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Certification and as Competencies among Youth and 
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ABSTRACT: Educational poverty has become a key reference to consider 
education as an essential functioning, just as health, social relations, 
employment, housing conditions and economic resources (Sen, 1992, 1997). 
Allmendinger (1999) distinguishes between two types of educational poverty: 
lack of formal education and lack of competencies. We suggest merging the 
two, considering educational poverty as 1) the lack of a certificate, 2) low level 
of basic competencies or 3) the two taken together. Adopting this notion of 
educational poverty, we discuss outcomes from a multivariate analysis we have 
carried on comparing poorly educated student and adult populations in EU28 
countries, UK and Norway. For this purpose, we considered 1) low scoring in 
mathematics and reading at the OECD PISA tests as a potential predictor of 
educational poverty in adulthood; 2) upper secondary school dropout rates, 
NEETs rates and the percentage of young people aged 20 to 39 without a 
university degree. 3) Finally, among the adult population, we estimated the 
share of low secondary education attainers and/or lower achievers in literacy 
and numeracy. We therefore have cross-nationally compared not only the 
educational levels of the adult population, but also the diffusion of functional 
illiteracy. Data sources are respectively from: 1) the European Social Survey and 
Eurostat indicators useful to get the international framework of education levels 
and illustrative/control variables such as public spending on education; 2) the 
PIAAC survey on adult skills and 3) OECD-PISA 2018 assessment results for 15-
year-old student’s abilities in mathematics and sciences. After a preliminary 
descriptive analysis, data have been computed via (PCA) Principal Component 
Analysis and Cluster analysis to graphically project countries cluster-groups 
distributions in relation to latent dimensions. Emerging results stress out the 
high diffusion of educational poverty especially among the Italian and Spanish 
population and the need to strengthening policies against poverty in a 
multidimensional perspective, so that economic schemes tackling economic 
poverty could be linked to long-term policies aiming at improving basic social 
skills and therefore reducing the risk of both educational and economic poverty. 
 
KEYWORDS: Educational Poverty, Adults Performance; Students Performance; 
OECD PISA; PIACC; Multivariate Analysis 
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1. Introduction 
 
The multidimensional view of poverty has led many authors to interpret 
basic skills as an essential dimension of poverty (Reardon, 2011; Khan, 
2015; Bonal, 2016). Researchers interpret basic competencies as an 
essential dimension of wellbeing, since basic competencies contribute to 
avoiding the risk of poverty and social exclusion, especially in terms of 
generating resources potentially capable of stimulating the 
empowerment of citizens, in terms of job opportunities and participation 
to civic, political and social life in a broader sense (Bynner, Parsons, 2002; 
Stromquist, 2009). 

Different social dimensions play a role in the production and 
reproduction of educational poverty. The most relevant is embedded in 
the family of origin which impacts on learning, motivation to study and 
expectations in achieving via the socio-economic and cultural 
background. Family’s capabilities to give informed and correct advice to 
children also play a relevant role. In addition, broader social contexts and 
places of living tend to influence children’s learning prospects and 
educational career, because the availability and the quality of local 
services and resources such as transports, libraries, cultural institutions, 
and other cultural services ignite learning, curiosity, social skills and 
attract cultured upper classes. On the reverse, social complexity within 
which educational poverty occurs makes it necessary to plan and 
implement integrated, next-generational policies in order to fill the gap 
in opportunities and resources that usually are scanty in deprived social 
contexts (Raffo et al., 2009; Giancola, Colarusso, 2020). Educational 
poverty has become a key reference to consider education as an essential 
functioning, just as health, social relations, employment, housing 
conditions and cultural and economic resources are (Sen, 1992, 1997).  

Allmendinger (1999) differentiates between two types of educational 
poverty: 1) lack of formal education and of 2) basic competencies 
conceived as reading comprehension, writing and arithmetic capabilities, 
as well as main scientific principles and selected minimum social skills 
(Audigier, 2000). In order to account for the various complex nuances of 
educational poverty, we suggest merging the two, considering 
educational poverty as: 1) the lack of a school certificate higher than just 
the compulsory education, 2) low level of basic competencies and 3) the 
two taken together. Accounted likewise, educational poverty stands not 
only as a low level of schooling, but also as a shortage of basic 
knowledges and abilities. If compulsory schooling requirements signal a 
minimum level of educational achievement, nevertheless compulsory 
standards differ from country to country and use to change over time. 
Additionally, the total number of certified years of formal education 
cannot be translated automatically in an index of educational 
richness/poverty, since it merely indicates that a certain amount of school 
years has been completed obtaining the minimum standard in education, 
but does not guarantee that, years after completion of studies, individuals 
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are still capable of carrying out basic operations and actions resulting 
from the acquired skills. In extreme cases, for example, students may be 
awarded a high school diploma, but still be unable to read, write, or do 
math at a basic level or in more common cases adult individuals may 
have lost the pragmatical capability to use the theoretical knowledge they 
learnt years before at school. Therefore, in educational poverty we also 
include the inability in mastering basic social competencies such as 
literacy and numeracy, beyond the possession or not of the 
corresponding level of education.  

Nevertheless, the possession of basic competencies (also considered 
as foundational, essential or basic skills), if not accompanied by medium 
or high levels of education, can be a formal deficit: official qualifications 
retain workers’ accreditation to employers as one of the primary sources 
for selection and allocation along occupational hierarchies (Kjeldsen, 
Bonvin, 2015). Finally, the third dimension of educational poverty – i.e., 
the coexistence of low schooling and low abilities in basic competencies 
– can be considered as severe educational poverty. 

To fulfil the purpose of our analyses, which is to compare poorly 
educated students and adult population in EU28 countries and UK, we 
have relied on sources of data including educational credentials 
(education levels via certifications) and basic competencies tested via 
OCSE-PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) and 
OCSE-PIAAC (Programme for the International Assessment of Adult 
Competencies) assessments. Large international test-based surveys 
allow the extensive definition of educational poverty presented above to 
be operationally usable. Such surveys also allow for international 
comparison and can then be integrated, according to a logic of «distal 
analysis» (Giancola, Viteritti, 2014). Based on aggregated data such 
surveys can help to detect different levels of educational poverty as well 
to provide some policies drivers to tackle poverty in a multidimensional 
perspective. Of course, data from large international assessment surveys 
must be treated in a cautionary mode and not to be exploited for 
competitive and ranking purposes (Volante et. al, 2019, 2022). 

 
 
 

2. Data and methods 
 
Adopting the definition of educational poverty as the lack of upper 
secondary education and/or the basic social abilities in reading, 
mathematics and sciences, we have carried on multivariate analysis to 
compare poorly educated student and adult populations in EU28 
countries and UK.  

Contrary to other studies based on individual data (Salmieri, Giancola, 
2021) to estimate variables affecting skills, educational attainment, and 
thus relative poverty risk, in the present one we have opted for an 
approach based on ecological dimensions which we have aggregated 
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according to an exploratory and relational approach between the 
different selected variables. For this goal, we considered: i) low scoring 
in mathematics and reading in the OECD PISA tests as a potential 
predictor of educational poverty in adulthood; ii) secondary school 
dropout rates, NEETs rates and the percentage of young people aged 15 
to 29 who have not achieved a degree in tertiary education and finally iii) 
the share of low secondary education attainers and/or lower achievers in 
reading skills among the adult population. We therefore have cross-
nationally compared not only the educational levels of the adult 
population, but also the diffusion of functional illiteracy.  

Data sources are respectively: i) Eurostat indicators in order to get the 
international framework of education levels and illustrative/control 
variables such as public spending in education and national wealth; ii) 
data from the PIAAC survey on adult skills and 3) OECD-PISA 2018 results 
at tests for 15-year-old student’s performances in mathematics and 
sciences (see Table 1). It is relevant here to specify that we could not use 
OECD-PISA data on reading competencies because tests for assessments 
were not valid for all the countries that we included the analyses. We have 
therefore relied on math and sciences competencies also because these 
abilities are strongly correlated with those of reading in the countries 
where assessments are available (Pearson correlation index value: 
+0.87).  

After a preliminary descriptive analysis, data have been summarised 
via Principal Component Analysis (PCA) which is a statistical technique 
for missing as little as possible information after reducing the number of 
interrelated variables within a dataset. Latent variables, also called 
principal components, are the consequence of the reduction and they 
represent as many the main features of the phenomenon which is under 
investigation (Marradi, Di Franco, 2013).  

The principal components have been extracted and the projected into 
a cartesian diagram (see sections 3 and 4). Finally, three regression 
models were developed (see section 5). Our overall goal was to 
understand similarities and differences among EU countries, UK and 
Norway in the extension and the structure of educational poverty. We 
have included several countries in our analyses: Austria, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, 
Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, 
Sweden, UK.  

More specific lines of analysis were i) to understand whether and at 
what extent correlations exist between countries’ public investments in 
education and training, other welfare expenditures and educational 
poverty as well as ii) to find out the link between educational poverty as 
lack of basic social competencies and as lack of higher education 
attainments and finally iii) to cluster EU countries according to 
educational poverty among the young and adult population. 
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TAB. 1. Data, sources and indicators 
 Data Indicators Sources 

Performances 
and 
educational 
level of adults  

Adult literacy (PIAAC) PIAAC score in literacy 
OECD PIAAC 2012-
2016 

Adult numeracy (PIAAC) PIAAC score in numeracy 
OECD PIAAC 2012-
2016 

High_educated_30-34 years 
old 

30-34 years old with higher  
education 

Eurostat, Labour force 
survey 2018 

Low educated adults 
25-64 years old with lower  
secondary education at 
most 

Eurostat, Labour force 
survey 2018 

Adult literacy low performers 
PIAAC score in literacy low 
performers 

OECD PIAAC 2012-
2016 

Adult numeracy low 
performers 

PIAAC score in numeracy 
low performers 

OECD PIAAC 2012-
2016 

Public  
expenditure 

Public expenditure in 
education 

Public expenditure in 
education and training 

Eurostat, 2018 

Public expenditure in 
recreational culture 

Public expenditure in 
recreation and culture 

Eurostat 2018 

Public expenditure in social 
protection 

Public expenditure in social  
protection 

Eurostat 2018 

Young 
people 
outside the  
education  
system 

Drop outrates Early school leavers 
Eurostat, Labour force 
survey 2018 

NEETs NEETs (15-29 years old) 
Eurostat, Labour force 
survey 2018 

Performance 
of 15-year-olds  
students 

Math PISA score in math 

OECD PISA 2018 

Sciences PISA score in sciences 

Math_below_1b 
PISA score in math below 
level 1b 

Math_below_1a 
PISA score in math below 
level 1a 

Math level 1 
PISA score in math below 
level 1 

Sciences below_1b 
PISA score in sciences 
below level 1b 

Sciences _below_1a 
PISA score in sciences 
below level 1a 

Sciences level 1 
PISA score in sciences 
below level 1 

 
 
3. Correlations 
 
In this paragraph we present and outline the main correlations related to 
the performance of adults and students in basic competences and 
educational achievements. We have processed data extracted from the 
OECD-PISA 2018, OECD-PIAAC 2012-2016 datasets and from the Labour 
force survey dataset (EUROSTAT, 2018). 

A correlation matrix emerging from adults’ performances in literacy 
and numeracy is shown in Table 2. As expected, the relevance of the 
correlation between average performances in adult literacy-numeracy 
and the share of adult low performers in literacy-numeracy is proven.  

More remarkable is the correlation between the share of country adult 
population with lower secondary education at most and adult literacy and 
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numeracy low performers (respectively: ,723 and ,693), meaning that the 
older the country population, the higher the likelihood that educational 
poverty is widespread among the adult population.  
 
TAB. 2. Correlations between adults’ performances in literacy-numeracy and 
educational achievements. EU28, UK and Norway population 

 
Adult 

literacy 
(PIAAC) 

Adult 
numeracy 
(PIAAC) 

25-64 with 
lower 

secondary 
education at 

most 

30-34 with 
higher 

education 

Adult low 
performers 

literacy 

Adult low 
performers 
numeracy 

Adult literacy 
(PIAAC) 

1 ,886** -,633** 0,351 -,958** -,866** 

Adult 
numeracy 
(PIAAC) 

  1 -,674** 0,086 -,911** -,985** 

25-64 with 
lower 
secondary  
education at 
most 

    1 -0,127 ,723** ,693** 

30-34 with 
higher 
education 

      1 -0,249 -0,069 

Adult_ low  
performers 
literacy  

        1 ,923** 

Adult_ low  
performers 
numeracy  

          1 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). ** Correlation is significant at 
the 0.01 level (two-tailed). 
 
A correlation matrix for public expenditure is shown in Table 3. It includes 
public expenditure in education and training, in recreation and culture 
and in social protection. We note that there is no significative correlation 
between the type and the intensity of public expenditure in the selected 
social sectors.  
 
TAB. 3. Correlation among types of public expenditures. EU28, UK and Norway 
population 

 
Public expenditure in 

education and training 
Public expenditure in 
recreation and culture 

Public expenditure in 
social protection 

Public expenditure in  
education and training 

1 ,478* 0,350 

Public expenditure in  
recreation and culture 

,478* 1 -0,072 

Public expenditure in  
social protection 

0,350 -0,072 1 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). 
 
We have then investigated possible correlations between the 15-year-old 
students’ test scores in math and sciences (Table 4) and found out that, 
of course, tautologically being a low performer in sciences (-,969) and in 
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math (-,994) is strictly associated to low performances in those two basic 
skills.  

However, we have observed a remarkable correlation: low scores in 
math (,650) and in sciences (,538) are strongly correlated with the NEETs 
quotas."This perhaps means that low performers in math and sciences 
are predicted to become NEETs in the coming of age.  
 
TAB. 4. Correlation between students’ performances in math and science and 
educational achievements and failures. EU28, UK and Norway population 

  

PISA score 
in math 

PISA score 
in sciences 

PISA math 
low 

performers 

PISA sciences 
low 

performers 

Early school 
leavers 

NEETs 
(15-29) 

PISA score in 
math 

1 ,870** -,994** -,842** -0,160 -,671** 

PISA score in  
sciences 

  1 -,870** -,969** -0,132 -,648** 

PISA math low 
performers 

    1 ,850** 0,133 ,650** 

PISA sciences 
low 
performers 

      1 0,116 ,538* 

Early school 
leavers 

        1 0,335 

NEETs (15-29)           1 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). ** Correlation is significant at 
the 0.01 level (two-tailed).  
 
Table 5 reports the correlations between public expenditure and adults’ 
and students’ educational performance. Observed levels of correlation 
are in some cases sufficiently robust, especially for the positive 
association between public expenditure in education and training and 
students’ scores in math and sciences, meaning that across Europe the 
higher the public expenditure in education and training, the higher the 
students’ scores (,525) in these two basic competencies. A similar 
correlation is proved between public expenditure in education and 
training and adults’ scores (,493). It eventually confirms that investments 
in education and training translate in lessening educational poverty 
especially among the population of teenagers attending schools.  

 
TAB. 5. Correlations between public spending and adults’ educational 
performances. EU28, UK and Norway population. 

 

Adults’ scores 
average  

literacy & 
numeracy 

Students’ 
scores 

average math 
& sciences 

Public 
expenditure in 
education and 

training 

Public 
expenditure 
in recreation 
and culture 

Public 
expenditure in 

social  
protection 

Adults’ scores 
average  
literacy & 
numeracy 

1 ,479* ,493* 0,332 -0,055 

Students’ scores  
average math &  
sciences 

 1 ,525* 0,370 -0,103 

Public 
expenditure in 

  1 ,478* 0,350 
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education and 
training 
Public 
expenditure in 
recreation and 
culture 

   1 -0,072 

Public 
expenditure in 
social protection 

    1 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). 
 
We have then observed the correlations between adults’ and students’ 
performances and educational outcomes (Table 6): the strongest 
correlated dimensions are adults’ scores and being NEETs (-,715); adults’ 
scores (-,703) and poorly educated students (-,488). These two 
correlations might validate two crucial negative dynamics: firstly, adults’ 
scores in basic skills are negatively influenced by being or having been 
in a NEET condition, since being out of job training and professional 
advancement as well as out of learning activities reverberates on 
educational poverty. Secondly, it seems that the more educational 
poverty in basic skills of adults is widespread, the more this is reflected 
in poor results in the learning of basic skills by current students. In 
conclusion, countries with high rates of low performers in the adult age 
also display high rates of NEETs and high shares of young individuals 
with lower educational attainments.  
 
TAB. 6. Correlation between performance and educational attainments for 
adults and students). EU28, UK and Norway population. 

 
Adults’ scores 

average 
literacy & 
numeracy 

Students’ 
scores 

average math 
& sciences 

25-64 with 
lower  

secondary  
education at 

most 

Early 
school 
leavers 

NEETs  
15-29 

30-34 
with 

higher  
education 

Adults’ scores  
average literacy 
& numeracy 

1 ,479* -,703** -0,228 -,715** 0,194 

Students’ scores  
average math &  
sciences 

  1 -,488* -0,141 -,651** 0,398 

25-64 with lower  
secondary 
education  
at most 

    1 ,620** ,610** -0,127 

Early school 
leavers 

      1 0,335 -0,336 

NEETs 15-29          1 -0,423 
30-34 with higher  
education 

          1 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). ** Correlation is significant at 
the 0.01 level (two-tailed). 
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4. Data reduction (PCA): creating an index of performances 
 
We now move on to comment results stemming from our condensation of 
variables by means of Principal Component Analysis (PCA) for both adults’ 
and students’ performances. In a first PCA process, we have computed 
variables concerning the adult population competencies (Tab. 7), while in 
a second PCA run we have projected data concerning 15 years old 
students’ competencies, according to the PISA assessment (Tab. 8). On 
this basis, a projection of the countries on the two extracted components 
is shown in Fig. 1 where correlations between adults’ competencies and 
young learners’ competences are displayed by country.  
 
TAB. 7. PCA – Adults’ performances in literacy-numeracy (average) 
competencies. EU28, UK and Norway population. 

Total variance explained 

Component 
Initial auto-values Cumulative values 

Total % Variance % Cumulative Total % Variation % Cumulative 
1 3,765 94,127 94,127 3,765 94,127 94,127 
2 0,184 4,605 98,732    

3 0,044 1,093 99,825    

4 0,007 0,175 100,000    

Extraction method: principal component analysis 
 Component 1 
Adult literacy (PIAAC) 0,956 
Adult numeracy (PIAAC) 0,975 
Adult literacy low performers -0,977 
Adult numeracy lower 
performers 

-0,973 

 
The first PCA process produces a single component with a variance equal 
to the 94.1% of the original variance, meaning that this first principal 
component can equivalently be defined as a direction that maximizes to 
94.1% the variance of the projected data. A single latent variable also 
emerges from the second PCA process applied to student’s performances 
in math and sciences, summarizing 92.4% of the original variance. 
 
TAB. 8. PCA – Students’ performances in math and science (average) 
competencies. EU28, UK and Norway population. 

Total variance explained 

Component 
Initial auto-values Cumulative values 

Total % Variance % Cumulative Total % Variation % Cumulative 
1 3,698 92,456 92,456 3,698 92,456 92,456 
2 0,266 6,651 99,106    

3 0,031 0,765 99,872    

4 0,005 0,128 100,000    

Extraction method: principal component analysis 
 Component 1 
PISA score in math 0,964 
PISA score in sciences 0,964 
PISA math low performers -0,966 
PISA sciences low 
performers 

-0,952 
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Once the two components had been extracted, it has been possible to 
produce a scatter plot projecting the relationship between the 
components and then clusters of countries in the geometric space 
identified by the components. A cluster including Italy, Spain, and Greece 
clearly emerges on the low left side and one can name it as the 
‘Mediterranean’ cluster. It regroups countries where educational poverty 
is higher among both adult and student population.  
 
FIG. 1. Projection of countries on the two components: students’ and adults’ 
educational performances. EU18, UK and Norway. 

 
 
On the opposite, at the right side in the graph, a ‘Continental-Northern’ 
macro-cluster is clearly visible, including Scandinavian countries, the 
Netherlands, Denmark, Germany, and Austria where educational poverty 
is less noticeable. But being more detailed, one can distinguish Finland 
and the Netherlands for their higher educational performances among 
adult and school-age populations. However, it should be noted that the 
most relevant result is the relationship between the macro variables, as 
observed through the interpolation line and the r-square value.  
 
 
5. Regression 
 
The last step in our analysis relies on three regression models. Once the 
relationships presented in Tables 2-5 and in Figure 1 are identified, we 
opted to develop a set of linear regression models projected in Table 9. 
The dependent variable is the students’ performances on standardized 
tests scores. In the first model (1), we have run the regression only with 
one independent variable concerning public expenditures; in the second 
model (2), we selected the so-called contextual variables, i.e., educational 
attainment by the adult population, the rate of early school leavers and 
the rate of NEETs, the rate of 30-35rs with tertiary education, average 
adult scores in literacy and numeracy; in the third model (3) all the 
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independent variables (expenditures and context), controlled for adult 
scores have been included. Operatively, we entered the sets of variables 
assumed to be independent in two steps, while in the third step, we 
computed all the variables together. 

 
TAB. 9. Regression: Effect on students' scores in math e sciences  

 
Model (1) Model (2) Model 3 

Public expenditure in education and training +++  ++ 

Public expenditure in recreation and culture ++  + 

Public expenditure in social protection ++  + 
    

25-64 with lower secondary education at most  - - - - - 

Early school leavers  - - - 

NEETs (15-29 y. o.)  N.S. N.S. 

30-34 years old with higher education  N.S. N.S. 

Adults score in literacy and numeracy 
(PIAAC) 

  ++ 

+++ strong positive effect; ++ positive effect; + positive but negligible effect 
--- strong negative effect; -- negative effect; - negative but negligible effect 
N.S. statistically not significant 
 
Taking into consideration only the expenditure variables, the investment 
in education and training exerts the most significant effect. While 
considering educational variables, a strong negative effect emerges from 
the share of the adult population with lower secondary education at most 
and the rate of early school leavers. Finally, looking at the effects of all 
variables assumed to be independent, the explanatory outcoming from 
the set of models is confirmed, although the effects tend loosening 
strength due to the mechanism of multicollinearity among the 
regressors). Furthermore, the relative weight of effective basic 
competencies among the adult population is once more proven. The 
most implication-laden evidence is that in order to reduce the share of 
low-skilled will-be-adults among the younger generations, an average 
educated adult population may be not enough because a fully competent 
and active-learning adult population is needed. A substantial effect is 
played by public expenditure in education, training and culture. 
Therefore, educational context variables on which individual schools 
cannot massively intervene need to be targeted via specific and 
contextualised actions requiring integrated multi-sector and multi-level 
policies. 
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Some preliminary conclusions 
 
The set of evidence resulting from our analyses clearly highlight the way 
educational attainments and competencies levels are strongly linked. At 
the same time, as proven in previous studies (Salmieri, Giancola, 2021) 
the importance of strengthening policies against educational poverty in 
a multidimensional perspective must stressed by acting on both students 
and adult individuals. On one hand, If the fight against the reproduction 
educational poverty is condensed only in fostering the share of students 
reaching higher educational attainments, there is the risk that some share 
of the adult population will experiment the obsolescence of basic 
competencies and that some shares of will-be-adult students will be 
affected by transmission of educational poverty via parents and family 
contexts. On the other hand, if welfare policies insist on tackling 
educational poverty only or mainly among the adult population via 
requalification and training schemes for unemployed individuals, a new 
poorly educated share of the population will grow up (Allmendinger, 
Leibfried, 2003). In this sense, measures supporting educational 
dynamism could be more incisive in the long-term if addressed to a 
double target audience in order to maintain acquired basic competencies 
all lifelong and to reinforce literacy, numeracy and other basic social 
competencies among the current poorly educated adults. 

The role of welfare public spending in education and training is also 
clearly indicative to counter fight educational poverty (Agasisti, 2014; 
Benadusi, Giancola, 2014). If it is true that the pandemic has produced 
disruptive loss in terms of learning (even if the evidence is still weak, at 
least in terms of large-scale results), outcomes from our analyses should 
suggest extra efforts to invest in education and training, in terms of both 
inclusive and supportive educational strategies and schools’, universities 
and adult learning centres’ funding in a life-long learning perspective. A 
first consideration, then, is that today’s students are tomorrow's adults, 
but since social competencies partially passes through family cultural 
and social inheritance (Breen et al., 2019), educational policies could not 
avoid adult educational poverty.  

On the other hand, through aggregate human capital theory, as James 
Coleman (1988) pointed out1, aggregate human capital facilitates the 
production of social capital; this latter then positively influences the 
educational mission perpetuated by single schools: an educated adult 
population has the effect, even if spurious and mediated, to enhance on 
the average outcomes of students in a singles school. As Esping 
Andersen has observed schools alone are not able to face the battle 
against educational inequality (Esping-Andersen, Mestres, 2004). A 

 
1 Coleman considers social capital in its three forms – obligations and 
expectations, information channels and social norms – as the constituency to 
produce human capital. Circularly, high levels of human capital facilitate the 
new production of social capital. 
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significant part of these inequalities must be fought ‘outside the school’ 
with widespread cultural policies including for children from early pre-
primary schools and policies of defamiliarization (Esping-Andersen et al., 
2002). 
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