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Listen to Lucia Corno,
Executive Director of
LEAP, describe the aim
of this book: to provide
evidence that measures
the impact of policies
to combat educational
poverty.

Introduction

Educational poverty is one of the greatest challenges of our times, in several
countries around the world. Despite the growing number of children and

youth enrolled in primary and secondary schools, learning outcomes remain
alarmingly low, particularly for those in vulnerable and underprivileged
communities, facing obstacles to accessing quality education. This may be due
to several factors such as limited resources, conflicts, gender inequality, and
discrimination.

In Italy, for instance, 9.5% of students graduate from high school without
acquiring the essential skills (INVALSI). The situation is even worse in
developing countries. A striking example is Nigeria, where more than 80% of
students cannot read a single word by the end of Grade 3 (UNESCO).

This has become a real emergency, often defined by researchers in the field as
a “learning crisis.” Lack of access to quality education perpetuates a cycle of
inequality that prevents children from acquiring critical knowledge and skills
and denies them the opportunity to explore, develop, and pursue their talents
and aspirations. This crisis has the potential to hinder social mobility and
exacerbate inequalities for many generations to come.

Traditionally, efforts to address educational poverty have focused on quantity,
trying to answer questions such as “What is the impact of building new schools?”
or “What happens if we increase the number of teachers or textbooks?” However,
solutions aimed at increasing the quantity of educational opportunities and
infrastructures are not enough to solve this problem, as evidenced by the fact
that students’ basic skills are declining significantly for the same number of years
spent in school. So, what if we try to approach the problem from a qualitative
perspective? For example, by studying the impact of initiatives to provide
innovative and highly transformative tutoring programs. Or by identifying the key
barriers to aspiration faced by disadvantaged children in order to understand how
to give everyone an equal chance to succeed.

In this book, we present the work carried out by the Laboratory of Effective
Anti-Poverty Policies at Bocconi University (LEAP). Through our projects, we
offer scientific evidence that measures the impact of innovative policies and

best practices aimed at enhancing education quality. Using rigorous quantitative
methods and sophisticated experimental protocols, we provide policymakers with
scientific and pragmatic insights into what works and what doesn’t, helping them
design efficient and effective solutions. By sharing results and interventions, we
encourage dialogue, debate, and the development of policies to ensure that the
potential of all children, regardless of background or social position, is realized.


https://youtu.be/FTfMQa3Vu3Q
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nclusion,
ntegration
and Stereotypes

LEAP fully recognizes the importance
of this issue and is actively working with
[talian education stakeholders to promote
scientific research to evaluate effective
policies that create safe and supportive
learning environments, provide cultur-
ally responsive teaching methods, and
offer language support services. In par-
ticular, LEAP’s work has focused on one
of the most important moments in the
lives of [talian students: the choice of high
school. Choosing which high school to
attend determines students’ education-
al and professional trajectories and has a
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significant impact on their future oppor-
tunities and career prospects. After com-
pleting middle school (scuola media), Ital-
ian students must choose between three
different types of high school: vocational
(istituto professionale), technical (istituto
tecnico), and academic (l/iceo). Although
all three tracks last five years, they differ
significantly in terms of curriculum, diffi-
culty, and prestige. Academic schools are
designed primarily for students who wish
to pursue a university degree and are of-
ten considered the most prestigious track,
offering a higher quality of education and
career prospects. Technical schools com-
bine theoretical knowledge with practical
training for specific non-manual occupa-
tions. Vocational schools are designed for
students who intend to pursue manual oc-
cupations, providing them with practical
skills and often preparing them for early
entry into the labor market.

While students are free to choose any
track - as there is no selection or screen-
ing based on ability - several factors come
into play to influence their final decision.
For example, by making recommendations
based on their assessment of students’
abilities and aspirations, teachers and par-
ents play a crucial role in this process. It is
important to recognize that bias and ste-
reotypes can also influence these inputs,
shaping the choices students make and
leading to substantial discrepancies be-
tween their actual abilities and their ambi-
tions. As a result, students may find them-
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selves on paths that do not match their
true potential because of societal bias, dis-
crimination, or preconceived stereotypes.

Bridging the aspiration gap

At the beginning of the 2016-2017 school
year, immigrant children represented
7.2% of the ltalian high school student
population, yet they often face discrimina-
tion based on perceived cultural differenc-
es. Such stereotypes often create a barrier
that limits the number and type of oppor-
tunities available to immigrant students
compared to their native-born peers, call-
ing for action to ensure that every child
has the right to reach their full potential.
This is the underlying motivation behind
the study that LEAP researchers conduct-
ed in 70 schools in Italy to test the impact
of an innovative tutoring program aimed
at improving the educational outcomes of
immigrant students.
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The results showed that males in the treat-
ment group were 44% less likely to be re-
tained in school and 12% more likely to at-
tend an academic or technical high school
- rather than a vocational high school -
than males in the control group.

Before delving into this study, it is im-
portant to note that in schooling systems
such as the Italian one, students have to
make an early decision about the type of
high school they want to attend, as de-
scribed in the introduction to this section.
In this context, children from disadvan-
taged backgrounds may systematically
choose schools of lower quality, leading


https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA17458
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to so-called “educational segregation” -
which ultimately has long-term effects on
the skills and career paths of children from
immigrant families, reducing social mobil-
ity and creating unequal opportunities.
For this reason, we try to approach this
issue from the point of view of immigrant
students, looking at the discrimination
they face from teachers in assessing their
abilities, especially when choosing a high
school track. We start from the evidence
that immigrant students are over-repre-
sented in vocational schools compared to
their equally capable Italian peers, who
are predominantly enrolled in technical
institutes and academic high schools. This
trend emerges clearly from the analysis
of standardized test scores. We compare
average enrollment probabilities for na-
tive and immigrant students, condition-
al on their initial ability as measured by
standardized test scores at the beginning
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of middle school. The findings show that
Italian students consistently have better
employment prospects than immigrant
students as a result of their educational
choices. Thisis one of the main motivations
behind the launch of the key intervention
evaluated in this project, the Equality of
Opportunity for Immigrant Students Pro-
gram (EOP), developed in partnership
with the Italian Ministry of Education. The
program was designed to align the goals
and aspirations of talented immigrant stu-
dents with their skills and to encourage
them to make educational choices that re-
flect their abilities and dreams.

What did the program consist of? EOP
had two components: (i) psychologically
based career counseling, and (ii) academ-
ic tutoring sessions. The first component
comprised a total of 13 sessions designed
to help high-achieving immigrant stu-
dents identify educational and occupa-

THE SETTING

This program (or treatment) targeted students in Grades 7 and 8

- the last two years of middle school when students have to

choose their high school path - from 70 schools in five major cities
in northern Italy: Milan, Turin, Genoa, Brescia, and Padua. Once
selected, schools were randomized and assigned to a treatment
group (where students took part in the EOP program) or a

control group (where the EOP program did not take place). This
randomization process is essential to ensure that participants are
assigned to treatment groups in an unbiased and unpredictable
manner, allowing the impact of the program to be estimated and
potential confounding factors to be minimized. In the treatment
schools, the results of the INVALSI standardized tests allowed the
selection of the ten best-performing immigrant students, defined
as “high achievers,” to be invited to participate in the program. A
comparable group of high achievers was also selected in the control
schools. In both sets of schools, these top ten immigrant students
were interviewed, and their academic performance and school
choices were tracked through administrative records, allowing for a
rigorous estimation of the effect of the treatment.
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tional goals that matched their talents.
The approach was not to push students
unconditionally into more challenging
school paths, but to make them aware of
existing opportunities and their own skills
so that they could make more informed
choices. Two meetings with parents were
also organized, given their key role in the
decision-making process. The second
component, the academic tutoring part,
was motivated by the concern that partic-
ipants who enrolled in the academic track
as aresult of the program might later have
difficulties in completing this (more de-
manding) high school. Therefore, students
participated in tutoring sessions in which
they were taught useful methods for stud-
ying multiple subjects.

By comparing students in the treatment
and control groups (i.e., “high achievers”
who took part in the tutoring sessions with
those who did not), we found robust results
indicating that EOP was remarkably suc-
cessful in reducing educational segrega-
tion. We showed that by the end of Grade
8, the gap between immigrant males in the
treatment group and their native counter-
parts was closing, with immigrant males
choosing to enroll in challenging school
paths at the same rate as native males of
comparable ability. We also followed EOP
students through their first two years of
high school and found that, despite their
choice of more challenging schools, EOP
students did not have higher dropout rates
or higher numbers of retakes compared
to non-EOP immigrant students of simi-
lar ability. Thus, aspirations were not only
higher, but also attainable. These findings
have clear and important policy implica-
tions, pointing to the effectiveness of pro-
grams that combine career counseling and
academic tutoring. The program tested in
this study proved effective in reducing the
gap between native and immigrant stu-
dents not only in short-term educational
outcomes but also in high school career
choices, providing policymakers with a
powerful tool to reduce inequalities that
have potential long-term effects on em-
ployment outcomes.
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When parents and peers reinforce
gender norms

Gender segregation in various fields of
study remains a significant problem, with
men typically underrepresented in health
and education, and women significantly
underrepresented in high-return fields
such as science, technology, engineering
and mathematics (STEM). This problem
remains widespread worldwide, leading to
inequality and negatively impacting pro-
ductivity. These same patterns of gender
segregation can be seen in young children,
especially at the time of choosing a high
school. The consequences of gender dis-
crimination lead to a potential mismatch
of talents and interests, as individuals are
steered away from areas where they could
excel and make a significant contribution.
But what is the role of parents and peers
in shaping children’s gender-stereotyped
choices of study? Does the influence of
parents or peers directly limit their choic-
es by transmitting societal gender stereo-
types? By conducting a “lab-in-the-field”
experiment, we sought to understand the
role of parents and peers in creating ear-
ly gender barriers. Our experiment shows
that gender discrimination has a relevant
effect on students’ choices, reflecting the
gender stereotype that boys are good at
science and girls at humanities.

But let us return to the setting of our ex-
periment. A “lab-in-the-field” is an innova-
tive research method in the social sciences
in which scientific investigations are con-
ducted in real-world settings while main-
taining the experimental control typically


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-kEcFlERQMM
https://cepr.org/publications/dp16582
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associated with laboratory experiments.
First, we focus on the influence of mothers
and fathers on their children, particularly
on their choice of high school, and exam-
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math when asked to consider the recom-
mendation of parents of the same gen-
der. This effect is particularly pronounced
when students believe that their parents

ine whether adolescents conform their be-
havior to gender stereotypes - associating
boys with scientific fields and girls with hu-
manistic fields. Second, we examine how
peers influence students’ choices: girls’
choices of math may signal “undesirable”
traits such as competitiveness and ambi-
tion, while boys’ choices of literature chal-
lenge traditional gender stereotypes.

Finally, we seek to understand whether
the disclosure of personal career choic-
es to peers influences students’ choices,
with girls avoiding math and boys avoiding
literature. We find that students tend to
conform to gender-stereotypical choices.
Specifically, girls overwhelmingly choose
literature and boys overwhelmingly choose

would suggest a choice consistent with
traditional gender roles.

Regarding the influence of peers on stu-
dents’ decisions, the results suggest an-

THE SETTING

The experiment involved 2,500 Italian middle school students who
participated in classroom-based experiments designed to simulate
the actual choice of high school. The students were informed that
they had been selected to answer six multiple-choice questions:
three in mathematics and three in literature, of equal difficulty

for each subject. In addition, before starting the task, students

had to choose one of these two areas by selecting the subject in
which they expected to get a higher number of correct questions.
In this way, students were incentivized to choose the subject in
which they felt more comfortable, either math or literature. Before
making their choice, students were randomly assigned to different
treatment groups. For example, some students were asked

to indicate what they thought their mothers or fathers would
recommend if they had to choose between math and literature. By
looking at how students responded to these different treatments
before making their choice, we can understand how parents and
peers influence students’ decision making.
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other interesting story. The study findings
indicate that students, both boys and girls,
do not change their decisions if they antic-
ipate that their classmates will be aware of
their choice.

These results from the experiment un-
derscore the crucial role that parents
and peer interaction play in adolescents’
decision-making process regarding their
choice of field of study. This gender-based

A

VOCATIONAL
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discrimination in the choice of high school
perpetuates existing gender inequalities
and reinforces societal norms and expec-
tations about gender roles. By system-
atically keeping girls out of STEM fields,
society limits their potential and restricts
their career choices. This gender segrega-
tion of subjects and educational pathways
not only restricts individual freedom, but
also perpetuates unequal opportunities
and reinforces the gender gap in various
professional fields. Overcoming this prob-
lem requires promoting equal access to a
wide range of subjects and empowering
students to make choices based on their
interests, aptitudes and ambitions, rath-
er than on predetermined gender norms.
Promoting a more balanced and inclusive
approach to subject choice in high schools
can help break down barriers and foster a
more diverse and inclusive society.

¢

TECHNICAL ACADEMIC

In Italy middle school
students must choose
between 3 types of
high schools

Providing tutoring
and career counseling
helped high-achieving

immigrant students make

educational choices
that reflect their
abilities and dreams

Immigrants are more likely to enroll
in vocational rather than technical
and academic high schools, compared
to natives of similar ability

L4

Designed for
aspiring university
students

Often considered
the most
prestigious track

less likely
to be retained
in school

MALES

12%

more likely to
attend an academic
or technical high
school rather than
avocational one
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For example, families may have optimistic
expectations about their children’s abil-
ities and skills, leading them to choose
schools that are far beyond their capabili-
ties. Another example goes in the opposite
direction: individuals from disadvantaged
socioeconomic backgrounds may bear the
burden of lower educational and career as-
pirations, despite their individual potential
or ability. These circumstances illustrate
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the important role of aspirations and ex-
pectations in determining the kind of high
school students choose. The implications
go beyond the individual level, however,
as societal and economic indicators are
inextricably linked to the aspirations and
achievements of young students. When in-
dividuals choose paths that do not match
their skills and abilities, or when talented
students are limited in their opportunities,
society itself is affected. On the one hand,
there may be students who struggle and
fail in ambitious courses that they cannot
complete. On the other hand, socioeco-
nomic inequalities can prevent young peo-
ple from developing their talents, climbing
the social ladder, innovating and contrib-
uting to collective prosperity, thereby per-
petuating intergenerational inequalities.
Expectations and aspirations are there-
fore critical factors that shape students’
personal perspectives and directly affect
societal growth. We will examine these ef-
fects through two practical examples: how
limited awareness of high school career
options can lead to skills mismatches in
the labor market, and how a one-minute
motivational video can change a student’s
perception of his or her own abilities and
aspirations.
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Limited awareness and the role

of beliefs

Human capital can be defined as “the
stock of knowledge, skills and other per-
sonal characteristics embodied in people
that helps them to be productive” (OECD),
and it influences a wide range of private
and social outcomes, such as income ine-
quality and employment rates. The accu-
mulation of human capital is particularly
important during the school years, when
young students make choices that shape
their futures.

As already mentioned, ltalian students
must select their high school track at a
very early stage, choosing between cur-
ricula which impart different and increas-
ingly specialized knowledge and skills,
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both in terms of their nature (general or
technical) and in terms of their subject
matter (humanities, scientific, profes-
sional, etc.). Thus, the early specialization
of curricula makes the choice of the high
school track a springboard for the process
of investing and accumulating the human
capital of Italian students. Nevertheless,
such life-changing decisions are made at a
time when children may still feel uncertain
about the future consequences of alter-
native paths and have limited knowledge
about the implications of this decision. For
example, students and their families may
not be aware of the existence of specific
schools or careers that might be a good
match for them. Students may also be un-
sure about the consequences of choosing
an alternative curriculum, e.qg. the chances
of being able to continue studying or find-
ing employment when they graduate.

THE SETTING

In the context of the city of Vicenza, we tried to understand

the mechanisms behind high school track choice by surveying
and analyzing the awareness of 900 families of eighth-graders
regarding the high school tracks and curricula available. The focus
on Grade 8 is motivated by existing evidence that families tend

to put more effort into high school selection during the fall and
winter of the last year of middle school.


https://igier.unibocconi.eu/publications/working-papers/evolution-awareness-and-belief-ambiguity-during-process-high-school
https://www.oecd.org/economy/human-capital
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high school track, can lead to uninformed
decisions, ultimately affecting human
capital investments and long-term out-
comes and impacting on the problem of
skills mismatch.

To understand these mechanisms and ex-
amine their impact in a real-world scenar-
io, we conducted a study in the Italian city
of Vicenza. The study’s first major objec-
tive was to understand students’ and par-
ents’ awareness of the different options
available for this important decision. For
each available high school track, we asked
the following question at various points
in the decision-making process: “Do you
know or have you heard the name of [track
choice]?” In general, the students and par-
ents in our sample showed limited knowl-
edge of the different tracks available, with
only 2% of students claiming to be una-
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ware of an option within the general track
(i.e., licei), making it a fairly well-known
option. However, the number of students
who were unaware of the existence of low-
er-level options (i.e., vocational schools
or istituti professionali) rose to a striking
10% of the total.

But how does parents’ awareness of the
different options compare with students’
awareness over the course of the de-
cision-making process? By asking this
question at different points in time, we
find that children are initially less aware
of the different schooling options than
their parents, but as enrolment approach-
es, they learn more and more and develop
higher levels of awareness than their par-
ents about the curricula of all tracks.

By collecting some basic socioeconomic
data, we were able to understand that fe-
male students show greater knowledge of
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“Do you know or have you heard the
name of [track choice]?”
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The graph shows the percentage of students that
answered “Never” to the question “Do you know or have
you heard the name of [track choice]?” over time.

The first bar represents responses collected in the first
round of the survey, at the beginning of the decision-
making process. The second bar shows the responses
from the third wave of the survey, just before the

actual decision was made. Remarkable is the difference
between the knowledge of general choices (licei)

and that of vocational ones.

Technical Vocational
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The results of this
paper were featured
in the national media
and contributed to the
public debate on the
choice of high school

track by ltalian students.

You can find an article
from Corriere della Sera
by clicking on the link
above.

the alternatives of the general higher ed-
ucation track than male students through-
out the period. Foreign-born children and
children from lower socioeconomic back-
grounds learn significantly less about the
available choices over the period, focus-
ing their learning mostly on vocational
tracks. This reinforces their belief that
easier tracks that prepare them for the
job market are more appropriate for them
than more challenging tracks that pre-
pare them for university. These findings
demonstrate the importance of individu-
al and family socioeconomic background
in shaping students’ perceptions of high
school track choices. The second main goal
of the study was to elicit and analyze the
confidence levels of students and their
parents regarding the expected chances of
successfully completing each type of high
school track if they were to choose it. Par-
ents’ pessimism about children’s chances
of doing well in ambitious and demanding
programs was greater than children’s pes-
simism, while parents’ optimism about chil-
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dren’s performance in vocational programs
was greater than children’s optimism.
What can we conclude from looking at this
evidence?

External factors such as family, economic
status, or other circumstances can be im-
portant in forming beliefs that influence
the choice of high school track. The en-
tire decision-making process is often bi-
ased by limited awareness of the choices
available to both students and families.
Moreover, beliefs about medium-term
outcomes, such as successful completion
of each track, may be ambiguous and im-
precise, leading to inappropriate choices,
which in the long run may be a potential
source of the large skills mismatch ob-
served in Italy.

Therefore, successful policies to mitigate
this problem must address the issue of
limited awareness and ambiquity by pro-
viding effective guidance and complete
information that leads students and their

30%

“Do you know or have you heard the name
of [track choice]?”

% of parents who answered “Never”

at the beginning and at the end of the
decision-making process

. The graph shows the percentage of parents that

answered “Never” to the question “Do you know or have
you heard the name of [track choice]?”. Compared to the
same question asked to students, it is clear that children
are less aware of the different school options than
parents at the beginning of the decision process.
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families to make educational and career
decisions that are better aligned with
available and projected labor market op-
portunities.

A short video can go a long way

Can aone-minute motivational video treat-
ment interpreted by a role model increase
aspirations for school and work in elemen-
tary and middle school students? The pres-
ent research suggests that it can, and that
the treatment also enhances participants’
measures of self-efficacy and grit and can
have positive effects on effort, cognitive
task performance, and trust and reciproc-
ity toward others. From a policy perspec-
tive, this pilot study provides evidence
of the short-term effectiveness of a very
brief, replicable, and inexpensive interven-
tion delivered in a developed country.
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Poverty plays a significant role in this dy-
namic, first because it often leads to low-
er aspirations among students from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds. The econom-
ic constraints faced by poorer families of-
ten prevent children from pursuing ambi-
tious educational paths, resulting in lower
aspirations. Lower aspirations tend to lead
students to choose academic tracks that
are generally perceived as less challenging
and that provide quicker and more direct
access to the labor market. Consequently,
this chain of events from lower aspirations
to limited educational investment can lead
to lower wages and overall reduced oppor-
tunities, creating what is often defined as


https://www.dropbox.com/s/ngok9as0592jpyt/Dimastrochicco_Ghisolfi_Aspirations.pdf?dl=0

Educational Poverty in Italy: Evidence and Implications for Policy-Makers

an “aspiration trap.” This helps explain why
poor people tend to have lower aspirations
than people from higher socioeconomic
backgrounds.

In response to this challenge, we explored
a novel approach aimed at mitigating the
effects of the “aspiration trap” and rais-
ing the aspirations and self-confidence
of students from disadvantaged back-
grounds. We conducted an experiment in
primary and secondary schools in Naples,
[taly, purposively selected in high-pover-
ty, high-crime neighborhoods and serving
primarily students from low socioeconom-
ic backgrounds, many of whom are immi-
grants or first-generation citizens. The
intervention involved exposing students
to short, one-minute motivational vide-
os featuring actors and actresses shar-
ing their stories of overcoming adversity
and discovering their passion, which ulti-
mately leads to happiness. The idea is to
expose students to successful stories of
“role models,” defined as a person, real or
fictional, who shares the target audience’s
experience and with whom they can iden-
tify. The message is that even if their situ-
ation at school and at home is difficult and
they have a sense of being out of place,
they can still be successful in life.
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It’s important to note, however, that these
positive results came with some trade-
offs, as the treatment video also increased
feelings of competitiveness and perfor-
mance anxiety, especially among female
students. The significance of these find-
ings is that it is possible to raise the ex-
pectations and self-confidence of children
in a simple way. Such interventions may
be particularly effective if they are deliv-
ered before important decisions are made,
for example during educational guidance
or skill-building activities. From a policy
perspective, these findings are important
because they highlight the effectiveness
of a brief, replicable, and cost-effective in-
tervention, providing valuable insights for
resource-constrained settings, particular-
ly in disadvantaged contexts. These find-
ings provide strong motivation for further
research and exploration in this area.
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Tutoring Programs

The past few years have brought unprec-
edented challenges to the field of educa-
tion. With the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic, the world witnessed a striking
shift from traditional in-person learning
to distance learning. While the safety
measures of school closures were essen-
tial to contain the spread of the virus, they
had serious implications for a wide range
of outcomes, particularly learning out-
comes. To mitigate learning losses, many
countries have turned to online learning
platforms for their potential to support
students not only during crises like the
COVID-19 pandemic, but also when ac-
cess to traditional schooling is hindered,
such as in conflict zones or areas with
limited infrastructure. In this chapter, we
will focus on one particular strategy that
has emerged as a potential solution to the
educational setbacks faced by students
during and after the pandemic: tutoring
programs. When effective and afforda-
ble, these programs can provide targeted
academic support to students and help
them bridge the learning gaps caused by
school closures.

The disruption of reqgular in-person in-
struction and the difficulties associated
with remote learning have left many chil-
dren struggling to keep up with their aca-
demic curriculum. But the impact goes far
beyond grades and academic performance.
It’s now clear that the pandemic has had a
negative psychological and social impact
on children and adolescents, with reports
of increased rates of depression, anxiety
and social isolation among young people
during and after the closures. In addition,
the lack of in-person interactions and ex-
tracurricular activities has hindered the
development of critical socio-emotional
skills in younger children. The combination
of these effects paints a troubling picture.
The cohorts of students affected by pro-
longed school closures are at risk of long-
term consequences for their educational
careers, with implications for human cap-
ital accumulation. As their educational and
socio-emotional development has been
severely disrupted, their future prospects
are in question. Evaluating the effective-
ness of tutoring programs will highlight
theirimportance as a means of responding
to crises and addressing the educational
needs of vulnerable and at-risk students.
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Online tutoring during the pandemic
The Tutoring Online Program (TOP) pro-
ject emerged as a pioneering response to
the educational challenges posed by the
COVID-19 pandemic in lItaly, one of the
first countries in Europe to be significant-
ly affected. With Italian schools closed for
an extended period of time, equivalent to
more than a third of the entire school year
in 2020, there was an urgent need for in-
novative solutions to address the learning
gaps that had emerged. The TOP program
was developed to address this emergency
and consisted of a novel and innovative
program of online tutoring led by univer-

sity students. Three-hour weekly sessions
have been shown to have a significant im-

pact on students’ academic performance
(+4.7%), well-being (+26%), and so-
cio-emotional skills (+21.1%).

Let’s take a step back to describe the
study’s context. On March 5, 2020, Italian
schools closed due to the COVID-19 emer-
gency and shifted to online learning, never
to reopen. International studies show that
the shift to online learning disproportion-
ately affected disadvantaged students.

For example, before the school closures
in ltaly, 12.8% of children participating
in the TOP project sought help with their
homework from someone other than their

THE SETTING

Two weeks after the announcement of a lockdown in Italy, we
began designing and implementing TOP as an attempt to provide
an immediate response to the school closures and emergency
situation. We contacted all Italian middle schools (Grades 6-8),
using publicly available email addresses - in total, we recruited 78
schools across the country. We then hired a team of educational
experts to train and support the tutors who volunteered
throughout the program. Once tutors were randomly assigned to
students, tutoring lasted from mid-April to early June 2020.
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parents or siblings (such as other fami-
ly members or after-school programs);
after the closures, this number dropped
to 2.9%. Those who did their homework
alone increased from 55.3% to 62.1%.
Something had to be done.

These volunteers are trained and men-
tored by educational experts to develop
the skills needed to provide effective on-
line tutoring. Four weeks after the Ital-
ian government announced the school
closures, we contacted all middle school
principals and asked them to provide a list
of potential student beneficiaries. At the
same time, we invited all students enrolled
at three major universities in Milan to vol-
unteer as tutors for at least three hours a
week until the end of the school year.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dzHQn4P8Z30
https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/14094/apart-but-connected-online-tutoring-and-student-outcomes-during-the-covid-19-pandemic
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Half of the selected students were ran-
domly selected to be paired with a tutor,
while the other half formed the control
group. This experimental method, also
called a Randomized Control Trial (RCT),
allowed the researchers to compare who
received tutoring with who didn’t and es-
timate the program’s impact.
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They were less likely to drop out of school
after middle school, and they reported an
increased sense of control over their lives.
Participating students also increased the
amount of time they spent on homework
and committed to taking regular online
classes.

These extraordinary results have clear
policy implications, providing strong evi-
dence for the effectiveness of online tutor-
ing programs that are led by peers rather
than by professional adults. The choice of
volunteer tutors offers several advantag-
es. First, it makes tutoring initiatives highly
cost-effective, one of the biggest barriers
to large-scale implementation, ensuring a
rapid and scalable response to educational
shocks in a significant number of circum-
stances and allowing students in disad-
vantaged areas to be reached efficient-
ly through virtual learning. In addition,


https://milano.repubblica.it/cronaca/2022/02/01/news/covid_universita_progetto_top_bocconi_cariplo-335979086
https://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/al-via-l-edizione-20222023-top--tutoring-online-program-AEJbIM5B
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tutoring can sometimes be stigmatized
as something that is done by students in
need and is taken out of the reqular class-
room setting.

Because online tutoring is less observa-
ble by peers than in-person tutoring, this
intervention model may reduce the sense
of stigma that can be associated with any
tutoring program, thereby increasing its
effectiveness. Moreover, university stu-
dents who volunteer to participate in the
program are intrinsically motivated to
give back to their communities. As a re-
sult, students are more likely to benefit
from their dedication and enthusiasm, re-
sulting in a quality interpersonal connec-
tion that is essential for effective tutoring.

a
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The importance of such policy implica-
tions provides strong motivation to fur-
ther evaluate the effectiveness of online
tutoring programs in different contexts,
such as with a larger sample or in low-in-
come countries, where the reality poses
budgetary and geographical constraints.
LEAP researchers have not only scaled up
TOP in Italy, reaching nearly 3,000 stu-
dents, but are currently adapting this in-
tervention in the context of the Dominican
Republic, where it could provide valuable
solutions to educational challenges.

THE TUTORING ONLINE PROGRAM PROJECT
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Listen to Luca
Privinzano, Associate
Director of Research
at LEAP, explain how
the research presented
in this book provides
valuable insights for
policymakers.

Conclusions

Educational poverty is one of the emerging and most critical dimensions

of poverty in todays’ world, in both developing and developed countries,
requiring urgent action by policymakers. Its impact is not only on short-term
educational attainment, but also on long-term career prospects and human
capital accumulation. Throughout the pages of this book, we have touched on
several forms of educational poverty, looking at their causes and pragmatic
ways to address them. Stereotypes related to gender, ethnicity, or vulnerable
populations remain a relevant issue in the lives of many children, limiting and
often shaping their educational paths. Expectations also play an important
role in shaping aspirations in an environment where information about school
options is limited and strongly influenced by parents and peer groups. In

this context, programs such as the Equality of Opportunity for Immigrant
Students Program (EOP) and the Tutoring Online Program (TOP) have emerged
as effective tools to address the learning gaps exacerbated by challenging
circumstances. These programs have been shown to significantly improve
academic performance, student well-being, and socio-emotional growth.

As aresearch community, we need to work together with policymakers and all
stakeholders to identify ways to address issues related to educational poverty,
which affects millions of children in Italy, and design transformative and effective
policies based on real evidence provided by rigorous and reliable methods.
Scientific impact and policy evaluation methods are powerful tools in the hands
of policymakers, not only for education policy, but for answering fundamental
questions about all forms of poverty. Investing in effective policies is particularly
important in fragile contexts and where governments are often constrained by
budget. The scientific methods we presented go in exactly this direction. These
pragmatic approaches to policy allow us to better understand the impact of
interventions and make decisions based on a thorough understanding of what
works and what doesn’t.

LEAP’s mission is to build a proper evaluation culture in decision-making by
promoting rigorous economic research and impact evaluation methods as the
gold standard in the formulation of public policies, especially in Italy, which lags
behind in the use of such methods. By embracing this approach, the academic
community, together with institutional stakeholders and civil society, can
collectively build a better future where every individual, regardless of their
circumstances, has the freedom to dream big and reach their full potential.
Through this unwavering commitment to evidence and equity, we can fight
poverty and prejudice and promote a more inclusive and just society for all.
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https://youtu.be/ign4C0Fb-vY
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