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Abstract
This study investigates differences in academic attainment among Italian students, 
international students, and second-generation students enrolled in Bachelor’s degree 
programmes at Italian universities in the 2015/2016 academic year. Drawing on 
longitudinal administrative data and applying multinomial logistic regression mod-
els, we analyse the influence of socio-demographic factors and prior educational 
achievement on academic outcomes. The results show significant differences in aca-
demic attainment between Italian students and those with a migrant background, 
with nuanced distinctions between groups based on citizenship and prior educational 
background. This research highlights the need for policy interventions to enhance 
educational opportunities for students with a migrant background.

Keywords  Students with migrant backgrounds · University · Bachelor completion · 
Dropout · Italy

Introduction

Recent demographic and social statistical research about higher education in Italy 
has shown that students with migrant backgrounds display significant heterogene-
ity, varying in the reason for their stay (Norton et al., 2022), country of origin, sex, 
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age at arrival in the host country (Aiello et al. 2020, Di Patrizio et al., 2023; ISTAT, 
2020; MUR,  2025), and socio-economic background (Azzolini & Barone, 2013; 
Contini & Triventi, 2016). Each of these factors plays an important role in shap-
ing academic outcomes (e.g., Freudenthaler et al., 2008; Giudici et al., 2021; Heath 
et al., 2008; OECD, 2022; Ravecca 2010;  Schnell & Azzolini, 2015).

A common distinction in the Italian literature is between international students 
(IS), defined as students with foreign citizenship who completed high school in a 
different country, and second-generation students (SG), who hold foreign citizen-
ship but completed high school in the country where they enrol in university (Giu-
dici et  al., 2021). This distinction reflects a limitation of the available data,  since 
most Italian  data do not collect  information on parents’ country of birth or citi-
zenship.  Traditional immigration countries have long had substantial shares of 
SG within their education systems. At the same time, there has been a substantial 
increase in the number of IS across all destination countries in recent decades, except 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (OECD, 2022;  Shnell & Azzolini 2015).1 This 
growth highlights the evolving landscape of higher education, where both SG and IS 
are becoming increasingly prominent. The two groups, although distinct, emphasise 
the growing diversity and complexity within education systems worldwide.

In Italy, research on the attainment of students with migrant backgrounds has 
emerged only recently, driven by the increasing numbers of migrant students in 
schools (ISTAT, 2020) and universities (MUR 2025). This demographic shift has 
required the education system to adapt as  an increasingly  diverse student popula-
tion has created challenges in addressing language barriers, supporting integration, 
and ensuring equal access to education for all students. Most existing studies in 
the Italian literature have focused on school-level attainment (e.g., Azzolini et  al. 
2019; Gabrielli & Impicciatore, 2022; Mussino & Strozza, 2012), while evidence on 
attainment at higher academic levels is sparse, largely due to the limited availability 
of data. Where available, research either uses institution-specific data (Belloc et al., 
2010; Giudici et al., 2021) or provides a descriptive overview of migrant students in 
Italian universities (Aiello et al., 2020).

To our knowledge, international literature has largely overlooked the Italian case, 
as immigration is relatively recent compared to other European countries. Yet, this 
omission is problematic, as higher education plays a crucial role in shaping opportu-
nities for social mobility and integration. Without systematic evidence on the univer-
sity trajectories of students with migrant backgrounds, both academic understanding 
and policy interventions risk being incomplete. At the same time, the specific fea-
tures of the Italian educational system (see Section The Italian context) mean that 
results observed elsewhere are only partially transferable. Moreover, existing stud-
ies—both internationally and in Italy—have typically focused on either IS or SG, 
but rarely analysed them simultaneously.

All things considered, the present study represents the first national-scale analysis 
of higher education trajectories of students with migrant backgrounds in Italy. By 

1  In 2022, the number of admissions of IS to universities in OECD countries neared 2 million, represent-
ing a 24% increase from 2019, and the highest number ever recorded (OECD, 2023).
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using longitudinal administrative microdata from the Anagrafe Nazionale Studenti 
(ANS) of the Italian Ministry of University and Research (MUR), which cover the 
full population of students enrolled at Italian universities, this study analyses dif-
ferences between Italian students, IS, and SG enrolled in first-year Bachelor’s pro-
grammes during the 2015/2016 academic year. Specifically, tracking students for 
four years, the study pursues three aims: (1) to assess whether IS and SG differ from 
Italian students in their likelihood of completing a Bachelor’s degree, dropping out, 
or remaining enrolled at the end of the study period; (2) focusing only on Italian and 
SG students, to explore variation within SG students by country or area of origin; 
and (3) to analyse whether cultural and linguistic proximity to Italy is associated 
with more favourable outcomes for SG students. By doing so, the study sheds light 
on how individual, structural, and contextual factors shape academic attainment in 
a relatively new immigration country, offering insights relevant for comparative 
research on higher education and migration.

Background

Theoretical Framework and International Empirical Evidence

Educational outcomes for students with migrant backgrounds are shaped by both 
their prior academic preparation and the choices they make along their educa-
tional trajectories. Following Boudon’s framework (1974), these mechanisms 
can be distinguished into primary effects, which reflect differences in academic 
performance due to social and economic resources, and secondary effects, which 
capture differences in educational choices conditional on performance, shaped by 
aspirations, cultural and social capital, and perceived returns to education. Build-
ing on the work of Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988), research highlights that 
cultural, social, and economic capital strongly influence educational outcomes. 
For instance, students with greater access to social networks, parental guidance, 
and culturally valued resources tend to achieve higher academic success, while 
limited access to these forms of capital can hinder attainment (Parcel & Dufur, 
2001; Pishghadam & Zabihi, 2011; Sullivan, 2001). These mechanisms provide 
a framework for understanding variation in academic outcomes. Migration back-
ground itself is not a direct determinant of attainment; instead, it reflects unequal 
exposure to the resources and constraints described above. In this sense, inter-
national research has usually differentiated between IS and SG, whose distinct 
educational experiences give rise to specific patterns of advantage and disadvan-
tage. For IS, outcomes are often shaped by pronounced primary effects, such as 
language barriers, adaptation difficulties, weaker academic preparedness, and 
detachment from the broader university community that native students do not 
experience (Andrade, 2006; Andrade & Evans, 2009; Norton & Fatigante, 2018; 
Sherry et al., 2010; Slantcheva-Durst & Knaggs, 2019; Smith & Khawaja, 2011; 
Tavares, 2021). These disadvantages increase the risk of dropout and hinder inte-
gration into the university environment. Such differences can also be linked to 
the unequal distribution of social and cultural capital upon arrival: IS often lack 
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the local networks and familiarity with the host country’s educational norms that 
support academic success (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988).

In contrast, SG students illustrate the importance of secondary effects. Even when 
prior performance is comparable to native peers, SG tend to pursue more demanding 
tracks and continue their studies, reflecting mechanisms, such as parental expectations, 
intergenerational transmission of cultural capital, and the perception of education as a 
safeguard against discrimination (Feliciano, 2020; Griga & Hadjar, 2014; Ichou, 2014; 
Mishra, 2020; Waters & Brooks, 2013). This pattern—sometimes referred to as posi-
tive selection or immigrant optimism—demonstrates how access to cultural and social 
capital can facilitate academic attainment despite structural disadvantages (Cebolla-
Boado, 2011; Dollmann, 2017; Feliciano & Lanuza, 2017).

Empirical evidence also highlights heterogeneity in SG outcomes across 
countries and regions of origins (Orupabo et al., 2020). In Western Europe, SG 
from non-European, low- and middle-income backgrounds often perform worse 
and face higher dropout risks, whereas some—such as Indians in the UK and 
Norway, and Chinese in the UK—outperform the majority population (Heath 
et  al., 2008). After controlling for social background and prior achievement, 
SG also tend to enrol in more demanding or prestigious programmes than peers 
from non-immigrant backgrounds (Cebolla-Boado, 2011; Griga & Hadjar, 
2014; Waters & Brooks, 2013). These patterns can be understood theoretically 
through migrant selectivity theory (Feliciano, 2005, 2020), which posits that 
SG outcomes depend on parents’ education and socioeconomic characteristics 
in the country of origin. Moreover, contextual and institutional factors in the 
host country—such as school structures, integration policies, and labour market 
conditions—mediate the translation of parental selectivity and optimism into 
actual attainment (Heath et  al., 2008; Ichou, 2014), explaining cross-country 
heterogeneity in SG outcomes.

An additional source of heterogeneity concerns sex-specific academic patterns. 
Prior research shows that male and female students often follow distinct trajecto-
ries in higher education attainment (e.g., Richardson et al., 2020), and these differ-
ences may be particularly pronounced among students with migrant backgrounds 
(Freudenthaler et al., 2008; Lagomarsino & Ravecca, 2014, p. 41; Ravecca, 2010). 
From an intersectional perspective, Gross et  al. (2016) highlight that migration 
background and gender jointly shape educational opportunities and constraints, 
with women of migrant origin in some cases outperforming their male peers. These 
findings emphasise that educational trajectories are not gender-neutral. Scholars 
attribute these differences to a combination of individual and contextual factors, 
including personal attributes, socioeconomic status, and the adaptability of second-
ary school systems (Alyahyan & Düştegör, 2020).

Taken together, these theoretical and empirical insights provide a coherent frame-
work for analysing migration-related differences in academic outcomes in Italy.
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The Italian Context

The Immigration Phenomenon

Italy shifted from being an emigration  country to an immigration country in the  
1980s, a transition that has led to a significant increase in the number of children 
born to immigrant parents.2 This has become evident in the Italian education sys-
tem, first in kindergartens in the  1990s, then in primary and secondary schools from 
the beginning of the  2000s (see Fig. 1A in the Supplementary Information). By the  
2020s, these cohorts had reached  university age, and their presence in Italian uni-
versities had emerged as an important issue.

National statistics report that nearly 22,813 students with foreign citizenship 
enrolled in Italian universities during the 2023/2024 academic year, accounted for 
7% of the total. Considering both SG and IS together, Eastern European citizens 
were the largest group (25% of the foreign student population in 2023/2024), with 
substantial communities from Romania (9.6%) and Albania (6.6%). These were 
followed by students from North Africa, with Moroccan students representing the 
largest group (3.2%) and Asia (in particular, China 6.7% and India 4.3%) (MUR, 
2024). Starting from the 2013/2014 academic year, SG outnumbered IS. However, 
from 2015/2016 onward, the proportion of migrant students who were SG gradu-
ally declined. The only exception was during the pandemic, when the share of SG 
reached 40.7% in 2022/2023. This trend was primarily due to a substantial increase 
in IS, whose numbers have more than doubled over the past decade (Giudici et al., 
2024).

The Education System

In Italy, education is compulsory from ages 6 to 16. The first cycle comprises eight 
years of primary and lower secondary schooling, after which students continue 
into upper secondary education. At this stage, the system is tripartite (Contini & 
Scagni, 2013), offering a choice between general (licei), technical (istituti tecnici), 
and vocational (istituti professionali) tracks. The general track is the most frequently 
chosen pathway (it accounts for over 50% of enrolments) and is primarily oriented 
toward university preparation. It is followed by the technical track (about one third 
of enrolments), which combines general education with vocational and technolog-
ical training and  provides access to both higher education and the labour market, 
and the vocational (less than one fifth) programmes, which are designed mainly for 
direct entry into employment (MI, 2025). Despite these distinctions, access to the 
tertiary level is generally open to all secondary graduates—who typically enter uni-
versity between the ages of 18 and 19—although some fields of study are subject to 
selective entrance examinations.

2  In 2023, approximately 21% of the overall migrant population consisted of children of immigrants 
(1,081,142 individuals aged 0-18). This group constituted 11.2% of the resident youth population 
(ISTAT, 2023).
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Since the signing of the Bologna Agreement in 1999 (DM 509/1999), the tertiary 
level has undergone significant transformations and has been structured into three 
cycles: the laurea triennale (bachelor’s degree), a three-year programme; the laurea 
magistrale (master’s degree), a two-year programme; the dottorato di ricerca (PhD), 
a three-year programme. However, some degree programmes, including Medicine 
and Architecture, have remained single-cycle courses, typically lasting five or six 
years.

Although all three upper-secondary education pathways formally grant access to 
higher education, progression rates differ markedly. Graduates from technical and 
vocational schools are considerably less likely to continue their studies compared 
to those from the general track. This divergence is even more pronounced among 
students with a migrant background: 51% of Italians students and nearly 34% 
of migrant students enrol in higher education (MIUR, 2016). Unlike their Italian 
peers, migrant students in Italy are disproportionately concentrated in technical and 
vocational schools (Barban & White, 2011;  Borrini & De Sanctis 2018;  Ferrara 
& Brunori, 2024). This pattern  contrasts with trends observed in other European 
countries (except Germany)—especially Northern European countries with a long-
standing history of immigration—where, controlling for other factors, children of 
immigrants are more likely than their native peers to enrol in more demanding aca-
demic tracks (Birkelund, 2020; Dollmann, 2017; Dollmann & Weißmann, 2020). 
At the same time, coming from a non-academic track does not prevent them from 
enrolling at university; This, however, it may lead academically weaker students to 
embark on less feasible educational trajectories, resulting in widening ethnic gaps in 
dropout rates and achievement (Birkelund, 2020).

Regarding academic career, it is worth noting that, in Italy, 58.7% of students 
who graduated in 2024 completed their studies within the time limits established by 
university regulations. According to Almalaurea, in 2023 Bachelor’s graduates took, 
on average, 34% longer to complete their studies than the prescribed duration of the 
programme. Differences are evident in relation to geographic mobility: students who 
obtained their secondary school diploma abroad took 16.1% longer to complete their 
studies than those who graduated from secondary school in Italy and pursued uni-
versity studies in the same region (Almalaurea, 2025). Moreover, empirical analysis 
based on local case studies shows that children of migrants experience longer time 
to complete their study programmes and higher dropout rates than their Italian peers 
(Azzolini & Barone, 2013; Giudici et al., 2021).

Considering that research on the academic achievement of migrant students in 
Italy remains underdeveloped, particularly at the national level, this study is of par-
ticular interest in the relevant literature, as it provides novel evidence on immigrant-
native gaps in long-term educational outcomes within a comprehensive education 
system such as the Italian one, in which the decision to enter university can be 
deferred until the completion of upper-secondary education.
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Empirical Evidence in Italy

Italian literature has extensively explored educational differences between native 
and migrant students in primary and secondary schools across the country. These 
differences manifest early in the educational path and persist into secondary school, 
notably in absences, delays, and dropout rates (Azzolini & Barone, 2013; Contini & 
Azzolini, 2016; Strozza, 2008). Official statistics show that 26.4% of students with 
foreign citizenship experienced school delays in the 2022/2023 school year, com-
pared with only 7.9% of Italian students. The largest gap occurs in upper second-
ary school, where the percentages of students with school delay rise to 48.0% and 
16.0%, respectively. For the same school year, the dropout rate for students with for-
eign citizenship was 40.3%, versus 13.7% for Italian students (MUR, 2024).

PISA results further support evidence of the impediments experienced by stu-
dents with foreign citizenship. These reveal significant educational discrepancies 
in Italy (Santagati & Ongini, 2016). The challenges encountered by SG throughout 
their school career contribute to a selective process at university entry that has vary-
ing degrees of impact across different communities. Studies show that migrant stu-
dents are less likely to enrol in tertiary education than their Italian peers, underscor-
ing their continuing disadvantage from high school to university (Bertozzi, 2018; Di 
Patrizio et al., 2023; Lagomarsino & Ravecca, 2014; Paba & Bertozzi, 2017; .

A range of factors contribute to these educational differences, including socio-
economic status, cultural background (Azzolini et al., 2019), negative school-related 
attitudes and behaviours, language barriers (Triventi et al., 2022), and the quality of 
relationships with peers and teachers. These elements are crucial for school integra-
tion, particularly for the most marginalised groups (Colombo et al., 2014; Gabrielli 
et al., 2022). Addressing these elements early on is essential, as they directly influ-
ence SG students’ preparedness and ability to pursue higher education. Recently, 
Gabrielli and Impicciatore (2022) highlighted the most significant educational chal-
lenges that immigrant children face in Italy, showcasing their high rate of early dis-
engagement from education and training in contrast to their European counterparts.

Overall, due to the relatively recent nature of the immigration phenomenon in 
Italy compared to other European countries, the Italian educational system still lacks 
comprehensive strategies to effectively address the issues faced by disadvantaged 
students with a migratory background (Gabrielli & Impicciatore, 2022).

As noted above, research in Italy has predominantly addressed the native-migrant 
gap in primary and secondary schooling, while tertiary education has received far 
less attention. This neglect is largely due to an absence of comprehensive longitu-
dinal data at the national level, which has restricted Italy’s inclusion in compara-
tive studies. Most existing work therefore relies on surveys or specific institutional 
microdata. For instance, Belloc et  al. (2010) examined dropout rates within the 
Economics and Business faculty at Sapienza University of Rome, finding that non-
Italian students were less likely to dropout than their Italian peers. Similarly, Nor-
ton et  al. (2022) conducted a survey-based typification of IS at the same univer-
sity, highlighting significant heterogeneity in their experiences and profiles, while 
Giudici et al. (2021) compared academic attainment of IS and SG with that of Ital-
ian students at Sapienza and observed substantial differences in Bachelor’s degree 
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completion rates, with SG resembling Italians more than IS. At the national level, 
Aiello et al. (2020) provide a valuable descriptive overview of migrant students in 
Italian higher education, but their study does not analyse the determinants of attain-
ment in detail, nor does it consider variation by country of origin or cultural proxim-
ity. Consequently, important dimensions of migrant students’ trajectories in Italian 
universities remain unexplored—a gap this study directly addresses.

Research Hypotheses

Drawing from the aforementioned theoretical framework and empirical evidence 
on school achievement and academic attainment, we formulated the following 
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1):
Migrant students (both IS and SG) are expected to experience lower academic 
attainment than Italian students, reflected in longer times to complete a Bache-
lor’s degree and higher dropout rates. These differences are expected to be more 
pronounced for IS, due to stronger primary effects (e.g., language barriers and 
lower initial academic preparedness). By contrast, SG—who completed their 
schooling in Italy—are expected to achieve outcomes closer to those of Italian 
students, supported by secondary effects such as immigrant optimism, parental 
expectations, and familiarity with the Italian education system;
Hypothesis 2 (H2):
While SG students share the common experience of completing an Italian 
high school diploma, their academic attainment is expected to vary accord-
ing to area of origin. Specifically, SG from low- and middle-income countries 
are expected to achieve lower academic attainment than SG from high-income 
countries, potentially due to differences in socioeconomic background and 
other structural factors;
Hypothesis 3 (H3):
Cultural and linguistic proximity—such as shared language families and simi-
lar educational norms—and integration patterns are expected to shape varia-
tion in SG academic attainment. Specifically, SG students from countries that 
are culturally and linguistically closer to Italy are expected to achieve out-
comes more similar to Italian students, while SG students from more distant 
backgrounds are expected to show lower academic attainment.
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Data and Methods

Data

We used administrative data from the ANS3 of the MUR, which contain information 
on the university careers of the entire student population enrolled in Italian universi-
ties from 2008 to 2022.

Our data comprise 236,266 students enrolled in a three-year Bachelor’s 
degree4 in the 2015/2016 academic year. We tracked the entire population for 
four years, a timeframe considered reasonably long to observe students’ aca-
demic attainment (e.g., Priulla et al., 2021). This allowed us to include students 
who graduated within or close to the standard program length (3 years), ensuring 
comparability in study duration and minimising confounding from unusually pro-
longed trajectories.

We excluded students enrolled in online universities and those who transferred 
to online universities within three years (9,143 students, 3.9%). This is due to the 
distinct graduation patterns of students at online universities, who tend to complete 
their Bachelor’s degrees more quickly than those enrolled in traditional universi-
ties (Priulla et al., 2021). Furthermore, the analysis does not include Italian students 
who pursued higher education abroad. This is because their sample size is relatively 
small (852 students, 0.4%). We also excluded 4,985 students (2.1%) who transferred 
to five-year degree programmes (e.g., Law, Medicine, and other health-care pro-
grammes).5 Finally, we excluded students who did not complete the administrative 
enrolment process (7024, 3%). Therefore, the final student cohort analysed consists 
of 214,246 students (203,476 Italians, 6,325 SG, and 4,445 IS).

The data include a wide range of information on students’ socio-demographic charac-
teristics (e.g., sex, age at enrolment, citizenship), type of high school attended, final mark 
at high school and annual university records which provide information on completion 
status, dropout or study persistence, field of study at university, and the macro-area of the 
institution (for further details, see Section Main independent and control variables).

Before proceeding, we should identify some limitations to the ANS data. Firstly, 
it is important to note that information about students’ high school careers, specifi-
cally the type of high school they attended, their final high school mark, and infor-
mation about whether they enrolled at a university in a different region from the 
one where they attended high school, is limited to students who completed their 
high school education in Italy, thus only Italians and SG. Secondly, the data do not 
include information about students’ parents’ socioeconomic background and educa-
tion, which, according to the literature (Agasisti & Longobardi, 2014), can influence 

3  National Student Registry.
4  Please note that within the Italian tertiary education system, there  are  study programmes known as 
‘single-cycle programmes’ (corsi a ciclo unico), which extend over five or six years. Students enrolled in 
these programmes were excluded from the analysis.
5  Students who transferred to five-year degree programmes were excluded from the analysis, as their 
graduation timelines differ substantially from those in three-year programmes. Most transfers—typically 
to healthcare programmes—occur within the first one or two years of enrolment, making their trajecto-
ries not directly comparable to the rest of the cohort.



	 E. Trappolini et al.

students’ educational outcomes. Thirdly, we do not have information about migrants’ 
age at arrival in Italy, which is an important factor in students’ academic expecta-
tions (Riccardi et al., 2019). Finally, we selected the 2015/2016 cohort as the most 
up-to-date cohort that allows a four-year follow-up and avoids potential biases from 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which could have influenced students’ academic progress 
and behaviours, particularly those from vulnerable backgrounds.

Methods

Operationalisation of the Dependent Variable

Our dependent variable, ‘student status’, captures the academic attainment of stu-
dents and is operationalised through three mutually exclusive categories:

1)	 Still enrolled: our reference category. This includes students who remain enrolled 
in the Italian university system at the end of the fourth year; therefore, they have 
not yet completed their Bachelor’s degree. This category captures extended time-
to-degree and ongoing academic persistence, regardless of whether the student 
has switched institutions or degree programmes within the national system.

2)	 Dropout: this category follows the definition by Priulla and Attanasio (2023), 
identifying students who have not re-enrolled in the Italian university system 
for two consecutive academic years before obtaining a Bachelor’s degree. This 
criterion explicitly measures system dropout, indicating academic disengagement 
or  failure to progress.

3)	 BA completion within the standard timeframe: this category includes students 
who successfully complete their Bachelor’s degree within the four-year time-
frame. It serves as our clearest indicator of academic success.

This variable is designed to explore the spectrum of academic attainment, from 
persistence and challenges to withdrawal and completion, thus enabling a compari-
son between Italian and migrant students.

It should be noted that, in this study, the operationalisation adopted to measure 
dropout also helps circumvent potential bureaucratic biases. In the Italian context, 
non-EU students with study-related residence permits often avoid submitting a for-
mal university withdrawal, as doing so could jeopardise their residency status. As a 
result, relying exclusively on official withdrawal records would underestimate the 
extent of dropout among migrant students. Indeed, previous studies based on admin-
istrative withdrawal data reported lower dropout rates for migrant students compared 
to Italians (Belloc et al., 2010; Giudici et al., 2021; see Section Empirical evidence 
in Italy). By adopting a status-based definition that considers students’ enrolment 
and degree completion over time, our measure provides a more accurate account of 
academic trajectories across different student groups.
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Main Independent and Control Variables

We use two classifications for our main explanatory variable, depending on the 
model (see Section “Analytical strategy” for details).

1. ‘Student group’ categorises students based on their high school diploma and 
citizenship. Following the literature (e.g., Andrade & Evans, 2009; Feliciano, 2020; 
Giudici et al., 2021; Orupabo et al., 2020), both IS and SG display distinct behav-
iours, as do students from low- and middle-income countries (LMIC) and high-
income countries (HIC).6 Combining information on high school diploma and citi-
zenship, we define five groups:

‘Italians – reference category:’ students with Italian citizenship and an  Italian 
high school diploma;
‘Second-generation students from LMIC (SG – LMIC):’ students with citizen-
ship from a LMIC and an Italian high school diploma;
‘Second-generation students from HIC (SG – HIC):’ students with citizenship 
from an HIC and an Italian high school diploma;
‘International students from LMIC (IS – LMIC):’ students with citizenship from 
a LMIC and a foreign high school diploma;
‘International students from HIC (IS – HIC):’ students with citizenship from an 
HIC and a foreign high school diploma.

Before proceeding, our operationalisation of SG students is worth noting. In line 
with previous research in the Italian context (e.g., Giudici et al., 2021), the definition 
of the SG student group reflects the constraints of our data, which do not include 
parental country of birth. While this operationalisation may underestimate the size 
of the SG population—since some students may have acquired Italian citizenship 
before university enrolment—it nonetheless captures a meaningful subgroup of stu-
dents with a migrant background who completed their schooling in Italy. This is 
particularly relevant given that, in Italy, young people born to migrant parents can 
typically apply for citizenship only upon turning 18, and the naturalisation process 
is often lengthy. As a result, many students with a migrant background are still for-
mally classified as foreign citizens at the time of enrolment. We therefore regard this 
as a reasonable and informative approach for analysing the academic trajectories of 
SG students.

2. ‘Student’s area of origin’ categorises migrant students by citizenship, identi-
fying eleven groups: ‘Italians – reference category,’ ‘Albania,’ ‘China,’ ‘Morocco,’ 
‘Romania,’ ‘other Central-Eastern European countries (other CEE countries),’ ‘other 
European countries (other EU countries),’ ‘other HIC,’ ‘Latin America,’ ‘other Afri-
can countries,’ ‘other Asian countries.’

6  This study distinguishes migrants from low- and middle-income countries (LMIC)—those coming 
from Central-Eastern Europe  (CEE), Africa, Asia (except for Israel and Japan), and Latin America—
from migrants from all other countries, i.e., high-income countries (HIC) (World Bank, 2023).
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We also control for socio-demographic and academic variables (see “Analytical 
strategy” for which controls are included in each model):

–	 age at enrolment (‘ <  = 19 years old’ or ‘ > 19 years old’): distinguishes students 
on a regular path from those who experienced repeated years in high school or 
other potential delays;

–	 macro-region at the time of enrolment (‘North,’ ‘Centre’ or ‘South and Islands’): 
accounts for regional differences in educational provision (Abramo et al., 2016);

–	 field of study of enrolment at university7(‘Agriculture & Services,’ ‘Arts, 
Humanities & Education,’ ‘Business & Law,’ ‘Engineering,’ ‘Health & Welfare,’ 
‘Natural sciences, Mathematics & Statistics, ICT’ or ‘Social sciences’): captures 
differences in academic pathways (Priulla & Attanasio, 2023);

–	 type of high school diploma obtained  (‘humanistic/scientific lyceum,’ ‘other 
lyceum,’ ‘technical,’ ‘vocational’ or ‘other’): reflects prior educational prepa-
ration and can be used as a proxy for parents’ socioeconomic background and 
education (Ballarino & Panichella, 2016; see Section Discussion for details);

–	 high school final mark (continuous variable): the grade achieved at the end of 
upper-secondary school. It indicates prior academic achievement, following 
established literature linking school performance to university outcomes (Usala 
et al., 2025). It is expressed on a 60–100 scale, with 60 as the minimum pass-
ing grade. The mark combines performance in written and oral examinations. 
Although teachers are involved in assessment, the exam is standardised nation-
wide;

–	 mobility at enrolment (‘stayer’ or ‘mover’): distinguishes students who relocated 
for university from those who enrolled locally, as mobility can influence aca-
demic performance and adjustment (Attanasio & Priulla, 2020).

Finally, it should be noted that we deliberately decided not to include in the 
model direct measures of students’ academic performance during university, such 
as GPA or credits earned. While these variables are known to be strong predictors 
of academic outcomes (Priulla et al., 2021), they are either unavailable in a harmo-
nised form across institutions or conceptually very close to our dependent variable 
(dropout, persistence, graduation). Including them would therefore risk conflating 
explanatory and outcome variables. Nonetheless, we acknowledge that part of the 
differences observed between student groups may be mediated by university per-
formance, as well as by economic, cultural, or institutional factors, which future 
research should address more explicitly.

Analytical Strategy

To analyse differences in academic attainment between Italian, SG, and IS students, 
we apply a generalised multinomial logistic regression model:

7  We grouped the field of study of enrolment at university according to the ISCED-F 2013 classification. 
For further details, see: https://​uis.​unesco.​org/​sites/​defau​lt/​files/​docum​ents/​inter​natio​nal-​stand​ard-​class​
ifica​tion-​of-​educa​tion-​fields-​of-​educa​tion-​and-​train​ing-​2013-​detai​led-​field-​descr​iptio​ns-​2015-​en.​pdf.

https://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/international-standard-classification-of-education-fields-of-education-and-training-2013-detailed-field-descriptions-2015-en.pdf
https://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/international-standard-classification-of-education-fields-of-education-and-training-2013-detailed-field-descriptions-2015-en.pdf


Migration‑Related Differences in Academic Outcomes: Insights…

where:

P(Y = j|Xi)	� is the probability that the outcome Y  for observation i falls into cat-
egory j,

P(Y = j∗|Xi)	� is the probability of the reference category j∗,

XT
ij
	� is the transpose of the vector of predictor variables for observation i,

�j	� is the vector of coefficients specific to category j.

To test our hypotheses, we conducted three separate analyses.
In the first analysis, we consider the whole sample, with the main independent 

variable being ‘student group’: (1) ‘Italians – reference category,’ (2) ‘SG – LMIC,’ 
(3) ‘SG – HIC,’ (4) ‘IS – LMIC,’ (5) ‘IS – HIC.’ The model controls for age at 
enrolment, macro-region at the time of enrolment, and field of study of enrolment at 
university (Fig. 1).

Given the absence of certain control variables for IS students (as already 
described in the Data section), the second and third analyses focus exclusively on 
Italian and SG students. Therefore, in the second analysis, the main independent 
variable, ‘student group,’ consists of three categories: (1) ‘Italians – reference cat-
egory,’ (2) ‘SG – LMIC,’ (3) ‘SG – HIC’. In the third analysis, we consider the 
specific citizenship of migrant students, focusing on the larger communities in 
Italy; therefore, the main explanatory variable is ‘student’s area of origin’ with the 
eleven categories described above. In these latter analyses, the models control for 
age at enrolment, macro-region at the time of enrolment, field of study of enrolment 
at university, type of high school diploma, high school final mark, and mobility at 
enrolment.

Following the literature documenting sex-specific pathways in academic attain-
ment (e.g., Giudici et al., 2021; Lagomarsina & Ravecca, 2014, p.41; Priulla et al., 
2021; Priulla & Attanasio, 2023; Richardson et al., 2020), we treat sex as more than 
a control variable. While our primary focus is not to test interaction effects between 
sex and migration background or sex differences per se, male and female students 
often follow distinct academic trajectories, particularly among those with a migrant 
background. For example, patterns in high school track choice, field of study at uni-
versity, and Bachelor’s degree completion differ by sex within each student group, 
and  ignoring these patterns would risk overlooking important heterogeneity. Fur-
thermore, preliminary analyses including an interaction term between student group 
and sex (see Table 1A in the Supplementary Information) showed significant differ-
ences in academic attainment. To account for these distinct patterns, we estimated 
separate models by sex.

(1)
(

P(Y = j|Xi)

P(Y = j∗|Xi)

)
= XT

ij
�
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We estimate relative risk ratios and then for interpretability, we present our 
results by computing the average marginal effects (AMEs). AMEs express the effect 
on the probability of observing an outcome of interest as either categorical covari-
ate changes or as a one-unit increase in a continuous covariate, averaged across the 
other covariates included in the model.

Descriptive statistics are provided in Table 1. All analyses were conducted using 
R statistical software.

Results

Descriptive Analysis

Table 1 shows the distribution of socio-demographic characteristics and academic 
attainment by student group.

Migrant students, who comprise 5% of the student population in Italian universities, 
exhibit distinct demographic characteristics and academic attainment. Most Italian and 
migrant students are females (53.6% of Italians, 61.7% of SG, and 52.6% of IS). SG 
students primarily originate from Eastern European countries like Romania (21.6%) 
and Albania (17.8%), followed by countries in the Americas (12.5%), Africa (12.3%), 
and Asia (10%). IS are mainly from Asia (33.1%), other European countries (26.5%), 
and Africa (22.1%). Sex differences are particularly striking among IS, with most males 
from Asia (37.0%) and Africa (32.0%) and most females from China (19.9%), Central 
Eastern Europe (16.2%), Albania (7.5%), and Romania (7.1%). Similar trends appear 
among SG, albeit less pronounced.

Differences also emerge in the educational backgrounds of students who completed 
high school in Italy. Italian students are concentrated in scientific lyceums (38.7%), 
while more than half of SG attended technical and vocational schools (57.1%). Gen-
der differences are also evident: female students are more frequently found in classi-
cal (14.0%, 7.4% for males) and other lyceum tracks (29.1%, 6.2% for males), whereas 
male students are predominantly enrolled in scientific and technical schools. These 
patterns are consistent across Italians and SG students and mirror broader gendered 
dynamics in secondary educational choices. Unfortunately, for IS students, this infor-
mation is not available, as the dataset does not collect details on secondary school 
diplomas obtained abroad.

Italian students consistently outperform SG across high school types, with those 
from scientific and humanistic lyceums achieving the highest marks and those from 
vocational schools achieving the lowest. Furthermore, females generally perform bet-
ter than males, a pattern observed in both Italian and SG, except among students from 
classical and scientific lyceums.

Regarding university careers, differences emerge across the three groups in terms 
of field of study at the university level, persistence, and academic success. Both Italian 
and migrant students, regardless of whether they are SG or IS, tend to choose scientific 
and social programmes, but sex distribution varies significantly.

Female students are more represented in humanities and education programmes 
(31.3% for Italians, 29.2% for SG, 31.3% for IS), whereas male students are 
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Table 1   Student demographic and academic characteristics by student group and sex

Italian SG IS Total

M F M F M F M F

Area of origin
  Italy 100 100 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 95.4 94.6
  LMIC - - 95.0 96.2 86.5 88.1 4.2 5.0
  HIC - - 5.0 3.8 13.5 11.9 0.4 0.4
  of which
  Albania - - 17.4 18.0 4.7 7.5 0.5 0.7
  Romania - - 19.0 23.2 1.8 7.1 0.5 0.9
  Central-Eastern Europe - - 15.1 18.7 5.6 16.2 0.6 1.0
  China - - 4.0 2.3 20.8 19.9 0.5 0.5
  Morocco - - 5.0 5.5 3.0 1.6 0.2 0.2
  Latin America - - 13.5 11.8 5.8 8.0 0.4 0.6
  Other African countries - - 8.8 5.9 29.0 11.6 0.7 0.5
  Other Asian countries - - 8.4 6.2 16.2 9.7 0.6 0.4
  Other European countries - - 3.7 4.7 3.2 5.9 0.1 0.3
  Other HIC - - 5.1 3.6 9.9 12.6 0.4 0.3

Type of high school
  Classical 7.8 14.7 1.6 4.4 - - 7.4 14.0
  Scientific 49.6 32.0 22.8 17.9 - - 47.3 30.6
  Other Lyceum 6.5 30.2 5.8 22.3 - - 6.2 29.1
  Technical 30.7 17.3 51.6 33.7 - - 30.2 17.3
  Vocational 5.4 5.8 14.6 17.8 - - 5.4 6.0
  Other high school - - 4.7 4.7 - - 1.7 1.4
  Foreigner - - - - 100 100 1.8 1.5

Mean high school diploma grade
  Classical 79.3 81.4 78.4 78.2 - - 79.3 81.3
  Scientific 77.9 80.5 75.2 75.5 - - 77.8 80.4
  Other Lyceum 77.0 80.1 73.4 76.4 - - 76.9 80.0
  Technical 77.5 79.9 74.5 76.0 - - 77.4 79.7
  Vocational 76.8 79.2 73.6 75.3 - - 76.6 78.8
  Other high school 76.8 79.8 70.6 78.4 - - 76.5 79.7

Mean age at enrolment
  Time to completion <  = 3 a.y 18.5 18.4 19.2 19.5 21.4 20.2 18.5 18.4
  Time to completion > 3 a.y 19.2 19.2 20.3 20.2 23.2 21.3 19.3 19.4

Field of study of enrolment at 
university

  Agriculture & Services 9.0 5.9 4.1 3.5 4.6 6.2 8.8 5.9
  Arts, Humanities & Education 11.2 31.3 10.7 29.2 15.3 31.3 11.3 31.2
  Business & Law 15.0 10.8 16.2 18.5 19.4 16.1 15.1 11.2
  Engineering 29.2 8.7 33.2 8.0 33.0 16.7 29.4 8.7
  Health and welfare 4.9 11.8 5.2 12.5 2.7 10.0 4.9 11.8



	 E. Trappolini et al.

concentrated in engineering programmes (29.2% for Italians, 33.2% for SG, 33.0% for 
IS). Interestingly, among IS, males are slightly more concentrated in humanities and 
education programmes (15.3%) than both their Italian (11.2%) and SG counterparts 
(10.7%), and much less in natural sciences and mathematics programmes (IS 9.6%, 
Italians 15.7%, SG 16.2%).

There is a notable gap in dropout rates between Italian and migrant students, with 
the latter exhibiting higher levels. This gap is especially pronounced among males, 
where differences between males and females range from approximately 5 to 11 per-
centage points (pp) across the groups. Additionally, migrant students (both SG and IS) 
have lower Bachelor’s degree completion rates within the standard timeframe, trailing 
Italians by more than 22 pp. They also tend to graduate with lower final marks, particu-
larly IS students (Table 1).

Regression Analyses

In this section, we report only the results about the effect of the main independent vari-
able on student status. Full results, including associations with control variables, are 
provided in Tables  2A,  3A, and  4A in the Supplementary Information.

Differences in Academic Attainment between Italian, SG and IS Students

Figure 1 presents the results of the multinomial logistic regression for the student 
group, expressed as AMEs, on the probability of being still enrolled, dropping 
out, or completing a Bachelor’s degree, separately for males and females. This 
model includes the entire population of students enrolled at Italian universities 

Percentages should be read in columns. SG refers to second generation students; IS refers to international 
students
Authors’ elaboration on ANS data

Table 1   (continued)

Italian SG IS Total

M F M F M F M F

  Natural sciences, mathematics and 
statistics, ICT

15.7 12.6 16.2 7.8 9.6 8.9 15.6 12.4

  Social sciences 15.0 18.8 14.4 20.4 15.3 16.9 15.0 18.8
Student status after 4 years
  Still enrolled 27.2 22.3 33.7 31.9 35.5 31.4 27.5 22.8
  Dropout 18.4 12.0 34.3 23.3 35.8 30.5 19.2 12.8
  BA’s completion 54.4 65.6 32.0 44.8 28.8 38.1 53.3 64.4

Mean of the final BA completion
  Time to completion <  = 3 a.y 102.0 104.0 99.7 101 97.7 98.7 102.0 104.0
  Time to completion > 3 a.y 95.1 97.8 92.2 94.3 87.5 91.1 94.9 97.6
  Total enrolled students (N) 94,456 109,020 2,421 3,904 2,109 2,336 98,986 115,260
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and accounts for available sociodemographic and academic characteristics. The 
results reveal clear differences in academic attainment across student groups.

For both sexes, migrant students, whether SG or IS, show a lower likelihood of 
completing a Bachelor’s degree within the standard timeframe and a higher like-
lihood of dropout or remaining enrolled (with the exception of male and female 
SG students from HIC), compared to Italian students. When examining the effect 
sizes, we observe that the disadvantage is generally larger for IS than for SG. Dif-
ferences also vary by country group: students from high-income countries (HIC) 
are closer to Italians in their outcomes than those from low- and middle-income 
countries (LMIC).

Among female students, SG students from LMIC are 17.8 pp (p-value < 0.001) 
less likely to complete a Bachelor’s degree within the standard timeframe, IS from 
LMIC 22.6 pp (p-value < 0.001) less likely, and SG from HIC are 8.3 pp (p-value 
0.019) less likely than Italian females. SG from LMIC and IS from LMIC also 
show higher probabilities of remaining enrolled (+ 11.9  pp, p-value < 0.001 
and + 13.4  pp, p-value < 0.001, respectively), while dropout is more frequent 
among SG from LMIC (+ 5.9  pp, p-value < 0.001), IS from LMIC and HIC 
(+ 9.2 pp, p-value < 0.001, and + 6.6 pp, p-value 0.012, respectively), than the ref-
erence category. However, differences in BA completion for IS from HIC and in 
dropout or remaining enrolled for SG from HIC relative to Italians are not statisti-
cally significant.

Gaps appear more pronounced among male students. Specifically, SG male stu-
dents from LMIC are nearly 20  pp (p-value < 0.001) less likely to complete a 
Bachelor’s degree within the standard timeframe than Italian males, with higher 
probabilities of both dropout (+ 10.3  pp, p-value < 0.001) and remaining enrolled 

Notes: (1) Model also controls for age at enrolment, macro-region at enrolment, field of study of enrolment at university. 
(2) The full model with the corresponding table with AME values and p-values is provided in Table 2A in the 
Supplementary Information. (3) SG – LMIC refers to second-generation students from low- and middle-income countries; 
SG – HIC refers to second-generation students from high-income countries; IS – LMIC refers to international students 
from low- and middle-income countries; IS – HIC refers to international students from high-income countries. 95% CI. 
Source: Authors’ elaboration on ANS data.  

Fig. 1   Multinomial logistic models on students’ academic attainment for the whole sample by sex. 
AMEs are reported
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(+ 9.0  pp, p-value < 0.001). SG from HIC are 12.4  pp (p-value 0.004) less likely 
to complete a Bachelor’s degree within the standard timeframe, and this pattern is 
mainly explained by their higher likelihood of dropout (+ 9.8  pp, p-value 0.009), 
while no differences are observed between this group of students and their Italian 
counterparts.

Differences in Academic Attainment between Italian and SG

As explained in the Data section, variables such as type of high school diploma 
obtained, final high school mark, and mobility at the time of  enrolment are not 
available for IS students. Since these factors capture crucial aspects of students’ 
pre-academic preparation and readiness for university, we restricted this step of 
the analysis to Italian and SG students only. This allows us to better account for 
differences in background characteristics that are known to influence academic 
attainment.

Figure 2 presents the results of the multinomial logistic regression on student 
status—BA completion, dropout, or still enrolled—for Italian and SG students, 
separately for females and males; AMEs are reported. Compared with the previ-
ous model including IS, the overall pattern of migrant disadvantage remains, but 
the gaps between SG and Italian students become smaller.

Specifically, for females, the disadvantage of SG students from LMIC decreases 
substantially: the BA completion gap narrows from −17.8  pp (p-value < 0.001) 
to −10.2  pp (p-value < 0.001), the dropout differential falls from + 5.9  pp 
(p-value < 0.001) to + 1.8  pp (p-value < 0.001), and the likelihood of being still 
enrolled declines from + 11.9 pp (p-value < 0.001) to + 8.4 pp (p-value < 0.001). For 
SG students from HIC, the changes are smaller: the BA completion gap is slightly 
reduced from −8.3 pp (p-value 0.019) to −7.0 pp (p-value 0.025), while differences 
in dropout and being still enrolled remain not statistically significant.

 A  similar attenuation emerges  among male students. For SG students from 
LMIC, the BA completion gap decreases from −19.3  pp (p-value < 0.001) to 
−14.6  pp (p-value < 0.001), and the dropout differential diminishes from + 9.8  pp 
(p-value 0.009) to + 4.8 pp (p-value < 0.001), while the AME for being still enrolled 
remains around + 9.0  pp. For SG students from HIC, the BA completion gap 
becomes statistically  non-significant  (from −12.4  pp, p-value 0.004 to −5.6  pp, 
p-value 0.283); dropout differences shrink from + 9.8 (p-value 0.009) to + 5.7 
(p-value 0.048), and differences in in the AMEs of being still enrolled remain statis-
tically non-significant.

Notably, across both sexes and origins, the AMEs for being still enrolled are con-
sistently larger than those for dropout (Fig. 2).

So far, migrants have been considered a single, homogeneous group, since they 
all hold an Italian high-school diploma. However, this approach may obscure or 
attenuate differences between citizenships due to heterogeneity in their  attitudes 
and  behaviours in countries of origin, and cultural factors.  To address this issue, 
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Figure 3 presents AMEs derived from our analysis by the student’s country or area 
of origin.

Our findings show some differences in magnitude between Italians and SG stu-
dents across countries or areas of origin. This is particularly evident among males, 
who show a larger gap with their Italian counterparts, especially in terms of Bache-
lor’s degree completion, compared to females. Overall, for migrant students, regard-
less of sex, country or area of origin, their longer time-to-degree is mainly due to a 
higher likelihood of remaining enrolled rather than a higher likelihood of dropping 
out.

Among females, students from Latin America stand out, facing a significant 
16.4  pp (p-value < 0.001) decrease in the likelihood of completing a Bachelor’s 
degree, mainly due to a higher probability of still being enrolled at the end of the 
follow-up (+ 15.6  pp, p-value < 0.001), with no differences observed for drop-
out. A similar pattern is observed for Moroccan students  (−13.0  pp BA comple-
tion; + 12.0 pp still enrolled; no differences for dropout), students from other Afri-
can countries (−11.0 pp BA completion; + 10.3 pp still enrolled; no differences for 
dropout), Albanians (−11.2 pp BA completion; + 9.3 pp still enrolled; no differences 
for dropout), students from other CEE countries (−6.3 pp BA completion; + 5.9 pp 
still enrolled; no differences for dropout), and students from other Asian countries 
(−15.4 pp BA completion; + 9.7 pp still enrolled; + 5.7 pp for dropout). For Asian 
students, even though the likelihood of being still enrolled is higher than that of 
dropping out, they also show a slightly higher likelihood of dropping out compared 
to Italian females. Conversely, no differences in academic outcomes are observed for 
Chinese students or students from other HIC.

Among males, Latin American (−17.3  pp BA completion; + 17.7  pp still 
enrolled; no differences for dropout) and Romanian students (−13.2  pp BA com-
pletion; + 13.6 pp still enrolled; no differences for dropout) show a similar pattern, 

Notes: (1) Model controls for age at enrolment, type of high school, high school final mark, mobility at enrolment, macro-
region at enrolment, and field of study of enrolment at university. (2) The corresponding table with AME values and p-
values is provided in Table 3A in the Supplementary Information. (3) SG – LMIC refers to second-generation students 
from low- and middle-income countries; SG – HIC refers to second-generation students from high-income countries; IS 
– LMIC refers to international students from low- and middle-income countries; IS – HIC refers to international students 
from high-income countries. 95% CI.
Source: Authors’ elaboration on ANS data.

Fig. 2   Multinomial logistic models on students’ academic attainment for Italians and SG by sex. AMEs 
are reported
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where their longer time to degree is fully explained by their prolonged stay in the 
Italian university system. Moroccan males are the only group exhibiting a markedly 
higher probability of dropout (+ 23.3 pp, p-value < 0.001) compared to Italians.

No differences emerge for students from Albania, China, or other HIC (Fig. 3).

Discussion

This study is the first to investigate differences in academic attainment between 
Italian students, international students (IS), and second-generation students (SG) 
enrolled in Bachelor’s degree programmes at Italian universities. By distinguishing 
IS and SG—two groups often analysed separately in international research—this 
analysis sheds light on how migration background relates to university trajectories 
in Italy. Drawing on national-level longitudinal administrative data, it provides novel 
evidence in a context where research has so far relied mainly on surveys or insti-
tution-specific data. In doing so, the study addresses a gap in comparative higher 

Notes: (1) Model controls for type of high school, high school final mark, age at enrolment, mobility at enrolment, macro-
region of enrolment, and field of study of enrolment at university. (2) The corresponding table with AME values, p-values 
and full results is provided in Table 4A in the Supplementary Information. (3) SG – LMIC refers to second-generation 
students from low- and middle-income countries; SG – HIC refers to second-generation students from high-income 
countries; IS – LMIC refers to international students from low- and middle-income countries; IS – HIC refers to 
international students from high-income countries. 95% CI.
Source: Authors’ elaboration on ANS data.

Fig. 3   Multinomial logistic model on students’ academic attainment for Italians and SG by sex and stu-
dent’s area of origin. AMEs are reported



Migration‑Related Differences in Academic Outcomes: Insights…

education research by situating Italy—a relatively new immigration country—within 
the broader international debate on inequality in academic attainment.

Our findings indicate that, compared to their Italian peers, students  with migrant 
backgrounds are less likely to complete a Bachelor’s degree on time—thereby expe-
riencing prolonged enrolment—and are also more likely to dropout, supporting H1. 
This disadvantage is especially pronounced among IS. By contrast, SG students—
who completed their schooling in Italy—exhibit outcomes closer to those of Ital-
ians. Within this overall pattern, area of origin adds another layer of complexity. 
Compared to Italians, the gap is larger for students from low- and middle-income 
countries, who show systematically lower academic attainment than their peers from 
high-income countries, with the gap particularly sizeable among IS.

For migrants from high-income countries, the gaps are relatively small and 
mixed. Specifically, among females, SG students are less likely to complete a Bach-
elor’s degree than their Italian peers, and this result is mainly due to a higher prob-
ability of dropping out, with no differences in persistence; conversely, IS exhibit 
longer persistence in study and a higher likelihood of dropping out compared to Ital-
ians, but they are equally likely to complete their Bachelor’s degree.

Overall, this result reflects the difference between IS and SG students. IS face 
the strongest disadvantages, which is consistent with Boudon’s (1974) notion of pri-
mary effects and with research highlighting the challenges of linguistic, psychologi-
cal, and socio-cultural adaptation (Baker & Siryk, 1989; Bourdieu, 1986; Rienties 
et al., 2012). At the same time, IS are highly heterogeneous: some arrive through 
chain migration with established communities such as Romanians, Latin Americans, 
and Africans, while others are recruited via internationalisation programmes with 
no local ties (Norton et al., 2022).

SG students, in contrast, share the Italian schooling experience and have already 
navigated key stages of integration, likely reflecting the importance of secondary 
effects (Boudon, 1974; Cebolla-Boado, 2011; Coleman, 1988).

It should be noted that although our findings are in line with the existing litera-
ture, confirming the stronger disadvantages for IS than SG (Giudici et al., 2021), our 
administrative data cannot disentangle the considerable heterogeneity within the IS 
population. Therefore, caution is needed when interpreting  these results.

To further explore and explain differences in academic attainment and to include 
other important variables (e.g., the type of high school attended, final high school 
mark) that may underpin such differences between the groups identified, in our sec-
ond analysis we restricted the population to SG and Italian students only, because 
this information is not available for IS. Although SG students exhibit outcomes 
more similar to Italians, our results indicate that even after controlling for these 
important factors, SG students still experience lower academic attainment relative 
to the majority population, with the gap more pronounced among SG students from 
LMIC, while it narrows or disappears among SG students from HIC. The difference 
observed between migrants from LMIC and HIC is in line with the migrant selectiv-
ity theory (Feliciano, 2005, 2020) and supports our second hypothesis (H2). Specifi-
cally, the lower Bachelor’s degree completion rates within the standard timeframe 
observed among SG students stem less from dropout than from longer enrolment 
periods, pointing to delays in completion rather than outright attrition.
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These results resonate with the ‘double origin gap’ (Gabrielli & Impicciatore, 
2022), whereby SG face disadvantages tied both to socioeconomic background and 
to their migration history. Unlike their Italian counterparts, newly arrived SG are 
often placed in classes with younger students due to language proficiency needs. 
This can influence their academic progression, lead to delays, and result in early 
school exits (Minello & Dalla Zuanna, 2013). However, our results also highlight 
that attainment gaps persist even when controlling for age at enrolment or when 
upper-secondary information—such as the type of high school attended or the final 
high school mark, which reflects students’ ability and preparedness—is taken into 
account. This suggests that the lower timely completion among SG students is not 
primarily driven by differences in prior academic ability. Rather, we can speculate 
that these students face other structural or contextual barriers—such as economic 
constraints, the need to combine work and study, or limited access to support—
which may hinder their academic progression. Although we do not have direct 
measures of these factors, our findings point to the importance of considering barri-
ers beyond academic preparedness in understanding attainment gaps.

Finally, our analysis of SG students by specific citizenship or area of origin 
reveals substantial heterogeneity (H3). Students from Africa, Latin America, and 
other Asian countries face significant challenges in obtaining Bachelor’s degrees 
from Italian universities, whereas SG from other European countries, HIC, and 
China exhibit academic attainment levels closer to that of Italians. Notably, despite 
the increasing presence of SG students from Albania and Romania in the Italian 
higher education system, they continue to lag behind their Italian peers, particularly 
among female students. These findings align with the cultural divergence hypoth-
esis proposed by Furnham and Alibhai (1985), which suggests that students from 
non-Western backgrounds may experience heightened psychological and socio-cul-
tural stress that potentially affects their academic success. However, two exceptions 
emerged in our results: SG students from China and from Latin America.

Chinese students stand out from other non-Western groups, achieving academic 
outcomes comparable to those of Italians. This  likely reflects specific cultural or 
socioeconomic backgrounds and educational values—particularly a strong emphasis 
on academic achievement and adaptability to foreign educational environments—
that help to bridge the cultural divide often experienced by other non-Western stu-
dents. Although our data do not directly provide information on students’  social 
background of origin, prior research by Ballarino and Panichella (2021) and Contini 
and Triventi (2016) suggests that, in the Italian context, high school type can serve 
as a proxy for socioeconomic status, with students attending Classical and Scientific 
Lyceums typically belonging to middle- or upper-class backgrounds. A high propor-
tion of Chinese SG students attend Classical and Scientific Lyceums (28.6% among 
women and 38.1% among men), similar to students from other European (28.4% 
among women and 35.2% among men) and HIC (36.5% among women and 35.1% 
among men) backgrounds. They also have the highest mean high school grades 
(79.2 among females and 80.3 among males), closely matching those of Italian 
students (80.3 for females and 77.7 for males). This finding is also consistent with 
Heath et  al. (2008), who analysed the educational outcomes of second-generation 
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minorities in ten Western European countries and found that Chinese students in 
Britain outperform the majority population.

Conversely, SG students from Latin America—despite cultural and linguistic 
proximity to Italy—display the lowest levels of academic attainment. They also tend 
to perform worse during high school, with a very low proportion attending Classical 
and Scientific Lyceums (16.1% of females and 12.9% of males) and the lowest mean 
high school grades (71.1 for females and 70.4 for males). See Table 5A in the Sup-
plementary Information for details.

Finally, it should be noted that for all hypotheses, results sometimes show a posi-
tive coefficient for both ‘still enrolled’ and ‘dropout’ status, particularly among SG 
students. This outcome suggests a complex pattern in the academic attainment of 
migrant students, where SG may initially demonstrate persistence by remaining 
enrolled beyond the expected timeframe but ultimately encounter challenges that 
further delay or prevent degree completion. These challenges could include finan-
cial pressures, difficulties with language or cultural adaptation, and limited access 
to academic support, all of which can contribute to delayed progress or an eventual 
decision to dropout despite an initial commitment to continue their studies (Contini 
et al., 2018; Da Re et al., 2025).

Although our administrative data cover the academic attainment of all students 
enrolled at Italian universities, they have some inherent  limitations. Some factors 
known to shape students’ academic attainment and differences among students from 
different migratory backgrounds are not captured, and their absence may bias our 
estimates. Notably, a key limitation of this study is the lack of direct information on 
students’ socioeconomic background and parental education. Since these are strong 
determinants of educational outcomes and strongly mediate migration-related differ-
ences (Agasisti & Longobardi, 2014; Azzolini & Barone, 2013; Heath et al., 2008), 
part of the disadvantage we attribute to migration background may instead reflect 
unobserved socioeconomic differences. This omission likely inflates the estimated 
gaps between Italians and migrants. At the same time, while our models include 
previous school performance and type of  high school  attended, which have been 
shown in prior studies to be strongly correlated with parental resources and can par-
tially capture socioeconomic differences (Ballarino & Panichella, 2021; Contini & 
Triventi, 2016), this approach is only possible for Italian and SG students, limiting 
comparability with IS. This asymmetry may partly explain why the disadvantage 
of IS appears larger than that of SG, since relevant background factors could not be 
controlled for in their case. Nevertheless, without direct measures of parental socio-
economic background, the results should be interpreted with caution.

As described in detail in the Main independent and control variables section, our 
operationalisation of SG students follows common practice in the Italian context 
(Giudici et al., 2021). Given the lengthy bureaucratic process required to obtain Ital-
ian citizenship—typically only possible at age 18—many students with a migrant 
background are still classified as foreign citizens at the time of enrolment. While this 
approach captures a meaningful subgroup of SG students, it may limit comparabil-
ity with studies that define second-generation migrants based on parental birthplace.

Citizenship is our only indicator of migrants’ origin, which could underestimate 
the number of migrant-background students (due to naturalisation), and obscure 
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intra-country diversity. For IS, despite their growing presence in Italian universi-
ties,  the lack of information on prior schooling and grades restricts our ability to 
explain their outcomes.

Finally, we deliberately chose not to include direct indicators of students’ aca-
demic performance during university (e.g., GPA or credits earned). Although these 
measures strongly predict academic attainment, they are conceptually very close to 
our outcome variables—dropout, persistence, and graduation—and including them 
could conflate explanatory and dependent factors.

Taken together, these limitations highlight the need for complementary data 
sources. Future research could use surveys or mixed-methods approaches to more 
fully capture the diversity of migrant-background students, explore the factors shap-
ing IS outcomes, and clarify how migration background interacts with socioeco-
nomic conditions in influencing academic trajectories.

Conclusion

This study provides the first national-scale longitudinal evidence on the higher edu-
cation trajectories of Italian, international  (IS), and second-generation  (SG) stu-
dents. Our findings reveal systematic inequalities in academic attainment, shaped by 
migration background, gender, and area of origin. IS face the greatest disadvantages, 
while SG students’ outcomes are intermediate.

While the study’s limitations mean the results identify broad patterns rather than 
precise causal effects, it establishes a critical baseline by highlighting which student 
groups are most at risk and at which stages disadvantages emerge.

From a policy perspective, the study does not prescribe specific interventions but 
highlights where support could be most effective. IS and SG students from low- and 
middle-income countries face persistent disadvantages, and policies providing finan-
cial support, language assistance, and tailored programmes may help reduce barriers 
to completion.

More broadly, Italy’s experience as a relatively new immigration country pro-
vides a unique opportunity to understand integration processes under conditions  
different from better-studied contexts, offering insights relevant to other European 
countries facing emerging migration patterns or similar educational challenges.

Abbreviations  AME:  Average marginal effect; ANS:  Anagrafe Nazionale Studenti (National Student 
Registry); CEE: Central-Eastern European; IS:  International students; SG: Second generation students; 
HIC: High-income countries; LMIC: Low- and middle-income countries; PP: Percentage points

Supplementary Information  The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1007/​s12134-​025-​01337-y.

Acknowledgements  None.

Author Contribution  ET: conceptualisation, methodology, formal analysis, writing, review and editing. 
AP: preparation of the dataset, methodology, formal analysis, writing. CG: conceptualisation, methodol-
ogy, writing, review. DV: conceptualisation, methodology, review. All authors read and approved the final 
manuscript.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-025-01337-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-025-01337-y


Migration‑Related Differences in Academic Outcomes: Insights…

Funding  Open access funding provided by Università degli Studi di Roma La Sapienza within the CRUI-
CARE Agreement.

Data Availability  The data used in this study have been processed under the research protocol for the 
study “From high school to the job placement: analysis of university careers and university mobility from 
Southern to Northern Italy” among the Ministry of University and Research, the Ministry of Education 
and Merit, the University of Palermo as the lead institution, and the INVALSI Institute. For the Univer-
sity of Enna - KORE, the reference researcher is Fabio Aiello. Due to institutional agreements and pri-
vacy regulations, the data are not publicly available outside of this research framework.

Declarations 

Ethical Approval  Not applicable.

Clinical Trial Number  Not applicable.

Competing interests  The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative 
Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended 
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permis-
sion directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Abramo, G., D’Angelo, C. A., & Rosati, F. (2016). The north–south divide in the Italian higher education 
system. Scientometrics, 109(3), 2093–2117. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s11192-​016-​2141-9

Agasisti, T., & Longobardi, S. (2014). Inequality in education: Can Italian disadvantaged students close 
the gap? Journal of Behavioral and Experimental Economics, 52, 8–20. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​
socec.​2014.​05.​002

Aiello, F., Attanasio, M., & Priulla, A. (2020). Gli studenti stranieri negli atenei italiani: un’analisi statis-
tica dell’ultimo decennio. In Migrazioni in Sicilia 2019 (pp. 106–129). Mim Edizioni SRL.

Alyahyan, E., & Düştegör, D. (2020). Predicting academic success in higher education: Literature review 
and best practices. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education, 17, 1–21. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s41239-​020-​0177-7

AlmaLaurea. (2025). Profilo dei Laureati 2024. Rapporto 2025. Available at: https://​www.​almal​aurea.​
it/i-​dati/​le-​nostre-​indag​ini/​profi​lo-​dei-​laure​ati.

Andrade, M. S. (2006). International students in English-speaking universities: Adjustment factors. Jour-
nal of Research in International Education, 5(2), 131–154. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​14752​40906​
065589

Andrade, M., & Evans, N. (2009). International students: Strengthening a critical resource. R&L Educa-
tion. ISBN: 9781607091776.

Attanasio, M., & Priulla, A. (2020). Chi rimane e chi se ne va? Un’analisi statistica della mobilità univer-
sitaria dal Mezzogiorno d’Italia. In ‘Verso Nord. Le nuove e vecchie rotte delle migrazioni universi-
tarie’, 27–63. ISBN: 9788835105626.

Azzolini, D., & Barone, C. (2013). Do they progress or do they lag behind? Educational attainment of 
immigrants’ children in Italy: The role played by generational status, country of origin and social 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11192-016-2141-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socec.2014.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socec.2014.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-0177-7
https://www.almalaurea.it/i-dati/le-nostre-indagini/profilo-dei-laureati
https://www.almalaurea.it/i-dati/le-nostre-indagini/profilo-dei-laureati
https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240906065589
https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240906065589


	 E. Trappolini et al.

class. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 31, 82–96. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​rssm.​2012.​
11.​002

Azzolini, D., Mantovani, D., & Santagati, M. (2019). Italy: Four emerging traditions in immigrant educa-
tion studies. The Palgrave handbook of race and ethnic inequalities in education, 695–745. https://​
doi.​org/​10.​1007/​978-3-​319-​94724-2_​17.

Baker, R. W., & Siryk, B. (1989). Student adaptation to college questionnaire. In Program of the Seventy-
Fourth Annual Meeting. https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​t06525-​000.

Ballarino, G., & Panichella, N. (2016). Social stratification, secondary school tracking and university 
enrolment in Italy. Contemporary Social Science, 11(2–3), 169–182. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​21582​
041.​2016.​11868​23

Ballarino, G., & Panichella, N. (2021). Sociologia dell’istruzione. Il Mulino. ISBN: 9788815367693.
Barban, N., & White, M. J. (2011). Immigrants’ children’s transition to secondary school in Italy. Interna-

tional Migration Review, 45(3), 702–726. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/j.​1747-​7379.​2011.​00863.x
Belloc, F., Maruotti, A., & Petrella, L. (2010). University drop-out: An Italian experience. Higher Educa-

tion, 60, 127–138. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10734-​009-​9290-1
Bertozzi, R. (2018). University students with migrant background in Italy. Which factors affect oppor-

tunities? Italian Journal of Sociology of Education, 10(1), 23–42. https://​doi.​org/​10.​14658/​
PUPJ-​IJSE-​2018-1-2

Birkelund, J. F. (2020). Aiming high and missing the mark? Educational choice, dropout risk, and 
achievement in upper secondary education among children of immigrants in Denmark. European 
Sociological Review, 36(3), 395–412. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​esr/​jcz064

Borrini, C & De Sanctis G. (2018). Gli alunni con cittadinanza non italiana - a.s. 2016/2017, MIUR - 
Ufficio Statistica e studi.

Boudon, R. (1974). Education, opportunity, and social inequality: Changing prospects in western soci-
ety. Wiley.

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The Forms of Capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory and research for 
the sociology of education (pp. 241–258). Greenwood.

Cebolla-Boado, H., & Garrido Medina, L. (2011). The impact of immigrant concentration in Spanish 
schools: School, class, and composition effects. European Sociological Review, 27(5), 606–623. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​esr/​jcq024

Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. American Journal of Sociology, 94, 
S95–S120. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1086/​228943

Colombo, M., Santagati, M., Besozzi, E., & Bonanomi, A. (2014). Nelle scuole plurali. Misure di inte-
grazione degli alunni stranieri (pp. 5–264). Franco Angeli.

Contini, D., & Azzolini, D. (2016). Performance and decisions: Immigrant–native gaps in educational 
transitions in Italy. Journal of Applied Statistics, 43(1), 98–114. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​02664​763.​
2015.​10368​45

Contini, D., & Scagni, A. (2013). Social-origin inequalities in educational careers in Italy. Determined to 
succeed (pp. 149–227). Standford University Press.

Contini, D., & Triventi, M. (2016). Between formal openness and stratification in secondary education: 
Implications for social inequalities in Italy. In Models of Secondary Education and Social Inequality 
(pp. 305–322). Edward Elgar Publishing. https://​doi.​org/​10.​4337/​97817​85367​267.​00030.

Contini, D., Cugnata, F., & Scagni, A. (2018). Social selection in higher education. Enrolment, dropout 
and timely degree attainment in Italy. Higher Education, 75(5), 785–808. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​
s10734-​017-​0170-9

Da Re, L., Giraldo, A., Meggiolaro, S., Bonelli, R., & Franceschini, C. (2025). University dropout and its 
determinants: Evidence from the University of Padova. Form@ Re-Open Journal per la Formazione 
in Rete, 25(2), 95–109. https://​doi.​org/​10.​36253/​form-​17604

Di Patrizio F, Trappolini E, & Giudici C. (2023), From high school to university: academic intentions and 
enrolment of foreign students in Italy. In SIS 2023 Book of the short papers, 518–522.

Dollmann, J. (2017). Positive choices for all? SES- and gender-specific premia of immigrants at edu-
cational transitions. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 49, 20–31. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1016/j.​rssm.​2017.​03.​001

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2012.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2012.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94724-2_17
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94724-2_17
https://doi.org/10.1037/t06525-000
https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2016.1186823
https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2016.1186823
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-7379.2011.00863.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9290-1
https://doi.org/10.14658/PUPJ-IJSE-2018-1-2
https://doi.org/10.14658/PUPJ-IJSE-2018-1-2
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcz064
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcq024
https://doi.org/10.1086/228943
https://doi.org/10.1080/02664763.2015.1036845
https://doi.org/10.1080/02664763.2015.1036845
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781785367267.00030
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-017-0170-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-017-0170-9
https://doi.org/10.36253/form-17604
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2017.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2017.03.001


Migration‑Related Differences in Academic Outcomes: Insights…

Dollmann, J., & Weißmann, M. (2020). The story after immigrants’ ambitious educational choices: Real 
improvement or back to square one? European Sociological Review, 36(1), 32–47. https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1093/​esr/​jcz042

Feliciano, C. (2005). Educational selectivity in US immigration: How do immigrants compare to those 
left behind? Demography, 42(1), 131–152. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1353/​dem.​2005.​0001

Feliciano, C., & Lanuza, Y. R. (2017). An immigrant paradox? Contextual attainment and intergenera-
tional educational mobility. American Sociological Review, 82(1), 211–241. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​
00031​22416​684777

Feliciano, C. (2020). Immigrant selectivity effects on health, labor market, and educational outcomes. 
Annual Review of Sociology, 46(1), 315–334. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1146/​annur​ev-​soc-​121919-​054639

Ferrara, A., & Brunori, C. (2024). Immigrant generation, gender, and citizenship: Evidence on educa-
tional track choices from Italy. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 50(6), 1549–1571. https://​
doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13691​83X.​2023.​22180​47

Freudenthaler, H. H., Spinath, B., & Neubauer, A. C. (2008). Predicting school achievement in boys and 
girls. European Journal of Personality, 22(3), 231–245. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​per.​678

Furnham, A., & Alibhai, N. (1985). Value differences in foreign students. International Journal of Inter-
cultural Relations, 9(4), 365–375. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​0147-​1767(85)​90055-0

Gabrielli, G., & Impicciatore, R. (2022). Breaking down the barriers: Educational paths, labour mar-
ket outcomes and wellbeing of children of immigrants. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 
48(10), 2305–2323. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13691​83X.​2021.​19356​55

Gabrielli, G., Longobardi, S., & Strozza, S. (2022). The academic resilience of native and immigrant-
origin students in selected European countries. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 48(10), 
2347–2368.

Giudici, C., Trappolini, E., & Vicari, D. (2021). The academic performance of students with a migrant 
background: Evidence from a cohort enrolled at Sapienza University of Rome. Genus, 77(1), 38. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s41118-​021-​00145-3

Giudici, C., Trappolini, E., & Priulla, A. (2024). Cittadini del futuro: la sfida della transizione scuola-
università per le nuove generazioni. In Dossier Statistico Immigrazione 2024 (pp. 200–203). IDOS. 
ISBN: 9788864800844

Griga, D., & Hadjar, A. (2014). Migrant background and higher education participation in Europe: The 
effect of the educational systems. European Sociological Review, 30(3), 275–286. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1093/​esr/​jct031

Gross, C., Gottburgsen, A., & Phoenix, A. (2016). Education systems and intersectionality. In Education 
systems and inequalities (pp. 51–72). Policy Press. ISBN: 9781447326113

Heath, A. F., Rothon, C., & Kilpi, E. (2008). The second generation in Western Europe: Education, 
unemployment, and occupational attainment. Annual Review of Sociology, 34(1), 211–235. https://​
doi.​org/​10.​1146/​annur​ev.​soc.​34.​040507.​134728

Ichou, M. (2014). Who they were there: Immigrants’ educational selectivity and their children’s edu-
cational attainment. European Sociological Review, 30(6), 750–765. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​esr/​
jcu071

ISTAT. (2020). Identità e percorsi di integrazione delle seconde generazioni in Italia. Istat.
ISTAT. (2023). Retrieved January 4, 2024. from https://​demo.​istat.​it/​app/?i=​POS&l=​it.
Lagomarsino, F., & Ravecca, A. (2014). Il passo seguente: I giovani di origine straniera all’Università. 

Milano: FrancoAngeli. ISBN: 9788856845075.
MI (Ministero Istruzione). (2025). Data available at the following link: https://​www.​mim.​gov.​it/ 

Accessed October 2, 2025.
Minello, A., & Dalla Zuanna, G. (2013). Children of immigrants in the Italian school system: What kind 

of assimilation?. STATISTICA APPLICATA​, 193–213. https://​hdl.​handle.​net/​1814/​34737.
Mishra, S. (2020). Social networks, social capital, social support and academic success in higher educa-

tion: A systematic review with a special focus on ‘underrepresented’students. Educational Research 
Review, 29, Article 100307. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​edurev.​2019.​100307

MIUR (Italian Ministry of Education, University and Research). (2016). Gli alunni con cittadinanza non 
italiana a.s. 2016/2017. MIUR Statistica e Studi Report. Available at: https://​www.​creif​os.​org/​pdf/​
MIUR-​2016-​2017.​pdf

https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcz042
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcz042
https://doi.org/10.1353/dem.2005.0001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122416684777
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122416684777
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-121919-054639
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2023.2218047
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2023.2218047
https://doi.org/10.1002/per.678
https://doi.org/10.1016/0147-1767(85)90055-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2021.1935655
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41118-021-00145-3
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jct031
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jct031
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.34.040507.134728
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.34.040507.134728
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcu071
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcu071
https://demo.istat.it/app/?i=POS&l=it
https://www.mim.gov.it/
https://hdl.handle.net/1814/34737
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2019.100307
https://www.creifos.org/pdf/MIUR-2016-2017.pdf
https://www.creifos.org/pdf/MIUR-2016-2017.pdf


	 E. Trappolini et al.

Mussino, E., & Strozza, S. (2012). The delayed school progress of the children of immigrants in lower-
secondary education in Italy. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 38(1), 41–57. https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1080/​13691​83X.​2012.​640014

MUR (Italian Ministry of University and Research). (2024). Anagrafe nazionale degli studenti. Retrieved 
August 25, 2024. from https://​ustat.​mur.​gov.​it/.

MUR (Italian Ministry of University and Research). (2025). Anagrafe nazionale degli studenti. Retrieved 
August 5, 2025, from https://​ustat.​mur.​gov.​it/​opend​ata/.

Norton, L., & Fatigante, M. (2018). Essere studente internazionale in un grande ateneo italiano. Strategie 
di Orientamento e Costruzione Dell’identità Sociale Nel Contesto Ospite. Rassegna di Psicologia. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​4458/​1415-​03

Norton, L. S., Giudici, C., Fatigante, M., & Zucchermaglio, C. (2022). When in Rome, not all interna-
tional students do as the Romans do. A survey-based typification of international students’ experi-
ences and profiles at Sapienza University of Rome. Journal of Educational. Cultural and Psycho-
logical Studies (ECPS Journal), 25, 123–140.

OECD. (2022). International students: A growing group of migrants in the OECD. International Migra-
tion Outlook 2022. OECD Publishing. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1787/​30fe1​6d2-​en

OECD. (2023). International students. International Migration Outlook 2023. OECD Publishing. https://​
doi.​org/​10.​1787/​b0f40​584-​en

Orupabo, J., Drange, I., & Abrahamsen, B. (2020). Multiple frames of success: How second-generation 
immigrants experience educational support and belonging in higher education. Higher Education, 
79(5), 921–937. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10734-​019-​00447-8

Paba, S., & Bertozzi, R. (2017). What happens to students with a migrant background in the transition to 
higher education? Evidence from Italy. Rassegna Italiana di Sociologia, 58(2), 315–352. https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1423/​87311

Parcel, T. L., & Dufur, M. (2001). Capital at home and at school: Effects on child social adjustment. 
Journal of Marriage and Family, 63(1), 32–47. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/j.​1741-​3737.​2001.​00032.x

Pishghadam, R., & Zabihi, R. (2011). Parental education and social and cultural capital in academic 
achievements. International Journal of English Linguistics, 1(2), 50–57. https://​doi.​org/​10.​5539/​ijel.​
v1n2p​50

Priulla, A., D’Angelo, N., & Attanasio, M. (2021). An analysis of Italian university students’ performance 
through segmented regression models: Gender differences in STEM courses. Genus, 77, 1–20. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s41118-​021-​00118-6

Priulla, A., & Attanasio, M. (2023). Unveiling gender disparities in university pathways: Insights from 
Italy’s master’s level. European Journal of Higher Education. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​21568​235.​
2023.​22471​89

Ravecca, A. (2010). Immigrant children school experience: How gender influences social capital forma-
tion and fruition? Italian Journal of Sociology of Education, 2(1), 49–74. https://​doi.​org/​10.​14658/​
PUPJ-​IJSE-​2010-1-3

Riccardi, V., Giannantoni, P., & Le Rose, G. (2019). Educational expectations of migrant students in 
Italy: Second-class destiny or integration’s opportunity? Journal of Educational. Cultural and Psy-
chological Studies (ECPS Journal), 20, 83–102.

Richardson, J. T., Mittelmeier, J., & Rienties, B. (2020). The role of gender, social class and ethnicity in 
participation and academic attainment in UK higher education: An update. Oxford Review of Educa-
tion, 46(3), 346–362. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​03054​985.​2019.​17020​12

Rienties, B., Beausaert, S., Grohnert, T., Niemantsverdriet, S., & Kommers, P. (2012). Understanding 
academic performance of international students: The role of ethnicity, academic and social integra-
tion. Higher Education, 63, 685–700. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10734-​011-​9468-1

Santagati, M., & Ongini, V. (2016). Alunni con cittadinanza non italiana. La scuola multiculturale 
nei contesti locali. Rapporto nazionale As 2014/15 (pp. 5–184). Fondazione ISMU. ISBN: 
9788864471594.

Schnell, P., & Azzolini, D. (2015). The academic achievements of immigrant youths in new destination 
countries: Evidence from southern Europe. Migration Studies, 3(2), 217–240. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1093/​migra​tion/​mnu040

Sherry, M., Thomas, P., & Chui, W. H. (2010). International students: A vulnerable student population. 
Higher Education, 60, 33–46. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10734-​009-​9284-z

Slantcheva-Durst, S., & Knaggs, C. (2019). Community college international students and their campus 
involvement. Community College Journal of Research and Practice, 43(2), 81–93. https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1080/​10668​926.​2017.​14163​16

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2012.640014
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2012.640014
https://ustat.mur.gov.it/
https://ustat.mur.gov.it/opendata/
https://doi.org/10.4458/1415-03
https://doi.org/10.1787/30fe16d2-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/b0f40584-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/b0f40584-en
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-019-00447-8
https://doi.org/10.1423/87311
https://doi.org/10.1423/87311
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.00032.x
https://doi.org/10.5539/ijel.v1n2p50
https://doi.org/10.5539/ijel.v1n2p50
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41118-021-00118-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2023.2247189
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2023.2247189
https://doi.org/10.14658/PUPJ-IJSE-2010-1-3
https://doi.org/10.14658/PUPJ-IJSE-2010-1-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2019.1702012
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-011-9468-1
https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnu040
https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnu040
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9284-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2017.1416316
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2017.1416316


Migration‑Related Differences in Academic Outcomes: Insights…

Smith, R. A., & Khawaja, N. G. (2011). A review of the acculturation experiences of international stu-
dents. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 35(6), 699–713.

Strozza, S. (2008). Partecipazione e ritardo scolastico dei ragazzi stranieri e d’origine straniera. Studi 
Emigrazione, 45(171), 699–722.

Sullivan, A. (2001). Cultural capital and educational attainment. Sociology, 35(4), 893–912. https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1177/​00380​38501​03500​4006

Tavares, V. (2021). Multilingual international students at a Canadian university: Portraits of agency. 
American Journal of Qualitative Research, 5(2), 92–117. https://​doi.​org/​10.​29333/​ajqr/​11135

Triventi, M., Vlach, E., & Pini, E. (2022). Understanding why immigrant children underperform: Evi-
dence from Italian compulsory education. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 48(10), 2324–
2346. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13691​83X.​2021.​19356​56

Usala, C., Sulis, I., & Porcu, M. (2025). Exploring the impact of high schools, socioeconomic factors, 
and degree programs on higher education success in Italy. Big Data Research. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1016/j.​bdr.​2025.​100539

Waters, J., & Brooks, R. (2013). Accidental achievers? International higher education, class reproduc-
tion and privilege in the experiences of UK students overseas. In The Sociology of Higher Educa-
tion (pp. 62–73). Routledge.

World Bank. (2023). New World Bank country classifications by income level: 2022–2023. Available at: https://​
blogs.​world​bank.​org/​en/​opend​ata/​new-​world-​bank-​count​ry-​class​ifica​tions-​income-​level-​2022-​2023.

Publisher’s Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038501035004006
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038501035004006
https://doi.org/10.29333/ajqr/11135
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2021.1935656
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bdr.2025.100539
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bdr.2025.100539
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/opendata/new-world-bank-country-classifications-income-level-2022-2023
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/opendata/new-world-bank-country-classifications-income-level-2022-2023

	Migration-Related Differences in Academic Outcomes: Insights from the Italian Higher Education System
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Background
	Theoretical Framework and International Empirical Evidence
	The Italian Context
	The Immigration Phenomenon
	The Education System
	Empirical Evidence in Italy


	Research Hypotheses
	Data and Methods
	Data
	Methods
	Operationalisation of the Dependent Variable
	Main Independent and Control Variables
	Analytical Strategy


	Results
	Descriptive Analysis
	Regression Analyses
	Differences in Academic Attainment between Italian, SG and IS Students
	Differences in Academic Attainment between Italian and SG

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements 
	References


