
ORGANIZATION OF THE FIRST TWO LEVELS OF EDUCATION 
PUBLIC IN ITALY, KINDERGARTEN AND UNIVERSITY

A brief historical premise 

The Italian school passes through 3 fundamental historical passages, the Casati law (1859) then 
extended to the Kingdom of Italy (1861) which provided for the obligation to attend the first three 
classes to ensure all Italians the elementary knowledge of "reading, writing and arithmetic ". Then 
came the Coppino law (1877) with the establishment of supervisory offices with control and 
coordination functions and the aim of fighting illiteracy which in 1861 reached 74% of citizens and 
to improve the quality of master's teaching and teacher training. The final goal was to unify 
linguistically and from a cultural point of view but also of fundamental skills a fundamentally 
young nation that could communicate internally with citizens who spoke a shared language and 
engaged in a single industrial-productive effort. With the demographic growth, industrialization 
accelerated by the war conflict, the role of the army and the compulsory multi-year military service 
was no longer enough to unify Italy linguistically; the growth of the bureaucratic apparatus, 
moreover the need for a class of local and central administrators and therefore of ''concept '' workers
in the ministries and not only in private offices or industries, we arrive at the Gentile reform (1923) 
influential philosopher and intellectual, in the middle of the birth of the fascist state. 

We move from a positivist, individualistic approach to an organic and unitary: the school must not 
be an '' external '' tool to the individual, to the pupil but a place where paths of the spirit are 
initiated, i.e. a spiritual process by which the individual Socratically knows himself. The pupil-
teacher ratio is fundamental and the obligation is high up to 14 years and the fundamental addresses
are two, the schools of job introduction for the work-classes and the high schools for the executive 
elite or the productive-industrial sector. As far as primary school is concerned, Lombardo Radice 
was the inspirer of the ''living didactics '' which aims at creativity giving freedom to the teacher to 
seek the best means to teach expressive and artistic forms, from singing to drawing, to folklore and 
to religion . 

Then we arrive at the post-war period with the inspired ministerial programs and the centrality of 
Dewey's socialization processes and Piaget's activism. Through a rather prescriptive approach, the 
declared goal was to ensure that everyone is trained in the intelligence and character necessary for 
participation in the life of society. Game, imagination and creativity, the figure of the single teacher 
and the little space for the rational and cognitive dimension in addition to the strong Catholic 
influence leads to the present day, starting from the 80s, to a cognitivist approach. The school that 
passes from Catholic personalism to secular, pluralist humanism, based on constitutional principles 
(with the agreement of 1984, named ''Concordato storico'', the Vatican had in fact given up on 
proposing itself as the state religion). Elementary education is therefore based on '' constitutional '' 
educational criteria: 
respect for fundamental human rights; 
the protection of the full development of the personality of each child and the commitment to 
remove any obstacles that may limit it. 

Following the '' democratic '' openings of the reforms of '69 and those of the subsequent 10 years 
through which the school assumes an active role in social mobility and becomes a place for debate 
and sharing of educational choices in every single school and every single territory, the italian 
school tries a path to no longer be elitist. The subsequent reforms of the 90s inspired more by liberal
and liberal economics principles lead the education system to be more and more functional to an 
industrial production apparatus that in the meantime was digitizing and globalizing. The school, like
the health system, become organizations that want to approach business models. We begin to talk 
about “human capital '' and ''skills'' rather than knowledge and theoretical knowledge. Today, due to 



the so-called school autonomy we are witnessing an acceleration of pre-existing differences 
between schools in the north and south of Italy and also within individual territories between 
schools that are also able to receive additional private funds or donations from parents and schools 
who are unable to fit into Italian or EU funding projects. Another point of discrimination between 
schools in central and peripheral areas is the presence in percentage terms of children of other 
ethnic groups which sees some schools in great difficulty in terms of cultural integration and social 
inclusion. 

Kindergarten today 

The nursery school until 2003 ('' Moratti '' law) defined as '' nursery'' is open to children aged 
between 3 (completed by 31 December or at the request of parents by 30 April of the current school 
year) and 5 years. The current model is the result of a reorganization implemented in 2009 (with 
Presidential Decree 89 which also concerned the primary school cycle). It lasts three years and is 
not compulsory. This first segment of the educational path, according to the provisions of the 
Ministry of Education, is aimed at the education and development of the following dimensions of 
children: 

1. affective 
2. psychomotor 
3. cognitive 
4. moral 
5. religious 
6. social 

This cycle of education also aims to develop the potential of all children in terms of: 

1. relationship 
2. autonomy 
3. creativity 
4. learning 

The kindergarten aims not to replace the educational role of parents, as foreseen by the 
Constitutional Charter but to contribute to educational continuity with the primary school, once 
called '' elementary '' which goes from 6 to 10 years (L .53 / 2003). On the national territory, there 
are preschools run at the state level and equal preschools with public and private management. 

Hours of operation 

The operating hours of the nursery school are established at 40 hours per week (the so-called '' full 
time '' with exit at 4:00 pm and use of the internal canteen for lunch) but with the possibility of 
extending up to 50 hours. Families can request a reduced school time in the morning (for a total of 
25 hours per week) and the educational activities are therefore organized so that the insertion of the 
children is carried out in distinct sections according to the time chosen by the families. 

Sections 

The nursery school sections are usually made up of a minimum number of 18 children and a 
maximum number of 26 up to a maximum of 29 children. If there is the presence of pupils with 
severe disabilities, no more than 20 pupils should be exceeded (DPR n.81 / 2009). From the 



2007/08 school year (Law 296/2006), the experimental operation of "spring sections" for children 
aged between 24 and 36 months is also envisaged. 

Educational activities 

Educational activities for kindergarten children are divided into five "fields of experience" 
(Ministerial Decree 254/2012): 
1. The self and the other (eg: the '' big '' questions, the moral sense, living together, etc.) 
2. The body and movement (eg identity, autonomy, health, etc.) 
3. Images, sounds, colors (eg: order, measure, space, time, nature, etc.) 
4. Speeches and words (eg: communication, language, culture, etc.) 
5. Knowledge of the world (eg order, measure, space, time, nature, etc.) 

These activities managed by school staff can be enriched with supplementary activities organized 
with associations and organizations, including private external ones, which, based on the 
managerial autonomy of each single school, can be organized by mutual agreement with parents on 
the basis of a series of options previously approved by the 'decision-making body, or the faculty 
board that approves changes or additions to the training offer every year. In this case, the teaching 
staff is supported by an external educator who carries out a specific program within the school 
timetable, for example theater, music, language 
, etc .. These activities, often very different in quality and number from school to school, can vary 
greatly depending on the territory and can be financed by the parents themselves or by school funds 
or by external bodies. 

Primary school 

The duration of primary school is 5 years and according to the fundamental principles indicated by 
the Ministry of Education has the following educational objectives: 

1. the development of personality 
2. acquisition and development of knowledge and basic skills up to the first logical-critical 
systematizations 
3. encourage the learning of expressive means, including literacy in at least one language of the 
European Union (English) in addition to Italian 
4. lay the foundations for the use of scientific methodologies for the study of the natural world, its 
phenomena and its laws 
5. enhance the relational and orientation skills in space and time 
6. educate to the fundamental principles of civil coexistence (Law 53/2003) generically defined as 
civic education 

The cycle of studies today no longer provides as in the past, the passing of an exam for the passage 
to the next three-year cycle, that is to the lower secondary school (until a few years ago defined as '' 
middle '' school). 

Hours of operation 

The timetable varies from 24 to 27 hours according to the choice of the majority of parents in a 
given school but the choice of 24 hours is in any case subject to the achievement of a minimum 
number of students who cannot fall below 15 students. If the provision of teaching staff allows it, it 
is possible to activate a course with a weekly numberof hours which can reach up to 30. Parents can
also go beyond this weekly amount of hours, ie up to 40 hours, ie full time but always on the basis 



of the availability of staff, of the projects / activities and services activated. 

Sections 

The number of students per class ranges from a minimum of 15 to a maximum of 26 or 27 in the 
event that only one class can be formed. Also due to the demographic decline, in small towns, 
islands or linguistic communities of minorities, classes with a minimum number of 10 students can 
be set up. If the minimum number of 15 students is not reachable, the solution of multi-classes from
8 to 18 students is adopted, i.e. sections with students who attend different course years. In the 
event of the presence of even one disabled student, the number of students cannot in any case 
exceed 20 units. 

Study disciplines 

Starting from Ministerial Decree no. 254/2012, the subjects of study for primary school pupils 
(compulsory from the 2013/2014 school year) are: 
- Italian 
- English language 
- History 
- Geography 
- Maths 
- Sciences 
- Music 
- Art and image 
- Physical education 
- Technology. 

And since 2008 also citizenship and the Constitution commonly referred to as civic education. 

A research by the CNR Institute of Cognitive Sciences and Technologies showed that at the 
beginning of 2013 only 7% of Italian children go to school alone, the autonomy of German children
is 40%, that of the British at 41%. 

The secondary school 

The first grade of secondary school begins at 11 years of age and lasts three years (until 13 years) 

Within the first cycle, the transition from one level to the next takes place without final exams. At 
the end of the first cycle students who successfully pass the final exam, move to the second cycle of
education whose first two years are mandatory. 

The second cycle of education (II level of secondary school) begins at the age of 14 and offers two 
different paths: 
Secondary school in grade II (5 years) 
the regional vocational education and training system (VET). 

The first two years of the second cycle are compulsory (until 16 years). The second grade secondary
school offers both general (high school) and professional (technical and professional) courses. Both 
routes have a duration of 5 years. 

At the end of secondary school grade II, students who successfully pass the final state exam, get a 



diploma that gives access to higher education. 

The vocational education and training system (VET) is managed at regional level through three-
year and four-year courses organised by accredited training agencies or second grade secondary 
schools. 
At the end of regional courses, a qualification is awarded giving access to regional second level 
training courses or, under certain conditions, to short-cycle courses in higher education offered by 
Technical Institutes (ITS) 

From the triennial professional formation it is possible access the public secondary schools 
(technical and professional) and to enter the examination of state (once called 'the maturity'') after 
having followed the last two years. 

Secondary school and university: a brief look at the reforms of the late 1990s and early 2000s 

At the end of the 1990s and early 2000s, the so-called school autonomy, but also of the university 
system (the 'Berlinguer/Martinotti' reform) according to the principle of a kind of free competition 
in which students become customers and the orientation to study between cycles becomes almost a 
marketing campaign. Public funding is beginning to decrease but private funding is necessarily 
increasing, imposing an even more competitive vision and, above all, more and more in line with 
market needs. Alongside the concept of human capital that presupposes the concept of 'being 
entrepreneurs of themselves', there are those of credits and training debts: the cultural courses, 
exams, even those optional or free of choice, a voluntary activity or a seminar, become open to the 
achievement of 180 credits to reach the degree. It also standardizes the work necessary to achieve 
such credits with the system of CFU (University Credits) which consist of a 'traditional' part of 
work as follow a certain number of hours of lectures, carry out a certain number of hours of 
individual study, follow a working group, etc. This system already starts from secondary education 
and is accompanied by a progressive standardization of evaluation: on the one hand the self-
assessment of each individual school and university which in reality becomes an exercise to fit 
within certain defined parameters of 'efficiency' and 'effectiveness'' according to an economic model
in which investment in education must result more than in widespread knowledge in a number of 
professional skills necessary to the production system. In reality, self-assessments also become a 
powerful marketing tool where the high school, but also the universities, often emphasize the 
absence of cultural diversity, the presence of foreigners or students with disabilities as a merit note 
that can convince a parent to choose that school. 

These reforms also include a transformation of the old degrees that apart from that in medicine and 
the paths in the musical field (music conservatories) assume all the standard of 5 years (master’s 
degree) consisting of a three-year period (so-called degree 'short') and  two years for a 
specialization. The three-year period was to replace the old two-year degree courses which were 
called university diplomas or 'diplomas', or short degrees, with an immediate professional purpose. 
These short degrees were never successful due to a typically Italian cultural model problem that 
considers only a path of 4 or 5 years as a 'real' degree that also binds a status symbol . 
 This professionalizing role should therefore have carried out the three-year university a path that 
can give direct access to certain professions at an intermediate level in a faster time: the 
psychologist or the architect ''junior', Professions that according to the professional associations, 
also an Italian particularity, can carry out all the duties of a professional who has followed the 5 
years of the complete path but only up to a certain point: for example counseling but not 
psychotherapy. 



A synthetic look at the school recruitment system 

As for the enrolment system in the teaching circuit, Italy suffers from a pathological overlap of 
many systems that have crossed over time to have today, for example 3 rankings from which are 
drawn teachers: the first ranking, Currently 'exhausting' composed of tenured professors, that is to 
say, teaching and subsequent winners of a competition or simply after a certain number of 
supplementaries. The second ranking is composed of only 'qualified' teacher through, also here, 
different systems of qualification such as the old postgraduate specialization school which provided 
a year of study on specific teaching methodologies for each subject and a 
a year of trial and support with a tutor. The final ranking, in which teachers are included who make 
themselves available after presenting their qualifications and specialization is dedicated to teachers 
intended to be only substitutes for one school year, Approximately from September/October until 
the end of the lessons (June 8 or June 30). These teachers often complete over 10 years of 
supplementation in primary, lower secondary or higher schools on the basis of contracts that the 
European Union has considered illegal in all cases in which they exceed 3 years. 

At the moment the situation is of general chaos because in addition to the problem of panemia was 
added the problem of the concomitance of 3 competitions for teachers of 'second grade', for those in
the 'third grade' and for graduates who want to become tenured professors and review the rankings 
with systems of evaluation of qualifications changed compared to the past and which have led to a 
downward change in many scores. 

To this problem is added that of the errors committed by automated systems in almost the totality of
the review procedures, of the last 10 years of career: at present, throughout Italy, there are situations
of chairs not yet assigned that reach even 20/30% of those to be covered and sometimes even more 
due to the type of contracts offered that often does not exceed 10 days and in any case always with a
clause '', precisely, for the unknown of the wrong scores. The school year 2020/21 is therefore 
struck by this organizational chaos to which is added the problem of the pandemic that due to the 
lack of adequate spaces to do teaching in presence and in safety, sees from 100% to 50% of the 
activity carried out through teledidactics. 

Apart from the kindergarten which provides for a specific degree, all the other courses, to date, do 
not provide, as in the past, specialized schools but recently have been introduced the so-called 
24CFU (university credits) or about 3 university courses considered fundamental to be able to teach
in any discipline: among them one in the psychological field, one in the anthropological field and 
one in the didactic and pedagogical methodologies. This is also a further training model that is 
added to the previous ones that involves the presence in the rankings of teachers who have behind 
them from 3 to 4 training models for teaching, one different from the other 

The investment burden of the last 20 years has emerged in all its seriousness precisely because of 
the pandemic: 80% of scoliosis structures do not meet structural safety standards and would require 
investment for their restructuring, while those that have been closed down over the years due to the 
demographic decline have never been reopened. 

The current pandemic situation and the lack of funds for the public school that does not allow to 
carry out a '' safe '' teaching on the health level has, on the one hand increased the differences 
between schools, on the other hand it has encouraged the individualistic aspect of learning paths, 
also for the introduction of distance learning and has increased the phenomena of discrimination 
towards children of other ethnic groups and towards the children of migrants. 




