Joint male-female sports
classes are a novel concept,
given the tradition of seg-
regating male and female
sports from elementary
school onwards into army
basic training. But it turns
out that the female recruits
to the software course didn’t
particularly enjoy the joint
lessons. “Even though I
danced a lot and used to
play basketball, the boys
wouldn’t let me take part,”
says Noa, who had studied
dance at a studio.

“The boys take over the
ball and the girls sit on the
side, and it isn’t that they’re
better athletes than the
girls. I don’t think I'm infe-
rior to them ... but in sports,
I’'m supposed to have to
prove myself,” says Irit, who
played on her high-school
volleyball team.

The male trainees also
set the rules when it comes
to cleaning. Both genders
are supposed to do cleaning
duty. But unlike the study
missions, which are con-
stantly evaluated and which
affect survival in the course,

IDF Spokesman

cleaning duty is voluntary. It
isn’t managed by the staff
and no one gains credit. And
the men don’t do it.

“There’s one major clean-
ing rotation once a week,
and cleaning duty for the
toilets and the classrooms
on a daily basis,” Aviv tells
Cohen-Touati. “The boys are
too lazy. They do nothing but
sit back and wait [for some-
body else to do it].”

Jonathan the teacher ad-
mits that more boys than
girls shirk cleaning duty,
but insists that it isn’t only
girls who clean - and yet,
he qualifies immediately -
“Sometimes the girls clean
more. You can tell that by
who shows up to ask for a
mop. The class is full of
boys, but it’s the girl who
comes to ask.”

The training in the course
was equal-opportunity, says
Cohen-Touati. “It’s liberal
feminism at its finest. But
that turns out not to suffice
in some places, and even
shut the women out. In cas-
es like that, what’s needed
is practices that aren’t gen-
der-neutral, but that women
prefer, that would create a
better learning environment
for them. What mainly both-
ers women isn’t whether
there are a lot of men in the
course, but that there are
few women to talk to and
forge friendships with, to
support each other.”

The IDF spokesman com-
mented that men and women
serve alongside one another
in compliance with the law.
“Placements within the
army are based on necessi-
ty: the army’s needs and the
aptitude of the individual,
not gender. The IDF adheres
to equal opportunity for all
sexes and communities,
alongside personal excel-
lence and professionalism.

“The school consistently
updates its teaching meth-
ods,” the spokesman contin-
ues, adding that “new quali-
tative trainee evaluation
methods have been intro-
duced during the last year,
which test comprehension
by setting personal goals
for progress. The school also
scaled back its use of quan-
titative grades. Its system
includes independent and
team study, and in small
groups, all of which have
reduced the dropout rate.”

Tevarises on forecast of
‘strong launch’ for Ajovy

Yoram Gabison

Teva  Pharmaceuticals
sharesrallied Thursday after
the drugmaker far exceeded
Wall Street’s expectations
for third-quarter profits
and forecast “a very strong
launch” for its long-awaited
Ajovy migraine treatment.

The company added that
it expected to launch its
generic version of the best-
selling EpiPen allergy treat-
ment in the current quarter.

The combined news lifted
Teva shares 9.9% in Tel Aviv
Stock Exchange trading to
end at 81.61 shekels ($22.05).

Teva earned $698 million,
or 68 cents a share, excluding
one-time items, down from
$1.00 a year earlier. Revenue
fell 19% to $4.53 billion as its
top-selling Copaxone mul-
tiple sclerosis treatment was
hit by generic competition.
Lower prices for U.S. gener-
ics and aloss of revenue from
the sale of some of its product

lines and discontinued opera-
tions also weighed on sales.

But the results equaled or
exceeded analysts’ forecasts
of earnings per share of 54
cents on revenue of $4.53
billion, according to I/B/E/S
data from Refinitiv. More-
over, Tevaraised its full-year
forecast for adjusted EPS to
$2.80-$2.95, from a previous
estimate of $2.55-$2.80.

CEO Kare Schultz, who
came to Teva a year ago
with the task of turning the
troubled company around,
sought alleviate concerns
about some initial setbacks
for Ajovy.

“We’re seeing a very
strong launch of Ajovy.
There is strong acceptance,
including the quarterly dos-
ing,” he told a conference
call, noting that the drug
offers users quarterly and
monthly injection options,
while competitors have only
monthly.

Express Scripts, one of

Kare Schultz

the largest U.S. prescription
benefits managers, said last
month it would cover new mi-
graine drugs from Eli Lilly
and Amgen only. But Schultz
told Reuters that talks with
Express Scripts and others
were still ongoing.
Regarding EpiPen, he
said: “We will be launch-
ing in the U.S. in the fourth
quarter and then increas-
ing supplies to the market
throughout next year.”
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generate as they cal-
culate away, so that extra
power is required to keep
them cool.

Bitcoin miners are such
electricity hogs that they
can create local power
shortages and raise elec-
tricity rates for their neigh-
bors.

In a study published ear-
lier this year, economist
Alex de Vries forecast that
Bitcoin would be consum-
ing 7.67 gigawatts, or 0.5%
of the world’s electricity,
perhaps as early as the end
of 2018. If the price of bit-
coin continues to increase
the way many have predict-
ed, thereby attracting more
and more miners, bitcoin
could someday consume 5%
of the world’s electricity.

“To me, half a percent
is already quite shocking.
It’s an extreme difference
compared to the regular
financial system, and this
increasing electricity de-
mand is definitely not going
to help us reach our climate

goals,” de Vries says.

De Vries is right to be
worried: The study pub-
lished Monday in Nature
Climate Change estimated
that the use of bitcoins in
the year 2017 emitted 69
million metric tons of car-
bon dioxide. It could wind
up consuming so much pow-
er that it significantly con-
tributes to global warming.

Indeed, the researchers
predicted that if the take-up
of bitcoin occurs at a simi-
lar rate to other technologies
the cryptocurrency by itself
could produce enough emis-
sions to raise global tem-
peratures by two degrees
Celsius by as early as 2033.

It doesn’t sound like much,
but the two-degree mark is
regarded as the point where
climate change becomes
dangerous. Much of the
world, including its present
“breadbasket region,” will
be a lot drier at a severe
cost to ecosystems, agricul-
ture and infrastructure. On
the upside, my guess is that
bitcoin will probably never
gain the kind of traction it
needs to become such an en-
vironmental threat.

Either the attraction of

cryptocurrencies will fade
as people come to recognize
that like the Pet Rock of the
1970s, they are a solution to
aproblem that doesn’t really
exist, or governments are
forced to step in to halt the
squandering of energy. Even
the Trump administration,
which dismisses climate
change as fake news, won’t
appreciate the demands bit-
coin mining makes on the
power grid and will act if it
becomes a real threat.

The bitcoin phenomenon
reminds me of the 1960s-
era “Whole Earth Catalog,”
which showed the first gen-
eration of environmentally
conscious Americans how
to return to nature and be-
come self-sufficient — by
using the technology and
products of big industrial
companies.

The world is growing
more reliant on technology,
and far from liberating
humankind from central-
ized power, for better or
for worse it is drawing us
closer to it by making us
more reliant on the network
than ever. Even if it were to
succeed, bitcoin would only
contribute to the trend.
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WE WISH ALL OUR CLIENTS A HAPPY WEEKEND

FOR RENT - OPERA TOWER: 3 rooms + balcony,
amazing sea & Jaffa view, completely nice living room,
gym - impeccable for long term - only 12,000 NIS!
FOR RENT/SALE - NARDA TOWER: 4 rooms + huge
balcony, 220 sq.m, 2 parking spaces, lots of closets,
storage, 3.5 bathrooms, spa, health-club - “Creative
Luxury” - furnished in high style designed especially

FOR RENT - OPERA TOWER: Beautiful 2 rooms +
sun balcony, unbelievable view facing the sea, fully
furnished, pool, lobby, guard - available now for a
great price - only 10,000 NIS including management

FOR RENT - OPERA TOWER: 2 rooms, 90 sq.m,
gym, pool, luxurious lobby - only 8,000 NIS!

FOR RENT - ROYAL BEACH: 3 rooms, front sea
and harbor view from a high floor, fully furnished -

FOR SALE - OPERA TOWER: Beautiful 2 rooms, 100
sq-m, unbelievable sea view, furnished, pool, health-
club, lobby, guard — now for only 5,950,000 NIS!

FOR RENT - OPERA TOWER: 2 rooms, fully
furnished, 2 toilets, gym, pool - only 6,000 NIS!

FOR RENT - SEA PEARL: 4 rooms + dining area +
balcony, wonderful view of the sea, storage room,
furnished - suitable for short term!
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