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Abstract 

Within the Italian educational system, the transition from lower to upper secondary school constitutes 
a challenging task for many students; in this process teachers and parents play a strategic role.  
In this paper is presented a survey aimed at highlighting the process of decision-making related to 
upper secondary education from the perspective of parents. This empirical action is part of a broader 
project aimed to fight training failure in Varese (Lombardy). A semi-structured online questionnaire 
was submitted to all parents of students attending lower secondary school in Varese in 2022/23. The 
results show that the guidance practices carried on by school are generally appreciated by many 
parents. A closer look to the data shows possible areas of fragility that require schools to take on 
responsibility. 

Keywords: school guidance; research; parents; secondary school. 
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1. Guidance in the Italian school system

In today's increasingly dynamic society, school guidance is crucial in lifelong learning and in every life 
context (lifewide learning). It is a complex challenge that requires the person to know how to position and 
reposition him/herself within fluid and uncertain scenarios, avoiding dispersion and/or fossilization in a 
static context (Haynes et al., 2014). Undoubtedly, the education system can and must play a fundamental 
role in creating favourable conditions for the development of these capacities from which the person 
benefits throughout his/her entire life. 
Therefore, guidance is, or should be, cultivated throughout the school life cycle. From childhood, it is up 
to the school to provide students with the skills and knowledge to face the educational choices to which 
the same education system subjects them (Marostica, 2019); learning to ponder the different options and 
self-evaluation are strategic life skills to make conscious decisions both at school and in everyday life 
(Montalbetti, 2020). The Italian Guidelines for Guidance (C.M. 43/2009) tell us that "guiding an individual 
means making him/her acquire self-guidance skills, aimed at improving self-perception, making him/her 
capable of taking decisions and making choices consistent with his/her desires".  
In order to fulfil this task, it is necessary to implement targeted guidance practices at certain topical 
moments, but also to implement guidance didactics in a widespread manner (Guerrini, 2017).  
On a more general level, the Italian education system consists of three cycles. Compulsory attendance 
lasts 10 years (6-16 years) and includes the entire duration of the first cycle and part of the second (the 
lower secondary school and the first two years of upper school) (L. 296/2006). The first cycle includes 
primary school, which lasts 5 years (6-11 years) and lower secondary school, which lasts 3 years (11-14 
years); the second cycle coincides with upper secondary school (14-19 years), which lasts from 3 to 5 
years and is articulated in different ways. The transition from the first to the second cycle marks the 
beginning of pathway differentiation. 
After finishing lower school young people can choose between different types of upper school divided 
into three main macro-categories: high schools, technical schools, vocational schools and vocational 
training. All five-year training pathways allow access to university and technical higher education, while 
the three- and four-year pathways offer a direct outlet into the world of work. 
Choosing a path is a complex task that requires a series of evaluations taking into account multiple 
factors. It is a moment of high emotional intensity and strategic value with regard to the developmental 
trajectories of young people, and is not infrequently accompanied by uncertainties, doubts and 
sometimes real difficulties. Although these are not irreversible choices, the decision to attend a high 
school rather than a technical or even professional pathway bears crucial implications for the future, at 
least in the short term. Unlike in other contexts (Brunello & Checchi, 2007), in Italy it is required to make 
this choice in January of the third year of lower secondary school, at an age still considered by many to 
be precocious, which can amplify difficulties and generate uncertainty. 
For these reasons, guidance activities intensify in the last two years of lower school; in December of the 
third year the teachers of the class council must express a non-binding suggestion regarding the high 
school route suitable for the student. This suggestion is called 'guidance advice'; it is an administrative 
act (Settembrini, 2019) that teachers must obligatorily give in order to guide the choice of one of the paths 
offered for upper secondary schools. Despite being a nation-wide administrative act, the formulation of 
the advice is not based on uniform, standardized criteria, but is defined independently by each school 
(Romito, 2016). 
Both the practices activated in each institute and the guidance advice do not have the child as the sole 
interlocutor but also involve the family in different ways. It is precisely the parents, spurred by different 
intentions, who assume a strategic role in directing their sons and daughters; it is enough to look at the 
data to realise that there is a sort of family tradition traceable in the regularity of paths between one 
generation and the next (Checchi, 2010; Bonizzoni et al., 2014; Argentin et al., 2017). Beyond the reasons 
that motivate parents, the choice of upper school, for better or worse, takes on the appearance of a family 
task; this does not mean that families always play an active role but their positions, from disinterest to 
over-involvement, exert considerable influence. 
A good guidance advice should consider aptitudes, skills and aspirations, acting as a protective factor 
against the risk of school drop-out and abandonment (Dodd et al., 2022; Agostini et al., 2022). High 
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dropout and school abandonment rate is a structural problem of the Italian school system (European 
Commission, 2022) and frequently at its origin there are difficulties encountered precisely at career 
turning points and in the management of choices in these crucial moments (Agostini et al., 2022). In 
this perspective, guidance in secondary school is configured as an educational resource to prevent 
situations of failure and as a lever to counter the reproduction of educational inequalities (Psifidou et 
al., 2021). 

2. Device

Within this briefly outlined framework took shape the research “What choice after lower secondary 
school? The point of view of families". The action is part of the Agreement between the Centre for 
Studies and Research on Education Policy of Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore and the Local 
School Authority in Varese (Italy). Starting from school year 2021/22, various actions have been 
planned and implemented with the aim of learning about and combating the phenomenon of 
educational poverty thanks to the synergic action between school and territory. 
The evidence gathered in the previous year confirmed on an empirical level the link between the 
choice made at the end of lower school and the likelihood of showing, especially in the first year of 
upper school, signs of fragility that quite often lead to dropping out or leaving school due to a poor 
school performance. As already mentioned, in a choice that calls into question the educational 
responsibility of multiple subjects, the family plays a fundamental role. Therefore, it was decided to 
investigate the point of view of the families of children attending the last year of lower school in the 
aftermath of pre-enrolment in upper school. The academic research interest in deepening the theme 
converged with the local context. 
The aim of the survey is to investigate the issue within a broad perspective, involving as many parents 
as possible; for this reason, a semi-structured questionnaire, administered online, was prepared and 
addressed to all parents of children attending the third year of lower secondary school. The 
questionnaire is divided into 6 sections: 

- Profile (respondent and child);
- Choice of school;
- Guidance advice;
- Outgoing guidance (lower school);
- Incoming guidance (upper school);
- Needs and perceptions.

The invitation was sent by the Local School Authority in Varese to all schools, inviting third-year lower 
secondary class coordinators to put the link on the electronic register in order to encourage parents 
to complete the questionnaire. A second reminder was sent to raise the rate of respondents. 
During the questionnaire period (February-March 2023), 2741 valid questionnaires were received, 
representing 31% of the students who pre-registered for upper school for the 2023/24 (n=8803). The 
coverage was consequently very good and the response rate higher than what is generally considered 
acceptable in surveys conducted via online questionnaires. 

3. Data presentation

Below are the main results of the questionnaire grouped by area. 

3.1 Profile of respondents 
The questionnaire was generally filled in by the mothers (86.1%) of the students enrolled in the last 
year of lower school in Varese. The children, mainly of Italian nationality (97.6%), are equally divided 
between males and females and, in line with the expected age, are 13 or 14 years old (99.4%). A small 
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group is already 15 or 16 years old; among them may be students who failed in the lower classes (0.6%). 
The choice of type of school is clearly oriented towards high schools, which gather 54.0% of the 
respondents' preferences, followed by technical institutes (31.6%), vocational institutes (9.1%) and 
vocational training (5.3%). Compared to the 2023/24 enrolment data of the province of Varese1, the 
sample is sufficiently evenly distributed (Chart 1).  

Graphic 1: Upper secondary school type chosen: population comparison (Varese) – sample (%). 

In most cases, students will be able to attend their chosen pathway (88.3%); 11.7% of the sample, 
however, had to change their initial choice. In particular, a small proportion of students (2.7%) will 
attend a pathway very different from the one chosen because they did not meet the school's 
requirements. Among these are also some students who received a different guidance advice from 
their lower school. 

3.2 Choice of school 
According to parents' perceptions, choosing an upper school was not particularly complex (Chart 2): 
for 49.5% it was not at all or not very complex (level 1 and 2), for about a third of the respondents it 
was quite complex (31.4%: level 3), for the remainder the decision was difficult or very difficult (18.9%: 
level 4 and 5). Given the educational perspective of this survey, it should be borne in mind that for 
almost one in five families the choice was perceived as rather complex and burdensome. 
Consistently, after having made the choice but before the beginning of upper secondary school, most 
parents believe they made the right choice (86.2%); some, however, were very uncertain (3.0%) and a 
small number of parents, relevant from an educational perspective, believe a wrong choice was made 
(0.8%). 

1 Local School Authority in Varese (3.03.2023). 
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Graphic 2: Complexity of specific route choice (%). 

 

Graphic 3: Perception of correctness of choice. 

The factors underlying the choice of upper school were then investigated. The motivations reported 
are heterogeneous and reflect the complexity of the dimensions involved. What oriented the choice 
in a decisive way was the will to identify "the best path for one's son/daughter" (a), considered to be 
very important (level 4: 50.1%) by half of the respondents and overall important (level 3 + 4: 90.8%) by 
almost all of them. Other motivations refer to the scenarios that will open up after the end of 
compulsory schooling, such as: the preparation offered for access to university (b: 69%), which is in 
line with the choice of attending a high school made by more than half of the sample, and the 
possibility of finding a job soon (c: 62.2%).  
The specific characteristics of the institutions chosen are also relevant. The possibility of finding a 
serene and welcoming climate in the school is a relevant factor for almost all parents (d: 81.9%), 
confirming the importance attributed not only to the curricular dimension but also to the relational 
and educational one. The fact that the school is easily reachable (e: 64.6%), although taken into 
consideration, does not seem to be one of the main factors guiding the choice, at least for the majority 
of respondents. 
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Graphic 4: Motivations that guided the choice (%). 

In the parents’ opinion (Chart 5), their children had sufficiently clear ideas about the choice of upper 
school: according to 67.5%, in fact, the children decided autonomously (a); in other cases, they were 
guided in their choice by their parents (b: 8.9%), teachers or others (c: 8.6%). Other parents, on the 
other hand, emphasised how the choice was somehow imposed by external factors (d: 14.1%) such as: 
the non-acceptance of the application, logistical problems or problems related to the school 
environment perceived as unsuitable. 
Parents described their role in their child's choice in a manner consistent with the above (Chart 6): the 
majority placed their trust in their child, letting him/her decide independently (a: 69.6%) or deciding 
together (b: 6.5%). A significant proportion of parents, on the other hand, pondered on their own about 
the best choice, choosing in their child's place (c: 12.4%) or were guided by their middle school 
teachers or others (d: 8.6%). In some cases, the choice was induced by external motivations (e: 2.9%). 
These latter cases, although residual, must be taken into careful consideration because, for some, 
starting upper school could be more complex precisely because the school attended is not the 
outcome of a choice but of a contingency. Just as much attention should be paid to parents who 
seem to have decided in their children's stead in order to investigate the underlying reasons. Last but 
not least, the option chosen by the majority - i.e. allowing the children to be protagonists in the 
decision process - if, on the one hand, should be considered an indicator of trust, on the other, it could 
also indicate the difficulty of guiding and accompanying the child by choosing to welcome his/her 
decision without contradicting him/her, thus delegating parental educational responsibility. 

 

 

Graphic 5: Child choice mode (%). 
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Graphic 6: Parental choice mode (%). 

3.3 Guidance advice 
Guidance advice (Chart 7) appears to be a useful tool and generally taken into due consideration by 
households: the majority of respondents have in fact followed it (70.3%); a non-marginal share of 
households, however, say they have not (26.7%). 
The latter report that they did not follow the guidance advice (Chart 8) mainly because the school 
recommended did not correspond to what their son/daughter wanted to do (a: 64.0%) or would not 
have allowed him/her to express his/her potential (b: 14.1%). Others, however, indicated more 
instrumental reasons (c: 13.1%) such as remoteness, type of environment, need to find a job, etc. On 
the other hand, 5.9% (d) of the respondents stated that they received their guidance advice too early 
(before they had seen the different high schools and got to know their characteristics) or too late 
(when they had already enrolled). A small group, finally, attested its mistrust towards this tool 
declaring to have intentionally decided not to consider it (e: 2.9%). Although marginal, these two 
categories deserve to be taken into account in view of possible improvement actions by schools. 
If, on the one hand, not following advice to respect one's own child's wishes could be considered 
virtuous behaviour, on the other hand, one cannot overlook the risk that behind such conduct lies the 
difficulty of contradicting the child or distancing from the image of an ideal child or school. In the 
background there is also the issue of the relationship between school and family: only if this 
relationship is based on trust and educational co-responsibility is it possible to 'team up' and 
accompany the children in their growth in the best way possible. 

Graphic 7: Guidance advice (%). 
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Graphic 8: - Reasons for not following guidance advice (filtered) (%). 

3.4 Outgoing and incoming guidance 
The majority of lower schools organised outgoing guidance activities (78.9%). Although this figure is 
reported by parents, who may not have a clear picture of the activity pathway carried out at school, it 
is surprising that in 21.1% of cases it seems that no guidance activities were carried out at all. Clearly, 
this information must be cautiously considered but could also indicate that, in a number of cases, 
outgoing guidance activities were not particularly evident or incisive, or were not communicated to 
parents. It cannot be excluded that some schools did not actually carry them out, leaving pupils and 
families alone in their choice. 
Almost all upper schools, on the other hand, organised incoming guidance activities (93.8%), which 
are confirmed to be strategic for making their educational offer known. 
Parents who participated in outgoing (76.1%) and incoming (83.0%) guidance activities generally find 
them useful. The judgement (Chart 9) is however much more positive for upper schools (level 4: 
55.3%) than for lower schools (level 4: 34.6%). 
Although the positive effect induced by the first impact with the new upper schools and the different 
role assumed by the two schools should not be underestimated, from an improvement perspective it 
could be particularly useful for first-cycle schools to reflect on the way guidance activities are 
organised and presented.  
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Graphic 9: Usefulness of guidance activities in secondary schools (%). 

3.5 Needs and perceptions 
Most parents felt fairly supported in their choice (levels 3 and 4: 77.7%) although 20.4% did not 
perceive the necessary support (Chart 10). The perception of support offered by the school to their 
children is only slightly lower (levels 3 and 4: 71.0%). These data are in line with the percentage of 
those who stated that the lower school did not organise guidance activities. 
Consistent with the overall appreciation of the activities carried out, about half of the respondents 
(49.0%) did not feel the need for further information or accompanying actions. The remaining part 
(Chart 11), on the other hand, indicates that they would have liked more direct and individualised 
moments of discussion with lower school teachers (a: 21.8%) or in-depth discussion with upper school 
teachers (b: 19.6%). On the other hand, a small part of the respondents would like to see greater 
involvement of psychologists or other experts (c: 4.4%) or the possibility to have exchange 
opportunities with other parents (d: 3.8%). 

Graphic 10: Perception of support from lower secondary school: students and parents (%). 
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Graphic 11: Perceived needs as parents (multiple answer) (%). 

4. Limits

The survey carried out takes into consideration only the point of view of parents; a structured 
questionnaire does not allow for an in-depth analysis of the various aspects but offers an overall 
representation. It might be useful to investigate the point of view of teachers and pupils and to 
analyse the guidance activities proposed by lower and upper schools; tools that allow a qualitative in-
depth study could also be useful. 
The sample considered refers to a limited territorial context: the data collected can be useful at local 
level to accompany the continuous improvement work of schools. Although it is not possible to 
generalise them, they can also offer useful indications for the Italian context. 

5. Discussion and further analyses

The data collected show an overall positive scenario: most of the children chose upper secondary 
school independently and will have the opportunity to attend it. According to parents' reports, despite 
the choice was taken rather early (Brunello & Checchi, 2007), it was not particularly complex, was 
accompanied by the outgoing and incoming guidance activities organised by the schools and was 
consistent with the guidance advice given by teachers. 
From an analytical reading of the data, however, some points worthy of attention emerge that seem 
to fall in line with the reference literature. These can be grouped around topics that, at the same time, 
open up to further research and improvements in the schools and in the area of reference. 

- A satisfying choice: for many but not for all? The choice made convinces most of the children;
some, however, will have to attend a school very different from the one they chose and are not
satisfied with the change. Although these are only a few cases, from an educational
perspective they are worthy of the utmost attention by the schools that will receive them;
indeed, it cannot be ruled out that these initial difficulties may constitute a significant obstacle
for the continuation of the school career. In general terms, such situations could conceal both
ineffective guidance paths and structural problems linked to the number of places available in
the schools in the area. In any case, accompanying the entire selection process, including any
early reorientation, constitutes the first fundamental strategy to promote success at school
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(Byrne et al. 2010; Psifidou et al. 2021; Agostini et al., 2022; Dodd et al. 2022). On a more 
practical level, a suggestion could be to investigate potentially problematic situations 
thoroughly and take charge of them early on in the process. 

- Autonomous choice: myth or reality? The majority of parents preferred their son/daughter to
choose the route independently. While on the one hand such behaviour demonstrates their
trust in their children and their empowerment, on the other hand it could also indicate an
educational difficulty for parents in presenting themselves as meaningful and authoritative
interlocutors. Behind an excessively compliant accompaniment could be concealed a fear of
contradicting one's own son/daughter: going along with the choice could therefore be an act
of renunciation of one's own role. Similarly, choosing in place of children could be a behaviour
dictated by the conviction of having to support them in the face of certain objective frailties
(for example, in the case of students with disabilities) or, on the contrary, by the desire to carry
on with the project conceived by the parent for him/her own child regardless of the latter's
desires and inclinations, often re-proposing family traditions as documented in literature
(Raque‐Bogdan et al, 2013; Checchi, 2010; Argentin et al., 2017). A suggestion to address this
issue could be to find a balanced position respecting the children’s autonomy without giving
up the educational task of guiding them to make important choices.

- The guidance advice: process vs. outcome? The majority of parents put their trust in the
guidance advice while a portion did not. The latter could include cases in which the advice is
interpreted by teachers as a mere bureaucratic fulfilment (Romito, 2016) and is not configured
as the outcome of a process involving students, teacher, family. The guidance advice therefore
calls into question, first and foremost, the relationship between school and family: only if this
relationship is based on trust and educational co-responsibility is it possible to "team up",
accompanying the children in the best way possible on their growth path. On the other hand,
distancing from bureaucracy means considering things from a broader perspective and
developing devices that follow the child and his/her family along a coherent pathway where
each school segment plays its part within a horizon of communality. In this regard, it is
fundamental to reinforce the specific skills of teachers and promote the use of guidance
didactics (Haynes et al, 2012; Guerrini, 2017). More practically, a suggestion could be to find a
space for authentic discussion to prioritise the interest of the student/child.

- Guidance: present vs absent? Despite the overall appreciation shown for the guidance
activities organized by lower and, above all, upper schools, part of the families did not perceive
them as useful even for their own children. It may prove fruitful to deepen through more
targeted surveys the guidance activities actually organised by the schools also in order to
accompany them to a possible redefinition. Dissatisfaction might concern merely informative
rather than educational activities. As clarified at the outset, however, in the guidance process
it is fundamental to teach how to choose (Marostica, 2019; Montalbetti, 2020): teachers' and
families' efforts should be directed in this direction (Raque‐Bogdan, 2013). Therefore, a
suggestion could be to invest more resources to understand the real needs and consequently 
be able to respond to them effectively.

Accompanying each student to make informed and autonomous choices is a fundamental goal: the 
school and the family have the crucial task of promoting these skills and supporting the process.  
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