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Abstract

This paper explores methodological issues concerning the operationalization of eth-
nicity in the field of education. The sole criterion of citizenship often applied in
official educational statistics may exclude naturalized students with foreign and/or
immigrant origins from the “non-national” category. The challenge of collecting
reliable statistics on ethnic origins has become crucial in most Western European
countries in recent years, as the quantification of this phenomenon is a fundamen-
tal starting point for the implementation of policies aimed at contrasting ethnic
inequality and discrimination. Resorting to the 2011 Italian general population cen-
sus, a multi-dimensional typology combining students’ and parents’ countries of
birth, citizenship at census and citizenship at birth has been developed. Although
the detection of ethnic origins should not be problematic in a country where the
acquisition of citizenship is based on the right of blood, results reveal that official
statistics classify almost 1 million students (9.35%) with foreign- and/or immigrant-
origins as nationals. Moreover, an in-depth exploration of the origin country allows
one to discern between native-born descendants of non-nationals born abroad and
native-born descendants of Italian emigrants born abroad. This multi-dimensional
typology may be a useful tool for obtaining more reliable data and implementing
more effective policies to address educational inequalities.
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Introduction

A flourishing debate has thrived on the importance of collecting reliable data on eth-
nicity since the turn of the century. Not only does enumerating populations with dif-
ferent ethnic origins contribute to developing knowledge of demographic dynamics
over time, but it might be also a useful tool to promote positive anti-discrimination
actions (Rallu et al. 2006). The increasing need to implement, monitor and assess
policies’ effectiveness in contrasting ethnic-based inequalities has uncovered how
the operationalization of the wide concept of “ethnic origin” is complex (several
dimensions contribute to qualifying ethnic origins) and controversial (there are dif-
ferent ways of collecting data on ethnic origins) (Williams and Husk 2013). Indeed,
according to the sociological constructivist approach, ethnicity and ethnic origins are
not objective and universal but vary according to the specific place, time and context
under observation (Ford and Harawa 2010). This means that several social, cultural
and historical dimensions contribute to defining ethnic origins and that each country
is legitimized to select and combine those dimensions according to its own definition
of ethnicity (Unece 2015).

An exploration of the questionnaires from 147 countries of the 2000 round of
censuses demonstrates the heterogeneity in collecting data related to ethnic origins.
This analysis unveils that only 95 countries (65%) asked one or more questions on
ethnicity and that European countries are less likely to investigate this topic (53%) in
comparison with South (82%) and North American countries (77%) (United Nations
Statistics Division 2003). Simon’s analysis (2012) of information collected on eth-
nic-related characteristics in official statistics in 41 European countries at the begin-
ning of the 21 century reveals that, in 19 countries, citizenship and place of birth are
the unique dimensions collected to portray ethnic diversity of the population and, in
six of them, parents’ place of birth is added, thus also making tracing ethnic origins
possible.

The reluctance to collect data on ethnic origins is prevalent in most Western Euro-
pean countries. The reasons for this resistance are not solely technical and bureau-
cratic; they are also deeply rooted in historical legacies, such as Germany’s fear of
misusing ethnic data due to its past (Juan et al. 2021). Furthermore, the “colorblind”
approach to policy — embodied by France’s assimilationist model, which prioritizes
individual rights over the recognition of ethnic categories — plays a role (Roig 2017).
Other factors include political resistance to acknowledging ethnic minorities and
concerns about reinforcing negative stereotypes and perpetuating discrimination
(Simon 2017). As a result, no standardized criteria to collect exhaustive information
on populations with ethnic origins have been adopted by most Western European
countries so far, and problems of comparability are at stake (Simon et al. 2015).

The need for data on ethnic origins is urgent, as evidenced by the efforts of the
European Union in developing institutional and legal frameworks with the aim of
ensuring the collection of high-quality information and comparable data across coun-
tries (European Commission 2017, 2021).

For this purpose, the latest revised Principles and Recommendations for censuses
confirm country of birth and country of citizenship as core topics to be included in
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every census, whereas acquisition of citizenship, parents’ country of birth, ethnicity,
religion and language are additional topics (Unece 2015; United Nations 2017).

This paper aims to investigate if, and to what extent, official statistics conceal pop-
ulations with ethnic origins in the field of education. The sole criterion of citizenship
often applied in official educational statistics may be responsible for a remarkable
underestimation of student population with foreign and/or immigrant background
and a correct estimation of this phenomenon is crucial for the implementation of
policies targeted to remove educational inequalities. Italy is the European country
selected to explore this potential gap. This country is challenging to examine this
phenomenon since the acquisition of citizenship is ruled by one of the most restric-
tive, blood-based laws. Therefore, the underestimation of the population with ethnic
origins is expected to be restrained, especially among minors.

The goal of this article is not limited to quantifying the school population with
ethnic origins but also aims to investigate the geographical origins of this popula-
tion. This dimension is very important since, according to the country of origin, the
acquisition of citizenship may vary considerably. Indeed, the legislation of the coun-
try of origin may or may not allow double citizenship; some national groups may
have experienced migration a long time ago and achieved the prerequisites requested
to acquire citizenship (Bonifazi et al. 2008; Strozza et al. 2022). The geographical
dimension is also particularly crucial in the field of education since the country of
origin may be differently related to educational and social integration into host societ-
ies: social values and norms — which are embedded in the culture of a country — shape
priorities, as well as inequalities in the average availability of financial resources,
which further influence integration (Chao 2000; Heat et al. 2008).

To fulfil these aims, a multi-dimensional classification derived from the combina-
tion of three dimensions (current citizenship, citizenship at birth and country of birth)
related to students and their parents will be developed. Analyses will be based on
the 2011 Italian Population and Housing Census conducted by the Italian National
Institute for Statistics (ISTAT), which is also the last official general census involving
all people residing in Italy.

The article is structured as follows: Section Italian legislation on citizenship acqui-
sition provides a brief overview of the current Italian nationality law. Section The
importance of ethnic statistics in the field of education briefly explains reasons why
a correct enumeration of school body population with ethnic origins is important and
illustrates the main limitations of Italian school statistics. Section Data and meth-
ods offers detailed information about data and methods. Sections The 3-dimensional
typology and The multi-dimensional typology present results aimed at quantifying
and describing Italy’s students in ways not addressed by official statistics. Section The
multi-dimensional typology: forthcoming Italian citizens? focuses on a residual, but
not less important, category uncovered by the multi-dimensional classification: non-
Italian students who are potentially able to acquire Italian citizenship soon. Finally,
section Conclusions discusses and summarizes the main findings.
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Italian legislation on citizenship acquisition

In 2022, the Italian nationality law (no. 91/1992) turned 30 years old. Already in the
year of the law’s enactment, most progressive politicians and scholars defined it as an
anachronistic reform, more oriented to the past than to the present (Zincone 2006).
In 1992, Italy already turned into an immigration country: the 1981 Population
Census had revealed a positive net migration for the first time; in 1986, the Italian
Parliament had almost unanimously approved law no. 943 aimed at ruling immigra-
tion; in 1990, law no. 39 had been promoted to regulate immigration organically.
Although Italy had already lost its traditional trait of emigration country, the 1992
nationality law exemplified the persistent Italian political system’s obstinacy in man-
aging immigration as an exceptional phenomenon and considering immigrant people
as “wanted but not welcome” guest workers (Zolberg 1987). Indeed, the new law
emphasizes the ius sanguinis principle: citizenship is passed from (great-grand)par-
ent to child on a bloodline basis. Therefore, paradoxically, law no. 91/1992 facilitates
Italian citizenship acquisition by Italian emigrants’ descendants, and it does not mat-
ter if the latter were born abroad, have never been to Italy and do not speak Italian.
Additionally, in comparison with the previous law no. 555/1912, that of 1992 is more
restrictive, since it hampers Italian citizenship acquisition by non-EU citizens — who
have been systematically increasing numerically — doubling the number of required
years of legal residence on the territory of the Italian State from 5 to 10 (whereas only
4 years — instead of the prior 5 — are now required from an EU citizen) and does not
facilitate Italian citizenship acquisition for children of immigrants either. Children
of two non-Italian parents — even if the former were born in Italy — are foreigners as
well and may aspire to become Italians if they apply for Italian citizenship within a
year of reaching majority (age 18) and are able to prove that they have been residing
legally in Italy with no interruptions until that moment (art. 4, sect. 4). This form of
highly restricted ius soli is an exceptional opportunity to acquire Italian citizenship,
which is allowed only for children born in Italy to two non-Italian parents, whereas
it is not accessible to those born in the country of origin, even if they arrived in Italy
as toddlers. Becoming Italian is an obstacle course not only for adult immigrants but
also for their children. The Italian nationality law is, in fact, considered one of the
most restrictive laws in Western Europe (Pastore 2004; Zincone and Basili 2010).
Given the conservative traits of law no. 91/1992, the debate on the need to change
it was not long in coming. Since the early 2000s, several initiatives have been pro-
moted by the civic society and the political class (mostly center-left) to amend the
Italian nationality law and facilitate citizenship acquisition — especially for minors
born or raised in Italy and with two non-Italian parents — but none of them succeeded
because of the systematic instability of the political system (Tintori 2018), the rigid-
ity of the law-making procedure (which requires both Chambers of the Parliament to
approve the same identical text of the bill), and the overall hostility towards immi-
grants in public opinion — often fostered by mass media’s stereotypical representation
of immigrants as a “threat” (Palidda 2011).
The last attempt at reform dates to 2015, but it ended in nothing. More recently,
a referendum campaign to change the Italian citizenship law started in September
2024. In just a few days, more than 500,000 signatures for the referendum were
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reached. At the end of January 2025, the Constitutional Court declared admissible
the abrogative referendum proposing to halve from 10 to 5 years the period of legal
residence in Italy required for non-EU foreigners to apply for Italian citizenship.
However, the referendum held in early June 2025 failed to meet the required quorum,
preventing the reform from taking effect. Therefore, Italian citizenship acquisition is
still ruled by law no. 91/1992 and, according to legislation, the potential classification
of students belonging to a family with foreign and/or immigrant origins into the cat-
egory “Italian students” should still be limited. Nonetheless, this assumption cannot
be taken for granted: an empirical quantification of this phenomenon and an accurate
investigation of students with a foreign and/or immigrant background is required.

The importance of ethnic statistics in the field of education

In the field of migration sociology, empirical research has been detecting an evi-
dent and persistent gap between native and foreign-origin students for a long time.
Findings reveal that the latter (almost) systematically display lower academic per-
formance levels (Oecd 2019), higher rates of grade retention (Park and Sandefur
2010), greater drop-out risks (Lamb et al. 2011) and lower propensity towards more
academic-oriented tracks (Murat 2012; Guyon and Huillery 2021).

Foreign students attending Italian schools are not exempted from undergoing the
abovementioned educational disadvantages (Contini and Azzolini 2015; Mantovani
et al. 2018). Therefore, data able to discern how many and who are students with non-
Italian origins is important. Since 1997 yearly reports published by the Ministry of
Education have become a relevant source of information to explore the nature of this
gap. However, official school statistics might offer an imperfect overview of this phe-
nomenon. Students are “foreigners” only if they do not hold Italian citizenship and a
distinction between “second-generation” immigrants (G2s) — those who were born in
the country of residence to two foreign-born parents — and “first-generation” immi-
grants (G1s) — those born abroad who experienced migration personally — is available
only from 2011. Consequently, this definition does not include students who become
Italian citizens via naturalization — yet feature foreign and/or migratory backgrounds.

The potential mismatch between students who are, for all intents and purposes,
foreigners (i.e. with no Italian citizenship) and students who have foreign and/or
migratory origins, though legally Italian citizens, has relevant implications for a cor-
rect understanding of their educational and social integration in the receiving society.

Up until now, in Italy, the potential underestimation (due to naturalization) of stu-
dents with foreign and/or migratory origins has not been a cause for concern due to
the Italian nationality law’s feature based on the right of blood: citizenship of chil-
dren is the same as that of their parents, irrespective of the children’s place of birth.
If this assumption might have stood in the past, when migration was at the outset,
today there are good reasons to believe that the Italian nationality law’s constraints
are no longer able to limit the mismatch between non-Italian students and Italian
students with foreign and/or migratory origins. According to the Eurostat data, Italy
has accounted for the highest share of naturalizations among the EU countries in
recent years, with 131,803 naturalizations in 2020, representing 18% of the EU total.
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Most of these naturalizations involve minors (Strozza et al. 2022), who automati-
cally acquire Italian citizenship if they co-reside with (at least) one naturalized parent
(iuris communicatio). Therefore, official school statistics — based solely on citizen-
ship — may exclude from the “foreign” category students who are registered as Italian
citizens but come from families with foreign and/or migratory origins.

Furthermore, the complexity of the student population with foreign and/or migra-
tory origins is not only related to the process of naturalization. Italy had been a coun-
try of emigration for a long time. From the late 19" century to the 1970s, more than
27 million people left Italy in search of better living conditions in other European
(chiefly France, Germany, Belgium, and Switzerland) and extra-European countries
(the US, Canada, Latin America, and Australia). Because of the right of blood embed-
ded in the Italian nationality law, individuals who are descendants of Italian emigrants
can easily achieve Italian citizenship, although their experience of Italian culture is
indirect since they were born and raised abroad. In 2019, 9,000 “new citizens” were
descendants of Italian ancestors (IDOS 2020). Italian emigrants’ descendants should
not be neglected because they might also struggle with school achievement, espe-
cially if born abroad.

Data and methods

To quantify the school body population with ethnic origins, analyses focus on the
2011 Italian Population and Housing Census, which is the last census including a//
individuals residing in Italy. Since 2018, ISTAT has been conducting yearly perma-
nent “censuses”, which however do not involve all residents, but only representative
samples. According to the United Nations’ Principles and Recommendations (Unece
2015; United Nations 2017), the 2011 Italian Census collects both ethnic core (cur-
rent citizenship and country of birth) and some non-ethnic core data (citizenship at
birth). More precisely, data collection relies on the administration of a questionnaire
filled in by the head of household (HH), which is the person under whose name the
household is registered in the Public Records Office.! For each family member, an
individual form, including personal data, has been filled out.> Among the various data
collected, those useful for reconstructing students’ foreign and/or migratory back-
grounds are related to their country of birth, current citizenship and citizenship at
birth as well as their parents’. For this purpose, analyses focus on the following data:

e country of birth (Italy vs. abroad): in the case of the students’ attribute, it identi-
fies those with a personal and direct immigrant background; in the case of parents’
attribute, it detects children with an inherited and indirect immigrant background.
If the place of birth is “abroad”, the specification of the foreign state is available;

IstaT defines “household” as follows: “a group of individuals linked by marriage, kinship, affinity, adop-
tion, legal guardianship or personal ties and who cohabit and share a usual place of residence (whether
or not registered as local residents at the local Public Records Office)”. A household may also consist of
a single individual.

2 Family members are those who usually live in that housing unit, even if absent during data collection.
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® current citizenship (Italian vs. non-Italian): for students, this information repro-
duces the same distinction as official school statistics and, in the case of non-
Italian citizenship, it exemplifies the presence of a personal and direct foreign
origin; when applied to parents, it unveils children with an inherited and indirect
foreign origin. If current citizenship is non-Italian, the foreign state of citizenship
is available;

® citizenship at birth: this information is available only if the current citizenship
is Italian. Therefore, only for Italians, it is also possible to distinguish between
those who have been Italian citizens since birth from those who became Italian
and have a personal and direct foreign origin, though lost due to naturalization.
Applied to parents, this information identifies children with hidden and indirect
foreign origins.

Information on previous citizenship’s foreign state is also available if the current Ital-
ian citizenship has been acquired.

Any opportunity to explore those who have simultaneously dual citizenship is
denied since the census rule of thumb states that “in case of dual citizenship, the Ital-
ian one prevails over the others”.

Analyses have been carried out selecting those individuals who are “son/daugh-
ter” of the: /) HH and spouse/partner; if) HH only; iii) spouse/partner of the HH
only. This selection, based on relationship by kinship, made retrieving information
on current and previous parents’ citizenship possible.> Furthermore, analyses focus
on school-aged “sons/daughters” (aged between 0 and 19). This age range includes
students enrolled in non-compulsory (nursery schools and kindergarten) or compul-
sory education (primary, lower secondary and upper secondary schools) (Azzolini et
al. 2019). The total number of reference individuals is 10,500,915.

The combination of the three dichotomous dimensions (current citizenship, pre-
vious citizenship and country of birth) attached to youths and each of their parents
would generate 512 potential types. Although some of these types would be empty, to
further simplify the data interpretation and consider the actual distribution of cases,
information about parents’ country of birth has been dichotomized into “both parents
born in Italy” and “at least one parent born abroad”. Additionally, information about
parents’ citizenship has been classified into the following five categories:

e Dboth parents are Italian citizens since birth;

e one parent is Italian since birth and the other one is naturalized Italian (or both
are naturalized Italians);

e one parent is Italian since birth and the other one is a non-Italian citizen;

e one parent is naturalized Italian and the other one is a non-Italian citizen;

e Dboth parents are non-Italian citizens.

As a result, parents are classified into 10 types, and the combination of children and
parents yields 60 types.

3To better understand the structure of the census dataset, refer to the questionnaire: https://unstats.un.org/
unsd/demographic/sources/census/quest/ITA2011enS.pdf.
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Table 1 Students (age 0-19)by  Cuyrrent Abs. % Country Abs. %
current citizenship and country citizenship values values  of birth values  values
of birth (absolute and percent- Ttalian 0548344 90.93%
age values) Non-ltalian 952,571  9.07% ltaly 550,365 57.78%
Abroad 402,206 42.22%
Source: author’s own elaboration on Istat 2011 Italian census

Table 2 Students (age 0-19) by current citizenship, citizenship at birth and country of birth (absolute and
percentage values)

Type Current Citizenship Country 3-dimensional typology Abs. %
citizenship at birth of birth values values
A Italian Italian Italy Italians 9,364,866 89.18%
B Italian Italian Abroad Descendants of Italian emigrants (Dles) 76,158 0.73%
C Italian Non-Italian Italy Ex-G2 Naturalized Italians (ex-G2s) 35,902 0.34%
D Italian Non-Italian Abroad Ex-G1 Naturalized Italians (ex-Gls) 71,418 0.68%
E Non-Italian n.a. Italy Second generations (G2s) 550,365  5.24%
F Non-Italian n.a. Abroad First generations (Gls) 402,206  3.83%

n.a.=not available

Source: author’s own elaboration on Istat 2011 Italian census

The 3-dimensional typology

According to the unidimensional criterion (current citizenship) applied by official
statistics to quantify the foreign student population, the final tally reveals that, in
2011, 9.07% of the more than 10 million students are non-Italian citizens, whereas
the great majority of them (90.93%) are Italians. Additionally, keeping this analysis
in line with the most recent official statistics — which include “country of birth” as a
second criterion — data would also bring to light that almost six out of ten non-Italian
students (57.7 8%) are G2s (i.e. born in Italy), whereas the remaining 42.22% of them
are not only foreigners but also immigrants (i.e. born abroad — G1s) (Table 1).

Official statistics do not provide further details and certain questions remain unan-
swered: is this information acceptable to correctly quantify and describe students
who may suffer from educational disadvantages due to their foreign and/or immi-
grant origins?

Resorting to the information collected in the 2011 Italian census, if just the extra
detail on citizenship held by students at birth is included, a more sophisticated
3-dimensional typology can be provided enabling one to distinguish 6 types (Table 2):

® [talians: students who are Italian since birth and were born in Italy. They have
neither foreign nor immigrant origins.

e Descendants of Italian emigrants (Dles): students who are Italian since birth but
were born abroad. They are not foreigners but have an immigrant background.
Therefore, considering Italian nationality law, they will likely be descendants of
Italian emigrants.

o Ex-G2 naturalized Italians (ex-G2s): students who had been born in Italy as for-

SN Social Sciences
A SPRINGERNATURE journal



SN Social Sciences (2025) 5:75 Page 9 of 27 75

eigners but later achieved Italian citizenship. This group identifies those who are
classified as “Italians” by official statistics but may face most of the same educa-
tional hurdles as their non-Italian peers due to their hidden foreign origin.

o FEx-GI naturalized Italians (ex-Gls): students who had been born abroad as for-
eigners but later achieved Italian citizenship. Similarly to the previous group, of-
ficial statistics classify these individuals as “Italians”, despite not only their actual
hidden foreign origin but also their personal immigrant background. Therefore,
this group may experience even more obstacles than the previous one along the
educational path due to very likely limited proficiency in the Italian language and
knowledge of the education system.

e Second generations (G2s): students who are non-Italian citizens but were born in
Italy. They belong to the well-established category of G2s, who are more likely to
experience school integration barriers than their Italian peers due to their foreign
origin but could benefit from their non-directly immigrant origin in terms of flu-
ency in speaking the Italian language and knowledge of the education system.

e First generations (Gls): students who are non-Italian citizens and were born
abroad. They are Gls and likely face the hardest school barriers due to their per-
sonal foreign status and direct immigrant origin.

The elaboration of the 3-dimensional typology apparently produces a similar outcome
obtained by the simultaneous combination of current citizenship and country of birth
(Table 2). Obviously, no differences are observable as regards non-Italian students
(E+F) since no information on citizenship at birth is available for this group, whereas
the great majority (89.18%) are still “Italians”. The citizenship at birth reveals that
only a negligible (1.02%) minority of students having Italian citizenship feature for-
mer foreign status (C+D). More precisely, there are: 35,902 students (0.34%) whose
foreign origin is hidden by their turning into Italian citizens (ex-G2s)*; 71,418 stu-
dents (0.68%) whose foreign and immigrant origins are hidden by their turning into
Italian citizens (ex-G1s).> Finally, there are 76,158 (0.73% - B) who are descendants
of Italian emigrants: they experienced personal migration®, though Italian citizens
since birth.

In a nutshell, official statistics classify over 107,000 students (C+ D) as “Italians”,
even though they were born non-Italian, and do not consider the migratory back-
ground of more than 76,000 students (B) who are Italian since birth but were born
abroad and might face school integration problems.

4No information concerning when Italian citizenship was acquired is available.

5No information concerning when Italian citizenship was acquired and when migration occurred is avail-
able.

®No information concerning when migration occurred is available.
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The multi-dimensional typology

The 3-dimensional typology, which only considers students’ characteristics, roughly
reproduces the outcome offered by official statistics. However, if the country of birth,
current and previous citizenship related to students’ parents are added to it, a more
informative multi-dimensional typology disclosing students’ foreign and/or immi-
grant origins will be obtained. This additional information is expected to be relevant
because not only does the personal migration experience negatively affect the youth’s
school and social integration, but also the indirect one experienced through parents.
First-generation parents may have: i) inadequate fluency in the natives’ language,
which limits their chances to interact with teachers and reduces their school engage-
ment (Hornby and Blackwell 2018); if) limited knowledge of the education system,
which inhibits their awareness of school choice implications in terms of chances
to pursue higher education and succeed in the labour market later (Chiswick and
DebBurman 2004). Besides linguistic difficulties, children of non-native and/or
immigrant parents may also face additional hindrances related to cultural aspects
embedded in their ethnic group of origin (Ramirez 2003; Klein 2008).

Therefore, a correct analysis of native and non-native youths’ educational careers
should consider not only the personal and direct “foreign” and/or “immigrant” status
but also that of their parents.

The multi-dimensional typology offers this opportunity. Results show that, in
comparison with the former 3-dimensional typology, students labelled as “Italians”
—who in this case correspond to having neither direct nor indirect foreign/immigrant
origins — drop to 81.58% of the entire population (—7.6 percentage points).

Secondly, there are 981,353 students (9.35%) with foreign and/or immigrant ori-
gins who are completely disregarded by official statistics since they are simply clas-
sified as “Italians” (Table 3, cases included in the bold red area).’” In comparison with
the 3-dimensional typology, this group increases by almost 798,000 units.

The multi-dimensional typology obviously unveils new categories which were
hidden by the analysis of students’ attributes only, and it also redefines some catego-
ries which were already identified by the 3-dimensional classification.

This is the case for the descendants of Italian emigrants (Dles) who are part of
the most numerous category. The multi-dimensional classification reveals that Dles
represent 3.81% of the entire population recording an increase of+3.09 percent-
age points, which stresses that there is a persistent effect of Italian emigrants’ return
migration.

Although this category was already identified by the previous classification, the
multi-dimensional typology splits Dles into three different categories: i) Dles with
direct immigrant origin only (i.e. born abroad); if) DIes with direct and indirect immi-
grant origin (born abroad and at least one parent born abroad too); iii) Dles with
indirect immigrant origin only (at least one parent born abroad). The great majority

7 Among students with foreign and/or immigrant origins, 2,952 are atypical cases. This residual category
(0.03%) includes students who are Italian citizens whose parents are (unintelligibly) non-Italian citizens
since birth. This combination is difficult to explain and — although it might be consistent if both parents
were stateless and the child was born in Italy — it may even reflect material coding errors. Therefore, this
category will not be examined any further.
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of Dles belong to the latter category (352,213), and they are not expected to suffer
from educational disadvantages because they are Italian since birth and did not expe-
rience migration personally. This consideration cannot be applied to Dles students
of the first two categories, who may encounter problems at school due to their first
socialization abroad.

However, an in-depth exploration of Dles’ geographical origins may give some
valuable insights into their educational integration. Analyses reveal that most Dles’
origins — regardless of their direct and/or indirect immigrant background — are rooted
in traditional countries of destination for Italian emigrants, in particular Switzerland,
Germany, France and the US (Table 4). Therefore — considering that students with
Western countries origins do not suffer from educational disadvantages (Azzolini
and Barone 2013) — Dles, as a whole, should not be problematic from the school
perspective.

Italians similar to G2s and [Italians similar to G1s — who differ respectively for
the country of birth (Italy vs. abroad) only — are two categories unveiled only by the
multi-dimensional classification. Although these students are classified as mere Ital-
ians by official statistics, it might be supposed that they are likely to have several sim-
ilarities with their non-Italian peers in terms of school integration and performance
because of their parents’ foreign and/or immigrant origins. Indeed, these students are
children of two originally non-Italian parents but (at least) one of them applied for
Italian citizenship and, therefore, it can be assumed they passed Italian citizenship
down to their offspring via iuris communicatio.

A more sophisticated analysis of parents’ previous citizenship combined with
their country of birth reveals a remarkable heterogeneity in terms of students’ ori-
gins (Table 5). Focusing attention on the largest and almost unique subgroup (99.5%
are Italians similar to G2s), results show that when both parents were born in Italy,
students’ foreign indirect origin (determined by the previous citizenship of the natu-

Table4 The three main geographical origins of descendants of Italian emigrant parents (percentage values)

Student’s citizenship and Both parents Italian citizens since birth

country of birth

Current citizenship Country Both born in Italy At least one born abroad

and citizenship at  of birth

birth

Italian Italy - Italians’ destination country 81.8%
Immigrants’ origin country 18.3%
(N=352,213)

Switzerland 30.1%
Germany 21.7%
France 7.8%

Abroad [talians’ destination country 86.4% Italians’ destination country 84.3%
Immigrants’ origin country 13.6%  Immigrants’origin country 15.7%

(N=32,487) (N=16,272)
Germany 42.8% Germany 29.8%
Switzerland 13.8% Switzerland 19.5%
USA 6.5% France 6.0%

Note: geographical origins are based on student’s or parents’ country of birth. Source: author’s own
elaboration on Istat 2011 Italian census
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Table5 The three main geographical origins of Italians similar to G2s and Italians similar to G1s (percent-
age values)

Student’s citizenship One parent naturalized Italian and the other one non-Italian citizen
and country of birth
Current citi-  Country Both born in Italy At least one born abroad

zenship and  of birth
citizenship at

birth
Italian Italy ITALIANS SIMILAR TO G2s
Italians’ destination country 50.6% Ttalians’ destination country 17.2%
Immigrants’ origin country 49.4% Immigrants’ origin country 82.8%
(N=191,059) (N=44,569)
Ex-German 6.2% Ex-Moroccan 29.8%
Ex-Swiss 6.0% Ex-Albanian 9.5%
Ex-French 5.8% Ex-Tunisian 6.6%
Abroad ITALIANS SIMILAR TO G2s
N<100 Italians’ destination country 38.2%
Too small Immigrants’ origin country 61.8%
(N=1,111)

Ex-Moroccan 18.3%
Ex-Argentinian 7.6%
Ex-Brazilian 6.9%

Note: geographical origins are based on non-Italian parent’s citizenship. Source: author’s own
elaboration on Istat 2011 Italian census

ralized parent) is more likely recognizable in 15-EU citizenship (ex-Germans and
ex-French).® Access to Italian citizenship is easier for these nationalities since only
4 years of legal residence is required to apply for naturalization. In any case, these
subjects are characterized by very high variability in terms of origins: only 18.0% of
students have origins from the first three most widespread former citizenships of their
parents. On the contrary, Italians similar to G2s, whose parents were born abroad,
are more likely to belong to an extra-European family, in particular ex-Moroccans,
ex-Albanians or ex-Tunisians, and these three previous citizenships gather almost
one out of two students (45.9%). Although rules to obtain Italian citizenship are more
demanding for non-EU citizens, these results are consistent with Italian immigration
history. In 2011, not only were Albanians and Moroccans the two largest groups of
immigrants, but they also belonged — along with Tunisians — to the longest-standing
immigrant groups, thus fulfilling the 10-year residency requirement earlier than other
national groups and increasing their children’s chances of being born Italian.
Italians similar to G1s are a tiny minority and, in comparison with Italians similar
to G2s, should suffer more in terms of school integration and achievement due to their
direct immigrant status (i.e. born abroad). Almost all Italians similar to G1s have an
indirect immigrant origin too (at least one parent born abroad), which may further
afflict their educational career. Additionally, geographical origins reveal that parents
of almost one out of five (18.3%) Italians similar to G1s are ex-Moroccan citizens.
This socio-demographic background is not trivial at all, since evidence stresses that

8 Ex-Swiss must be excluded since Switzerland is not a member state of the European Union.
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students with Moroccan origins show the lowest rate of pre-school attendance and are
at higher risk of drop-out (Strozza 2008).

Italian children of mixed couples pertain to another sizeable category uncovered
by the multi-dimensional classification. As a whole, this group includes 235,874 stu-
dents (2.25%) with one Italian parent since birth and one naturalized or still non-
Italian parent. Italian children of mixed couples are Italian since birth because Italian
citizenship is automatically acquired even if just one parent is an Italian citizen (right
of blood).” According to the literature, this group should not experience severe edu-
cational difficulties, since their learning modes and timing, as well as their school
performances, are comparable to those of Italian peers (Azzolini and Barone 2013).
Nonetheless, this conclusion might be misleading since it does not consider the het-
erogeneity embedded in parental foreign and/or immigrant backgrounds. Empirical
evidence has stressed that children of mixed couples perform as well as natives if the
non-Italian parent comes from a Western country, whereas they undergo higher risks
of dropout and are more likely to access non-academic tracks if the non-Italian parent
is non-Western (Azzolini et al. 2017).

According to data, the most numerous subcategory (179,915) of Italian children of
mixed couples is expected to face more school obstacles (Table 6). These are students
born in Italy with indirect foreign and immigrant origins because, if one parent is Ital-
ian since birth, the other one was born abroad and is still non-Italian. In almost seven
out of ten cases (67.3%), this subgroup has origins retraceable in a typical country
left by immigrants residing in Italy. Approximately one out of five has Romanian or
Polish origins. The same considerations can be applied to the smaller group (11,309)
of Italian children of mixed couples born in Italy with both parents born in Italy and
one of them is Italian since birth, whereas the other one is still non-Italian.

Other subgroups of Italian children of mixed couples should encounter fewer edu-
cational difficulties. In particular, the 11,283 Italian children of mixed couples born
in Italy with both parents born in Italy and one of them naturalized Italian should be
the least afflicted from educational difficulties in comparison with fully Italians. Not
only does this subgroup just display indirect foreign origin produced by the natural-
ized parent’s citizenship at birth, but it also has predominantly Western European
origins (Germany, Switzerland or France). Even Italian children of mixed couples
born abroad — despite having experienced migration— should not undergo peculiar
school difficulties. By and large, more than half of them have origins in a country
of destination for Italian emigrants and quite frequently have origins in a Western
European country (Germany, Switzerland, France or Spain).

Italian children of mixed couples born in Italy with one naturalized parent and at
least one parent born abroad (7,362), on the other hand, can be placed in-between.
Just over half of them (56.5%) have origins in countries left by immigrants moving
to Italy (in particular Romania and Morocco), and a little less than the other half
(43.5%) have origins in a country of destination for Italian emigrants.

If the 3-dimensional typology already allowed the identification of naturalized
Italian students, distinguishing between ex-G2s and ex-Gls, the multi-dimensional

°These individuals most likely have dual citizenship, but census data does not collect this extra informa-
tion.
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classification outlines the multifaceted traits of these two groups (see darker grey
cells in Table 3).

First, this more structured classification identifies strong ex-G2s and ex-G1ls who
share direct foreign origin — which is currently concealed by the acquisition of Ital-
ian citizenship — and indirect foreign and immigrant origins inherited from parents,
who are both naturalized Italians or one is still non-Italian and almost all parents
were born abroad too. According to data, these two subgroups are rather internally
homogeneous: in both cases, the origins of most of them pertain to typical origin
countries left by immigrants residing in Italy (respectively 98.7% and 77.8%) (Table
7). Almost one out of two strong ex-G2s and more than one out of three strong ex-
G1s have Moroccan or Albanian origins, that is they belong to groups who arrived in
Italy first and that still today comprise the most numerically representative groups.

Second, the multi-dimensional classification also provides an opportunity to pin-
point weak ex-G2s and ex-G s characterized by having just one parent who is Italian
since birth and the other one is naturalized Italian or still non-Italian. Apparently,
these cases might seem more similar to the previously mentioned Italian children of
mixed couples than strong ex-G2s and ex-Gls, if it were not for the crucial fact that
the student’s citizenship at birth was non-Italian. This detail is hardly trivial. It might
suggest that the Italian parent since birth of weak ex-G2s and ex-G1s could be most
likely a non-biological parent, who could not immediately transfer his/her Italian
citizenship to the minor and co-habitant step-child. If this assumption were correct,
the offspring’s acquisition of Italian citizenship would not be automatic and require
more time. Indeed, perhaps the naturalization of the biological parent was facilitated
by the marriage with an Italian (ius connubi) and, in turn, simplified the subsequent
transmission of the new citizenship to the underage child. Although this observa-
tion cannot be tested with census data, the exploration of the previous and current
citizenship as regards, respectively, the naturalized and non-Italian parent reveals
that weak ex-G2s are a homogeneous group: almost all of them (97.4% and 92.7%)
have origins in typical departure countries for immigrants in Italy — predominantly
Morocco, Albania and Tunisia (54.2%) — the same as their strong ex-G2 peers with
two foreign-born parents.

On the contrary, weak ex-Gls are more dispersed in terms of origins: one-third
(33.4%) among those with a naturalized Italian parent born abroad and almost half
among those with a parent who is still non-Italian and was born abroad (49.1%) come
from traditional destination countries of Italian migrants, in particular Argentina and
Brazil, even if a significant proportion of them have origins from Romania, a country
of departure for immigrants headed to Italy. Despite these differences, results point
out that both weak ex-G2s and ex-G1s with an Italian parent since birth have non-
Western cultural origins in comparison with Italian children of mixed couples, who
tend to feature Western cultural origins. This aspect suggests that their process of
school integration could be affected by barriers very similar to those experienced by
non-Italian peers (Table 8).

To conclude, it is remarkable that, although the multi-dimensional typology
does not produce a significant numerical change as regards naturalized ex-G2 Ital-
ian students in comparison with the 3-dimensional classification, a radical reduc-
tion is observed among ex-G1 naturalized Italians, who decrease from almost 71,500
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Table 7 The three major geographical origins of strong ex-G2s and strong ex-G1s (percentage values)

Student’s citizenship and country of One parent naturalized Italian and the other one
birth non-Italian citizen (or both naturalized)
Current Citizenship at Country Both bornin At least one born abroad
citizenship birth of birth Italy
STRONG EX-Gls
N<100 Italians’ destination country 1.3%
too small Immigrants’ origin country 98.7%
Immigrants’ origin country 98.7%
(N=19,854)
Italy Ex-Moroccan 35.7%

Ex-Albanian 15.8%
Ex-Tunisian 7.1%

STRONG EX-G2s

N<100too  [talians’destination country

small 22.6%
Immigrants’ origin country 77.8%
(N=8,030)

Abroad Ex-Moroccan 25.4%

Ex-Albanian 9.6%
Ex-Argentinian 8.6%

Italian Non-Italian

Note: geographical origins are based on the citizenship at birth of the student. Source: author’s own
elaboration on Istat 2011 Italian census

to almost 27,000 units (—62.3%). This shrinkage is especially due to a substantial
reclassification of ex-G1 naturalized Italians into the new ltalian-adopted children
with direct foreign and immigrant origin category. Indeed, 44,339 students formerly
labelled “ex-G1s” have turned into “Italian-adopted children” (Tables 3 and 9).

The Italian-adopted children category comprises students who are currently Italian
but were non-Italian citizens at birth and whose parents are both Italian citizens since
birth. It seems reasonable to assume that these children turned into Italians after an
international adoption procedure. Law no. 91/1992 states that the minor adopted by
an Italian citizen automatically becomes Italian but the adoption must be recognized
by the Italian Court for Minors and then recorded in the registers of the Italian munic-
ipality of residence. Official statistics stress that the phenomenon of international
adoptions is widespread in Italy: not only does Italy rank worldwide behind only the
US in terms of the annual number of adoptions, but it also records the highest rate of
adoption — only in 2011, more than 4,000 minors obtained authorization to enter Italy
for international adoption purposes. The largest group of international adopted chil-
dren come from the Russian Federation (16.0%) (CAI 2016). An analysis of students’
previous citizenship points out that most Italian-adopted children were born abroad
and almost one out of six are originally from the Russian Federation. This result is
consistent with official statistics and the identification of this group may be relevant
for educational purposes. Indeed, on the basis of their age of arrival in Italy — which
varies considerably according to the country of origin (CAI 2016) — school integra-
tion may be problematic, and there is good reason to think that this group should not
be embedded in the macro “Italian students” category.
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Table 9 The three main geographical origins of Italian-adopted children (percentage values)

Student’s citizenship and country of Both parents Italian since birth citizens
birth
Current Citizenship at Country Both born in Italy At least one born abroad
citizenship birth of birth
Italy N < 100 too small Italians’ destination country 30.2%
Immigrants’ origin country 69.8%
(N=420)

Ex-Moroccan 10.0%
Ex-Swiss 6.9%
Ex-Albanian 5.5%

- . Abroad [talians’ destination Italians’ destination country 24.1%
Italian Non-Italian ’ o
country 24.7% Immigrants’ origin country 75.9%
Immigrants’ origin (N=13,446)
country 75.3%
(N=30,893)
Ex-Russian 16.7% Ex-Russian 14.9%

Ex-Ukrainian 12.0% Ex-Ukrainian 12.7%
Ex-Colombian 8.9% Ex-Brazilian 8.5%

Note: geographical origins are based on the citizenship at birth of the student. Source: author’s own
elaboration on Istat 2011 Italian census

The multi-dimensional typology: forthcoming Italian citizens?

Analyses discussed in the previous paragraph have revealed that more than 9% of
students with foreign and/or immigrant origins are concealed by official statistics and
classified as “Italians”. In addition to this merit, the multi-dimensional typology has
at least another virtue: it helps identify the number and the characteristics of students
who are more likely to acquire Italian citizenship in the near future and, hence, prob-
ably disappear from official statistics.

On the basis of the 3-dimensional typology, non-Italian students are 952,571
(9.07%) of which 57.78% are G2s. Resorting to the multi-dimensional typology,
analysis of parents’ origins suggests that “only” 936,921 students may still be clas-
sified as indisputably “non-Italians™: 545,170 G2s and 391,742 G1s (Tab. 3). In the
transition from the 3- to the multi-dimensional typology, the great majority of non-
Italian students are still non-Italian, and their origins are very dispersed in several
different nationalities (Table 10). Their own and their parents’ foreign citizenship
makes it unlikely that they will become Italian citizens shortly.

The multi-dimensional typology reveals that almost 13,000 non-Italian students
(0.12%) may become Italian citizens soon and have been grouped into four new cat-
egories: i) second-generation children of mixed couples; i7) first-generation children
of mixed couples; iii) second-generation children with one parent naturalized Ital-
ian and the other one non-Italian (or both naturalized); iv) first-generation children
with one parent naturalized Italian and the other one non-Italian (or both naturalized)
(Table 3, cases included in the bold green area).'”

10A third category includes children who are non-Italian citizens, despite having Italian parents since birth.
This category is similar, but opposite, to that one including children who are Italian citizens since birth
despite their non-Italian parents. Students from this group have been classified into a residual atypical class
(2,821 cases, corresponding to 0.03% of the entire population).
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Table 10 The first ten main Citizenship Total Gls G2s
citizenships of non-Italian sttu— Romanian 17.9% 23.2% 14.2%
dents (age 0-19) by generation .
(percentage values) Albanian 13.7% 12.4% 14.6%
Moroccan 13.4% 9.7% 16.0%
Chinese 5.9% 3.8% 7.4%
Indian 3.5% 3.7% 3.3%
Philippine 3.0% 3.8%
Tunisian 2.9% 4.0%
Moldavian 2.7%
Pakistani 2.6% 3.5%
Egyptian 2.5% 2.7%
Ukrainian 3.2%
Ecuadorean 3.0%
Macedonian 2.9%
Bangladeshi 2.3%
Nigerian 2.3%
S . author’ Others 31.9% 34.6% 29.4%
eﬁilll)r(;:r:t?(;ln o(g Iss?aY 201 1 Ttalian Total 100% 100% 100%
census N) (936,912) (391,742) (545,170)

G2 and G1 children of mixed couples are the largest groups of non-Italian students
who may potentially turn into Italian citizens soon. This category differs from the
previous analogous class of weak ex-G2s and ex-G1s only for the student’s current
citizenship, which is still non-Italian. It might be assumed that these students are
non-Italian citizens because the Italian parent since birth may be a step-parent and the
time required for the transmission of the Italian citizenship to the biological parent
(and, hence, to the child) has not passed yet.'!

Almost all G2 and G1 children of mixed couples have indirect foreign and immi-
grant origins, whereas those with no indirect immigrant origin (both parents born
in Italy) are numerically insignificant. Moreover, almost nine out of ten G2 and G1
children of mixed couples come from a typical country left by immigrants residing
in Italy, and the most frequent origins concern countries of Eastern Europe (Albania,
Romania, Ukraine and Poland) and Morocco. An exception is detectable among G1
children of mixed couples with one non-Italian parent: one out of four (24.7%) come
from a country receiving Italian emigrants (Brazilians are the third national group
after Romanians and Ukrainians) (Table 11).

Though numerically little significant, G2 and G1 children of one naturalized Ital-
ian parent and the other one still non-Italian (or both naturalized) are hypothetically
more likely to turn into Italian citizens as long as the naturalized parent is a biological
one. Indeed, a child’s acquisition of Italian citizenship is automatic, but the following
conditions must be satisfied: ) the child must be under 18 of age; ii) there must be a
filial relationship between the child and naturalized parent; iii) the child must cohabit

! According to law no. 91/1992, the non-Italian spouse married to an Italian citizen can apply for Italian
citizenship by marriage (ius connubi) after two years from the marriage/civil union. For couples who
cohabit and whose union has not been formalized, this opportunity is unavailable.
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Table 12 The three main citizenships of non-Italian children with one naturalized Italian parent and the
other one non- Italian (percentage values)

Student’s citizenship and country of birth One naturalized Italian parent and the other one non-Italian
(or both naturalized)

Current citizenship ~ Citizen- Country Both born in Italy At least one born abroad
shipat  of birth
birth

Italy G2s OF NATURALIZED PARENTS
N <100 too small  Immalians’destination country 3.6%
Immigrants’ origin country 96.4%
(N=1,907)
Moroccan 17.4%
Albanian 10.8%
Non-Italian n.a. Bosnian 7.5%
Abroad  Gls OF NATURALIZED PARENTS
N <100 too small  Ifalians’destination country 11.5%
Immigrants’ origin country 88.5%
(N=2,849)
Moroccan 12.1%
Dominican 10.8%
Albanian 6.4%

n.a.=not available

Source: author’s own elaboration on Istat 2011 Italian census

with the parent in a stable manner. If this group turned into Italian citizens, official
statistics would lose 4,771 foreign students (chiefly hailing from Morocco, Albania,
the Dominican Republic and Bosnia: Table 12) with likely actual difficulties in terms
of school integration.

Although this group of potential Italian citizens is numerically negligible, its sig-
nificance should not be underestimated. According to recent official statistics, the
number of minors who are turning into Italian citizens has been increasing in the last
few years (Conti et al. 2022). Therefore, it is likely that official school statistics will
cover, under the label of “Italians”, a greater number of students with an actual direct
and indirect foreign and/or immigrant background.

Conclusions

In the last few decades, the implementation of policies aimed at contrasting eth-
nic inequalities has become a crucial topic in the political agenda of many Western
European countries; the consequent need to collect reliable data on ethnic origins is
increasingly imperative. A tangible effort in this direction is given by the “Recom-
mendations for Population and Housing Censuses” published by the United Nations,
which encourage the collection of data on ethnic origins and, for this purpose, iden-
tify country of birth and citizenship as core topics to be included in every census, to
which other ethnic variables may optionally be added.

To better understand if, and to what extent, official statistics underestimate people’s
foreign and/or immigrant origins, the 2011 Italian Census data has been explored. The
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Italian case is particularly intriguing since the very restrictive nationality law should
make non-native citizens’ acquisition of Italian citizenship very difficult. Analyses
try to unveil the ethnic origins of a specific subgroup: school-age students. This selec-
tion has a twofold advantage. From a theoretical perspective, students with foreign
and/or immigrant origins are more likely to experience several obstacles along their
educational path in comparison with their native peers and an accurate estimation
of this population is relevant to promoting policies aimed at reducing educational
inequality. From a methodological standpoint, students have been privileged because
the questionnaire offers the extraordinary opportunity to investigate direct and indi-
rect ethnic origins only for those individuals who are “children” of the household (or
his/her spouse/partner).

Combining the information on students’ and their parents’ citizenship at the cen-
sus, citizenship at birth and country of birth, analyses reveal that official statistics
classify almost 1 million students (9.35%) with a foreign and/or immigrant origin
as Italian citizens. Furthermore, the multi-dimensional typology highlights the sig-
nificant heterogeneity of this group in terms of origins, potentially influencing their
educational integration in different ways.

“Naturalized Italians” — those born non-Italian citizens and later naturalized Ital-
ians — are a composite group of more than 107,000 students, chiefly born abroad
and hence immigrants. The multi-dimensional typology unveils that most of them
belonging to “strong ex-G2s and ex-G1s” and “weak ex-G2s and ex-G1s” have ori-
gins in typical countries of departure for immigrants who selected Italy as a place
of destination: Morocco, Albania, Tunisia and Romania. Almost one out of three
of these naturalized youths, despite living with one Italian adult since birth, have a
partially non-Western cultural origin. The hidden personal and indirect foreign and/
or immigrant background of these youths emphasizes the limits and inaccuracy of
official statistics. Indeed, it is possible to assume that these youths, though Italian
citizens, will face as many linguistic and cultural barriers as their foreign peers rather
than Italians (with no foreign and immigrant origins) and will be more likely to expe-
rience almost as many educational challenges as their non-Italian peers.

Among naturalized Italian students, the multi-dimensional typology also detects
(probable) “adopted children”. These are Italian citizens at the time of the census but
were born foreigners and their parents are both Italian citizens since birth. This infor-
mation suggests children’s naturalization may have occurred because of international
adoption and this hypothesis seems to be confirmed by students’ previous citizenship
analyses: the first three origins — Russian Federation, Ukraine and Colombia — are
consistent with countries more involved in international adoptions towards Italy. The
academic proficiency of “adopted children” is expected to align with that of their
Italian peers. However, it is possible that their educational trajectory may be affected
by their foreign and/or immigrant origins, particularly if they arrived in Italy during
adolescence.

Official statistics also hide a larger group of approximately 237,000 students under
the label of “Italians”. Unlike the previous groups, these youths are Italian since
birth, but the investigation of their parental origins suggests they are, according to
their country of birth, respectively, “similar to G2s” or “similar to G1s”. These stu-
dents had the opportunity to become Italian citizens since at least one foreign par-
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ent had achieved Italian citizenship and passed it down to their child. Nonetheless,
these youths are children of two originally non-Italian parents and are supposed to be
educated and raised on the basis of the cultural values and norms of the country of
origin. In particular, youths “similar to G2s” belong to an extra-European family and
the first three origins have their roots in countries left by the longest-standing immi-
grants residing in Italy: Morocco, Albania and Tunisia. Considering their origins,
these students may experience several school difficulties as their non-native peers
even though they are since-birth Italian citizens born in Italy.

The multi-dimensional typology also unveils that almost 236,000 students are
“Italian children of mixed couples”: one Italian parent since birth and one natural-
ized or still non-Italian. Although empirical findings suggest that children of mixed
couples are more similar to natives than non-natives, the multi-dimensional typology
reveals a notable heterogeneity in terms of origins. Italian children of mixed couples
born abroad are more likely to have Western origins (Germany, Switzerland and
France) and, therefore, in all likelihood may face no relevant difficulties at school.
On the contrary, the origins of Italian children of mixed couples born in Italy are more
diverse mixing origins, especially from Eastern European countries (Romania and
Poland) and Western European countries (Germany, France and Switzerland).

The multi-dimensional typology has also brought to light a conspicuous number of
youths (more than 400,000) who are “descendants of Italian emigrants”. These stu-
dents will likely not experience severe school disadvantages since they belong to an
Italian family, even if they have an immigrant origin inherited by the parent(s) born
abroad. Most of them have Western origins (Germany, Switzerland and France) and
never experienced migration personally. Nonetheless, it cannot be taken for granted
that the small group of 48,759 descendants of Italian emigrants born abroad will not
face any school hindrances along their educational path due to their personal experi-
ence of migration.

Unfortunately, census data does not contain any information about the age on
arrival in Italy of individuals born abroad. This detail would be very informative to
explore potential educational barriers experienced by migrants. However, even the
census surveys of more recent years have yet to collect this information.

Results obtained from the multi-dimensional typology may appear relatively
insignificant: “only” one out of ten youths with foreign and/or immigrant origins are
classified as Italian citizens by official statistics, and just three out of ten are more
likely to face challenged barriers along their educational career due to their non-
Western background or origin from a common country of departure for immigrants
residing in Italy. However, this conclusion may be incorrect.

From 2011 to today, the foreign population residing in Italy has numerically
increased and more than 360,000 minors have achieved Italian citizenship. Before
naturalization, most of the latter were Moroccans (23.10%) and Albanians (16.78%)
and belonged to those national groups with a particularly strong inclination toward
obtaining Italian citizenship. These findings encourage experts interested in explor-
ing educational inequalities to become more sensitive to collecting information on
youths’ foreign and/or immigrant origins to avoid the risk of misclassification based
on their current citizenship only.
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The multi-dimensional typology discussed in this article may be a useful tool to
detect youths’ foreign and/or immigrant origins in Italy and elsewhere. However, this
methodological effort is not an end in itself; it has uncovered that beneath the official
label of “Italian student”, there are school-age youths with direct and/or indirect for-
eign and/or immigrant origins, which may still influence their educational trajectory.
The multi-dimensional typology has also proved capable of providing the informa-
tion needed to predict how many foreign youths are likely to become Italian in the
short-medium term. Additionally, the country of origin is an extra unit of information
that helps improve this prediction. Not all national groups display the same propen-
sity and intention to obtain Italian citizenship, even if the migratory project does
not envisage coming back to the country of origin. This is particularly true for those
national groups belonging to the origin countries where dual citizenship is forbidden,
and the acquisition of Italian (or other) citizenship implies losing the original one. It
is no coincidence that, although the Chinese are numerically the fourth largest foreign
group in Italy, very few have acquired Italian citizenship.

Empirical findings suggest that the extra effort to collect more precise and detailed
data on youths’ foreign and/or immigrant origins may be worth the effort.
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