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Introduction
Italy, a nation steeped in history, rich with cultural heritage, and renowned for its
contributions to art, science, and philosophy, boasts an educational system as
complex and fascinating as its storied past. From the ancient Roman academies to the
modern pursuit of technological advancement, education in Italy has consistently
evolved, adapting to societal changes while retaining core values that reflect the
nation's identity. This book, "Education In Italy: A Comprehensive Overview from Early
Childhood to Higher Education," embarks on a detailed exploration of this multifaceted
system, offering readers an in-depth understanding of its structure, philosophies, and
ongoing developments.

This comprehensive overview delves into the intricate workings of Italian education,
tracing the learner's journey from the foundational experiences of early childhood
through the rigorous demands of higher education. We will navigate the various
pathways available, examining the distinct characteristics of nido and scuola
dell'infanzia, the progression through scuola primaria and secondaria, and the diverse
options presented by licei, istituti tecnici, and istituti professionali. Our exploration
extends to the crucial role of vocational training, the pivotal Matura exam, and the
esteemed institutions of university and AFAM (Alta Formazione Artistica, Musicale e
Coreutica) that define the landscape of higher learning in Italy.

Beyond simply outlining the stages of education, this book probes the historical
underpinnings that have shaped the current system, providing context for its unique
characteristics and enduring traditions. We will examine the legislative frameworks,
funding mechanisms, and governance structures that underpin Italian education,
shedding light on the roles of various stakeholders. Furthermore, we will explore the
vital contributions of teachers, the ongoing evolution of curriculum and standards, and
the diverse approaches to assessment and evaluation that are integral to the learning
process.

Understanding education in Italy also necessitates an examination of its commitment
to inclusivity and the challenges it faces in a rapidly changing world. We dedicate
significant attention to inclusive education, special needs support, and the integration
of immigrant students, highlighting Italy's efforts to foster an equitable and
intercultural learning environment. Moreover, the book addresses the growing
internationalization of Italian education, the transformative impact of technology in
classrooms, and the continuous reforms aimed at enhancing quality and relevance.
We also consider the crucial link between education and the labor market, as well as
the important role of adult education and lifelong learning in Italian society.
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Ultimately, "Education In Italy" is designed for a diverse audience, including educators,
policymakers, researchers, students considering studying in Italy, and anyone with a
keen interest in comparative education or Italian society. By providing a holistic and
nuanced perspective, this book aims to serve as an invaluable resource, demystifying
the complexities of the Italian educational system and offering insights into its
strengths, ongoing challenges, and future trajectory. It is an invitation to explore a
system that is, at its heart, deeply intertwined with the past, present, and future of a
remarkable nation.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Italian
Education
Italy's educational landscape, much like its formidable art and architectural heritage,
is a tapestry woven from millennia of shifting political powers, philosophical
movements, and societal aspirations. To truly grasp the complexities of its modern
system, one must journey back through time, tracing the intellectual currents that
have shaped its evolution from antiquity to the present day. This historical journey
reveals a constant interplay between tradition and innovation, a persistent drive for
knowledge, and an enduring commitment to shaping citizens.

Our tale begins not with grand state-sponsored institutions, for such concepts were
largely foreign to early Rome, but within the hallowed confines of the Roman family. In
the early Roman Republic, education was primarily an informal, domestic affair.
Parents, with the father typically taking the lead, imparted practical life skills
encompassing domestic duties, agricultural techniques, and military training,
alongside the crucial lessons of civic responsibility and Roman virtues. The objective
was to cultivate well-rounded citizens who understood their place in society and their
duties to the Republic.

As Rome expanded and evolved into an empire, its educational practices, influenced
significantly by the Greek system, began to formalize. The first rudimentary "primary
schools," known as ludi litterarii, emerged in the 4th century BCE, though they were
far from universally accessible and depended entirely on tuition fees. These early
schools focused on the essentials: reading, writing, and basic arithmetic. Instruction
often involved rote memorization and copying texts, primarily literature and poetry,
with Greek poets like Homer frequently used due to a scarcity of Roman literary works
at the time.

During the height of the Roman Republic and later the Empire, a tiered system of
education gradually took shape, remarkably similar to modern structures. Children,
both boys and girls, though usually educated separately, would progress from
elementary instruction to more advanced schools based on ability rather than age.
Wealthy families often employed private tutors, many of whom were enslaved or freed
Greeks, highlighting the profound Greek influence on Roman pedagogy. For those of
more modest means, the litterator, the Roman equivalent of a primary school teacher,
held a respectable, if not highly lucrative, position.

Girls from affluent families typically received a home education that focused on
preparing them for their roles as wives and household managers, encompassing skills
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like music, sewing, and domestic economy. While some girls did attend primary
schools, they rarely progressed beyond this initial stage, often marrying in their early
teens. Boys from lower classes might conclude their education after primary school to
enter the workforce, while their wealthier counterparts continued to higher levels,
which included studying public speaking and the works of great Roman intellects. This
classical Roman curriculum, emphasizing rhetoric and philosophy, laid a foundational
stone for intellectual pursuits in subsequent centuries.

With the decline of the Roman Empire and the advent of the Middle Ages, the torch of
learning was largely carried by the Christian Church. Monasteries became vital centers
of intellectual activity, preserving ancient texts and providing instruction, primarily to
young novices. Education during this period was often deeply entwined with religious
instruction, emphasizing the catechism and moral formation aligned with Church
teachings. Access to formal education for the general populace was scarce, mainly
limited to small parish schools that offered rudimentary literacy and religious
instruction.

The rise of early universities in Italy, such as Salerno in the 9th century and Bologna in
the 11th, marked a significant turning point. These institutions, often born from groups
of students and scholars, championed independent learning and were crucial in the
intellectual awakening of Europe. The University of Naples Federico II, founded in
1224, stands as the world's oldest state-funded university in continuous operation.
These medieval universities laid the groundwork for specialized studies, with law and
medicine being prominent fields, and attracted scholars from across the continent.

The Renaissance, blossoming in Italy, ushered in a profound shift in educational
philosophy. This period saw a renewed interest in classical humanism, emphasizing
the dignity of the individual and the pursuit of knowledge in art, science, and
literature. Education during the Renaissance aimed to cultivate well-rounded
individuals, known as "Renaissance men," who excelled in various disciplines. While
the Church continued to play a significant role, particularly in moral education, there
was a growing recognition of the importance of secular learning. Universities like
Padua, where Galileo Galilei later taught, became renowned for progressive teaching
methods that embraced empirical observation and experimentation, though this often
led to tension with religious orthodoxy.

The 17th and 18th centuries in Italy saw education largely remaining under the tight
control of the Catholic Church and various religious orders. This era emphasized
tradition, discipline, and the maintenance of the existing social hierarchy, often at the
expense of critical thought and individual freedom. The primary goal was to preserve
religious unity and counter the spread of Protestant ideas, thus deeply influencing
society's moral and social values. Education for the masses remained limited, mostly
through parish schools focused on religious doctrine.
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The Enlightenment, with its emphasis on reason and individual liberty, gradually
began to challenge this rigid structure, although its influence in Italy was slower to
take root compared to other European nations. The seeds of change were sown,
however, as the concept of education as a public good began to gain traction, a
precursor to the state's eventual involvement in educational provision. This period laid
the intellectual groundwork for later reforms, highlighting the evolving understanding
of education's role in society.

The 19th century was a period of dramatic transformation for the Italian peninsula,
culminating in the Risorgimento and the unification of Italy in 1861. Prior to
unification, Italy was a patchwork of different states, each with its own educational
policies, many of which paid scant attention to public instruction. The French
Revolution and the Napoleonic era introduced new ideas into these conservative
societies, paving the way for public schools, initially in Piedmont.

With the proclamation of the Kingdom of Italy, the need for a unified educational
framework to foster national identity and a common language became paramount.
The Piedmont school law, known as the Casati Law, enacted in 1859, became the
foundational legislation for the new Italian state's education system. This landmark act
made primary education compulsory, with the explicit goal of reducing the widespread
illiteracy that plagued the newly formed nation. In 1861, a staggering 78% of the
population was illiterate, a figure that took more than half a century to halve.

The Casati Law established a highly centralized administration, delegating control of
primary education to individual municipalities, secondary education to the provinces,
and universities to the state. Despite its ambitions, the law faced significant
challenges, particularly in rural and southern areas where children often did not attend
school, and municipalities struggled with financing. The law also clearly delineated
upper secondary education between the liceo classico, a pre-university requirement,
and vocational schools designed for practical job training. This created a "dualistic"
system that would continue to be a subject of debate for decades.

The period following unification also saw a significant conflict between the burgeoning
secular state and the deeply entrenched Catholic Church over the control of
education. The state aimed to limit the Church's influence in public schools and
promote national unity through a secular curriculum, while the Church sought to
maintain its traditional role in shaping moral and religious values. This ideological
struggle played out in various legislative measures and continued to shape
educational policy throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

As the 20th century dawned, Italy's educational system continued to evolve, often
reflecting the broader political and social currents of the time. The early decades saw
further attempts to address illiteracy and expand access to education, building upon
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the foundations laid by the Casati Law. However, the rise of Fascism in the 1920s
brought about a profound and controversial transformation.

Giovanni Gentile, a prominent neo-idealist philosopher and Minister of Education in
Benito Mussolini's first cabinet, spearheaded the Gentile Reform of 1923. Described by
himself and Mussolini as the "philosopher of fascism," Gentile's educational theories
provided an intellectual bedrock for the regime. His reform was the first major piece of
legislation passed by the Fascist government, and its influence would be felt for
decades.

Gentile's philosophy, known as "actual idealism," asserted the primacy of the "pure
act" of thinking and saw education as a process of revelation of the Absolute. The
reform aimed to create an education system deemed fit for the fascist ideology,
emphasizing nationalism, militarism, and conformity over individual intellectual
development and critical discourse. It raised the compulsory age of education to 14
years and restructured the educational path into a ladder system.

A key aspect of the Gentile Reform was the enhanced role of the liceo classico, which
Gentile envisioned as the pinnacle of secondary education, specifically designed to
cultivate the future upper classes. This liceo classico was, until 1968, the sole
secondary school that granted access to all types of university degrees. Gentile also
established technical, commercial, and industrial institutes. The curriculum was
rearranged to emphasize the humanities, particularly philosophy and Latin.
Importantly, Gentile's strong idealist influence led him to consider the Catholic religion
as the "foundation and crowning" of education, leading to compulsory Catholic
doctrine classes in secondary schools, a policy formalized by the Lateran Pacts of
1929.

The Gentile Reform, while aiming for a highly selective and hierarchical system based
on humanistic and philosophical culture, also proved to be unpopular and created a
more complicated educational structure. It led to a reduction in student numbers in
secondary schools and universities in the years immediately following its
implementation. Despite its conservative beginnings, education reform was a prized
part of fascist policy, leading to a centralized system that treated students as future
soldiers and imposed fascist ideas across all areas of learning.

The defeat of Fascism and the end of World War II in 1945 marked another pivotal
moment for Italian education. The post-war period was characterized by a serious
reconsideration of the education system, driven by a desire to increase literacy,
equalize access to education, encourage scientific and technological research, and
establish ties with other European countries. The reconstruction of Italy after 1945 saw
school reform as a crucial measure in the "defascization" and democratization of
Italian society.
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The newly formed Italian Republic, with its Constitution of 1947, enshrined
fundamental principles of education, emphasizing freedom of education, the state's
responsibility to provide educational institutions, and education for all individuals
regardless of background. Compulsory schooling was reaffirmed and extended,
eventually rising to fourteen years. There was a concerted effort to remove the
cornerstones of Fascist education, including nationalism and authoritarianism, and
fundamentally reform the school system to establish democracy and shape future
citizens.

Significant changes occurred in the post-war decades, particularly in the 1960s. The
structure of the highly selective system outlined by Gentile remained largely in place
until then, but growing calls for social justice and economic expansion led to reforms.
In 1962, the "avviamento al lavoro" (a vocational track introduced by Gentile) was
abolished, and all children up to 14 years of age were required to follow a single,
comprehensive program, a move towards greater educational equity. This marked a
departure from the strict, bifurcated system and aimed to provide more uniform
opportunities.

The late 20th century and the turn of the millennium witnessed further modernization
and reforms in the Italian education system. This period saw an increased focus on
inclusivity, the implementation of national guidelines for the curriculum emphasizing
skill development and critical thinking, and an expansion of vocational education
programs to meet diverse student interests and labor market demands. The creation
of the European Area of Higher Education in 1998, with Italy as one of its four founding
countries, led to the Bologna Process, a continental educational reform. This process
brought about significant changes in the Italian university system, including the shift
from a five-year Laurea to a three-year Bachelor's degree (Laurea) followed by a two-
year Master's degree (Laurea Magistrale), along with a new course credit system.

From its informal beginnings in ancient Roman households to the structured, multi-
tiered system of today, Italian education has undergone a remarkable transformation.
Each historical epoch has left its indelible mark, shaping the philosophies, structures,
and aspirations that define the system. The interplay of ancient classical ideals,
medieval ecclesiastical influence, Renaissance humanism, the centralizing drive of
unification, the ideological imposition of Fascism, and the democratic impetus of the
post-war era has created a unique and complex educational heritage. Understanding
this rich history is essential to appreciating the current strengths, challenges, and
ongoing evolution of education in Italy.
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