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Introduction and state of the art 
 

Students from similar social backgrounds tend to attend similar schools. 
While this pattern is common to many industrialized countries, the degree of 
school segregation is positively associated with the institutional practice of 
tracking (Blossfeld et al., 2016). Tracking consists of sorting students into dif-
ferent types of education according to their purported aptitudes and interests. It 
is especially when tracking takes place between different school buildings, as it 
is commonly the case in Europe, that school social segregation is higher 
(Chmielewski, 2014). 

Indeed, the influence of socio-economic status (SES) on track placement is 
an established finding of educational research (Brunello and Checchi, 2007; 
Blossfeld et al., 2016). Following Boudon (1974), SES effects on educational 
transitions, including track placement, are often understood as partly mediated 
by school performance (primary effects) and partly operating independently of 
it (secondary effects). The latter are intuitively more disturbing because they 
concern students with a similar record of school performance (hence, presum-
ably, a similar academic potential) who are either held back or pushed forward 
by their family origin. Secondary effects are stronger in educational systems 
where tracking allocation allows more room for free choice (Contini, Scagni, 
2011; Dollmann, 2016). This is in line with the theoretical argument that, ceteris 
paribus, low-SES students and their families tend to make less ambitious 
choices than their high-SES counterparts because of relative risk aversion and 
imperfect information on the costs and the difficulty of prolonged schooling 
(Breen, Goldthorpe, 1997). 

When it comes to migration background, the implications of tracking are less 
straightforward. On the one hand, research has shown important «ethnic pen-
alties» in educational achievement all over Europe (Heath, 2008; Borgna, 2017), 
Immigrant students generally perform quite poorly in school compared to native 
students; this is partly due to their less favorable socio-economic conditions, but 
not completely, as they also face an additional disadvantage specific to their 
migration status.  

At the same time, however, several studies have found that children of im-
migrants tend to have higher educational aspirations and to make more ambi-
tious track choices than comparable natives (e.g. Brinbaum, Cebolla Boado, 
2007; Van de Werfhorst, Van Tubergen, 2007). In other words, once accounting 
for compositional differences in terms of SES and previous achievement, sec-
ondary effects seem to work to the advantage, and not to the disadvantage, of 
immigrants (Jackson et al., 2012; Dollmann, 2016). The higher educational as-
pirations of second-generation immigrants could reflect the upward social mo-
bility ambitions of their parents (Kao and Tienda, 1995) or be due to a poor 



Tienda, 
1998). 

In Italy, the role of migratory background for track placement has been in-
vestigated by a few studies: immigrant students appear generally overrepre-
sented in technical and vocational tracks, even net of SES and school perfor-
mance differentials (Barban, White, 2011; Contini, Azzolini, 2015). The Italian 
case might therefore be an exception to the pattern of positive secondary effects 
documented in other European countries with a longer history of immigration. 
However, these studies are based on data from the 2000s: since then, the im-
migrant student population has undergone major changes: in 20 years, students 
with foreign nationality went from 0.7% to 9.4% of the student population and 
today more than 60% of them are second-generation immigrants (MIUR, 2018). 
Against this background, the current paper addresses two related research 
questions: firstly, we ask whether secondary effects are (still) negative for immi-
grant students in Italy. Secondly, we explore the role of school guidance in the 
educational decision-making of immigrant and native students. Previous re-
search has indeed shown that in Italy teacher recommendations, although not 
binding, suffer from a significant social bias and contribute to reinforce SES 
secondary effects (Argentin et al., 2017). 
 
 
1. Data and methods 
 

To address our research questions, we focus on a case study of relatively 

dataset on the population of eight-graders of Turin during the school year 
2017/18 (N=7,180). Data access was made possible thanks to a cooperation 
agreement with the City of Turin and its school-guidance service (COSP). This 
service involves the vast majority (60/61) of public and private lower-secondary 
schools. Students take the test in the spring of seventh grade or in the fall of 
eight grade, during school hours. Shortly after, they receive a track recommen-
dation jointly elaborated by the school guidance professionals and teachers. 
The dataset is collected as part of t
pressed track intention and track recommendation. It also contains information 

occupation), school performance (grade repetition and self-assessed school 
grades), occupational aspirations, and test scores on five areas of cognition and 
motivational aspects. 

By merging this dataset with school administrative records, we linked the 
track intention that students express before the test to the recommendation they 
receive after it and to the actual choice they make in the winter of eight grade. 

Unfortunately, the data does not contain the place of birth of students or their 
parents, so we cannot directly distinguish first- and second-generation immi-
grants. As a second best, we classify foreign-national students who score below 
the tenth percentile in the linguistic test as newly arrived first-generation immi-
grants. We consider those who score above the tenth percentile as second-
generation immigrants or first-generation immigrants who arrived during child-
hood (generation 1.75)6. 

Our main independent variable combines migratory status and cultural capi-
tal: we define categories based on nationality and generational status and on 
whether at least one parent attained a tertiary degree. In our main analyses, we 

6 It should be noted that students self-assess their nationality, so some second-generation immi-
grants  possibly the ones who feel more integrated  could assess themselves as Italian. 



retain only the categories with sufficient sample sizes: high-cultural-capital na-
tives (ITA-Hi), low-cultural-capital natives (ITA-Low), low-cultural-capital sec-
ond-generation immigrants (G2-Low), and low-cultural-capital first-generation 
immigrants (G1-Low). 

Our main dependent variable is track choice, which we operationalize as an 
ordinal variable with four categories: academic (traditional lyceums), specialized 
(other lyceums and technical schools), vocational schools, and vocational train-
ing programs. This categorization is based on the prestige generally assigned 
to the different tracks and the chances they open in terms of access to university 
and labor-market integration. After some basic descriptive analyses, we run lo-
gistic models on the probability to choose a non-vocational track for the four 
main groups. Our models control for gender, parental occupation, cognitive test 
scores, grade repetition, grade point average (GPA), and lower-secondary-
school-fixed-effects. We present results as predicted probabilities for reasona-
ble student profiles. 

A second step of analyses delves deeper into the educational decision-mak-
ing process: firstly, we model track intentions, operationalized following the 
same logic of track choice. Secondly, we model the probability of receiving a 
downward recommendation with respect to the expressed track intention. 
Thirdly, we model the probability to comply with such (non-binding) downward 
recommendation. 

 
 

3. Results 
 
Our first descriptive analyses (Figure 1) compare initial track intentions with 

the eventual track choices by group: at the moment of the test, a significant 
proportion of students still do not know where to enrol: indecision is quite high 
among non-privileged Italian natives, and even higher among second- and first-
generation immigrants.  

 
FIGURE. 1. Track intentions and choices by group 

  
-record data. 

By comparing the two distributions, we notice a cooling down of aspirations 
for all groups except for the ITA-Hi, especially marked for first-generation 



students. The pattern of intentions and choices of natives and second-genera-
tion immigrants with an equally low level of cultural capital is remarkably similar. 

Additional descriptive analyses reveal that first- and second-generation im-
migrants with high cultural capital are somehow more ambitious than those with 
low cultural capital. However, in line with previous research (e.g. Leopold and 
Shavit, 2013; Borgna and Contini, 2014) parental education seems to make less 
of a difference for immigrant students than it does for natives. In terms of test 
scores (excluding the linguistic component), the G2, irrespective of their cultural 
capital level, perform similarly to the ITA-Low, while the G1 score extremely low. 
 
2.1. Are secondary effects still negative for immigrant students? 

To address our first research question, of whether immigrant students (still) 
make less ambitious track choices than similar natives, we move to a multivari-
ate framework. Figure 2 displays the predicted probabilities of enrolling in a non-
vocational track (either academic or specialized) for our four groups by different 
test score levels. The probabilities refer to male7 students who come from low-
SES families and have an average school performance record (GPA=7/10, no 
grade repetition). The model includes lower-secondary-school-fixed-effects, be-
cause we found evidence for very large school effects. 

 
FIGURE. 2. Predicted probabilities of non-vocational track choice by group 

 
-record data. 

 
Our analyses show that immigrants make more ambitious track choices than 

comparable natives. More precisely, net of compositional differences (in terms 
of social class and prior achievement) both G1-low and G2-low are less prone 
than ITA-High, but more than ITA-Low to opt for a non-vocational track. The 
differential with ITA-Low is not statistically significant for first-generation immi-
grants, possibly due to the small sample size of this group (N=205).  

In contrast to what found by previous studies on Italy, but in line with the 
international literature, we therefore find evidence for positive secondary effects 
for immigrant students, at least of second generation. 

7 The pattern is the same for female students. 



 
 

2.2. What role for school guidance? 
Our second research question concerns the role of school guidance and in 

particular how track recommendations intervene in the transformation of the in-
itial intention into the actual track choice, which  as seen above  appears to 
be a cooling-down process for all groups except for the ITA-High. 

As a first step, we analyze initial intentions to seize between-group differen-
tials net of confounding factors. Figure 3 displays the predicted probabilities to 
state a preference for an academic or specialized track, as opposed to a voca-
tional track or stating no preference. 

 
FIGURE. 3. Predicted probabilities of non-vocational track intention by group 

 
 

 
It is evident that immigrant students start off as far more ambitious than na-

tives: net of compositional differences, both G1-Low and G2-Low do not differ 
significantly from ITA-High. This pattern could reflect higher educational and 
occupational aspirations, but also a lack of information on the Italian school sys-
tem (Kao, Tienda, 1995, 1998). Either way, the divide between immigrant and 
native students of low cultural capital is higher in the initial intentions than in the 
actual choices. It is therefore sensible to investigate whether school guidance 
might divert immigrant students away from their initially higher aspirations. 

Based on our analyses on track recommendations (not shown here), we are 
able to characterize Turin school guidance system as overall restraining, but 
subject to little or inexistent bias. G2n students are slightly more likely to receive 
a recommendation lower than the initial intentions but, given that the latter are 
very ambitious, for this group there is clearly more room for downward guidance. 

The relatively unbiased nature of school guidance does not rule out the pos-
sibility that some groups are diverted away from their initial intentions. Our last 
set of analyses investigates this possibility by modelling the compliance with a 
downward recommendation. ITA-High have a very low likelihood to follow a 
downward recommendation, while ITA-Low are much more likely to comply; G2 
display an intermediate pattern (Figure 4). This lower compliance could be a 



sign of resilient ambitions but could also reflect a lack of trust in the school in-
stitution. 

 
FIGURE. 4. Predicted probabilities to follow a downward recommendation 

 
elaboration from COSP and school-record data. 

 
 

Conclusions and outlook 
 

To sum up, we find large gaps between high- and low-cultural-capital natives 
in terms of initial intentions and actual choices. In contrast, among low-cultural-
capital students, natives and second-generation immigrants are descriptively 
very similar. Once accounting for compositional differences, especially in terms 
of previous achievement, secondary effects to the disadvantage of lower-cul-
tural capital natives persist, while second-generation immigrants stand out as 
highly ambitious, in line with the international literature (e.g. Brinbaum and Ce-
bolla Boado, 2007; Jackson et al., 2012). Our next step of analysis will explore 
the role of occupational aspirations to explain these differentials. Interestingly, 
between-group differences do not seem to result from biased school guidance, 
but rather from different compliance behaviors with respect to the (non-binding) 
recommendations. This is in contrast with previous findings on teacher-as-
signed recommendations (Argentin et al., 2017) and warrants future research 
on the role of professional guidance to reduce inequality.  

Finally, future research should investigate whether the ambitious choices 
taken by immigrant students place them in a more precarious situation in terms 
of school failure and dropout, or whether, in contrast, their higher aspirations 
are able to protect them from such risks. 
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