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6 

Gender, Social Origins, and  

Educational Choices: How it really 

works 
 

Orazio Giancola and Simona Colarusso 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. AIMS AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
This study analyses how parents’ socio-economic and cultural status in-
fluence students’ choice of secondary schooling track, according to gen-
der differences and their interaction with social class effects (Cabrera et 
al. 2015). The way parents affect their children’s education is a crucial 
aspect of the social construction of individual educational trajectories. 
Education is a process that proceeds in stages, and early educational ca-
reer decisions have a profound effect on the choices available at later 
stages (Dustmann, 2004). Some analyses have focused on ascriptive fac-
tors such as gender, migratory background or the socio-economic and 
cultural position of the students' family (Lucas, Beresford, 2010). Other 
studies have focused on the role played by the structure of educational 
systems itself (“school tracking” as a macro variable of institutional dif-
ferentiation, see Benadusi, Giancola, 2014). In these studies, researchers 
focus in particular on analysing educational choices in relation to the mix 
of social statuses within the school tracks, the overall social composition 
of individual schools and, finally, the combination of these two dimen-
sions (Giancola, Salmieri, 2020). A further line of inquiry has investi-
gated the connection between parents' preferences and their children’s 
educational choices, especially preferences regarding the reputation and 
quality of schools. The fact that students’ educational success is so closely 
linked to the quality of education they receive has fuelled a rich tradition 
of studies and research aimed at investigating the mechanisms through 
which educational choices are constructed (Rosenbaum, 1976). 

Whatever the interpretative framework adopted, the decision of which 
educational path children should pursue has far-reaching consequences 
that extend into their adult life, and particularly so in countries with a 
strong tracking system such as Italy (Giancola, 2009; De Vita, Giancola, 
2017). The literature shows that a child’s future social and economic sit-
uation thus depends in large part on an appropriate school track choice 
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(Schnabel et al., 2002). Classic findings (Coleman, 1987; 1988) demon-
strate that parental background, as a compound measure of parents’ ed-
ucation, work and investment in their children, has been and still is one 
of the most important factors determining children’s educational attain-
ment (Heineck, Riphahn, 2007 in Germany and Ermisch, Francesconi, 
2001 in UK). At the same time, however, educational decisions might be 
considered an investment with uncertain outcomes and, as such, would 
be subject to individuals’ risk preferences.  

The interpretative model outlined by Bourdieu (1972) indicates some 
of the family characteristics transmitted by parents to children, such as 
distinctive cultural elements. Such transmission, he argues, plays an im-
portant role in the construction of school pathways and educational 
choices. 

The choice of what school to attend (referred to as “school choice”) is 
linked to “distinctive” elements such as social recognition, reputation, 
and the socio-economic composition of the school population (both stu-
dents and their parents). More specifically, family cultural capital seems 
to have a two-fold effect. Bourdieu suggests that first, direct effect influ-
ences the student’s school career and the second, indirect effect condi-
tions the individual’s construction of his or her professional aspirations 
in a stable trend regardless of personal skills (Dupriez et al., 2012). These 
trends are clearly visible in the Italian case as well. The distribution of 
choices between general (licei) or technical/vocational school tracks 
tends to reproduce social stratification, with the higher social classes 
“choosing” general high schools and mainly the lower classes vocational 
“choosing” vocational ones (Azzolini, Vergolini, 2014). 

However, such evidence can also be explained through the model pro-
posed by Boudon (Stocké, 2007). According to this model, students’ pro-
pensity for a certain school or school track is the result of a cost-benefit 
calculation weighing the future pay-off of the education received. This in-
terpretation seems to be confirmed by the theory of “relative risk aversion” 
(RRA), according to which students opt for vocational training out of a 
desire to ensure they achieve at least the same employment positions as 
their parents and avoid any slide into downward educational and social 
mobility (Breen, Goldthorpe, 1997; Becker, 2003; Breen, Yaish, 2003). 

From a procedural point of view, we do not opt for an a priori theoret-
ical choice in developing this chapter. Rather, we outline the research re-
sults step by step, using the interpretative approaches or "theoretical 
segments" which seem more useful for interpreting the empirical evi-
dence in question. 

 
 
 
 

2. DATA, METHODS AND HYPOTHESES 
 
 
The OECD-PISA 2018 survey aims to provide a standardized metric for 
comparing several areas of competence over time and space. Until a few 
years ago, school success meant success in terms of students’ school 
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careers, that is, the probability of their obtaining a certain certificate or 
degree or avoiding a premature exit from the educational system 
(Giancola, Viteritti, 2014). Thanks to the emergence and diffusion of 
comparative international studies, we can now broaden our attention to 
how students perform in terms not of formal careers but of “learning”, 
that is, the knowledge and skills they actually acquire. Furthermore, the 
informative wealth of the datasets produced by the OECD-PISA makes it 
possible to consider a much larger number of independent variables that 
are useful for interpreting the differences in result. In this research, in 
fact, we take into consideration not measured skills but ascriptive ele-
ments: gender, family background – synthetized here by the ESCS index1 
– migration background, regulations – the subdivision of the educational 
system into differentiated school tracks (Benadusi, Giancola, 2014), and 
information from the questionnaire addressed to the parents of students 
participating in the survey. For our specific cognitive purposes, we use a 
rich question (Table 6) relating to the motivations that conditioned the 
parents’ choice of the school their children attend.  

In the first phase, our goal is to analyse and make evident the network 
of relationships that links social origin, gender and educational choices. 
To achieve this objective, we turn to several descriptive analyses based on 
multivariate models for categorical variables (multinomial logistic re-
gression), including a model that takes into account the interaction ef-
fects between independent variables (Brock, Durlauf, 2003).  

Subsequently, we investigate the relationship between the motivations 
expressed by students’ parents, and choice of school. Starting from a de-
scriptive analysis of parents’ answers, we perform a synthesis of the data 
through a principal component analysis (Di Franco, Marradi, 2013) to 
then analyse the direction and strength of the relationship between pa-
rental motivations and their sons and daughters’ mix of gender and social 
class type. Our hypothesis is that families are accustomed to investing in 
a diversified way in their children’s education whether the students are 
girls or boys. 

 
 
 
 

3. THE CHOICE OF SCHOOL TRACK: HOW SOCIAL CLASS 
AND GENDER PLAY TOGETHER 
 
 
The sociological literature on educational choices clearly shows that, in 
the face of institutional differentiation in the upper secondary education 
system, students’ social origins play a fundamental role in determining 
school choice. Basically, highly stratified educational systems are those 
in which differences based on social origin are then reflected in disparate 
performance (thus constituting "institutionalized" differences), educa-
tional expectations, and employment expectations in adulthood. 

 
1 As a synthetic measure of social origins, the OECD PISA survey produces the ESCS 

index (Index of Economic, Social and Cultural Status) that synthetically defines the so-
cio-economic and cultural status of the students' families. 
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Students’ choices between general or vocational tracks tend to be distrib-
uted in a way that replicates social stratification, with general tracks usu-
ally preferred by the higher social classes and vocational ones chosen 
more often by the lower classes (Azzolini, Vergolini, 2014). The smaller 
share of children from the lower classes choosing a general track reflects 
a process in which students’ individual choices are adapted to fit the ed-
ucational and employment models found in their families of origin. In 
practice, a school path considered less immediately utilisable on the la-
bour market is considered a riskier choice and children display an aver-
sion to risk by preferring instead the more professional tracks. 

This interpretation is confirmed by the theory of relative risk aversion 
(Breen, Goldthorpe, 1997; Breen, Yaish, 2003) according to which stu-
dents’ choice of vocational training is guided by a desire to ensure they 
avoid downward social mobility by achieving at least the same levels of 
employment as their parents. There is considerable evidence showing a 
greater female propensity for study (at the tertiary level in particular), 
due to both intrinsic motivation and rational calculation in that girls 
know they will face greater disadvantage in labour market competition 
without such educational investment. In a stratified school system (such 
as the Italian one), therefore, students’ social origins will tend to push 
children of the socio-economic and culturally advantaged classes towards 
the most prestigious school tracks. In addition, since the most prestigious 
school tracks are a prelude to university studies and given that girls tend 
to continue their studies more frequently than boys, they will tend to en-
rol in school tracks that better prepare them for higher-level studies. 

Tables 1 and 2 clearly indicate a significant and strong association be-
tween students’ socio-economic and cultural background of origin (which 
for simplicity we will call “social class”, measured by the ESCS Index) and 
school track choice at the upper secondary level.  

 
TABLE 1. Track choice by socio-economic and cultural background (in %) 

STF Study Prog. 

ESCS_CAT  

Low 
Medium-

Low 
Medium-

High High Total 
Istituti Professionali 29.4 16.5 11.8 4.3 15.5 
Istituti Tecnici 39.8 35.8 28.6 20.8 31.2 
Licei 30.8 47.7 59.6 74.9 53.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: processing of OECD-PISA data  

 
TABLE 2. Track choice according to gender (in %) 

STF Study Prog 
STF Gender (F=1; M=2) 

Total A B 
Istituti Professionali 15.4 15.4 15.4 
Istituti Tecnici 18.9 43.5 31.5 
Licei 65.7 41.1 53.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: processing of OECD-PISA data  

 
The data show that family socio-economic and cultural background is 
linked to the propensity to enrol in the most historically prestigious edu-
cational institutions (licei). If we consider the opposite two poles of the 
ESCS categories, we can see that children from the upper classes tend to 
attend the liceo school track while students with lower social origins 



- THE EDUCATION OF GENDER. THE GENDER OF EDUCATION - 
 

_______ 
Page 99 

mainly attended professional and technical school tracks (indicated here 
as istituti Professionali and istituti Tecnici). Obviously, this relationship 
is tendential. However, it should be noted that the trend is strong and 
evident, and that other sources show it is also stable over time (Giancola, 
Salmieri, 2019; 2020). Equally strong and significant is the greater ten-
dency of girls, as compared to boys, to attend the liceo school track for 
the reasons outlined above. 

A highly noteworthy point is the relationship between social origins 
and choice of school track for male and female students. For both male 
and female students, the relationship between social origin and track 
choice is equally strong. The distance, in percentage points, between the 
highest and lowest class of those who enrolled in the liceo track is practi-
cally the same between males and females (46% for women and 48% for 
men). That is, it is the size effect that changes, in that girls with low social 
origins who attend liceo account for 43.6% while the share of boys doing 
the same drops to 18.1% (in the interests of completeness, it should be 
noted that boys from lower social classes attend mainly technical schools). 
These initial findings already provide us with clues regarding boys’ and 
girls’ differential investment in education. As we will see in section 4, 
however, this result is closely connected to the differential investment 
that parents make for girls as compared to that made for boys. 
 
TABLE 3. Track choice by Socio-Economic and Cultural Background, con-
trolled for gender (in %) 

 

ESCS_CAT 

Total Low Medium-Low Medium-High High 

F
em

a
le

 

Istituti Professionali 31.4 15.7 10.7 3.3 15.5 

Istituti Tecnici 25.0 22.5 15.6 11.5 18.8 

Licei 43.6 61.8 73.7 85.2 65.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

M
a

le
 Istituti Professionali 27.5 17.3 12.9 5.1 15.5 

Istituti Tecnici 54.4 49.4 41.8 28.6 43.2 

Licei 18.1 33.3 45.2 66.3 41.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

T
o

ta
l Istituti Professionali 29.4 16.5 11.8 4.3 15.5 

Istituti Tecnici 39.8 35.8 28.6 20.8 31.2 

Licei 30.8 47.7 59.6 74.9 53.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: processing of OECD-PISA data  

 
To further quantify this relationship, we opted to use a multinomial lo-
gistic regression model. In this model, the dependent variable is school 
track choice, assuming gender (female vs male), migratory background 
(second and first generation vs native students ), and social class (ex-
pressed in terms of ESCS index, recoded into four categories) as the in-
dependent variables. The model clearly shows girls' higher probability (in 
terms of odds ratio, see Exp(B) in Table 4) of attending the general liceo 
track rather than technical or professional schools. On the other hand, 
migratory background seems to intensely penalize students from the first 
generation and, to a slightly lesser extent, also disadvantages students 
with a second generation background as compared to native ones. This 
latter finding has already been thoroughly documented in the empirical 
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literature (Giancola, Salmieri, 2018). As expected, social origin (captured 
via the ESCS index) has a very substantial impact in terms of increasing 
the student’s chances of attending liceo rather than a vocational school. 
Nevertheless, the most interesting point is that Exp (B) coefficients do 
not gradually increase. With respect to the probability of attending liceo, 
there is a wide gap between students with medium-high ESCS level as 
compared to students with a high ESCS level. On the basis of this finding, 
it can be asserted that not only does social origin have a strong effect but 
also that this effect does not grow linearly; instead, it gives rise to a strong 
differential outcome (with an equally strong relative advantage) at its 
highest level. 
 
TABLE 4. Determinants of school track choice (multinomial logistic regres-
sion) 

 B 
Standard 

error Sign. Exp(B) 

95% confidence interval 
for Exp (B) 

Lower 
bound 

Upper 
bound 

Is
ti

tu
ti

 T
ec

n
ic

i 

Intercept ,745 ,009 ,000    

Female -,762 ,010 ,000 ,467 ,458 ,475 

ESCS High 1,057 ,017 ,000 2,877 2,780 2,976 

ESCS Medium-High ,463 ,013 ,000 1,589 1,550 1,629 

ESCS Medium-Low ,420 ,011 ,000 1,522 1,488 1,556 

IMMIG=Second-
Generation 

-,250 ,017 ,000 ,779 ,753 ,805 

IMMIG=First-Gen-
eration 

-,538 ,019 ,000 ,584 ,563 ,606 

L
ic

ei
 

Intercept -,187 ,010 ,000    

Female ,695 ,009 ,000 2,004 1,968 2,041 

ESCS High 2,785 ,017 ,000 16,198 15,676 16,738 

ESCS Medium-High 1,517 ,012 ,000 4,560 4,452 4,671 

ESCS Medium-Low ,995 ,011 ,000 2,704 2,644 2,766 

IMMIG=Second-
Generation 

-,741 ,018 ,000 ,477 ,460 ,494 

IMMIG=First-Gen-
eration 

-1,010 ,019 ,000 ,364 ,351 ,378 

 
Although this analysis is already rich, it can be further refined to observe 
in more detail the effect of interaction between gender and social origin. 
Indeed, the model presented above illustrates the net effects of the indi-
vidual variables but not their interaction. In a regression equation, an in-
teraction effect is represented as the product of two or more independent 
variables (Brock, Durlauf, 2003; Hilbe, 2009). For example, here is a typ-
ical regression equation without interaction: 

 

ŷ = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 

 

where ŷ is the predicted value of a dependent variable, X1 and X2 are in-
dependent variables, and b0, b1, and b2 are regression coefficients. Here 
is the same regression equation with an interaction: 

 

ŷ = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 + b3X1X2 
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Here, b3 is a regression coefficient and X1X2 is the interaction. The inter-
action between X1 and X2 is called a «two-way interaction» because two 
independent variables are interacting.  

In the model we present here below, therefore, instead of taking gen-
der and social origin as single regressors (albeit transformed into dummy 
variables), we use the typological crossings of gender and social origin as 
independent variables2 to illustrate the differential mechanisms underly-
ing different school track choices. 
 
TABLE 5. Determinants of school track choice (multinomial logistic regres-
sion with interaction effect) 

 B 

Stand-
ard er-

ror Sign. Exp(B) 

95% confidence in-
terval for Exp (B) 
Lower 
bound 

Upper 
bound 

Is
ti

tu
ti

 T
ec

n
ic

i 

Intercept ,422 ,008 ,000    

Second-Generation -,239 ,017 ,000 ,788 ,762 ,814 

First-Generation -,576 ,018 ,000 ,562 ,542 ,583 

Male with High ESCS 1,290 ,020 ,000 3,634 3,492 3,782 

Male with Medium-High 
ESCS 

,819 ,015 ,000 2,269 2,203 2,338 

Male with Medium-Low 
ESCS 

,718 ,014 ,000 2,051 1,996 2,107 

Female with High ESCS ,865 ,028 ,000 2,375 2,246 2,511 

Female with Medium-High 
ESCS 

-,032 ,018 ,076 ,969 ,936 1,003 

Female with Medium-Low 
ESCS 

,021 ,015 ,163 1,022 ,991 1,053 

L
ic

ei
 

Intercept ,232 ,008 ,000    

IMMIG=Second-Genera-
tion 

-,744 ,018 ,000 ,475 ,459 ,492 

IMMIG=First-Generation -,994 ,019 ,000 ,370 ,356 ,385 

Male with High ESCS 2,354 ,020 ,000 10,527 10,128 10,943 

Male with Medium-High 
ESCS 

1,113 ,015 ,000 3,043 2,953 3,136 

Male with Medium-Low 
ESCS 

,573 ,015 ,000 1,774 1,723 1,825 

Female with High ESCS 3,105 ,026 ,000 22,316 21,209 23,481 

Female with Medium-High 
ESCS 

1,775 ,015 ,000 5,898 5,722 6,080 

Female with Medium-Low 
ESCS 

1,280 ,014 ,000 3,597 3,500 3,697 

Source: processing of OECD-PISA data  

 
This formulation of the multinomial logistic regression model shows very 
clearly the strong relative advantage of girls and boys from high social 
classes in attending a liceo school; given the same background, however, 
the odds for girls are more than double those for boys. Again, both boys 
and girls display non-linear growth but with a strong advantage for those 
coming from higher social classes. The emerging social dynamic is the 
same for boys and girls, but what discriminates the latter from the former 

 
2 The dummy variables are constructed as follows: women with “high”, “medium-

high”, “medium-low social” origin vs women with “low” social origin; men with “high”, 
“medium-high”, “medium-low” social origin vs men with “low” social origin. 
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is the intensity of the effect induced and produced by social origins. The 
probability of attending a technical rather than a professional school is 
higher among boys with high social origins. In this case, however, boys 
are more likely than girls to choose vocational tracks (perhaps because 
they aspire less to university post-school study and are more oriented to-
wards a school track that allows them to both attend university and enter 
the world of work directly after graduation). Once again, the results show 
the relative disadvantage of students with a migrant background in terms 
of their likelihood of enrolling in a liceo, thus illustrating a further ele-
ment of inequity in the Italian education system. 
 
 
 
 
4. SCHOOL CHOICE: THE HYPOTHESIS OF DIFFERENTI-
ATED PARENTAL INVESTMENT  
 
 
As mentioned above, the parent questionnaire of PISA 2018 includes an 
articulated demand question the possible replies to which are organized 
along a Likert scale. This question is designed to investigate the reasons 
behind respondents’ choices of school for their children. The question 
poses a set of items related to the general statement “importance for 
choosing a school”, with a wide variety of reasons that justify (ex post, 
therefore entailing a considerable distortion effect) the choice that has 
been made. In Table 6 we have listed the items comprising the Likert bat-
tery, in order of importance as attributed by parents.  
 
TABLE 6. Factors that parent declare to be important in choosing a school 

Importance for choosing a school 
Not  

important 
Somewhat  
important 

Important 
Very  

important 

There is a safe school environment 1.6 10.0 36.0 52.3 

The school has an active and pleasant 
school climate 

3.0 17.3 44.9 34.8 

The school has a good reputation 3.4 17.0 41.8 37.8 

The school has a focus on foreign language 
instruction 

6.3 16.7 37.6 39.5 

The school offers particular courses or 
school subjects 

8.3 19.5 48.9 23.4 

The academic achievements of students in 
the school are high 

9.5 23.4 45.0 22.1 

The school offers exchange programmes 
with schools in other countries 

20.3 23.5 35.1 21.1 

The school has an international student 
body 

42.0 24.5 23.6 9.9 

Expenses are low (e.g. tuition, books, 
room and board) 

42.5 26.0 22.7 8.8 

The school is at a short distance to home 37.7 31.3 21.4 9.6 

The school has a particular approach to 
“pedagogy/didactics” 

45.7 23.5 24.0 6.9 

Other family members attended the school 67.0 10.8 14.5 7.7 

The school adheres to a particular “reli-
gious philosophy” 

63.8 14.5 16.6 5.0 

Source: processing of OECD-PISA data  

 



- THE EDUCATION OF GENDER. THE GENDER OF EDUCATION - 
 

_______ 
Page 103 

The aspects that appear to be of greatest motivational importance are re-
lated to «a safe school environment» and good school climate but also a 
reputational criterion typical of the quasi-market school. These are fol-
lowed by aspects concerning the curricular subjects offered by the school 
and the level of student learning (literally “academic achievements of stu-
dents”). Criteria based on philosophical, pedagogical or religious aspects 
are placed at the end of the ranking. Even lower in the ranking is the item 
relating to school expenses. This last consideration ranks so low because 
enrolment costs are very low the Italian school system, whereas indirect 
costs (books and school materials, transport and travel, etc., elements 
which are not taken into account in the questionnaire) are particularly 
high. 

To effectively synthesize the items and make a comparison between 
the motivations expressed by parents with respect to choosing a school 
for their sons and daughters, we conducted a PCA (optimized with a Vari-
max orthogonal rotation3). The result is satisfactory (see Table 7 and Fi-
fure 1) in that three components emerge, with a cumulative explained 
variance equal to 50.5% of the initial variance (the first component has a 
variance of 29.1%, the second approximately 12%, the third 9.3 %). 

 
TABLE 7. Principal Component Analysis (variance explained by the compo-
nents) 

Component 

Initial eigenvalues 

Total % of variance % cumulative 
1 3,781 29.088 29.088 

2 1,562 12.014 41.102 

3 1,214 9.340 50.441 

4 ,940 7.230 57.671 

5 ,873 6.715 64.386 

6 ,750 5.766 70.152 

7 ,707 5.441 75.593 

8 ,644 4.951 80.544 

9 ,592 4.552 85.096 

10 ,566 4.357 89.453 

11 ,521 4.008 93.461 

12 ,455 3.504 96.965 

13 ,395 3.035 100.000 

Source: processing of OECD-PISA data  

 
On the semantic level, the extracted components effectively synthesize 
three different dimensions. The first two components are more clearly 
interpretable, in part due to a trivial matter of the statistical calculation 
of the maximization of variance; the third component appears slightly 
more composite but still of significant interest in relation to the research 
hypotheses. 

 
3 Varimax rotation is a statistical technique used an attempt to clarify the relation-

ship among factors. Generally, the process involves adjusting the coordinates of data 
that result from a principal components analysis. The varimax rotation simplifies the 
loadings of items by removing the middle ground and more specifically identifying the 
factor upon which data load (Allen, 2017) 
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FIGURE 1. Scree graph (eigenvalues for extracted components) 

 
Source: processing of OECD-PISA data  

 
By analysing the relationship between the original items and the ex-
tracted components (Table 8), it is possible to progress to a semantic in-
terpretation of the components.  
 
TABLE 8. Rotated component matrix 

 Components 

 1 2 3 

There is a safe school environment 0,767 0,145 0,027 

The school has an active and pleasant school climate 0,758 0,106 0,1 

The school has a good reputation 0,718 -0,032 0,147 

The academic achievements of students in the school are high 0,631 0,25 0,143 

The school offers particular courses or school subjects 0,476 0,307 0,109 

The school has a focus on foreign language instruction 0,436 0,634 0,017 

The school offers exchange programmes with schools in other 
countries 

0,215 0,81 0,014 

The school is at a short distance to home 0,161 -0,149 0,57 

Expenses are low (e.g. tuition, books, room and board) 0,156 0,097 0,652 

The school has a particular approach to “pedagogy/didactics” 0,139 0,356 0,492 

The school adheres to a particular “religious philosophy” 0,068 0,142 0,646 

The school has an international student body. 0,018 0,736 0,299 

Other family members attended the school. -0,027 0,117 0,629 

Source: processing of OECD-PISA data. Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalization. 

 
The first component is clearly linked to the latent dimension of how much 
attention parents grant to the "Quality and reputation" of schools. The 
second component summarizes the dimension of teaching, with a view to 
internationalizing both the curriculum and the teaching staff (as well as 
study opportunities abroad). This component therefore belongs to the la-
tent dimension of “internationalization”. The third and final component 
sums up multiple aspects: the school’s proximity to the family home, the 
family’s relationship with the school in terms of past alumni (the school 
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having been attended by other members of the student’s family). Along-
side these aspects, there is also parents’ appreciation for an educational 
focus on specific pedagogies or the religious dimension of teaching. As a 
whole, this component therefore refers to the dimension of familiarity 
and closeness (both cultural and physical). 

To understand what kind of link exists between the typological combi-
nation of gender and social origin and parental motivations behind 
school choice, we conducted an analysis of the variance (a comparison of 
the mean values for the categories in relation to each of the three ex-
tracted components is reported in Table 9a). 

The analysis of the first component shows that the parents of children 
from the upper classes (both males and females with a high ESCS) pay 
more attention to “quality and reputation”. Comparing boys and girls, 
however, we find that the trend of the averages for the classes of this type 
is monotonic increasing for girls. Both upper-middle and upper-class 
parents are more attentive to educational context and learning opportu-
nities for girls than they are for boys. This result is even more evident 
when we consider the component of school internationalization. Parents 
pay greater attention to this dimension when choosing schools for daugh-
ters than in the previous case (the difference between the averages is fully 
significant). 

When the component related to “familiarity and closeness” is consid-
ered, the data show an inversion of the trend. In this case, families with a 
higher social background seem to be decidedly less interested in these 
dimensions. Quite the opposite, these dimensions seem to be more rele-
vant for school choice among parents and children from lower classes. 
This result is more pronounced for boys than it is for girls. 

 
TABLE 9a. ANOVA on components by type category (gender and social class) 

 

Quality and 
reputation 

Internationalization 
Familiarity and 

closeness (cultural 
and physical) 

Male with Low ESCS -0,11446 -0,13854 0,387806 

Male with Medium-Low ESCS -0,01316 -0,05258 0,149136 

Male with Medium-High ESCS -0,01477 -0,01317 -0,0956 

Male with High ESCS 0,121154 -0,03673 -0,19663 
    

Female with Low ESCS -0,23563 -0,01244 0,153106 

Female with Medium-Low ESCS -0,02408 0,069136 -0,03194 

Female with Medium-High ESCS 0,017745 0,064281 -0,08323 

Female with High ESCS 0,229597 0,084128 -0,19733 
    

Total 0,002375 -0,00139 -0,00328 

Source: processing of OECD-PISA data. 

 
To conclude, we replicated the comparison between the mean values of 
the variable relative to institutional differentiation, and school track (Ta-
ble 9b). This comparison clearly shows that parents pay much more at-
tention to “quality and reputation” and “internationalization” for 
students attending the "general" track (licei). On the contrary, parents of 
students attending technical and professional schools pay closer atten-
tion to “familiarity and closeness”. Obviously, we must not forget that the 
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choice of school track depends a great deal on ascriptive factors, includ-
ing and above all the mix of gender and social class (as shown by the logit 
coefficients and odds ratios in Table 5). 
 
TABLE 9b. ANOVA on components by school track 

 
Quality and reputation Internationalization 

Familiarity and closeness 
(cultural and physical) 

Istituti Professionali -0,33811 -0,01609 0,307521 

Istituti Tecnici -0,07029 -0,03564 0,051842 

Licei 0,116351 0,022699 -0,0994 
Source: processing of OECD-PISA data. 
 
These data seem to support the hypothesis that parents make a differen-
tial degree of investment, not only by social class but also by gender. 
These two dimensions (family background and gender) do not operate 
autonomously; rather, they appear to be linked both in school track 
choice and in the selection of a specific educational institute. 
 
 
 
 
5. SOME CONCLUSIVE REMARKS 
 
 
The objective of this research was to analyse and highlight the network of 
relationships linking social origin, gender and educational choices. To 
achieve this goal, descriptive examinations were carried out (see section 
3), based on multivariate models for categorical variables (multinomial 
logistic regression, see Table 4), also referring to a model that holds ac-
count of the effects of interaction between independent variables (see Ta-
ble 5). Furthermore, the relationship between the motivations expressed 
by parents regarding the choice of the school was taken into considera-
tion, through the PISA 2018 parents' questionnaire, in which there is a 
question aimed at investigating the reasons behind this choice (see sec-
tion 4). In the analysis, a distinction was made between sons and daugh-
ters in order to observe significant differences. Finally, the data was 
summarized through an analysis of the main components (see Table 7), 
which led to outlining a differential investment based on the social class 
of origin and students’ gender. 

Class origins play a key role in determining how students and families 
choose a school. A significant association was observed between students’ 
socio-economic and cultural background (measured via the ESCS index) 
and school choices at the upper secondary level. Students from higher 
classes tend to choose and attend "general" schools (licei), while students 
from lower social classes attend mainly professional and technical 
schools. These results clearly indicate that the higher the level of family 
background, the higher the likeliness children will enrol in more prestig-
ious fields of study. 

By focusing on the relationship between social origins and school-
choice controlled for gender, we observed that girls with both higher and 
lower social origins attend licei more frequently than boys. This result is 
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to be considered an initial empirical confirmation of the hypothesis that 
parents educational investment in their children differs according to the 
students’ gender. To confirm and further quantify this relationship, a 
multinomial logistic regression model was used. This model clearly 
showed that girls are more likely to attend licei than technical or voca-
tional schools. In addition, another important finding emerged from the 
model: as compared to native students, migration background seems to 
penalize foreign students from the first generation most intensely and  
students from the second generation to a slightly lesser extent, thus re-
vealing another, deep-seated form of inequality in the Italian education 
system. 

Additionally, using a more complex model highlighting interaction ef-
fects between gender and social class, we noticed that, within same social 
class, girls’ chances of attending the most prestigious track are clearly 
greater than those of boy. The model also shows that, for both male and 
female students, the effect of social class does not grow linearly; rather, 
it is much stronger for the sons and daughters of high social status par-
ents than for their peers with medium-high status parents (these latter 
do enjoy a relative advantage, but it is not as strong as for the former). 
The social dynamic is similar regardless of gender. The real difference in 
terms of gender lies in the intensity of the effect induced and produced 
by social origin. 

Finally, after synthesising the data via PCA, three macro dimensions 
stand out in terms of the reasons parents give for choosing schools for 
their children (see Tables 7 and 8). The most remarkable dimension is 
that of the "Quality and reputation" of the schools being chosen; the sec-
ond dimension concerns “Internationalization” and the last one “Famili-
arity and closeness”, conceived as cultural and physical proximity. 
Through an analysis of variance, we found that families from the higher 
and middle classes appear to be more attentive to educational contexts 
and learning opportunities, but – in the same status category – families 
show greater interest in and concern for these aspects when choosing 
schools for girls than for boys. These results support the hypothesis that 
differential investment is at play, differing not only by social class but also 
by gender. Family background and gender do not operate as two separate 
dimensions of inequality; rather, they are intermingled in the moment 
when parents both choose a kind of school for their children and when 
they select the specific institution. 

Finally, it must be underlined that the effect of institutional differenti-
ation (school tracking) is combined with families’ preferences on the ba-
sis of school reputation, perceived quality and educational focus. Indeed, 
in a quasi-market regime schools are looking to seize as large as possible 
a share of new enrolments as well as the most excellent performers.  

According to the theory of cumulative inequalities – expressed 
through the «systematic bias hypothesis» (Giancola, 2009) – the institu-
tional division of schooling into tracks (due explicitly to the design of the 
Italian educational system) works together with social distinction (an im-
plicit and invisible set of process) to generate a scenario rife with struc-
tural inequalities that educational policies are still struggling to address. 
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