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SCHOOL DROPOUT IN THE PERSPECTIVES 
OF PARENTS: INSIGHTS FROM A QUALI-
TATIVE STUDY IN A PERIPHERAL NEIGH-
BOURHOOD IN MILAN  
Anna Chinazzia 
Alessandra Mussia 
a University of Milano-Bicocca 

School dropout is a multidimensional and multifactorial phenomenon, in-
fluenced by endogenous and exogenous factors. Addressing this issue 
therefore urges a holistic, multidisciplinary and systemic approach, in-
volving multiple stakeholders. In increasingly super-diverse educational 
contexts, a lack of effective communication and collaboration between 
schools and families often undermines the quality of young people’s edu-
cational experiences. This impact is particularly pronounced for vulnera-
ble families with migratory backgrounds, whose children may face an ele-
vated risk of dropout. The paper draws on the results of a study inside the 
AFIM 3867 project: Reinventing Citizenship: Paths of Empowerment for 
Networks and Social Groups in the San Siro Neighbourhood1. The study 
explored families’ perspectives on their children’s schooling experiences, 
focusing on a specific secondary school in the San Siro neighbourhood of 
Milan, Italy. Data were collected through two focus groups and four in-
depth interviews, involving a total of 36 parents. Thematic analysis of the 
data highlights parents’ perceptions of school dropout, school-family re-
lationships, and intercultural dynamics. 

school-family relationship; students’ wellbeing; intergenerational dia-
logue; Super-diversity 

 

INTRODUCTION 

School dropout is a multidimensional and multifactorial phenomenon 
(Colombo, 2010), requiring a holistic (Bronfenbrenner, 1989), multidisciplinary 
and systemic approach (AGIA, 2022). Particularly urgent is the need to centre 

 
1 You can read the complementary paper by V. Cotza, Peer Tutoring to Prevent School 
Dropout: The Case of a High School in San Siro, which was developed based on the same 
research project. 
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the perspectives of migrant families, whose voices are frequently marginalised 
or misunderstood within educational institutions. By amplifying these 
narratives, researchers can more deeply comprehend the exogenous factors 
influencing educational trajectories and disengagement. 
Our paper draws on the results of a study conducted within the AFIM 3867 
project: Reinventing Citizenship: Paths of Empowerment for Networks and 
Social Groups in the San Siro Neighbourhood. The study tried to shed light on 
the perspectives of families in relation to their children’s schooling experiences, 
with reference to a specific pilot secondary school within the multicultural 
neighbourhood of San Siro in Milan, Italy.  

1. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Family involvement and participation are crucial factors in children’s school 
experience since the ECEC settings. As exemplified by Epstein (2001)’s 
Overlapping Spheres of Influence Model, the greater the overlap between the 
spheres, from a shared-responsibilities perspective, the greater the likelihood 
of building strong relationships and coherent educational projects. Such 
collaboration is essential for promoting both children’s wellbeing and academic 
success. However, there is no singular model or uniform approach to parenting 
in relation to the school experience. They are influenced by a complex interplay 
of situational factors, contexts, orientations, beliefs, and cultural backgrounds 
(Bove, 2020). In the case of families with a migratory background, it is essential 
to enhance opportunities for exchange, dialogue, and negotiation between the 
symbolic and cultural universes that inform the behaviours of all actors 
involved. This approach aims to strengthen ties, networks, and connections 
within the community, fostering a supportive environment for these families. 
Such efforts are crucial in a context where many individuals experience social 
invisibility, marginality, and exclusion. 
Research indicates that parental involvement significantly impacts children’s 
academic performance and overall wellbeing (Bove, 2020). In particular, when 
families actively engage in their children’s education, it not only enhances the 
children’s learning experiences but also promotes their integration into the 
school community. 
Nevertheless, within the scholarship on effective practices for enhancing 
school-family relationships, there is less clarity regarding strategies applicable 
to secondary schools. In these settings, adolescents increasingly assert their 
autonomy from their families, which can lead to a widening gap between home 
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environments and the external social context—particularly for students with 
migratory backgrounds (Moro, 1998). 

2. “REINVENTING CITIZENSHIP” WITH PARENTS 

Our study was part of a wider action conducted inside the project Reinventing 
Citizenship, that aimed to promote citizenship key competences in order to 
prevent and tackle school dropout in students with migratory background (Bove, 
& Zecca, in press). Inside WP4 Task 1 – Mapping the socio-educational and 
didactic needs and resources of students with migratory backgrounds, 
families/caregivers, teachers (Cotza, & Mussi, in press) a qualitative in-depth 
study was developed inside a high school of San Siro. The school later also 
served as the site of two pilot experimental interventions2 (Mussi, Cotza, Zecca, 
& Bove, 2024). 
Our study involved the parents of the students attending the institution. The 
objectives were:  

• to give voice to parents regarding their children’s school experience and 
concerning critical issues, resources, and improvement perspectives 
from their viewpoint;  

• to explore their opinions and students’ experiences at school, 
particularly concerning the themes of dropout, school wellbeing, and 
the school-family relationship;  

• to create contexts for discussion among parents within the school; 
• to lay the groundwork for a generative dialogue involving teachers, 

parents, and students.  

2.1 Methods and methodology 

Framed within the research-action-training paradigm (Traverso, 2015), the 
research employed two qualitative data-gathering methods: 

• Two focus groups were conducted with a total of 36 parents. The focus 
group method was chosen not only for its heuristic value but also for its 
(trans)formative nature (Baldry, 2005; Bove, 2009). To leverage this 
affordance, the meeting took place online, allowing a more significant 
number of parents to participate.  

 
2 One of them is described in detail in Cotza’s essay. 
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• Four in-depth interviews were conducted in-person or remotely 
(depending on the participant’s availability) with some volunteers 
among focus group participants. 

Interviews and focus groups were recorded, transcribed verbatim and coded 
using Nvivo. Data analysis was based on a thematic approach (Braun, & Clarke, 
2021). Research insights highlighted some emerging themes, related to: 
parents’ representations of school dropout and its factors, the relationship 
between school and families and intercultural encounters.  

3. PARENTS’ PERSPECTIVE. KEY AREAS OF FINDINGS  

3.1 School dropout  

Parents included in the study tend to associate “school dropout” with very 
specific personal experiences involving people they know, such as classmates 
of their children who have either dropped out or considered leaving school. 
Some students, they say, may remain “parked” in their studies, merely aiming 
to complete compulsory education, and exhibiting sporadic attendance. 
Various interrelated dimensions emerged from participants’ discussion on 
school dropout: 

• The level of students. In the participants’ view, students associated with 
school dropout exhibit particularly problematic behaviours in the 
classroom, have disorders such as ADHD, or are simply disinterested in 
school and are just waiting to reach the age of 16. Classroom dynamics 
can further exacerbate this issue; as one participant noted: “We also 
have a class with disruptive students, and so even those who want to 
engage, focus on being attentive during class, this is often not possible”. 

• The family level. Some parents dwell on the description of cases of early 
school leavers with complex family situations, “inadequate” parents 
who do not “educate” their children properly.  

• The school level. Several parents express concern that educational 
institutions could do more to assist both students and their families. 
There is a perception that the school is not adequately addressing the 
needs of at-risk students. 

• The macro level. Finally, some parents also connect the dropout 
phenomenon to broader societal factors. Particularly, they observe a 
cultural inclination towards seeking simpler rewards and immediate 
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gratification rather than encouraging perseverance and effort toward 
sustained goals. 

Regarding endogenous factors related specifically to the school environment, 
parents frequently describe schools as “confused” and “confusing”, creating 
challenges for both children and families in navigating their educational 
journeys.  
Teachers are often described as inadequately trained, unmotivated, and unable 
to motivate the youngsters. Some of them, on the other hand, are described as 
“empathetic,” “knowing how to listen”, but the constant turnover effects 
negatively teachers-students relationship:  

Until recently, every week the school schedule would change (…) so discon-
tinuity. (…) [It means] unfortunately having to start again every time to get to 
know the teacher, to be known, to create a team, that... that trust, that bond, 
that relationship that there must be between student and teacher. (…) How-
ever, the teachers she [the daughter] had were very helpful, very empathetic 
teachers. So from that point of view then there is always the exception. 

In the view of some parents, the school’s role is crucial in addressing exogenous 
factors related to students and their families. Parents believe that family and 
contextual difficulties could be alleviated if teachers committed more to 
supporting families. However, they also recognise that the school’s ability to 
prevent dropout diminishes as students mature, fostering their autonomy and 
increasing their responsibility for engagement. 

3.2 School-family relationship 

The research participants, who are parents deeply involved in their children’s 
education, unanimously acknowledge the importance of their active 
participation in school life. While they place varying emphasis on the level of 
autonomy to be granted to their children, they all view the school-family 
relationship as one characterised by open and continuous communication, 
along with active involvement and participation. 
Some parents evoke the image of a “net”, among parents and between parents 
and school, so that it would be possible to help each other and, at the same 
time, help the school: 

It’s really in high school that families, the school, the kids have to be cohe-
sive. (…) 
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It’s obvious that the goal is autonomy. The network is what saves, though. 
Cohesion is what helps you. Support is what facilitates. 

Parents themselves tell us how, however, not all families share this way of 
conceiving the relationship with the school. They witness, in fact, a gradual 
disengagement by other families, especially looking back to previous school 
grades (“Parents in high school leave the kids… the youngsters, because: 
‘They’re grown up and that’s it, my job is done here’”). In addition, many of the 
participants report that the school does not create the conditions to encourage 
all parents’ participation. 
Various communication channels have been established to facilitate 
asynchronous school-family interactions; however, many parents find them 
unclear or difficult to navigate. Opportunities for face-to-face meetings with 
teachers are limited to interviews and assemblies. 

3.3 Interculturality 

Research participants recognise the great heterogeneity that characterises the 
school and its classes and many of them express a favourable opinion on 
classrooms’ “super-diversity” (Vertovec, 2007): they consider it as an 
opportunity for growth for their children, who learn to interact with people from 
very different backgrounds. 
At the same time, differing opinions coexist on the school’s effectiveness in 
fostering interculturality. Some parents think that the school welcomes children 
with migratory background adequately, while others think there is little 
integration inside the school, because teachers care more about cognitive 
learning rather than social learning, including the development of intercultural 
skills. Others refer to what Portes and Zhou (1993) describe as “segmented 
integration”, where children with migratory backgrounds are integrated within 
the school environment but remain excluded outside of it. 
Perhaps these different positions are due to the fact that the daily coexistence 
inside school informally fosters interaction between children with different 
backgrounds to varying degrees. At the same time, it seems to suggest a lack of 
conscious adoption of an intercultural pedagogical approach among teachers 
and of adequate teachers’ training (Fiorucci, 2020). 
Fewer interactions take place between the families of children who come from 
different countries, and several parents report how there is widespread 
discrimination against non-Italian parents. The distance between families is 
described as a missed opportunity for parents to integrate, which will 
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necessarily affect their children (“Integrating kids is nice, but they are already 
more or less integrated. (…) Then they go home, and they take it all apart. Then 
you have to integrate the parents more than the kids”). 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

The research insights suggest the urgent need for enhanced communication 
and collaboration between families and schools, particularly for families with 
migratory backgrounds. The research also emphasises that effective 
engagement strategies must adapt to the complexities introduced by students’ 
growing autonomy at this educational level. 
In the project, a “virtual” dialogue among teachers, parents, and students is 
presented, reflecting a pedagogical vision where the school-family relationship 
is framed as a “triangular” dynamic. In this perspective, teachers, parents, and 
students are considered equal partners, engaging in stable, direct, and 
institutionalised exchanges. These insights informed the co-design of the Yards 
of Dialogue initiative (Mussi et al., 2024), which aims to create innovative 
dialogue spaces within schools. Artistic and embedded languages are used to 
promote meaningful interactions among teachers, students, and parents, 
thereby enriching the educational experience for all involved. 
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