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OPENING DOORS, GIVING OPPORTUNITIES 

Early school leavers: the situation in Italy 

 

The definition of ‘early school leaving’ used at EU level refers to ‘those young people who leave education 
and training with only lower secondary education or less, and who are no longer in education and training’.  
Which means that the highest level of education or training attained is ISCED (International Standard 
Classification of Education) 0 (Pre-primary education), 1 (Primary education or first stage of basic education), 
2 (Lower secondary or second stage of basic education). 

European ESL rates are measured as the percentage of 18-24 year olds with only  lower secondary education 
or less and no longer in education or training. 

Reducing the European rate of early school leavers to less than 10% by 2020 is one of the education headline 
targets of the Europe 2020 Strategy.  Investment in the educational achievement of young people is essential 
for the employment prospects of every young person, and helps to break the cycle of deprivation and poverty 
leading to the social exclusion of too many young people across Europe. 

During the last years, the European Union statistics are showing good progress but several countries are 
experiencing different developments concerning ESL. This is a situation faced by Italy and other countries like 
Spain, Portugal or Romania, where the rates are more high respect to EU rate.  

Each member state fixed a national rate different from the European goal. In Italy, the target is to reduce the 
rate of early school leavers than 16% by 2020. The target has been reached in 2014 and the trend has been 
positive during the next years, with a rate of 13.8% in 2016 (in 2006 the rate was 20.8%), but it is still more 
high considering the other European countries. 
The reduce of early school leavers and the more high participation to lifelong learning paths contribute to 
increase the rate of Italian people 25-64 years old with upper secondary education (level 3 ISCED): 60.1% on 
2016; 51.3% on 20061. 

 

Fig. 1 – Italian rate of ESL 

                                                           
1 Report BES 2017, source ISTAT. http://www.istat.it/it/archivio/207259  

2013 2014 2015 2016
EU 11,9% 11,1% 11,0% 10,7%
ITALY 16,8% 15,0% 14,7% 13,8%
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Most important is the difference between the rate of early school leavers native-born and foreign-born. 
Despite the improvement of the young people of 18-24 years old with a good level of education, the rate is 
elevated. The main reason is that children from newly arrived migrant families need support to acquire the 
language of tuition and to catch up with the curriculum. Migrant children should be placed within the same 
age group as their native peers to ensure their successful inclusion. The administrative process for enrolling 
newly arrived migrant children needs to be timely and adapted to the specific situation of their families. 

 

Fig. 2 – Italian rate of ESL native-born and foreign-born 

 

It is interesting the difference in the rate of early school leaver of women and men. The trend is similar in 
all European countries: the rate of women is mostly lower than the rate of men. However, women and men 
could face the same socio-economic problems and decide dropping out the school. It means that it is not 
possible to find a valid motivation to explain this difference. The background and socio-economic problems 
are more strong factors than the gender.  

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Fig. 3 – Italian rate of ESL difference between men and women 

 

2013 2016
Native-born 14,7% 11,8%
Foreign-born 34,3% 30,0%

2013 2016
Men 20,0% 16,1%
Women 13,6% 11,3%
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MAIN FACTORS OF ESL AND CONSEQUENCES 

Although the reasons of school drop out by the students are personals, there are some common factors:  
- Family context and socio-economic background; 
- Education system; 
- Labor market. 

 A weak socio-economic situation is one of the key factors that can increase the risk of early school 
leaving. In general, young people who leave early the school come from families with a low 
socioeconomic level, for example with unemployed parents, low family income and poor parental 
education, or belonging to vulnerable social groups such as migrants. 
There are other factors related to the family that can increase the chances that young people leaving 
early education and training pathways, such as single parenthood, physical and mental health, 
domestic violence, low engagement of parents on educational system. 

 About the education system, the factors that could provoke the early leaving from the schools are 
conflicts with teachers, violence at school, bullying, poor school results, repeating the same school 
year, too fast transition process from primary to lower-secondary school and from lower to upper-
secondary school, fixed and unattractive curriculum. 

 In the end, also the labor market can influence the rate of early school leaving. For example, high job 
opportunities on seasonal labor markets (such as tourism) can lead young people to leave school 
early to improve the family's economic situation or become more independent.  
However, even high levels of unemployment can influence student decisions in a similar way: if young 
people see that the probability of being unemployed is high regardless of qualifications, they may be 
less inclined to stay in school. 
 

The consequences of early school leaving are negatives not only for the people but also for the society where 
they live. When a young student decides to leave school (usually secondary school) his level of education 
results poor and uncompetitive considering the standard required by the labor market.  
Inadequate competences and skills are the main cause of unemployment. The negative effects of 
unemployment produce several and direct consequences on the society:  

- Low economic growth and low tax income; 
- High cost to ensure unemployment benefits, social services, health care to unemployed people. 

Other consequences could be: 
- uncertain and unstable employment with low income; 
- less participation to political process (for example elections); 
- Inter-generational impact: parents with poor education and uncertain job or no job have less 

capability to ensure good education level to their children, with high risk of school dropping out.  
 

NATIONAL TREND of ESL (referred to Secondary school) 

On 2005, the Italian law2 established an administrative record called “Anagrafe Nazionale Studenti” in order 
to collect every year several data of the students enrolled on primary and lower/upper secondary school. 
The record is very useful to monitor the trend of students that decide to drop out the school – especially 
students of secondary school – their gender, nationality and motivations.  
The right use of this instrument could support to find adequate policies and measures to prevent early school 
leaving. 
 
 

                                                           
2 Legislative Decree No 76/2005; Ministerial Decree No 74/2010. 
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Before showing the data, it is important to describe the organization of Italian school system. 

 
 
The showed data, collected during 2016, referred: 

- To pupils of lower secondary education to decide dropping out in the middle of school term, 
between one year and another, and during the transition from lower to upper secondary school; 

- To pupils of upper secondary education to decide dropping out in the middle of school term, and 
between one year and another. 

 
 Lower secondary education (level 2 ISCED): the total rate of school dropout is 0,8%: 
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Referring to lower secondary education, the rate of school dropout of foreign students is 3.3%: 

 

Transition between different levels of education (from lower secondary education to upper secondary 
education): Total rate of school dropout is 6.6% of which 

- Apprenticeship: 0.2% 
- Vocational and education training course: 4.5% 
- Other valid motivation (living abroad, etc.): 0.6% 
- School drop-out without valid motivation: 1.6% 

 
Rate of school dropout by foreign students during the transition is 5.7% 

 

 Upper secondary education (level 3 ISCED): the total rate of school dropout is 4.3%: 
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Referring to upper secondary education, the rate of school dropout of foreign students is 11.6%: 

 

 
 
MARCHE REGION: TREND OF ESL ON 2016 
 
The comparison among National and Regional Early School Leavers rate shows a good trend for Marche 
Region (considering lower and upper secondary school): 
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About the other Regions of the country, the situation is worst particularly in the south of Italy (Campania, 
Puglia, Calabria), and in the Islands (Sicily and Sardinia=, where the labor market has poor job 
opportunities, and in the rural area because poorly connected with the cities where schools (particularly 
Secondary schools) are located.    
 

 

 
 
ITALIAN LAW ABOUT ESL AND SUGGESTED ACTIONS OF PREVETION 
From the beginning of the 90’s the Italian law retained to modify and strengthen the rules to prevent early 
school leaving. 

- National law No 9/1999: introduction of the duty to attend school for 10 years (from 6 to 16 years 
old); 

- National law No 144/1999: introduction of «the duty to education». Until 18 years old the youths 
have to attend training activities furnished by: schools, centers for vocational and education training, 
apprenticeship; 

- National law No 53/2003: «right and duty to education». Right and Duty to attend school for 12 years 
– from 6 to 18 years old – in order to obtain, at least, a vocational qualification of 3 years. 

Despite the National law, now there are not national policies that could be implemented in order to stop the 
school dropout. 
Only few working groups are observing together the phenomenon and are proposing actions of prevention. 
On 2014, a study work conducting by a national committee called «Gruppo di lavoro sulla Dispersione 
scolastica»3 suggested some actions of prevention of Early school leaving addressed to students, families and 
teachers: 
Actions of prevention: 

- Workshop and laboratory: schools and training centers could propose activities (during and after 
school time) like theater, art, manual and sports activities that contribute to improve emotional, 
cognitive and relational skills of the students; 

                                                           
3 Established within the Italian Authority for Childhood and Adolescence. 

 Total 
 Men 
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- Orientation and re-motivation: during the school time, the teachers put into operation activities with 
the aim to help students to understand their skills and ability, their aspiration, and to be more 
conscious about the real opportunity offered by the external word; 

- Parenting support: meeting and seminars to raise the awareness of the parents about their important 
role of educators, and help them; 

- Mentoring: tutoring activities for the students, families and education centers/schools, with the aim 
to support the study, motivate students, find adequate curriculum considering the needs of the pupil; 

- Training course for teachers: support paths and constant updating with teachers in order to increase 
the competencies necessary to address the complexity of the phenomenon and its recognition. 
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