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ABSTRACT
We examine the main sources of social background inequalities in academic track
enrolment whether their relative importance varies across 103 Italian provinces. We
distinguish between three channels by which social inequalities in educational tran-
sitions are reproduced, the ‘primary’, ‘secondary’, and ‘tertiary’ effects (Boudon,
1974; Esser, 2016). They refer to the role of individual competencies, teachers’ as-
sessments, and family decisions, respectively. We compiled a student population
panel dataset from the INVALSI-SNV, following 1,344 million students from five co-
horts (2013–2017) enrolled in the 8th grade of lower secondary school (untracked)
to the 10th grade of upper secondary education (tracked). The results from the
KHB method suggest that families’ choices are the prevalent source of reproduction
of inequalities in academic track enrolment, followed by tertiary and then primary
effects. Interestingly, we find more geographical heterogeneity in the channels by
which educational inequalities are reproduced than in the total inequality by social
background. Moreover, our findings align with the Incremental Reproduction regime
found in cross-national studies, emphasising that an increase in secondary effects
does not correspond to any notable variation in the magnitude of primary or tertiary
effects.

KEYWORDS Inequality of educational opportunity; social background; teachers’ marks; academic
performance; family decisions; geographical inequality

Introduction

Despite major educational reforms and significant efforts to democratise access
to schooling (Breen et al., 2009), social inequalities in educational attainment
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2 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

remain pervasive in economically advanced Western societies (Blossfeld, Bloss-
feld and Blossfeld, 2015). Social class, parental education, and family wealth
are still strongly and positively associated with years of education attained and
the probability of graduating from tertiary education (Shavit et al., 2007). This
clearly violates the basic principle of equality of educational opportunity em-
braced by contemporary democratic societies, according to which character-
istics for which individuals bear no responsibility—such as social origin or
race—should not determine their chances to succeed in the educational system,
which should depend only on individual ability and effort (Roemer and Trannoy
2016).

A substantial body of research highlights cross-national differences in the in-
equality of educational opportunities (IEOp) among children from different so-
cial backgrounds (Shavit et al., 2007; Jackson, 2013; van de Werfhorst, 2018;
Blossfeld et al., 2016; Triventi et al., 2020). However, relatively little research has
focused on how IEOp varies within countries and across regions. This lack of at-
tention has been identified as problematic, as it may hinder a full understanding
of the phenomenon (Chetty et al., 2014; Betthäuser, Kaiser and Trinh, 2021).

First, while some institutional aspects vary across countries, others are shaped
at the regional, provincial, or even municipal level (Burger, 2019). Differences
in funding, teacher allocation, and school facilities often emerge from these
decentralised structures, affecting educational opportunities. These resource
disparities can either promote equal opportunities or reinforce existing social
inequalities.

Second, beyond institutional and resource-driven differences, regional con-
texts differ in their economic structures, labour markets, and cultural attitudes
towards education. These broader socioeconomic and cultural environments
can independently shape educational aspirations, access, and outcomes, further
contributing to regional disparities (Rodríguez-Pose and Tselios, 2010).

Third, analysing geographical variations allows researchers to identify regions
with particularly high levels of educational inequality. This helps target interven-
tions and allocate resources to the areas that need them most (Chetty, Hendren
and Katz, 2016). Finally, from an analytical perspective, a within-country anal-
ysis provides a controlled environment to compare different regions within the
same national framework. This can offer clearer insights into the specific causes
of educational inequality, as external national factors remain constant (Carvalho
2016).

In recent years, several studies in both economics and sociology (e.g.,
Rodríguez-Pose and Tselios, 2010; Chetty et al., 2014; Betthäuser, Kaiser and
Trinh, 2021; Acciari, Polo and Violante, 2022) have begun investigating how
the intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic status (SES) varies across
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EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 3

regions, generally finding substantial variation at this level. Notably, studies
based on administrative data also reveal significant, fine-grained geographical
heterogeneity in life opportunities (Chetty, Hendren and Katz, 2016; Chetty
et al., 2014). However, these studies typically focus on the outcomes of so-
cial mobility processes, such as occupational status, income, or educational
attainment. While this provides valuable insights into geographical variations
in intergenerational social mobility, it does not clarify whether the mechanisms
underlying these patterns vary across contexts.

Against this background, we examine how social background inequalities
in academic track enrolment in upper secondary education vary across Italian
provinces in recent student cohorts. Specifically, we assess not only the geo-
graphical heterogeneity in the strength of the association between social origin
and academic track choice but also whether the mechanisms driving these in-
equalities differ across contexts—an issue largely overlooked in the literature.

By focusing on a single country, we control for institutional characteristics
that have been the focus of cross-national studies, such as the type of tracking
system and the degree of standardisation in education (Allmendinger, 1989).
This approach allows us to isolate within-country differences and assess whether
the reproduction of educational inequalities operates uniformly across Italy or
whether the influence of parental socioeconomic resources on educational op-
portunities is more pronounced in certain areas. Finding substantial regional
variation would highlight the need to explore how local contextual factors shape
social inequalities in educational transitions.

Italy is a particularly well suited case study for examining within-country vari-
ation in educational inequalities due to its pronounced regional divides in school
outcomes (Bratti, Checchi and Filippin, 2007) and socioeconomic conditions
(Terrasi, 1999). The country exhibits low overall educational attainment rates
(OECD 2020) and high levels of educational inequality (Contini and Scagni,
2013), particularly in the transition to upper secondary education. Social origin
differentials in academic track choice are wider in Italy than in most other Eu-
ropean countries ( Jackson, 2013), even when compared to similarly stratified
systems, like Germany or The Netherlands (Checchi and Flabbi, 2007; Contini
and Scagni, 2013). However, despite these strong background effects in track
selection, Italy’s socioeconomic gradient in standardised performance measures
(e.g., PISA) is relatively small—closer to egalitarian countries, like Finland, than
to Germany, Great Britain, or France (Contini and Triventi, 2016). These con-
trasting patterns make Italy an ideal setting to explore how social background
influences educational trajectories across different local contexts.

Additionally, Italy provides a unique opportunity for this analysis due to the
availability of high-quality, student-level administrative data. For our empirical
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4 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

analysis, we compiled a large-scale panel dataset from the INVALSI-SNV (Isti-
tuto nazionale per la valutazione del sistema educativo di istruzione e di formazione),
tracking 1.34 million students from five cohorts (2013–2017) as they transition
from the untracked lower secondary level (8th grade) to the tracked upper sec-
ondary system (10th grade). The large sample size allows us to disaggregate the
analysis across 103 provinces, which share the same national educational frame-
work but exhibit significant variation in school quality and socioeconomic con-
ditions. This enables us to hold institutional structures constant as we assess how
regional differences shape the reproduction of educational inequalities.

We focus on enrolment in the academic track, as it is positively associated
with subsequent educational success. Students attending the academically ori-
ented track show higher performance in mathematics and reading (Horn, 2013;
Maaz et al., 2008; Triventi, Barone and Facchini 2021), lower risks of dropping
out (Werblow, Urick and Duesbery, 2013), higher chances of entering university,
better marks in higher education (Cappellari, 2004), and higher wages (Dust-
mann, 2004).

We rely on a theoretical framework developed in the social stratification
literature (Boudon, 1974; Erikson et al., 2005; Esser, 2016; Jackson, 2013),
which identifies three main channels through which social inequalities in ed-
ucational transitions are reproduced. First, family school-related decisions shape
students’ trajectories, as parents from different social backgrounds may make
different choices even when their children have similar academic competence
(secondary effects). Second, student academic ability directly influences educa-
tional transitions, as students with stronger prior performance are more likely to
enter academic tracks (primary effects). Third, teachers’ evaluations of students’
performance can reinforce inequalities by influencing track placement beyond
what is explained by students’ actual ability (tertiary effects).

Although this framework does not capture the full complexity of the fac-
tors, processes, and interactions that generate educational inequalities, it serves
as a useful analytical tool for decomposing social disparities according to the
roles of key actors—families, students, and schools. Additionally, it offers em-
pirical insights into the potential effectiveness of different policy interventions
aimed at mitigating socioeconomic disparities in educational attainment ( Jack-
son, 2013).

The article is structured as follows. In the next section, we present the theo-
retical framework. We then describe the Italian educational system, followed by
formulating research hypotheses about the expected patterns. Next, we outline
the analytical strategy, including data, variables, and methods, and then present
the empirical findings—first focusing on descriptive patterns across provinces,
then decomposing total inequality into the three main channels, and finally
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EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 5

Figure 1. Conceptual scheme for analysing the channels through which social inequali-
ties in school track enrolment are reproduced.

relating geographical variation in IEOp to contextual indicators at the provincial
level. The final section concludes by highlighting the potential and limitations
of this line of research and suggesting avenues for future work in this area.

Theoretical framework

Social background plays a crucial role in influencing the allocation of students
to different educational tracks, and these disparities result from a complex inter-
play of factors. In this theoretical exploration, we delineate three primary chan-
nels through which social inequalities in educational transitions are perpetuated.
These channels—commonly referred to as ‘primary’, ‘secondary’, and ‘tertiary’
effects (see Figure 1)—have been extensively discussed in the social stratifica-
tion literature (Boudon, 1974; Esser, 2016; Jackson, 2013).

According to Boudon (1974), primary effects refer to those socioeconomic
background differences in educational transitions attributable to differences in
students’ academic ability. Children with stronger academic performance are
more likely to pursue educational paths that are more demanding and better
aligned with their talents and interests. Since children from higher socioeco-
nomic backgrounds, on average, develop higher cognitive abilities and perform
better in the early school years (Bradbury et al., 2015; Passaretta and Skopek,
2021), they also tend to have better opportunities to enter and succeed in aca-
demically oriented and demanding school tracks.

In Boudon’s framework, secondary effects refer instead to the direct influence
of social background on the likelihood of making a given educational transition,
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6 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

independent of prior academic performance. These effects are generally under-
stood to reflect families’ considerations regarding the expected costs, chances of
success, and benefits associated with different educational options (Breen and
Goldthorpe, 1997).

More recently, Esser (2016) extended this analytical model by introducing
the concept of tertiary effects, which explicitly account for the role of teachers in
shaping students’ (and their parents’) educational decisions beyond the influ-
ence of student ability. Unlike Boudon, Esser and others (Blossfeld, Blossfeld
and Blossfeld, 2015) emphasise the need to distinguish between ‘objective’
indicators of students’ academic competence—typically measured through
standardised tests—and teachers’ subjective assessments, expressed through
grades and recommendations. The concept of tertiary effects draws attention to
the potential for teachers’ biases in evaluating the academic potential of students
from different social backgrounds, a factor that can significantly influence track
placement decisions.

In our theoretical framework, we incorporate insights from both the original
and expanded models to provide a comprehensive account of the main channels
through which social background inequalities are produced and reproduced in
education. In the conceptual scheme depicted in Figure 1, the notion of primary
effects of social origin refers to the (indirect) component of the total effect of so-
cial origin on educational choice that operates through students’ academic abil-
ity (a × b),1 which is typically assessed using standardised tests in key general
subjects, such as language and mathematics.

The sociological literature on primary effects extensively examines the mech-
anisms linking social background to academic performance, with cultural capi-
tal theory (Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu and Passeron 1990) providing a key ex-
planatory framework (van de Werfhorst and Hofstede, 2007; Jæger and Breen,
2016). However, research also highlights that primary effects emerge from a
complex interplay between educational institutions and families’ cultural, eco-
nomic, and social resources. A broader perspective considers multiple factors
shaping differences in academic competencies across social groups, including
(a) genetic endowments; (b) in-utero and early childhood health and nutrition;
(c) family structure, particularly sibship size; (d) the home environment and
parental investment in cognitive stimulation; (e) teachers’ and schools’ expec-
tations; and (f) student socioemotional competencies and psychological traitsQ1

( Jackson, 2013).

1 Indirect effects in path analysis are identified as the product of two paths, meaning that
the effect of one variable on another is mediated through a third variable. The strength of
the indirect effect is calculated by multiplying the coefficients of the two connecting paths
(Hayes 2017).
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EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 7

We use the concept of ‘tertiary effects’ to refer to the role of teachers in influ-
encing students’ (and their parents’) educational decisions regarding enrolment
in the academic track, over and above the role of student ability. In Figure 1, this
is captured by the c × d product. Teachers may influence such decisions by as-
signing grades and making track recommendations that are not aligned with stu-
dents’ actual competencies due to evaluation biases (Malouff and Thorsteinsson,
2016), students’ socioemotional skills and behaviour, or teachers’ stereotypes
(Auwarter and Aruguete, 2008; Sprietsma, 2013). Some evidence suggests that
teachers attribute higher marks and provide more favourable track recommen-
dations to upper-class children compared to equally able but socioeconomically
disadvantaged peers (Batruch et al., 2023). Given the visibility and salience of
teachers’ marks and recommendations, these are likely to shape parents’ percep-
tions of their child’s academic proficiency and potential, affecting their school-
related decisions.

The remaining share of socioeconomic background differences in students’
academic track enrolment makes up the ‘secondary effects’. In Boudon’s (1974)
original formulation, secondary effects of social background refer to the residual
origin effects on educational choices (i.e. the direct part of the origin effect) not
attributable to student performance differences. In our scheme, which incorpo-
rates tertiary effects, they represent heterogeneous educational decisions across
families with children of equal academic ability and identical teacher evaluations
and recommendations (Blossfeld, Blossfeld and Blossfeld, 2015; Esser, 2016),
captured by the e path in Figure 1.

Secondary effects refer to differences in educational choices between families
of different social backgrounds, even among students with similar academic per-
formance. These choices are shaped by families’ expectations regarding the ben-
efits, costs, and risks associated with alternative educational paths (Breen and
Goldthorpe, 1997; Erikson and Jonsson, 1996). Rational action theory explains
these differences as the result of bounded rationality and class-specific risk aver-
sion. Higher-SES families, who possess the necessary resources, are compelled
to invest in their children’s education to avoid the risk of downward mobility. In
contrast, students from lower-SES backgrounds need to invest relatively little in
education to reach the social position of their parents, which reduces the incen-
tives for pursuing longer or more ambitious educational trajectories (Breen and
Goldthorpe, 1997). Moreover, given their limited exposure to higher education,
such families may perceive academic tracks as riskier—in terms of both finan-
cial investment and the likelihood of success—leading them to favour technical
or vocational pathways that offer more immediate entry into the labour market
(Breen and Yaish, 2006).
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8 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

While rational action theory offers a compelling explanation for social back-
ground differences in track choices, it is not exhaustive. Educational decisions
are also shaped by cultural capital, habitus, and perceptions of the dominant
peer and school environment (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). The extent to
which these mechanisms operate uniformly across a country or vary by local
context remains underexplored. We adopt a within-country perspective to assess
whether—and how—regional differences in social, economic, and institutional
environments influence the relative weight of these mechanisms.

Although the relationship between teachers’ grades and standardised test
scores is not central to the decomposition of social background inequalities
in educational outcomes, it is relevant for understanding the interconnections
between the factors in our model. While discrepancies between these measures
exist—as suggested by the concept of ‘tertiary effects’—they are generally
positively correlated (Brookhart, 1994). This positive association is because
both measures capture students’ academic competence, albeit through different
approaches (Borghans et al., 2016). Standardised tests assess knowledge and
skills in a controlled environment, while teachers’ grades reflect a broader
evaluation that includes classroom participation, effort, and behaviour. Despite
these differences, students with higher academic competence tend to perform
well on both, as cognitive ability, mastery of subject matter, and study habits
contribute to success in both settings (Guskey, 2006). Empirical research sup-
ports this pattern, consistently finding a significant positive correlation between
standardised test scores and teachers’ grades (Wiberg, 2019).

A glance at the Italian education system

Italy provides a compelling case for studying social inequality in school tracking,
particularly in relation to regional differences. The country exhibits high levels of
social background influence on track choice despite having an inclusive system
in which no formal ability requirements regulate access to different upper sec-
ondary school tracks (Contini and Triventi, 2016). This creates an institutional
setting where inequalities emerge through not direct institutional barriers but
family-driven selection mechanisms and contextual differences in educational
quality.

Although the Italian education system is formally centralised, regional dis-
parities are substantial, with strong heterogeneity in standardised test scores
across schools and regions (Abbiati, Argentin and Gerosa, 2017; Agasisti and
Cordero-Ferrera, 2013), generally favouring the north. Moreover, grading stan-
dards vary significantly across provinces, with evidence suggesting that teach-
ers in the south tend to be more lenient (Triventi and Argentin, 2015). In addi-
tion, teacher biases against lower-background students have been documented
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EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 9

in grading (Triventi, 2023) and track recommendations (Argentin, Barbieri and
Barone, 2017). These variations make Italy an ideal context for analysing within-
country inequalities in school tracking, as different local environments may am-
plify or mitigate the role of social background.

Despite the highly stratified nature of the Italian upper secondary school sys-
tem, track access is largely determined by family decisions rather than formal
institutional barriers. The academic track (licei) provides the most direct path-
way to higher education, while technical and vocational tracks offer lower aca-
demic expectations and weaker labour market prospects (Triventi, Barone and
Facchini, 2021). These differences contribute to long-term social stratification,
even though students have the right to enrol in any track. While tuition fees do
not vary significantly across public schools, the long-term returns of different
tracks in terms of university access and labour market outcomes are substantial
(Barone et al., 2018; Ballarino, Barone and Panichella, 2016).

Although families play a central role in school track choice, academic achieve-
ment and teacher evaluations remain influential. Schools with excess applica-
tions may use prior performance as a selection criterion, and teachers provide
recommendations that, while not binding, influence family decisions (Barone,
Argentin and Barbieri, 2017). Given the teacher biases and regional disparities
in grading, students from lower-SES backgrounds may face additional obstacles
in being encouraged or considered for the academic track. This interplay be-
tween family decisions, teacher influence, and regional disparities makes Italy
an insightful case for understanding how social inequalities in education are re-
produced in a system that is formally open but functionally stratified.

Literature review and research hypotheses

Building on the theoretical framework presented earlier, the description of the
Italian education system, and empirical research in the field, this section develops
hypotheses on

1) geographical variations in the total effect of social background on academic
track placement (total IEOp);

2) the overall relative importance of primary, secondary, and tertiary effects
in Italy;

3) their geographical variation; and
4) the relationship between primary, secondary, and tertiary effects and total

inequality.

1) Geographical variations in social inequalities in academic track place-
ment. A key contribution of this study is its within-country approach, which
moves beyond broad geographical distinctions—such as the well-documented
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10 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

north–south divide in Italy—to examine the extent to which regional and lo-
cal contexts shape educational inequalities. While many studies have highlighted
macro-regional disparities in education (e.g. Ballarino, Panichella and Triventi,
2014), there has been limited exploration of whether and how social background
inequalities in school tracking vary at a more granular level across provinces.
Given the substantial heterogeneity in socioeconomic conditions, school qual-
ity, and educational practices even within macro-regions (Fiasconaro, Triventi
and Fedeli, 2024), a regional approach allows us to assess whether educational
inequalities follow a continuous geographical gradient or local contextual factors
generate distinct patterns of inequality across different areas of the country.

The effect of family SES on academic track placement may vary across
provinces due to a number of contextual factors that can moderate social inequal-
ities in educational transitions, including societal modernisation and cultural
norms, income inequality and economic stratification, labour market opportu-
nities and incentive structures, and school quality and educational resources.

According to modernisation theory, educational inequalities tend to be
stronger in less modernised areas, where ascription and particularism prevail
over achievement and universalism as principles regulating the social stratifica-
tion system (Treiman, 1970). In more economically developed regions, merito-
cratic principles are likely to be more institutionalised, and the relative influence
of family background in school transitions may be weaker (Treiman, 1975;
Marks, 2013). This suggests that in highly modernised provinces, social back-Q2

ground may have a less pronounced effect on academic track placement, as stu-
dents from different social classes have greater access to opportunities based on
merit rather than inherited advantage (Ballarino, Panichella and Triventi, 2014).

High levels of economic inequality can reinforce educational disparities by
limiting low-SES students’ access to resources that facilitate enrolment in the
academic track, such as private tutoring, extracurricular activities, and cultural
capital accumulation (Erikson and Jonsson 1996). In regions with greater in-
come polarisation, high-SES families may have stronger incentives to secure edu-
cational advantages for their children, leading to greater social selectivity in track
choice. Conversely, in more economically equal provinces, where families have
similar levels of economic resources, the impact of social background on educa-
tional transitions may be weaker. Recent research highlights that spatial dispari-
ties in economic structures shape inequality in early career outcomes, reinforc-
ing the idea that economic conditions may play a key role in moderating social
background effects in education (Morris, 2023).

Labour market conditions also influence educational choices, particularly
through perceived returns to education. In provinces with higher unemploy-
ment rates, students and families may view higher educational attainment as

Unc
orr

ect
ed

 Proo
f

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/euso/article-pdf/doi/10.1162/euso.a.35/2536105/euso.a.35.pdf by Università degli studi di Milano user on 15 September 2025



EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 11

a necessary investment to secure stable employment. This may reduce social
inequalities in academic track enrolment, as even lower-SES families recog-
nise the importance of a strong educational background for labour market suc-
cess. Conversely, in provinces with abundant medium-skilled job opportunities,
vocational and technical tracks may appear more attractive to lower-SES stu-
dents, reinforcing the social reproduction of educational inequalities (Breen and
Goldthorpe, 1997). In these contexts, the academic track may remain a priv-
ileged route primarily taken by high-SES students, as lower-SES families may
view it as too risky or unnecessary for social mobility.

Furthermore, access to high-quality educational resources—such as well-
funded schools, updated curricula, experienced teachers, and modern teach-
ing technologies—can mitigate social inequalities in educational transitions
(Hanushek, 2020). Stronger educational infrastructures may provide better sup-
port for students from disadvantaged backgrounds, reducing disparities in track
choice. However, regional inequalities in school quality remain substantial in
Italy, with provinces in the south generally exhibiting lower levels of school fund-
ing, teacher quality, and academic performance (Bratti, Checchi and Filippin,
2007; Agasisti and Cordero-Ferrera, 2013). In such contexts, low-SES students
may be further disadvantaged, as they are more likely to attend under-resourced
schools that limit their academic preparation and aspiration for the academic
track.

All of these considerations lead us to expect significant heterogeneity across
Italian provinces in social background inequalities in academic track enrolment
(Hypothesis 1).

2) Relative importance of primary, secondary, and tertiary effects. From a theo-
retical perspective, it has been suggested that the prevailing system of student
allocation and key actors involved in this process can significantly affect ed-
ucational outcomes ( Jackson, 2013). In this respect, Italy follows a formal
‘open-choice’ model, where sorting by high school tracks is not restricted by
students’ prior academic performance, and teachers’ recommendations are
either absent or non-binding (Barone, Argentin and Barbieri, 2017; Contini
and Triventi, 2016). Unlike education systems where track assignment is based
on institutional assessments (e.g. test scores, academic performance, or teacher
recommendations), upper secondary enrolment in Italy has traditionally been a
family-driven decision. However, in recent years, teachers’ recommendations in
lower secondary schools and selective admission procedures in upper secondary
schools have gained increasing importance.

In open-choice systems, the direct impact of social background—beyond pre-
vious academic performance—is expected to be more pronounced than in sys-
tems employing ability-based sorting (Blossfeld et al., 2016). This is because, in
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12 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

open-choice systems, academically underperforming students from privileged
backgrounds have the opportunity to enrol in more desirable educational tracks
(Bernardi and Triventi, 2020). On the other hand, low-SES parents may opt for
vocational secondary schooling for their academically proficient children due
to class-specific risk-aversion tendencies, even when higher tracks are accessible
( Jackson and Jonsson, 2013).

Studies in Italy that decompose social background inequality in academic
track enrolment into primary and secondary effects consistently find that the
latter accounts for about 55–65% of the gaps between students from socioe-
conomically advantaged and disadvantaged groups (Azzolini and Ress, 2014;
Contini and Scagni, 2013; Contini and Triventi, 2016).2 However, studies did
not include both teachers’ evaluations and standardised test scores, overlooking
the distinction between primary and tertiary effects. In a recent study, Triventi
(2023) shows significant positive direct effects of social origin on teachers’
marks, even for students with the same subject-specific competence. Moreover,
given the higher visibility and salience of marks compared to test scores (Fedeli
and Triventi, 2023; Holm, Hjorth-Trolle and Jæger, 2019; Jackson, 2013), we
expect that social inequalities driven by teachers’ marks will have a greater im-
pact than those based on standardised test scores in driving overall social gaps in
entering the academic track.

These considerations lead us to hypothesise that across Italian provinces, sec-
ondary effects will be the predominant source accounting for the total association be-
tween social background and academic track placement, followed by tertiary and then
primary effects (Hypothesis 2).

3) Geographical variation. While we expect a general order of importance
among secondary, tertiary, and primary effects in shaping social inequalities in
academic track placement, their relative weight may vary across provinces, de-
pending on local economic, institutional, and educational conditions. For in-
stance, in provinces with higher unemployment rates and weaker labour markets,
secondary effects may be less pronounced, as even lower-SES families recog-
nise the importance of higher education to secure stable employment, leadingQ3

2 Contini and Scagni (2013), using the ISTAT Survey of High School Graduates for cohorts born
in the 1980s and accounting for sample selection, found that secondary effects accounted
for more than 5% of the total differentials. Ress and Azzolini (2014) conducted a similar
analysis using a unique longitudinal data archive from the province of Trento, reporting esti-
mates of a similar magnitude. Contini and Triventi (2016) leveraged data from the national
learning assessment of 10th graders (INVALSI, 2013–14), which includes information on
final marks in lower secondary education (prior to tracking). The authors decomposed total
social background inequalities into primary and secondary effects using the KHB method.
Secondary effects accounted for 70% of the social gap in allocation between lyceums and
technical schools and 60% when comparing the technical and vocational tracks.
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EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 13

to a stronger role for academic ability (primary effects) in track placement. Con-
versely, in regions with greater school segregation and unequal access to quality
education, tertiary effects may become more prominent as disparities in teacher
assessments and school resources reinforce social inequalities beyond individual
performance. Moreover, in provinces where academic lyceums are more selec-
tive, family background may play a heightened role, as high-SES students lever-
age cultural and social capital to navigate competitive admissions processes, even
when their academic performance is weaker.

This leads us to expect that not only the overall association between so-
cial background and academic track enrolment but also the relative importance
of primary, secondary, and tertiary effects will vary significantly across provinces
(Hypothesis 3).

4) Relationship between primary, secondary, and tertiary effects. The third as-
pect considered in this study refers to the absolute size of primary, secondary,
and tertiary effects across Italian provinces and how they combine to produce
overall social inequalities in academic track enrolment. In this way, we aim to
better understand the different pathways through which IEOp is created. In the
same spirit, but addressing this issue in a cross-national comparison, Jackson and
Jonsson (2013) proposed three main types of educational inequality regimes in
which primary and secondary effects operate to produce IEOp: Uniform Repro-
duction, Compensatory Reproduction, and Incremental Reproduction.

In the Uniform Reproduction regime, primary and secondary effects are per-
fectly positively associated, meaning that when secondary effects increase, pri-
mary effects do as well, and at the same rate. Consequently, overall educational
inequalities increase rapidly because secondary and primary effects are equally
significant. Under this regime, students from advantaged backgrounds achieve
educational success through their performance and choices in ways that mirror
their social background. In contrast, in the Compensatory Reproduction regime,
secondary and primary effects are perfectly negatively correlated, meaning that
as secondary effects increase, primary effects decrease. This leads to a situation
where educational inequalities remain relatively constant as secondary effects
change. In this context, parents allocate resources to enhance their children’s per-
formance and influence their educational choices. Social class tends to maintain
its influence regardless of policy interventions.

Finally, in the Incremental Reproduction regime, secondary effects increase
in magnitude while primary effects remain constant. This suggests that the im-
pact of social background on performance is somewhat limited, while the influ-
ence on the choices students make, given their performance, is not constrained.
Research is limited assessing the empirical plausibility of the various scenarios.
However, Jackson and Jonsson (2013), in summarising empirical findings from
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14 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

several national studies and birth cohorts, suggest that the Incremental Repro-
duction regime best describes the relationship between primary and secondary
effects in the studied countries, where the magnitude of primary effects varies
less than that of secondary effects.

Following this, we hypothesise that across Italian provinces, we might de-
tect a pattern resembling the Incremental Reproduction regime, with both (abso-
lute) primary and tertiary effects not varying systematically with secondary effects
(Hypothesis 4).

Analytical strategy

Data

To investigate geographical variations in the reproduction of social inequalities
in educational decisions, we use data from INVALSI-SNV, which provide infor-
mation on competencies and educational pathways across key school grades for
the entire student population. We use data from five cohorts of students enrolled
in the third year of middle school (8th grade, 2013–2017), tracking their high
school enrolment and final exam grades.

Since there is no dropout rate in middle school within the Italian system, the
dataset includes nearly the entire student population over these five years, with
minimal missing data (less than 5% nationally and up to 14% in a few provinces).
These missing cases are primarily due to technical issues and missing demo-
graphic information, which we believe do not affect our analyses. As a result, we
rely on listwise deletion of missing values.

Additionally, Valle d’Aosta and Bolzano are excluded due to their status as spe-
cial autonomous regions and unique linguistic communities, though analyses for
the years they are included confirm the consistency of our findings.

By leveraging the large size of the INVALSI dataset, we can disaggregate the
analysis by province, gaining a more detailed perspective on territorial hetero-
geneity in educational inequality. The individuals included in the analysis across
provinces range from a minimum of 1,250 (in Aosta province) to a maximum of
92,869 (in Milan province). Key variable information comes from administrative
registers of the schools, standardised tests conducted in selected school grades,
and ad hoc questionnaires administered to the entire student population.

Variables

The outcome used in the analysis is track enrolment in the 10th grade repre-
sented as a dummy variable distinguishing students enrolled in the classical and
scientific lyceums from those enrolled in all other tracks. This classification is
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EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 15

used for several reasons. First, it succinctly captures the most significant divide
in later educational and occupational opportunities. It goes beyond the formal
classification of curricula and excludes general curricula that are typically con-
sidered academic oriented but have lower academic standards than those in the
more traditional lyceums.3

The main independent variable is an index of economic sociocultural sta-
tus (ESCS) constructed by INVALSI based on the approach developed in the
OECD-PISA survey. The index is derived from a principal component analysis
that summarises information on parental education, occupational level, and the
number of books at home. For the analysis, it has been standardised to have a
mean of zero and standard deviation of one. Higher values on this variable indi-
cate a family background richer in socioeconomic and cultural resources.

We recognise that this choice limits our ability to elaborate detailed hypothe-
ses about the role of specific categories or classes in educational decisions or
highlight the heterogeneous effects of different dimensions of social background
(Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2013). However, given that we aim to provide an over-
all assessment of socioeconomic advantages related to family of origin across
many contexts, we chose to rely on an overall composite measure instead of
examining specific dimensions of social background (Kolenikov and Angeles,
2009). This approach avoids an excessive number of parameters and makes the
interpretation of results more manageable. However, focusing on individual mea-
sures of social origin, such as parental years of education, leads to similar findings.

The two mediators refer to student academic competencies as expressed by
their performance in national standardised tests and teachers’ evaluations as cap-
tured by marks. More specifically, student competencies are measured by averag-
ing scores in the INVALSI standardised tests in language and mathematics in 8th
grade. Teachers’ assessments are measured using the grade achieved in the 8th-
grade final exam, assigned by a committee of teachers from the student’s class-
room over the previous three years. Therefore, both variables are measured at the
end of lower secondary education, just before the transition to upper secondary
education.

3 This variable does not strictly capture educational choice immediately following the end
of lower secondary education, as such information is not available in the data. Instead, it
reflects enrolment in the second year of upper secondary education. This means it takes
into account any track changes that may occur between the first and second year. Although
this limits our ability to directly relate the results to family decisions made at the lower-to-
upper secondary transition, it nonetheless captures a relevant outcome—namely, the track
in which students are likely to complete their diplomas. While official statistics on this aspect
are lacking, research suggests that track changes in Italy are relatively limited and mostly
involve shifts within the same broader track (Contini and Triventi 2016). This reduces the
likelihood of substantially different results had we focused on enrolment in the first year
instead.
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16 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

We use control variables for basic sociodemographic characteristics, such as
gender, migration background (natives, first- and second-generation migrants),
and dummy variables indicating the academic cohorts. These are included be-
cause they may correlate with both our ESCS measure and academic track place-
ment. We did not include other variables in the main analyses because they are
not part of the theoretical framework we rely on and might distort the estima-
tion of the total primary, secondary, and tertiary components, as suggested in
the literature.

Methods

The analyses are guided by our interest in two theoretical estimands. The first
concerns the total association between social background and the probability
of enrolment in the academic track in 10th grade (Total IEOp). We use bino-
mial logistic regressions with clustered standard errors as the estimation method.
The basic model includes the ESCS index as the focal independent variable and
the sociodemographic characteristics as control variables. The total association
is measured by computing the average marginal effect of ESCS on the probability
of enrolling in the lyceum in the 10th grade.

Given the large sample size, we capture geographical heterogeneity by apply-
ing a non-parametric approach and estimating province-specific regression mod-
els. This allows the coefficients for both ESCS and the control variables to vary
across provinces, thereby increasing model flexibility and reducing potential bias
due to misspecification (Heisig and Schaeffer, 2019).

The second estimands of interest concern the size of the three channels
through which social background inequalities in educational transitions are
reproduced—the primary, secondary, and tertiary components. The goal is to
decompose the association between social origin and academic track enrolment
into the portion mediated by student academic competencies, portion mediated
by teachers’ marks, and residual ‘direct effect’ of social background not explained
by the two mediators.

In nonlinear regression models, decomposing the total effect of a variable
into direct and indirect components is not as straightforward as in linear models
due to a rescaling effect: coefficients and error variance cannot be separately
identified (Allison, 1999; Mood, 2010). To address this issue, we apply the
KHB method (Karlson, Holm and Breen, 2012; Kohler, Karlson and Holm,
2011), which is widely used for comparing a full model with a reduced model.
In the reduced model, the mediators are replaced by the residuals obtained from
regressing the mediators on the key independent variable. This approach isolates
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EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 17

the effect of the mediators on the dependent variable while controlling for the
independent variable, thereby distinguishing the change in the coefficient due to
confounding (which is substantively relevant) from the change due to rescaling
(Kohler, Karlson and Holm, 2011).

As described, we estimate 103 KHB regressions—one for each Italian
province. Each KHB regression is fitted twice to decompose two distinct mea-
sures of total IEOp: the log-odds ratios (Erikson et al., 2005; Jackson, 2021) and
the average marginal effects (AMEs) on the probability scale (as proposed by
Morgan, 2012), both computed in relation to a one standard deviation increase
in the ESCS index. The first measure has the advantage of being relatively insen-
sitive to the marginal distribution of the outcome. It allows comparability with
many studies, while the second accounts for changes in the outcome distribu-
tion as a substantive part of the phenomenon under investigation and provides
a more intuitive interpretation (Mood, 2010; Morgan, 2012).

As a robustness check, we also computed the recently introduced marginal
odds ratios, which retain the desirable property of being unaffecting by the out-
come’s marginal distribution while allowing comparability across models (Karl-
son and Jann, 2023). Figure A1 in the Online Appendix shows that the corre- Q4

lation across provinces between these measures is very high, ranging between
0.88 and 0.99, suggesting that our findings do not depend on the specific mea-
sure used.

When considering the primary, secondary, and tertiary components, we sup-
plement the analysis of log-odds ratios and AMEs with the assessment of their
relative importance, expressed as a percentage of total IEOp.4 We anticipate that,
in this case as well, the two measures will yield very similar results.

One limitation of the KHB method is that it assumes no relationship between
the mediators included in the models, treating their contributions as purely ad-
ditive. However, as discussed in the theoretical framework, it is reasonable to as-
sume a positive relationship between test scores and grades. To assess whether
accounting for this additional link affects the results, we estimated a series of
structural equation models (SEMs), from which we calculated indirect effects
(Bollen, 1989). Figures A3 and A4 show the correlations between the estimates
of primary and tertiary effects obtained from the KHB and SEM methods. These
correlations are very high across provinces, ranging from 0.93 to 0.99, indicating
that our main findings are robust across estimation methods, even when relaxing
the assumption of no relationship between grades and test scores.

4 Since the relative estimates of primary, secondary, and tertiary effects are nearly identical
whether computed using total IEO measured in log-odds ratios or AMEs, we report only one
set of estimates.
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18 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

Empirical findings

Variables description and geographical distribution

We begin by describing the main characteristics of our focal variables. Figure A4
in the Online Appendix shows that, on average, 58% of students in the examined
cohorts are enrolled in traditional lyceums in Italy. This share ranges from a high
of 75% in the province of Rome to a low of 41% in the province of Sondrio.

Average student academic performance measured by test scores varies signif-
icantly across Italian regions, confirming previous findings on the Italian case. In
particular, students perform better on average in provinces such as Lecco and
Sondrio in the north, while performance is much lower in southern provinces,
such as Caltanisetta and Napoli.

In contrast, the geographical distribution of teachers’ marks follows an in-
verted pattern: average grades are higher in southern provinces than in central
and northern areas, although some differentiation is also observed within macro-
areas. This pattern aligns with the findings of Argentin and Triventi (2015), who
documented high variability in grading standards in lower secondary education
across Italian provinces.

Finally, Table A1 in the Appendix reports various characteristics of the ESCS
variable, which measures social background across provinces. While the aver-
age ESCS varies as expected with geographical differences in economic devel-
opment, the overall range of the variable is relatively consistent across contexts,
spanning approximately four standard deviations.

The association between social background and
academic track enrolment

Figure 2 displays two graphs showing the geographical variation in the associa-
tion between social background and the probability of enrolling in the academic
track. Overall, a one standard deviation difference on the ESCS index is asso-
ciated with a difference of approximately 14 percentage points (p.p.) in enrol-
ment in traditional lyceums in Italy. These figures do not vary significantly across
macro-geographical areas: total IEOp ranges between 13 p.p. in the centre to just
under 15 p.p. in the north.

However, Figure 3 shows substantial variation within macro-areas across
provinces. This variation is more pronounced in the south, where IEOp ranges
from 9 to 16 p.p., than in the north, where the range is slightly narrower (12–
17 p.p.). To assess the significance of these geographical variations (see, for in-
stance, Breen and In, 2024), we conducted pairwise statistical tests comparing
each provincial estimate to the national estimate, used as the reference point,
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EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 19

Figure 2. Average partial effect of ESCS on the probability of enrolling in the academic
track across provinces: Distribution of provincial estimates within macro-areas (dot plot,
Panel A) and geographical variation at the province level (choropleth map, Panel B).

Figure 3. Violin plot: distribution of primary, secondary, and tertiary effects across
provinces.

using the test proposed by Paternoster et al. (1998). As shown in Figures A5
and A6, all provincial estimates are significantly higher or lower than the national
reference.
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20 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

Taken together, these results suggest that, although statistically significant, the
magnitude of the differences is smaller than expected based on our first hypothe-
sis. Furthermore, in contrast to studies focused on older cohorts—which found
larger inequalities in track enrolment in southern regions—the geographical pat-
tern appears more complex. The influence of social origin is more pronounced
in northern and southern provinces than in many provinces in the centre and
Sardinia.

Primary, secondary, and tertiary effects of social background

We now assess the extent to which inequalities in the probability of enrolment
in the academic track are accounted for by student academic competencies and
teachers’ evaluations or by socially stratified decisions beyond these factors.
Figure 3 shows the distribution of the estimated contribution of the three chan-
nels. The violin plot displays various elements of the distribution of primary,
secondary, and tertiary effects across provinces, including the median (circles),
interquartile range (box plot), and shape of the kernel distribution. Two main
findings stand out. First, a clear distinction in the contribution of the three
components: on average, secondary effects—which capture the residual, unex-
plained part of social background inequalities in academic track enrolment—are
by far the most dominant, with a median of around 66%. Tertiary effects display
a median contribution of around 26%, whereas primary effects account for less
than 7% of the ESCS gap. The second finding concerns the dispersion of the es-
timates across provinces: the same ordering among the three components holds,
with heterogeneity being largest for secondary effects, followed by tertiary, and
then primary effects.

In Figure 4, we map the distribution of primary, secondary, and tertiary ef-
fects of social origin on the probability of enrolling in the academic track across
Italian provinces, expressed as percentages of the total IEOp. This represents
the first fine-grained geographical mapping of how educational inequalities are
reproduced within the same (non-federal) country. The figures reveal a fairly
clear pattern: while secondary effects are dominant in all provinces, their con-
tribution varies considerably, ranging from 52% to a maximum of around 80%.
The strongest contribution of secondary effects is found in northern-eastern
provinces, while the lowest is observed in southern areas.

Tertiary effects—that is, the contribution of socially stratified teachers’ evalu-
ations beyond student competencies (as measured by standardised tests)—also
display a distinct geographical pattern: their contribution is higher in southern
regions and in Sicily (30–43%) and much lower in the northeast (16–22%).
Finally, while primary effects are generally less relevant, their contribution is
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EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 21

Figure 4. Choropleth maps showing the relative contribution (in %) of primary, secondary,
and tertiary effects to the total inequality in academic track enrolment by social origin
across Italian provinces.

not evenly distributed across Italy. In the centre and Sardinia, student academic
competencies (beyond teachers’ evaluations) account for 10–22% of total IEOp,
whereas in several southern provinces, their contribution does not exceed 5%.

Although we have focused on the three components measured in relative
terms—as percentages of the total association between ESCS and enrolment
in traditional lyceums—considering their absolute magnitude does not substan-
tially alter the results, as the total association varies only slightly across geograph-
ical areas.

Similar to earlier, we tested whether the provincial estimates of primary,
secondary, and tertiary effects differ significantly from the national average
using the Paternoster test. The results, presented in Figures A5–A6 and Table
A3 in the Online Appendix, show that the share of provincial AME estimates
significantly different from the national average (at the 95% confidence level) is
100% for secondary effects, 68% for tertiary effects, and 64% for primary effects.
We can therefore conclude that substantial and statistically significant territorial
variation exists in the channels through which social inequalities in educational
opportunities are reproduced.

Reciprocal relationships between total IEOp and the primary,
secondary, and tertiary effects

After examining the geographical distribution of total IEOp and relative size
of primary, secondary, and tertiary effects separately, we now focus on their
absolute values to assess whether—and to what extent—they are reciprocally
related. This analysis follows the approach of Jackson and Jonsson (2013), who
investigated the correlation between primary and secondary effects across
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22 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

Figure 5. Scatterplot depicting the reciprocal relationships between primary, secondary,
and tertiary effects and total IEOp (in log-odds ratios) in academic track enrolment.

countries. We aim to identify which educational inequality regime is at play
within Italy.

In Figure 5, we present six scatterplots displaying the key pairwise relation-
ships between primary, secondary, and tertiary effects and total IEOp (measured
in log-odds ratios) in academic track enrolment.

The main result is that there is a strong linear correlation between secondary
effects and total IEOp (0.820), a moderately strong correlation between total
IEOp and tertiary effects (0.640), and an almost null correlation between total
IEOp and primary effects (0.04). This suggests that total IEOp is largely influ-
enced by family decisions regarding enrolment in the academic track among
students with similar grades and academic competencies. In contrast, the con-
tribution of heterogeneous ability between high- and low-SES children is more
limited. The reciprocal correlations between primary, secondary, and tertiary
effects (panels D, E, and F) are all modest in size, ranging from −0.137 to 0.134.
In particular, as shown in panel D of Figure 5, we observe a pattern that largely
mirrors the one that Jackson and Jonsson (2013) detected at the international
level. Thus, even within provinces in Italy, the inequality regime resembles the
Incremental Reproduction regime. As we move from provinces with smaller
to larger secondary effects, we do not observe systematic variations in the size
of primary effects. This implies that the influence of social background on
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performance is somewhat restricted, while its impact on students’ decisions,
given their performance, remains unconstrained.

Discussion and conclusions

We explored geographical variations in social background inequalities in aca-
demic track placement within the Italian education system, focusing on the rela-
tive importance of primary, secondary, and tertiary effects. By employing a com-
prehensive framework that considers student competencies, teacher evaluations,
and family decisions, we sought to identify the channels through which social
background inequalities are reproduced and their geographical variations. Our
findings offer new insights into the mechanisms of educational stratification and
highlight the importance of considering regional heterogeneity when examining
how educational inequalities persist across generations.

A key contribution of our study is its within-country perspective, which al-
lowed us to move beyond a simple north–south divide and examine province-
level variations in educational inequalities. Italy presents a particularly relevant
case for this analysis due to its high levels of social inequality in educational at-
tainment, pronounced territorial divides in socioeconomic resources, and its for-
mally open-choice model in upper secondary education. While track placement
is not officially regulated by institutionalised selection mechanisms, academic
performance and teacher evaluations still influence track choice—particularly
in provinces where school selectivity is more pronounced.

Regarding our first hypothesis on significant geographical variation in the
total effect of social background, our findings provide only partial support.
Although absolute social inequalities in academic track enrolment are present
across the country, the differences are modest in size. Moreover, a clear north–
south gradient is not evident, as inequalities are largest in several northern and
southern provinces and smaller in central Italy. This underscores the need for a
more nuanced understanding of regional influences on educational inequalities
than research has suggested. One possible explanation for the partial support
of Hypothesis 1 is that vocational education offers a short-term labour mar-
ket premium in more economically developed areas (Barone et al., 2018). In
these regions, vocational tracks may be more attractive even to students from
high-SES backgrounds, leading to a less pronounced concentration of social
inequalities in academic track placement in the south than initially expected.
Furthermore, the lower levels of educational inequality observed in central Italy
may be linked to greater economic stability, a more balanced labour market,
and a less stratified school system, all of which reduce the influence of family
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24 M. TRIVENTI AND E. FEDELI

background on educational choices. Nonetheless, future studies should examine
these speculative explanations in greater detail.

Regarding the relative importance of primary, secondary, and tertiary effects
(Hypothesis 2), our results support the hypothesis that secondary effects dom-
inate the association between social background and academic track placement.
Despite Italy’s formal ‘open-choice’ model, the fact that families play a signifi-
cant role in track assignment, combined with large socioeconomic disparities,
contributes to the persistence of social background–related inequalities in enrol-
ment in lyceums. This highlights the importance of better understanding the in-
terplay between parental choices and institutional arrangements in reproducing
educational disparities. The significance of secondary effects as a key mechanism
is further reinforced by comparison with findings from studies on social mobility
in Italy. Among our various measures, secondary effects show the strongest cor-
relation (between 0.5 and 0.6) with the cross-provincial estimates of intergen-
erational income mobility reported by Acciari, Polo and Violante (2022) (see
Figure A2 in Online Appendix).

We also find that the relative importance of primary, secondary, and ter-
tiary effects varies significantly across provinces, supporting Hypothesis 3. While
secondary effects remain the dominant mechanism nationwide, we can specu-
late that primary effects might become more relevant in provinces with weaker
labour markets, where families recognise the need for strong academic creden-
tials to secure employment. Secondary effects may be more pronounced in
highly stratified provinces, where high-SES families can draw on cultural capi-
tal, social networks, and financial resources to navigate school choice processes.
Finally, based on our theoretical considerations and empirical results, we suggest
that tertiary effects might be stronger in regions with high school segregation and
selective lyceums, where teachers’ assessments and grading practices contribute
to reinforcing social background inequalities. Directly testing these explanations
is beyond the scope of this study, partly due to data limitations, but future re-
search could investigate the explanatory relevance of these contextual character-
istics in moderating IEOp.

Our fourth and final hypothesis concerned the relationship between primary,
secondary, and tertiary effects. Our findings align with the Incremental Repro-
duction regime, indicating that increases in secondary effects do not correspond
to notable variations in the magnitude of primary (or tertiary) effects. This sug-
gests that the impact of social background on academic performance is some-
what bounded, whereas its influence on students’ decisions, given their per-
formance, is less constrained. These findings provide empirical support for the
pattern also identified in the international comparison by Jackson and Jonsson
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(2013), offering further insights into the mechanisms shaping social background
inequalities in educational transitions across Italian provinces.

This study has some limitations that are worth noting. First, the findings are
based on data from the Italian education system, and caution should be exercised
when generalising to other national contexts. Different educational structures
and sociocultural factors may shape the patterns of social background inequal-
ities differently. Comparative studies across diverse educational systems could
offer valuable insights into the transferability of our findings and help identify
specific contextual factors influencing IEOp.

Second, our analysis focused on academic track enrolment in the 10th grade,
which poses challenges in studying initial educational choices directly. Instead,
we examined a combination of the initial track decision and students’ persis-
tence in that track between the first and second years. We argue that this does
not substantially affect our main findings, as the influence of student ability on
this outcome is likely more pronounced than on the initial choice. Nevertheless,
we note that the contribution of ability in our context is relatively modest and
would likely be even smaller if only the initial choice were considered.

Third, to identify the three channels, we imposed strong assumptions of ad-
ditivity among the components. However, it is plausible that some of these com-
ponents interact with each other. For instance, secondary and primary effects
may interact, as the literature on compensatory advantage suggests: social back-
ground inequalities might be more pronounced among low-achieving students
(Bernardi, 2014; Bernardi and Triventi, 2020). While research has found evi-
dence of a compensatory advantage pattern in Italy, it appears to be less pro-
nounced when considering the likelihood of enrolling in a lyceum (Contini and
Triventi, 2016).

Finally, we did not examine in depth the specific mechanisms driving the geo-
graphical variation in primary, secondary, and tertiary effects across regions and
provinces. Our aim was primarily to ‘establish the phenomenon’ (Goldthorpe,
2016)—that is, to document the existence of significant variation in the chan-
nels through which social background inequalities in educational transitions are
reproduced. We consider this a necessary first step in laying the groundwork for
future research, which should investigate the drivers of such geographical hetero-
geneity. We speculate that variation in secondary effects may be linked to regional
differences in economic development and labour market structures, which shape
parents’ and students’ perceptions of the returns on educational investment. In
areas with stronger labour markets, vocational pathways may be more attrac-
tive, potentially altering the influence of social background on educational de-
cisions. For tertiary effects, regional variation in how educational policies are
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implemented may affect the extent to which teachers’ evaluations reinforce or
mitigate educational inequalities.

In conclusion, this study advances our understanding of social background
inequalities in educational opportunities within a formally centralised but ge-
ographically heterogeneous school system with flexibility and a limited institu-
tional role in assigning students to schools and tracks. These organisational and
institutional features appear to contribute to the dominance of secondary effects
and the influence of contextual factors in reproducing educational inequalities
across generations. Further research in this direction can deepen our understand-
ing of the complex interplay between societal structures, family decisions, and
educational outcomes, thereby informing policy interventions aimed at reduc-
ing social background–related disparities in academic opportunities.
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