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Abstract: The school-to-work alternance responds to the critical issues linked to the mismatch between
school learning and labour market needs, aiming to enhance adolescents’ employability. However,
recent studies have shown that in Italy, school-to-work transition pathways are diversified at the
territorial level, reflecting regional disparities in opportunities that risk increasing inequalities. In this
regard, this paper presents the main evidence emerging from an analysis on multilevel governance
of the Pathways for Transversal Skills and Orientation (PCTOs), which are mandatory for Italian
students in their last three years of upper secondary schooling. This focus is part of the national
research project “Evaluating the School-Work Alternance: a longitudinal study in Italian upper
secondary schools”, that aims to evaluate this policy. This part of the study, conducted through semi-
structured qualitative interviews at the national, regional, and local level with stakeholders of public
institutions, has examined PCTO implementation strategies, pointing out the transition mechanisms
between the school and labour market, as well as roles, activities, and way of coordination between
public and private sectors. The different perspectives that emerged underline the complexity of
establishing networks that relate central and local governance in education systems. The results of
the analysis provide a dynamic portrait of the PCTO in Italy, identifying relevant aspects that could
enhance future planning or implementation of this policy.

Keywords: school-to-work transition; territorial disparities; Pathways for Transversal Skills and
Orientation (PCTOs); case study

1. Introduction

School-to-work alternance is considered a useful pedagogical approach to promote the
development of transversal and technical–professional skills, to improve a proper matching
between the scholastic curriculum and labour market demands, and to favour students’
career orientation and employability [1]. However, recent studies have highlighted that
these pathways risk reproducing social inequalities [2], also due to the mismatch between
the planning of didactic strategies and the skills required by the labour market [3–5]; the
reproduction of stereotypes derived from social origins as well as by career guidance
counsellors [6]; and, lastly, regional disparities in opportunities [7].

Specifically, comparative research has shown that contextual factors within EU regions
may influence territorial configurations of school-to-work transitions, potentially exacer-
bating the challenges faced by low-skilled young people in disadvantaged contexts [8],
highlighting significant regional inequality across European countries [9]. Indeed, in certain
countries, young people completing their education face difficulties in overcoming barriers
to entering the labour market, primarily stemming from their need to acquire the skills
and additional competencies demanded by the labour market, often without adequate
support [10]. In this regard, in comparison to other European countries, the Italian school-
to-work transition process is notably slow and protracted, due to several factors, including
the rigidity and sequential nature of its education system, labour market reforms that have
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increasingly emphasized flexibility, as well as the social buffering effect provided by the
family of origin [11].

According to the latest ‘Education at a glance’ report [12], Italy is among the five
countries where more than one in five VET graduates is NEET. In particular, the report
points out that the rate of NEETs aged 15–34 with a technical–professional diploma is
28.1%, significantly higher than the 12% for their peers graduated from a lyceum and well
above the OECD average of 15.2%. Similarly, the employment rates of VET graduates one
or two years after obtaining their diploma are the lowest in the entire OECD, standing
at 55%. These figures indicate that VET pathways in Italy face significant challenges in
facilitating the transition of students into the labour market. Thus, several reforms have
been developed in recent years to tackle this issue.

In Italy, school-to-work alternance (SWA) pathways, already regulated by Legislative
Decree 77/2005, were first reformed by Law 107/2015, the so-called ‘Buona Scuola’, which
made them compulsory for students in the last three years of upper secondary schooling,
and, subsequently, by Law 145/2018, which, in Article 1, paragraphs 784–787, redefined
them as Pathways for Transversal Skills and Orientation (PCTOs). Moreover, the latter law
reshaped both their overall minimum duration and the resources allocated to each school,
through the publication of specific Guidelines with Decree No. 774/2019 by the Ministry of
Education, University, and Research. In particular, the Guidelines have assigned priority to
the acquisition of transversal skills, emphasizing the orientation value of the pathways [13].

SWA’s introduction in Italy should also be considered in the broader perspective of
the validation of non-formal and informal learning to formal education, as outlined by
Article 4 of Law 92/2012 and Legislative Decree 13/2013, which align with corresponding
European directives [14,15]. These regulations were supposed to assign the same value
to learning acquired through diverse contexts and modalities, enabling schools (in the
case of SWA) to recognize non-formal and informal learning within their formal pathways,
while allowing the labour market to test the practical applicability of acquired knowledge
(e.g., integrating transversal skills with disciplinary ones). However, in this context, it
should be considered that the different actors involved in SWA implementation seem to
have partially different objectives, or they seem to interpret the orientation objective of
the tool in different ways. In fact, on the one hand, schools often perceive it as a means of
bringing students to the labour market by potentially creating employment opportunities
(in technical and professional schools) or as a form of orientation for selecting university
programs (in lyceums). On the other hand, hosting organizations are not always motivated
by an orientation and transversal skill acquisition objective, but rather by visibility goals as
potential employers or tertiary education providers for students.

Hence, achieving the objectives of PCTOs proves to be challenging due to the plurality
of stakeholders involved in their design and implementation, both within schools and
hosting organizations. This challenge is further compounded by the varying perspectives
held by actors within these structures regarding the pathways, as well as the diverse
coordination modalities that occur in different local contexts. What, then, are the primary
governance challenges influencing the effectiveness of PCTOs in facilitating the school-to-
work transition in Italy, and how do these challenges differ across regions, stakeholders,
and institutional perspectives?

Therefore, the national research project ‘Evaluating the School-Work Alternance: a
longitudinal study in Italian upper secondary schools’, coordinated by INVALSI in col-
laboration with University of Genoa, Sapienza-University of Rome, and University of
Milan Bicocca, was funded by MUR (The Ministry of University and Research). In this
regard, this contribution aims to present the main evidence that emerged from qualita-
tive research that has analysed the governance mechanisms of the PCTOs, investigating
their functioning in terms of process and outcomes, while delineating critical elements
and strengths. Additionally, it explores how the various actors involved in the system
interact with each other, negotiating choices on the design and implementation of the
pathways. Specifically, Section 2 discusses the multilevel governance of education systems,
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to identify the models underlying the research; Section 3 outlines the methodological
strategy adopted in the empirical analysis; Section 4 presents the main findings of this
study; Section 5 discusses the results of the analysis in relation to the theoretical framework
outlined; Section 6 provides concluding remarks, exploring potential policy developments
and further recommendations.

2. Governance of Education Systems: Hierarchy, Market, and Network Models

The term governance is used in many social science disciplines as an interdisciplinary
“bridging concept” [16] (p. 373), thus linking the various academic discussions on forms
of collective decision making and implementation in Political, Legal, and Administrative
Sciences, in Sociology, and in Educational Sciences. Usually, the term governance refers
to cases in which a decision-making and implementation field is managed by several
actors, not bound by a hierarchical constraint, or belonging to a single structure, who
nevertheless have to or want to cooperate in order to achieve common objectives. It was
used extensively in the field of welfare when, towards the end of the 1970s, the illusion that
the public sector could directly provide answers to citizens’ needs disappeared and the
awareness emerged that public, private, and third-sector organizations’ efforts needed to
converge in order to provide such answers [17]. As Jessop [18] observes, governance can
be characterized as a response to the failure of state and market forms of welfare planning;
particularly, in the educational field, we can consider governance “as a specific form of
coordination of social actions characterized by institutionalized, binding regulations and
enduring patterns of interaction” [19] (p. 2). In the case of PCTOs, as will be discussed,
the degree of institutionalization of the links between the various actors, the norms that
regulate their actions, and the durability of reciprocal interactions turn out to be essential
for good governance, as they produce mutual trust between the various actors, an essential
prerequisite for the effectiveness of their actions.

There is not a consensual definition of the term governance. It is not a theory in the
narrow sense of the term, rather an analytic perspective leading to shift the approach in
the political field from an actor-centred point of view to an institution-centred one [20],
focusing on the analysis of the interplay among the various stakeholders, sectors, and
levels involved in non-hierarchical and network-like structures [21]. The term ‘governance’
is used in the description of new forms of steering/regulation, addressing ‘government’,
‘management’, ‘coordination’, ‘regulation’, etc., among different agents within the state, the
market, the economy, and civil society [22]. According to Marsh [23] (p. 43), it “is a process
by which the state shapes both the particular form that hierarchy, networks or markets, as
modes of governance, take on within a policy area/political process, and the way in which
each form articulates with other forms of governance”.

Governance Studies have elaborated several analytical categories that are very use-
ful in understanding contemporary patterns of coordination of action [24], as well as in
the educational domain [25–27]. Among the central categories, the following four may
be distinguished:

• Actors and actor constellations, distinguishing between individual (e.g., teachers,
students, parents, policymakers) and organized (collective and corporative) actors.
The unit of analysis is the actor constellation: i.e., the interaction of actors. It is also
important to recognize that specific actor constellations influence the expectations and
options for the action of single actors.

• Interdependence of actors, i.e., their mutual dependencies that, in modern societies,
are embedded in legal, organizational, and cultural conditions. The specific forms that
interdependence of actors assumes depend—in addition to the normative regulations—
on the resources available to each actor, partly defining its opportunities for action.

• Multilevel systems, pointing out that education governance has to be considered as a
complex social system, and as such as a multilevel phenomenon. It is certain that not all
actors interact with all other actors in the same way, but there are typical constellations
of actors, typical ‘levels’ with particular modes of action, which may be very different
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from the logic of action of another level. We may discern formal levels—at the macro,
meso, and micro level—as the starting point of the analysis [28,29].

• Basic mechanisms and modes of governance differ according to the levels of analysis
taken into consideration. At the micro level, there are constellations of observation,
influence, negotiation. In constellations of observation, the coordination of social action
is achieved by unilateral or mutual adaptation based on the observation of the others’
action. In constellations of influence, coordination is achieved by targeted use of means
of potential influence, such as power, money, knowledge, emotions, moral authority,
etc., in order to induce the coordination of social action. In constellations of negotiation,
social coordination is based on the elaboration of bilateral arrangements, which can
display their binding effects even without exercising power, whereas ‘observation’ and
‘influence’ are the preconditions for ‘negotiation’ [30]. At the macro level, the different
basic mechanisms or models of governance as constellations of action coordination
are hierarchy, markets, networks [31].

In this paper, the focus will be on hierarchy, markets, and network educational system
governance models [31,32]. Hierarchy refers to the formal authority exercised by the State,
including through statutory policies and guidance; national, regional, and local bureau-
cracies; and the direct performance management of services and interventions. Markets
are based on incentives and (de)regulation, aimed at encouraging choice, competition,
accountability, and commercialization. Networks refer to the (re)creation of interdepen-
dencies that support and/or coerce inter-organizational collaboration, partnerships, and
participation. Each of these coordinating mechanisms is seen as having both strengths
and limitations [33,34]. Hierarchy enables control by using formal authority as a means
of coordination but can weaken collaboration and lateral innovation. Markets rely on
monetary incentives to co-ordinate supply and demand and promote flexibility but can
put at risk trust and undermine relations that support knowledge sharing and equity. They
also suffer from information asymmetries that characterize the relationships between the
different actors and the different starting positions. Networks co-ordinate on the basis
of trust and promote shared knowledge generation but can become dysfunctional when
allowing complacency or exclusivity on the basis of familiarity.

Analysing the ways in which hierarchy, markets, and networks intersect to influence
decisions and behaviours across different local contexts is thus challenging and depends on
a complex array of factors. Among others identified in the literature, the following are worth
mentioning [31]: the history of local relationships between schools and local authorities,
as well as the alliances, consensus, and conflicts that have shaped local schooling; the
context of individual schools and where and how they are situated socially, economically,
and geographically; and the agency of local actors, including their capacity to act and be
informed, and how the latter are influenced by personal and professional values.

According to the different levels of governance involved in the coordination of activ-
ities, the main critical issue remains to identify the extent to which the decentralization
process—increasingly widespread in the educational sector [35,36], in which individual
schools have considerable autonomy, although not always fully utilized—represents an
opportunity [37]. In particular, it is questioned whether it is a chance for collaborative
and democratic policy and decision making at the local and regional level or, alternatively,
whether it implies reduced state intervention that leaves further room for privatization,
market efficiency, deregulation, and exclusion, with the risk of increasing social inequalities
with regard to accessing education [38,39]. This paper focuses on the relationship between
hosting organizations (public, private, and third-sector organizations) and the education
and training system, in order to investigate the governance of PCTOs by examining the
ways in which the different actors of the two systems interact and how they coordinate.

3. Materials and Methods

The aim of the contribution is therefore to describe and understand the governance of
PCTOs, identifying national, regional, and local actors involved. In order to delineate the
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governance systems of the pathways, the analysis will focus primarily on the following
aspects and research questions:

(1) Identifying the main actors and institutions involved in the governance and the
activities in which they are involved. Which are these actors and institutions at
national, regional, and local levels? Which are their roles?

(2) Identifying and understanding the levels and mechanisms of coordination among
these actors in pursuit of their activities. Which are the relationships between the
local, regional, and national authorities concerning the governance of PCTOs? How
do actors and institutions coordinate their activities? Which mechanisms do they use?

(3) Exploring the PCTOs’ objectives. How do different stakeholders evaluate and per-
ceive the objectives set for the pathways? To what extent are these objectives inter-
preted similarly or complementarily by different actors, thus influencing their actions
and relationships?

The in-depth examination of the PCTO governance mechanisms was carried out
by conducting 54 interviews. In detail, the following actors were interviewed: School
Principals (7); school referent teachers for PCTOs (7); classroom referent teachers for
PCTOs (8); a referent from the regional administration; 15 PCTO referents from Regional
Scholastic Offices (USR) and Territorial Ambit Offices (UAT) from 9 regions (Campania,
Emilia-Romagna, Liguria, Lombardy, Piedmont, Sardinia, Sicily, Tuscany, and Veneto);
14 referents from Chambers of Commerce (CCIAAs) and employers’ associations from
13 regions (Abruzzo, Calabria, Campania, Emilia-Romagna, Lazio, Liguria, Lombardy,
Piedmont, Apulia, Sardinia, Sicily, Tuscany, and Veneto); a national head of employers’
associations; and an expert from the academic field. Each interviewee was provided with
an Information form and asked to sign a consent form, ensuring anonymity, confidentiality,
and data protection. This aimed to grasp how actors within the system coordinate across
various levels to make decisions regarding the planning, design, implementation, and
evaluation of these pathways. Specifically, at the micro level, an exploratory study was
conducted in the metropolitan areas of Genoa and Milan [40], involving education system
actors, considering the different types of schools (technical, professional, and lyceum).
Meanwhile, at the meso and macro levels, the analysis was extended to decision makers
and experts at the regional and national levels. The selection of interviewees and the
definition of the interview schedule were extensively discussed both within the research
team, which has long been engaged in studies on the topic, and with stakeholders in the field
at the local level. Furthermore, valuable insights were obtained from other research units
participating in the project, which investigated different aspects of PCTOs by involving
actors such as schools’ and hosting organizations’ tutors, students, etc.

The interviews were carried out b”twee’ February 2020 and March 2023. The time gap
between the first and last interviews is due to the COVID-19 pandemic emergency, which
created specific challenges for the education system and particularly for the implementation
of PCTOs. Indeed, moving to remote learning during the pandemic, interviewing key
informants on the topic of school-to-work alternance would have exposed them to bias.
Due to these external factors, we therefore postponed the interviews until the resumption of
PCTO activities. They were conducted online with the participants’ consent. Each interview
was recorded, and the complete text was transcribed afterward. The interview transcripts
were evaluated using a qualitative content analysis approach [41]. This involved coding
and identifying the categories and themes that emerged from the interviews. Subsequently,
the coding framework was thoroughly reviewed to analyse and interpret the findings.
Finally, the results were returned within an interpretive and analytical framework [42], as
presented below.
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4. Results
4.1. Exploring Multilevel Governance of PCTOs: Mapping Actors and Roles

The governance of PCTOs involves the intervention, at different levels, of multiple
actors representing the various organizations and institutions involved in their design,
management, and implementation.

In this regard, the analysis initially focused on mapping the actors within the system,
with the aim of delineating their roles and any shortcomings identified by the interviewees,
specifically focusing on the functions and activities attributed to the various actors involved
in the governance of PCTOs (Table 1).

Table 1. Role of relevant actors in PCTOs.

Level Actor Role

Macro

Ministry of Education and Merit
(MIM)

Has the reins of governance, drafting nationwide memoranda of understanding.
Additionally, in collaboration with the National Institute for Insurance against
Accidents at Work (INAIL), it offers students online courses on workplace safety.

National Agency for Active
Labour Market Policies (ANPAL)

In collaboration with the MIM, it has activated a project that involves tutoring
activities aimed at supporting schools in the design and implementation of PCTOs.

Unioncamere—Italian Union of
Chambers of Commerce

Offers orientation on national and/or European best practices; provides funding
to Chambers of Commerce; engages in projects both as leader and a partner.

Meso

Region

Serves as a funding entity for several projects; signs protocols of understanding;
participates in roundtable discussions on the design and evaluation of PCTOs;
emerges in some contexts as a highly active actor in orientation and as a privileged
interlocutor of the CCIAAs.

Regional Scholastic
Office (USR)

Has a general coordinating role concerning territorial PCTO referents; signs
regional–local protocols of understanding with territorial entities to identify
potential hosting organizations; conducts training needs analysis and identifies
best practices; disseminates monitoring data.

Territorial Ambit
Office (UAT)

Handles school–territory relations at the provincial level; provides support to
schools and all PCTO referents in educational institutions, aiding both in the
design of pathways and in the definition of the students’ curricula, and with
respect to any issues related to the evaluation of pathways.

Chambers of
Commerce (CCIAA)

Play an active role as mediators and facilitators at the systemic level within the
territory (horizontal subsidiary relationship between public organizations);
manage platforms containing contact details of firms hosting PCTOs; organize
pathways and establish agreements with schools; in some instances, certify/attest
the implemented pathway and acquired skills; independently implement
‘territorial’ PCTOs, sometimes at the request of firms; collaborate with USRs to
develop evaluation grids for pathways.

Professional Orders
Coordinate various professionals and identify their availability to host students;
collaborate in co-designing pathways, aiming to overcome the fragmentation of
individual firms, and enabling the adoption of a regional/national perspective.

Third-Sector
Organizations

In collaboration with cooperative associations such as Confcooperative
(Confederation of Italian Cooperatives), Legacoop (National League of
Cooperatives and Mutuals), etc., oversee the topic of PCTOs; integrate students
following paths related to the social sphere and students with special educational
needs into the PCTOs.

Micro Schools

School Principals and PCTO referents establish, promote, and maintain
relationships with local stakeholders over time, establishing memoranda of
understanding with firms, associations, and third-sector organizations; they
appoint school tutors and PCTO referents. In many schools, there is a scientific
technical committee that supports the planning and the relationship with the
territory through external collaborations. Class councils also contribute to the
design of PCTOs, determining the transversal and professional skills that can be
acquired, and to the evaluation of pathways.
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Table 1. Cont.

Level Actor Role

Micro

Hosting Organizations

Propose potential pathways to USR; sign protocols and engage in conventions;
collaborate in co-designing the pathways; nominate a hosting organization tutor;
play a role in evaluating the activity and the levels of skills achieved by the
students, encompassing both transversal and technical–professional skills.

Students

Participate by expressing their training needs, during the design, implementation,
and evaluation of the pathways, and provide feedback through a final report and a
self-evaluation form, expressing their opinions on the experience and the impact
of the interventions.

Families
Are informed about the procedures and behavioural standards in the hosting
organizations; sign the training pact; through representatives within class councils,
participate in the planning and design of PCTOs.

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

The analysis of the main actors involved in the governance of PCTOs revealed signifi-
cant differences, in particular, highlighting a school–labour-market polarization (Figure 1)
between the perspectives of the Regional Scholastic Offices’ representatives and those of
Chambers of Commerce and employers’ associations. Moreover, variations were observed
among key informants within the same category but situated in different territorial contexts.
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Firstly, focusing on the Regional Scholastic Offices, a tendentially ‘school-centric’
perspective emerges, which assigns more centrality in governance to the role of the MIM,
USR, UAT, schools, School Principals, disciplinary departments, class councils, teachers,
school tutors, students, and families than that assigned to Chambers of Commerce, Trade
Union Organizations, firms, and tutors of hosting organizations.

Within this macro-trend, notable disparities emerge across regional contexts regarding
the primary level of governance. In fact, some of the interviewees assign a leading role
to the macro decision-making level, hence to the Ministry of Education and Merit, which,
through its Guidelines, establishes the framework for PCTO initiatives. However, it should
be emphasized that in some cases, this assertion seems to be almost a ‘ritual’, driven by
adherence to norms, only to be contradicted by subsequent reflections of interviewees. On
the one hand, they recognize that de facto governance occurs at the meso or even micro
level, while on the other hand, they highlight significant oversights at the macro level,
perceived as a thinly veiled lack of interest in coordinating PCTO governance effectively.
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“If you ask me if there is a management in charge, it doesn’t appear to me that there is
one” (USR Piedmont)

As previously mentioned, some USRs identify the focus of governance at the meso
level, assigning themselves a central role in “the possibility of creating a constellation of net-
works” (USR Liguria). On the one hand, this entails facilitating connection and coordination
between the macro and micro levels on the educational side, thus as a trait d’union between
the Ministry and schools, explicating in some cases the role of the Territorial Ambit Offices.
On the other hand, regarding the mediation between schools and hosting organizations,
it explicates in many cases the role as interlocutor of the Chambers of Commerce and
other employers’ associations in the different economic sectors, both in the stipulation of
protocols of understanding and in the design and experimentation of innovative paths.

Finally, other USRs shift the focus of governance to the micro level, attributing a
leading role, in some cases, to institutions and School Principals, when with the concept of
governance they refer primarily to the establishment and maintenance of relationships with
local stakeholders and, in other cases, to disciplinary departments, class councils, teachers,
and school and hosting organization tutors, and when with the concept of governance
they associate mainly the design, implementation, and evaluation of PCTOs. Only in a
single case is the concept of multilevel governance explicitly mentioned, although the set
of responses then seems to focus primarily on the micro level.

As for the Chambers of Commerce and Trade Unions interviewed, a generally more
‘balanced’ perspective on the governance of PCTOs emerges. These actors perceive—at
the micro level—schools and firms as equally key players within the pathways. While at
the meso level, they equate the roles played by the Chambers of Commerce and USRs to
mediators of relations with the labour market and school representatives and actors with
functions of coordination at the territorial level, facilitating the match between ‘demand
and supply of PCTO’; of signing protocols of understanding; of proposing pathways
including experimental ones; of supporting their design, implementation, and evaluation;
and of disseminating best practices through IT platforms. Thus, once again, the “lack of
a unitary strategy” (Avellino Chamber of Commerce) in pathways emerges on the macro
(ministerial) level.

4.2. The Coordination Arrangements between Schools, Hosting Organizations, and Local
Authorities: Challenges and Perspectives

The analysis of the interviews reveals the importance of formalized coordination
among the various actors engaged in the governance of PCTOs and how all stakeholders
recognize its importance in shaping coherent pathways aligned with ministerial direc-
tives. However, coordination arrangements currently exhibit notable heterogeneity across
different territories, with variations even within the same region being evident.

“There are roundtables where certain issues are discussed. However, due to the singu-
larity of each territory, they should be considered separately, within their respective
contexts” (USR Sicily)

In cases where the design and management of PCTOs are established as the result
of shared strategies among various local actors, positive effects emerge: “With the region
and various institutions, there are scientific technical committees managing the design, monitoring,
and evaluation of the pathways. (. . .) I believe it’s crucial that every school PCTO referent has the
opportunity to communicate with a regional referent” (USR Veneto). However, respondents
often express that they do not recognize a formalized coordination structure in their territory
regarding PCTO governance:

“Right now, I have the impression that there is no coordination in our territory” (As-
solombarda Milan)

“Coordination is a term we’re unfamiliar with. There is no coordination. It simply doesn’t
exist” (USR Sardinia)
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In this scenario of “total spontaneity” (Genoa Chamber of Commerce) in which “everyone
organizes as best they can” (Avellino Chamber of Commerce), it appears to be challenging to
identify an authority capable of coordinating the actions implemented by individual actors.
Each organization, based on its own resources and requirements, appears to independently
activate useful actions to respond to the need of managing PCTOs in a shared form. This
suggests that an individual initiative constitutes a discriminating factor in ensuring a truly
effective design and monitoring of the pathways.

“It would require at least provincial coordination among all the provincial institutes,
also to exchange experiences and design common strategies” (Avellino Chamber of
Commerce)

In this context, some USR representatives share successful strategies that they have
autonomously activated, which have facilitated the connection between schools and hosting
organizations and monitoring the outcomes of the initiatives promoted. For instance,
certain USRs have signed specific protocols with local institutions, such as the Chamber of
Commerce and Unione Industriali (Employers’ Association), aimed at promoting additional
agreements between various schools and firms.

In some territories, the connection between educational institutions and host structures
facilitated by USR is not particularly critical and assumes the form of support provided to
individual schools as specific needs arise:

“Now that a mechanism has been established [. . .], the coordination is really a support
[. . .] because I have a relationship with individual tutors and maybe one school needs one
thing more than another. [. . .] We have become part of a family system” (UAT Ferrara)

In these cases, individual schools often rely on long-standing privileged relationships
with firms and employers located in the territory, for selecting hosting organizations and
developing training opportunities accordingly. Typically, schools gradually build networks
with locally available company supply chains, which evolve based on the training needs
identified by participating students in PCTOs. In such cases, the intermediary role in the
networking process between schools and firms, carried out, for example, by Chambers
of Commerce or USRs, is not considered essential since the collaboration among the
various actors is already well established. Examples of coordination roundtables for
pathways organized by individual schools can be observed in this context, starting with
the agreements signed with different institutions.

“These are individual relationships that the school has with certain entities, established
over a long period [. . .]. Generally, we provide information regarding local institutions,
but by now, schools are already aware of this!” (UAT Ferrara)

Similarly, Chambers of Commerce describe virtuous actions independently promoted
to bridge the gap resulting from the lack of specific coordination on PCTOs, carried out by
a formalized group at the local level to facilitate connections between schools and firms.
These actions take various forms over time: from co-designing courses for pathways offered
to school and hosting organizations’ tutors, to offering vouchers to firms to encourage them
to host students, to the promotion of territorial roundtables that serve as connectors for the
different initiatives activated in the same area.

“The Chamber of Commerce has endeavoured to facilitate knowledge exchange between
schools and firms and the implementation of pathways by bringing together teachers and
hosting organization tutors at the same table to guide them in designing a PCTO and
understand their respective positions” (Cagliari Chamber of Commerce)

In some instances, the Chambers of Commerce have implemented specific online tools
to facilitate connections among the various actors involved in the governance of PCTOs.
Such is the case of “online meetings that allow stakeholders to exchange and dialogue through web
platforms” (Cagliari Chamber of Commerce) or that of digital platforms “where different actors
in the territory can subscribe and subsequently share content” (Venice and Rovigo Chambers of
Commerce) for the purpose of sharing the projects carried out.
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The absence of a formalized coordinating group capable of supervising and promoting
PCTOs’ governance according to well-defined strategies in different territories is attributed
by some interviewees to the lack of a national-level system direction. Such a direction could
support organizations in promoting opportunities for comparison and discussion at the
local level.

“It is evident that at the local level, there is a need to strengthen central direction,
opportunities for coordination, reciprocity of functions, and exchange between firms
and schools. However, on the other hand, support from the Ministry is fundamental”
(USR Liguria)

Some interviewees express the desire for the national system management to allocate
specific roles and functions related to PCTOs to the various actors involved. They assume
that at the territorial level, Chambers of Commerce and Regional Scholastic Offices lack
sufficient authority and autonomy to raise awareness of the importance and function of
PCTOs among educational and host institutions.

Further critical issues, regarding the possibility of establishing a more formalized
coordination structure in certain territories, appear to be related to the limited time and
human resources available and the difficulty of enabling the committees established to
be truly operational and effective in addressing the difficulties that gradually arise in the
design and management of PCTOs.

“The pathways [. . .] would at least require adequate resources to implement them practi-
cally” (Venice and Rovigo Chambers of Commerce)

Some interviewees highlight the challenge of actively involving schools and firms
without offering them a tangible return (e.g., an economic contribution for hosting organi-
zations). However, stakeholders demonstrate awareness and understanding of the many
difficulties faced by local firms and express willingness and readiness to provide them
with support.

4.3. Aims and Objectives of PCTOs

The coordination modalities among governance actors and the networks developed at
the territorial level, as well as in relation to the socioeconomic context, affect the achieve-
ment of pathway objectives.

Three main objectives attributed to PCTOs emerge from the interviews: to enhance
students’ career orientation skills; to acquire/develop students’ transversal skills; and to
foster a stronger connection between the school system and the labour market. These three
objectives, which basically reflect the ‘official’ and explicit goals of the policy that introduced
PCTOs in all upper secondary school pathways, emerge transversally from the interviews
conducted, both with respect to the territorial dimension, the type of stakeholders, and the
different types of schools involved (lyceum, technical, and professional).

Regarding the first objective, the analysis reveals an initial difference across various
education and training pathways: in lyceums, PCTOs primarily serve an orientation
function aimed at fostering “a more informed ability to make choices for the students’ educational
pathway, for post-graduate choices” (teacher responsible for PCTO—Lyceum Genoa), while
in technical and professional schools, a specifically professionalizing function prevails,
in order to promote a “possible future career pathway” (teacher responsible for PCTO—
Lyceum Genoa).

Across different types of institutes, the potential of PCTO experiences in facilitating
what is defined as a ‘re-orientation’ of students emerges as a common characteristic: “direct
experience exposes them to a potential career orientation. It has often occurred that some students
have returned from the experience and said: ‘I now realize that I don’t want to pursue that career’”
(teacher responsible of PCTO—Technical Institute Milan).

This involves the ‘abandonment’ of training and/or vocational projects that experience
‘in the field’ has revealed to be unsuitable with regard to students’ capabilities/attitudes or
disconnected from an idealized ‘professional imaginary’. It also includes the possibility of
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discovering new paths that had not been previously considered, and which may instead
align with students’ interests and expectations.

“Students have their choice validated or are productively reorientated [. . .]; these pathways
have a very strong orientation value whether they confirm or not the student’s choice.
This value arises not only because he or she has read it in a book, but more importantly
because the student has experienced it directly” (USR Liguria)

A second objective of the PCTOs involves the acquisition and development of transver-
sal skills, which are differentially designated by the interviewees in the terms of “self-
awareness, understanding their attitudes and orienting themselves in the world” (USR Lombardy),
developing “autonomy in time management, respecting rules different from those established at
home or at school, collaborating in a group, and being part of a team” (School Principal, Tech-
nical Institute—Genoa), “adapting potential for a new context, developing resilience” (School
Principal, Lyceum—Milan). Interviewees’ narratives refer to the potential validation of
transversal skills already ‘tested’ in schools, the acquisition of transversal skills never or
poorly applied in the educational setting, or the acquisition of awareness regarding one’s
own transversal skill deficit.

The third objective of PCTOs is to facilitate the school-to-work transition by bridging
the gap between these two systems and the match/mismatch between the skills acquired
by students in school and the needs required by tertiary education and the labour market.
Two main issues emerged in this regard. The first relates to how PCTOs allow students to
be more motivated in their studies: “when students return from their experience in the firms,
they recognized and validated what the teacher had previously taught them previously in school
because they find some correspondence with the reality they experienced” (USR Lombardy). The
second concerns the connection between the school and the economic system, particularly
evident in interviews with representatives of the Regional Scholastic Offices, and pertains
to the role of PCTOs in fostering the establishment and/or development of a “bridging”
system by providing “opportunities for the school and entrepreneurial sectors to interact” (USR
Liguria). This aspect is perceived positively by both schools and the labour market; PCTOs
facilitate “establishing relationships [. . .], re-evaluating and re-qualifying the role of the school”
(USR Liguria) in the community, while also enabling firms/institutions to gain a better
understanding of the social context, including needs and “other realities existing in the same
territory” (USR Lombardy).

In the context of PCTOs, the skill system (Figure 2), articulated between skill for-
mation and the deployment of skilled labour, is based on the interaction between the
demand and supply of skills [3,5]. This interaction plays a key role in determining the
success of pathways, with a specific focus on the differentiation between high schools
and technical–professional schools, while examining regional disparities and different
governance frameworks.

In terms of skill formation, both public actors (such as public educational institutions)
and private providers (such as private training entities) have significant influence within
PCTOs. They are responsible for designing curricula, integrating practical experiences,
and providing skills in line with labour market needs. Meanwhile, students serve as key
drivers of skill demand, actively seeking pathways that align with their career aspirations
and the requirements of the labour market. Their individual preferences, interests, and
future ambitions shape the types of skills they aim to acquire through PCTOs.

On the other hand, the deployment of skilled labour involves students transitioning
into potential contributors to the labour market. Their level of qualification and acquisition
of specific skills determines their employability. Concurrently, employers, whether public
or private, alongside third-sector organizations, are responsible for driving the demand for
skilled labour. They actively seek individuals with the skills needed to fulfil organizational
objectives and contribute effectively to the workforce.
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Within this model, effective governance structures are indispensable for managing
the (mis)match between skill supply and demand. Regional disparities in skill supply and
demand therefore necessitate tailored approaches to governance that can address variations
in policy networks and institutional orientations as well as differing objectives between
technical–professional schools and lyceums, which further impact the effectiveness of skill
development interventions.

5. Discussion

The analysis of the interviews revealed the heterogeneous nature of the governance
of PCTOs, particularly concerning the roles played by different actors involved. It also
highlighted the existence of varied realities at the territorial level, with disparities in the
productive system and in the relationships between different institutions and stakeholders
(excellent with some, and unsatisfactory with others).

Considering the different governance models of the educational systems outlined
in the theoretical framework [31,32], it can be argued that the ‘hierarchical component’
appears to be weak for the various actors interviewed. This weakness implies that the
MIM and business representative organizations at the national level have limited capacity
to provide directions and models at the meso and micro levels, especially concerning the
public sector component. The mapping of the different actors revealed a lack of system
direction and structured Guidelines at the macro level, effectively relegating the reins of
governance to the meso and micro levels. The absence of a unified strategy for coordinating
among stakeholders is also highlighted as a major challenge in the governance system
of PCTOs. This poses a risk of reducing pathways to mere bureaucratic fulfilment rather
than effectively matching demand and supply, particularly in terms of skill formation [3],
delegating, without local support networks, to the spontaneity of single schools the success
of the PCTOs. Furthermore, regarding the hierarchical dimension, the heterogeneous
capacity to integrate transversal skills into traditional teaching activities indicates the
limitations of the central level (from the USR to School Principals) to innovate didactic
methodologies through PCTOs, which are very often experienced as separate episodes
from classroom activities.

In the most favourable contexts, in response to the latency of system direction at
the macro level and the mismatch in school-to-work transition [43], a ‘network model’ of
governance intervenes, activated at the local level by leveraging previously established
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territorial networks between educational institutions and hosting organizations. Explaining
the strengths of the PCTO governance system, the interviewees strongly highlighted those
contexts in which there are motivated schools in the territory that believe in PCTOs, that
have had previous experiences of school-to-work transition [44,45], and that are able to
‘dialogue’ with firms, with positive impacts on both the school and economic systems [29].
The ‘network component’ always appears to be decisive, particularly in cases where there
are no favourable conditions for offering ‘positions’ in which to implement PCTOs, because
in these cases, the ability of networks of schools or individual institutes to promote local
networks of actors appears to be crucial.

In an overall analysis of the factors that most affect critical issues and strengths, the
majority of respondents emphasized the importance of the socioeconomic context, which
plays a key role in providing or precluding opportunities for pathway implementation.
Disparities in territorial networks and socioeconomic contexts also influence the achieve-
ment of the objectives that PCTOs pursue. The analysis of the interviews revealed that
the purposes of the pathways are significantly oriented towards career orientation and
the acquisition of transversal skills for lyceums, while they focus on the acquisition of
occupational skills for technical–professional institutes. In this regard, at the meso and
micro level, we can refer to a ‘market component’ of governance, which responds to
skill demand–supply structures [4,5] and influences the very structuring of the pathways.
This governance model is predominantly observed in technical and professional schools
operating in socioeconomically dynamic contexts, since the incentive to design training
pathways and anticipate occupational outcomes operates both at the level of the institute
and, presumably, at the level of the students and families.

Despite the research’s limitations, stemming from its reliance on a qualitative study
with limited generalizability, this article provides a valuable understanding of PCTO
governance in Italy. This comprehension will integrate the outcomes of forthcoming
quantitative analyses conducted by other research units as part of the nationwide project,
providing varied perspectives to grasp the complexity of PCTOs.

6. Conclusions

The research project of which this study is a part has as its main objective the evaluation
of PCTOs as a didactic methodology for the professional training and career orientation of
students in their development, taking into account the point of view of the involved actors
and stakeholders.

Considering the limited number of studies conducted on the effects of school-to-work
alternance in Italy, this article aims at contributing to the debate on the topic by outlining the
governance systems of PCTOs and how they function in terms of processes and outcomes.

The objectives envisaged by the PCTOs are complex to achieve due to the plurality
of stakeholders involved in their design and implementation, both internal and external
to the schools, and due to the lack of a well-structured governance model at the macro
level, which ends up delegating to the meso and micro level, where effective networks
can be developed at the territorial level, alongside the achievement of the goals set within
the pathways. It should be further emphasized that the aims of orientation and the
development of transversal skills do only strongly differentiate between lyceums and
technical and professional institutes but are also considered relatively autonomous with
regard to teaching activities, as if they could be acquired ‘separately’ from schools, whose
didactic model would therefore not be modified except marginally by these pathways.
This is a crucial aspect, also considering the increased emphasis on the didactic dimension
that occurred with the transition from SWA to PCTO, which will be analysed in detail by
shedding light on the results of the school surveys conducted by other research units.

The lack of strong centralized governance is reflected in the different coordination
models implemented at regional and local levels. In fact, the analysis showed how, at
the local level, the central role of schools and their inclusion in networks, both of schools
and of local actors, prevails over the dynamism of the context. Meaning that, even in
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relatively weak socioeconomic contexts, schools can ‘make a difference’, while contexts
with a dynamic economic structure can favour the PCTOs in technical and professional
institutes through networks already established before their introduction but cannot ‘push’
schools to practice them effectively. Moreover, the key role in the governance of the
PCTOs seems to remain within the school system (Ministry/USR/schools) that supports
the networks or, in the absence of networks, plays a proactive role by trying to foster, at
the micro level, the participation of actors such as students’ parents or individual firms.
The encouraging role of the Chambers of Commerce or Trade Unions, in specific cases,
does not appear to be negligible and seems able to counteract a certain inertia of the
educational system.

The analysis thus revealed how the connections between the micro, meso, and macro
level, within the governance of PCTOs, are not systematized but are implemented differ-
ently according to both the resources available within the networks and the relationships
established at the territorial level. This underscores both challenges and opportunities for
enhancing the effectiveness of these programs. Considering potential policy developments
and further recommendations is essential to improve PCTOs and ensure they fulfil their
objectives of preparing students for the transition to the labour market. In conclusion,
effective governance of skill supply and demand within PCTOs requires a profound under-
standing of regional contexts, policy orientations, and stakeholder dynamics. Addressing
regional disparities, fostering collaboration among stakeholders, and prioritizing coherence
in policy frameworks are essential steps to equip young people with the skills needed to
thrive in the ever-evolving labour market.
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