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Unequal Educational Opportunities 
During the Covid-19 Pandemic: On Long-
Distance Teaching and Early Tracking in 
Italy
Elena Gremigni

Abstract: The Covid-19 pandemic radically changed learning approaches by 
introducing long-distance teaching methods that are being applied both partially 
or completely. However, this emergency solution has not allowed everyone 
access to primary and secondary education and has resulted in various forms 
of discomfort due to students’ socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. This 
contribution aims to demonstrate how long-distance teaching has produced 
different effects in the diverse pathways of study within the Italian school 
system which is based on early tracking and is characterized by the persistence 
of social reproduction mechanisms that have long been called attention to. In 
order to highlight how long-distance learning has been experienced differently 
by technical, vocational, and liceo students, an exploratory qualitative study 
focused on different upper secondary pathways within some schools in 
Tuscany was carried out. From the data collected, it was revealed that the 
greatest difficulties were encountered by students from low-SES families mostly 
concentrated in vocational schools. The pandemic emergency, therefore, seems 
to have further underscored the relational and educational needs of the most 
disadvantaged students. Overcoming an educational system based on early 
tracking could be a first necessary response to dealing with these problems.

Keywords: Long-distance Teaching, Early tracking, Italian school system, 
Inequalities in education
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1. Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has radically changed learning approaches by 
introducing long-distance teaching methods that are being applied both par-
tially or completely as home-based learning and blended learning in most 
OECD countries (OECD, 2021).

The sudden change has led to numerous problems primarily because 
schools and universities were not prepared to deliver online classes and sim-
ply attempted to replace face-to-face classes with the use of commercial on-
line platforms made by large corporations for synchronous lessons (mainly 
Zoom, Google Meet & Hangout, Microsoft Teams), pre-recorded seminars 
(Youtube), and sharing materials (Google Classroom, Google Drive, Micro-
soft Teams). Although many platformization processes (van Dijk, Poell & 
De Waal, 2018) had already been utilized in education for a long time, many 
teachers and professors had not received specific training and had to learn 
the use of these tools by themselves. However, mastering these technologies 
was not the only challenge that had to be faced – a further obstacle was to 
adapt traditional teaching styles to remote lessons with a consequent in-
crease in workload and stress.

Above all, this emergency solution did not permit everyone equal access-
es to education and caused various forms of student discomfort.

Long-distance teaching revealed the persistence of different levels of the 
digital divide related to people’s socio-economic and cultural backgrounds 
(van Dijk, 2012; van Deursen & Helsper, 2015; van Dijck, 2020). Many chil-
dren did not receive any form of education as a result since they lacked 
the technological tools or lived in a country where there was not enough 
infrastructure to support the Internet (first-level digital divide). As far as 
skills were concerned, students appeared much less competent than the oft-
used “digital natives” metaphor would suggest (Suša Vugec & Stjepić, 2022; 
Dastane & Haba, 2023), as some of those with access to ICTs were unable to 
use them adequately (second-level digital divide). Furthermore, a segment of 
the teenagers and young people also seemed to encounter significant diffi-
culties in transforming the use of ICTs into advantageous offline outcomes 
(third-level digital divide).

Additionally, even students who were capable of taking advantage of 
long-distance learning had to face various problems in adapting their styles 
and study plans to the change. The absence and reduction of face-to-face 
teaching also affected their social relationships, with various consequences 
on a psychological level. Lastly, families, and women in particular (Colombo, 
Poliandri & Rinaldi, 2020; Evans, 2020), had to support younger children in 
long-distance learning, coping with major problems in an attempt to recon-
cile their work position with parental care.
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After a brief exposition of the main problems created by long-distance 
learning by way of a review of the main international studies on the subject, 
this contribution aims to examine several critical issues that have emerged 
in Italy. It is intended more specifically to demonstrate how within the Ital-
ian school system, characterized by early tracking, long-distance teaching 
has produced different effects across diverse pathways of study. In order to 
highlight how long-distance learning has been experienced differently by 
technical, vocational, and liceo students, data collected by several national 
research institutes are also exhibited. The preliminary results of an explor-
atory study focused on different upper secondary pathways within some 
schools in Tuscany are then also presented.

To conclude, an explanation of how the use of long-distance teaching in 
Italy has produced different effects across the diverse pathways of study on 
the basis of students’ social origins is elaborated, a circumstance that further 
underscores the unequal educational opportunities in early tracking school 
systems.

2. The Covid-19 pandemic and education worldwide

The emergency caused by the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 led to the re-
placement of face-to-face lessons with home-based learning for an average 
of 4-9 weeks in most OECD countries (OECD, 2021).

In order to offer education during the shutdown of schools and universi-
ties, the duration of which varied state by state as a consequence of health 
policies and school calendars, governments adopted different solutions based 
on the media at their disposal (printed materials, radio, television, and online 
platforms for synchronous and asynchronous teaching). Data indicated that 
the education systems of high-income countries generally supported disad-
vantaged students by providing devices for access to long-distance learning 
and the promotion of interventions to remedy gaps in students’ education, 
while only a third of low-income countries were able to provide aid to those 
who requested it (UNESCO, UNICEF and the World Bank, 2020; World Bank, 
2021). However, within those countries where more resources were made 
available, not all educational institutions had the opportunity to work within 
the same conditions. Affluent schools which had been making use of new 
technologies since before the pandemic crisis were somewhat prepared to 
face the emergency, whereas other schools with minor economic resources 
were less organized for remote learning (Azevedo et al., 2022).

Professors, school principals, and teachers had to face an emergency sit-
uation for which they were largely unprepared despite digital competences 
developed in recent years. Their preparation was mainly related to aspects 
of ITCs but was also characterized by a lack of pedagogical strategies spe-
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cifically designed for distance education (Bergdahl & Nouri, 2021; Marek, 
Chew & Wu, 2021). As a consequence, they bore the burden of having to rely 
on their own ability to adapt to the situation which resulted in an overload 
of work. Teachers, in particular, experienced a condition of general isolation 
and a lack of adequate devices combined with discomfort due to the difficul-
ties of coping with students’ inequality of access to long-distance learning 
that increased stress and even burnout (Lavonen & Salmela-Aro, 2022).

Despite these efforts, it has been calculated that during the first phase of 
the pandemic as many as 500 million children went without access to public 
education (Giannini, 2020).

Between the end of 2020 and mid-2021, due to the resumption of the 
Covid-19 emergency, it was necessary in some countries to suspend face to 
face educational activities once again, albeit only partially and on the basis 
of one’s level of schooling. The loss of learning during this two-year period 
was considerable both from an educational point of view and with regard 
to the repercussions these deficiencies could end up having on the world 
economy (Reimers, 2022). A simulation estimated that the loss of a school 
year corresponded to a 7.7% decline in gross domestic product (GDP) (Ha-
nushek & Woessman, 2020) and the World Bank calculated learning losses 
of 5 months to be equal to a loss of 10 trillion dollars (Azevedo et al., 2020).

Additionally, deficiencies in education are not only a vulnerability for 
countries but also represent a strong limit on individual opportunities, as a 
lack of education affects the labor sector, with consequences that reverber-
ate and impact social mobility (Blau & Duncan, 1967). The effects of school 
and university education on incomes are indeed significant, as documented 
by research that shows a clear correlation between employment levels and 
qualifications achieved (OECD, 2018).

What clearly emerges from this emergency is that the pandemic not only 
displayed a varied spread in relation to socio-economic and cultural fac-
tors (Stojkoski et al., 2020) but has also increased inequalities in educational 
opportunities (Andrew et al., 2020; Bayrakdar & Guveli, 2020; Cullinane & 
Montacute, 2020; Doyle, 2020; Green, 2020; Kuhfeld et al., 2020; Lucas, Nel-
son & Sims, 2020; Domingue et al., 2021; Littlejohn et al., 2021; Azevedo et 
al., 2022; Blikstad-Balas et al., 2022; Costa, Baptista & Carvalho, 2022; Costin 
& Coutinho, 2022; Haelermans et al., 2022; Hamilton & Ercikan, 2022; Thorn 
& Vincent-Lancrin, 2022; Easterbrook et al., 2023).

The Covid-19 pandemic forcefully entered the field of education by re-
ducing learning time, a fundamental variable in the relationship between 
aptitude (time needed to learn) and learning (Carroll, 1963) and a positive 
predictor of academic achievement (Clark & Hawkins, 2010). However, the 
pandemic crisis did not affect all students equally, as those who possessed 
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material and social resources due to their socioeconomic status ended up 
being in a position of advantage over others.

As a matter of fact, it was primarily students from disadvantaged socio-
economic and cultural backgrounds who encountered greater difficulties in 
accessing long-distance learning. In many cases, this was due to a lack of 
devices which prevented them from staying in contact with their educa-
tional institutions. Furthermore, even those who had the opportunity to use 
suitable tools to overcome this first-level digital divide encountered other 
problems as well.

Low-SES families often did not have sufficient living space to allow their 
children to benefit from spatial and aural privacy, which was also a neces-
sary condition in order to attend long-distance classes (Littlejohn et al., 2021; 
Azevedo et al., 2022; Easterbrook et al., 2023). Above all, parents from the 
working class generally spent less time homeschooling than middle-class 
parents and did not have the opportunity to help their children make use of 
the platforms, supervise their schoolwork, and guide and encourage them 
(Andrew et al., 2020; Doyle, 2020; Cullinane & Montacute, 2020; Blikstad-Bal-
as et al., 2022; Costa, Baptista & Carvalho, 2022).

Such deficient support in children’s educational activities generally af-
fects outcomes in the short and long term (Castro et al., 2015; Guterman 
& Neuman, 2018). In the context of the pandemic, well-off families had the 
means and the time to absorb a large part of the learning shock by support-
ing their children in this educational transition, while students coming from 
disadvantaged families encountered greater difficulties in using learning 
platforms, felt less engaged than before, and ended up studying less (Bayrak-
dar & Guveli, 2020; Lucas, Nelson & Sims, 2020). Furthermore, stress, anx-
iety, intra-household violence, and abuse, often associated with low family 
income, all increased during the school shutdown and had a negative influ-
ence on students’ socio-emotional skills and learning achievements (Azeve-
do et al., 2022).

Researchers found a general decrease in student learning outcomes that 
had less of an effect on those from better-off families and fell more squarely 
upon those from low-SES families (Reimers, Ed., 2022), with worse results 
in mathematics (Contini et al., 2021; Hamilton & Ercikan, 2022), a funda-
mental discipline for successfully facing STEM studies that allow access to 
higher-level job positions. Especially in primary schools, where support at 
home was essential since students were not yet independent in their educa-
tional activities, there was a sharp decline in learning among less well-off 
children (Haelermans et al., 2022). However, autonomous students from low-
SES families also encountered different challenges even in higher education. 
In addition to a decline in learning, economically disadvantaged students 
faced problems replacing campus resources that were no longer available 
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such as computers, libraries, as well as accommodation and student canteens 
(Marek, Chew & Wu, 2021).

The unequal impact of the pandemic also created growing disparities in 
learning for students from diverse ethnic backgrounds who were already in 
a disadvantaged position (Hamilton & Ercikan, 2022) and also deepened gen-
der differences, with a significant disparity between boys and girls in favor 
of the latter, who spent more time on their schoolwork, but only in high-in-
come states (Green, 2020). On the other hand, in developing countries, low-
SES girls often had to take care of their brothers and sisters or were engaged 
in housework, a condition that led to less learning or even dropping out from 
school (Azevedo et al., 2022).

Despite these significant problems, it has been noted that the total or 
partial loss of face-to-face classes was also sometimes an opportunity for 
those who refused to go to school, shy students, or disabled children who 
benefited from remote learning environments by actively participating in 
lessons (Bergdahl & Nouri, 2021; Bruining et al., 2021); although this possi-
bility seemed limited to students who had already obtained their own learn-
ing autonomy or were supported by their families (Blanco et al., 2020; Iivari 
et al., 2020).

The measures taken within the education sector during the pandemic also 
made it possible to foster ICT skills and develop more effective and enjoyable 
teaching strategies in some countries (Lestari & Gunawan, 2020; Valle & de 
Olagüe-Smithson, 2022). Furthermore, they forced professors and teachers 
to rethink their cognitive biases, prompting them to find new strategies to 
promote learning (Boys, 2021).

However, researchers agree that the pandemic entailed a reduction in 
learning, especially for those whose need to learn is greater due to a lack of 
institutionalized cultural capital within the family setting (Bourdieu, 1979). 
As has recently been noted, “the combination of lack of access to a device 
with an internet connection, and parents with low education levels and 
working in the informal sector with little or no time to assist their children 
in the learning process, makes the impact of school closures highly regres-
sive” (Azevedo et al., 2022).

3. Long-distance learning in the Italian education system

The Covid-19 pandemic strained the Italian education system, which 
suffers from many deficiencies, especially with regard to fundamental in-
frastructure like school buildings. The complete resumption of face-to-face 
lessons during the 2020-2021 school year was in fact also hindered by a lack 
of space necessary for maintaining the minimum safe distances deemed suf-
ficient for avoiding contagion.
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Another critical issue concerned an incomplete coverage of broadband 
and insufficient information devices for Italian schools and private homes 
(OECD, 2020) – with important territorial and social inequalities due to the 
economic resources available (Vaira & Romito, 2020) – even though the Na-
tional Digital School Plan (law 13 July 2015, n. 107, co. 56-59) had provided 
for the widespread acquisition of tools for promoting digital literacy for a 
long time.

Furthermore, both the ministry of education and of the university and 
research did not set up specific platforms or provide indications on solutions 
to be adopted for remote teaching, which requires a change of perspective 
from traditional classroom lessons (Giancola & Piromalli, 2020; Salmieri & 
Visentin, 2020). Consequently, in Italy, as in other countries, schools and 
universities resorted to commercial platforms (especially Microsoft Teams 
and Google Classroom) the functions of which had to be learned on the 
go by professors and teachers with very different attitudes toward the task 
(Grimaldi, Landri & Taglietti, 2020).

The management staff of schools and universities attempted to respond to 
the deficiency in top-down guidance by organizing themselves autonomous-
ly and proposing educational activities that represented important support 
for students living in unusual conditions on an emotional level (Capogna, 
De Angelis, & Musella, 2022; Ramella & Rostan, 2022). At the life-world lev-
el, teachers in particular had to use coping strategies and complained of a 
widespread sense of loneliness and alienation in a profession that has always 
been characterized by face-to-face relationships within a social dimension 
(Colombo, Poliandri & Rinaldi, 2020; Barberis et al., 2022).

On the other side of the desk, 8% of Italian students were completely 
excluded from any form of education during the first phase of the pandemic 
(Istat, 2021: 68) and many others had a difficult time finding suitable tools to 
access online classes. Furthermore, many students appeared less competent 
in the use of digital platforms than might have been expected, perhaps due 
to a habit of using extremely simplified ICTs such as smartphone applica-
tions (Vaira & Romito, 2020). The reorganization of daily living and work 
routines represented a complex challenge for both students and parents who 
had to support their younger children in particular (Merico & Scardigno, 
2020; Santagati & Barabanti, 2022).

The emergency situation also put a strain on the Italian model of school 
inclusion, though vulnerable or disabled students were often supported by 
teachers so as to allow them the opportunity to participate in scholastic ac-
tivities both in their presence and online (Istat, 2022), improving their skills 
and enhancing their independence (Colombo & Santagati, 2021).

In fact, research shows that the unusual circumstances did not have ex-
clusively negative consequences (Tzankova et al., 2022). While it is true that 
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absenteeism increased for online lessons and students generally experienced 
fatigue due to a lack of socialization with their peers, an excessive use of 
digital technology, and an increased focus on studying, the obligation to 
stay at home allowed some to learn new things from a different perspective, 
engage in hobbies, and pursue new interests. Moreover, data suggested that 
students appreciated their school organization and teachers’ understanding 
and supportive attitude during the emergency.

However, despite these positive experiences, the use of long-distance 
learning in Italy underscored the unequal educational opportunities expe-
rienced by students from different cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds 
(Vaira & Romito, 2020; Colombo et al., 2022). In particular, migrant children’s 
scholastic disadvantage increased during this period (Ferrari, 2021). In a sit-
uation where learning activities were forcibly and more extensively dele-
gated to students, the influence of families’ material, relational, and cultural 
resources on children’s educational attainments emerged clearly. Data con-
firm that in the context of a general decline in learning achievements due to 
measures taken during the pandemic, children of parents without much ed-
ucation performed significantly worse in mathematics than their culturally 
advantaged peers (Contini et al., 2021).

Furthermore, long-distance teaching produced different effects on var-
ious pathways of study, as a consequence of early tracking that channels 
students with low-SES origins toward less prestigious study paths, due to 
mechanisms of social reproduction that have long been highlighted (Ballari-
no & Schizzerotto, 2011; Contini & Scagni, 2013; Azzolini & Vergolini, 2014; 
Cataldi & Pitzalis, 2014; Romito, 2016; Parziale, 2016; Argentin, Barbieri & 
Barone, 2017; Barone et al., 2018; Giancola & Salmieri, 2020; Benadusi & 
Giancola, 2021).

According to Almadiploma (2020), within liceo study paths, mostly at-
tended by children of middle-class families, a majority of students from the 
fourth and fifth years had a PC or tablet for their exclusive use, 37.0% had 
a PC or tablet for shared use, and only 3.3% took online classes via smart-
phone. On the other hand, in technical and vocational schools, teenagers 
from less well-off or low-SES families used shared tools in 39.9% and 40.4% 
of cases respectively and 4.8% of students in technical schools and 15.3% of 
those attending vocational schools had to participate in long-distance learn-
ing via smartphone only, which resulted in greater difficulties following les-
sons and, consequently, reduced the quantity and effectiveness of educa-
tional activities. In addition, during the first school shutdown, 78.2% of liceo 
students were able to take advantage of online classes every day for at least 
half of the time in attendance, while 68.6% of those who attended technical 
institutes and only 51.4% of those enrolled in vocational institutes had this 
same opportunity.
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Despite the various limitations of long-distance teaching, which affect-
ed low-SES students more than others, those in vocational schools report-
ed emotionally intensified relationships with their peers and teachers to a 
greater extent than did liceo teenagers (ibidem). The pandemic emergency, 
thus, seems to have further underscored the relational and educational needs 
of the most disadvantaged students.

4. Online educational experiences in different study pathways: 
exploratory research

4.1. Methodology
For the purposes of investigating how long-distance teaching was ex-

perienced by students from technical institutes, vocational schools, and li-
cei, a theoretical sampling was used (Gobo, 2001) to administer a short on-
line questionnaire1 mainly consisting of open questions, in three secondary 
schools that represented these three different study pathways in the Livorno 
and Pisa area. By using the CAWI technique, in the presence of a teacher, 115 
fifth-year students (last year students) responded during a period between 
the second half of April 2022 and the end of the school year. Among those 
who answered the questions, 51 attended a liceo, 46 a technical institute, and 
18 a vocational school.

Due to the difficulty in finding teachers willing to devote part of their 
time to such research during a difficult period in which teaching times 
were increasingly reduced by many extracurricular commitments and other 
non-avoidable tests like the Invalsi, the data collected were small. As a con-
sequence, it was considered more appropriate to use the open answers for 
qualitative analysis (Gobo, 2004; Flyvbjerg, 2006), as the sample did reach an 
adequate level of theoretical saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) in relation to 
the study pathways and the ascriptive variables considered most significant 
(parental work and educational qualifications) (Cardano, 2003).

In order to deepen these data and investigate the role of the environment 
of origin and its relationship to distance learning, further open questions2 
were administered to the 51 liceo students as they were enrolled in two di-
verse liceo pathways (a traditional scientific liceo and a human sciences li-
ceo), typically attended by students of different socio-economic and cultural 
backgrounds.

This small sample seemed to confirm that children from low-SES families 
were more concentrated in the vocational school, widely represented in the 

1	 The questionnaire was created using Google modules.
2	 Unlike the first questionnaire, these in-depth questions were inserted in a word file to 
allow students to further expound their answers.
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technical institute, and generally decreased in number at the liceo, particu-
larly at the scientific liceo attended by students whose parents were general-
ly degree-holding, self-employed professionals.

All the responses were then subjected to a thematic analysis, in order 
to identify macro and micro-units of text with particular relevance for the 
purposes of the investigation. The data collected in this way were then com-
pared through a transverse procedure that made it possible to compare re-
sponses to the same main questions (Gianturco, 2005). Finally, the passages 
of the interviews were further selected so that only the statements deemed 
most significant could be cited.

4.2. Findings: studying online during the pandemic
First of all, it should be noted that students from the territorial area under 

consideration all had the opportunity to take lessons online using either 
their own tools or devices made available by the schools themselves. As a 
result, no first-level digital divide phenomena were detected. However, in 
answering the question “which tool did you use to follow remote classes?”, 
some students affirmed that they were primarily forced to use their smart-
phones - certainly a suboptimal condition due to the size of the device which 
is not very suitable for prolonged viewing and writing.

Although the small sample size does not allow for generalization regard-
ing the higher incidence of smartphone use by vocational and technical in-
stitute students which emerged from the data, it is interesting to observe 
that those who resorted to this tool came from disadvantaged social origins. 
One student of the technical institute for example, the son of parents who 
work in executive professions, complained about a “lack of material [tools?] 
for some poorer students, even though everyone now has a mobile phone 
and it is easy to follow [the lessons] even from a mobile phone” (02_T) 3. On 
the other hand, the use of a personal computer, a laptop, or a tablet does not 
seem to be the exclusive prerogative of students from affluent families as 
some low-SES parents had these devices available for their sons and daugh-
ters, although they had to share (with siblings) in some cases.

With regard to the question “did you find it difficult to use the platforms 
chosen for long-distance learning?”, almost all respondents stated they did 
not encounter any problems utilizing them, without any significant differ-
ence between the vocational school students, those from the technical insti-
tute, and those from the liceo. Only a few students indicated some critical 
issues: “registration problems on different platforms” (15_V); “‘Meet’ is badly 

3	 For the purposes of attributing the citations to the various respondents, numbers, and 
acronyms corresponding to the study areas were used. Numbers were assigned based on the 
order in which responses were received. “SL” stands for scientific liceo, “HSL” for human 
sciences liceo, “T” for technical school, “V” for vocational school.



133ITALIAN JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION, 15 (2), 2023.

done” (16_T); “I only had problems in creating an account with the school 
email” (01_SL). Due to the intuitive nature of the commercial software uti-
lized for learning, the majority of responses testifying to a lack of difficulties 
are plausible and seem to highlight the absence of a second-level digital di-
vide, albeit an absence with regard to these specific tools. However, it would 
be interesting to ask teachers’ opinions to better understand the real level of 
their students’ familiarity with such software.

The questions administered to students did not allow for measurement of 
offline outcomes and competences in the various subjects acquired by way 
of the remote classes (the third-level digital divide). Nevertheless, the ability 
to effectively use ICTs for studying can be traced to some responses that 
referred to questions of a more general nature. In this sense, for instance, re-
sponses to the request to evaluate the amount of studying carried out during 
the period of remote lessons were interesting, as a necessary, though not 
sufficient, condition for learning is commitment in terms of hours devoted 
to one’s schoolwork.

The trend that emerges from the data of our sample also confirmed oth-
er research findings (Almadiploma, 2020). Two-thirds of vocational school 
students stated they had studied “little”, “less”, “much less,” and “zero”, and 
even admitted to unethical behavior (“much less, I cheated”’ 13_V). Others 
found there to be little difference with respect to face-to-face teaching and 
only one student declared: “I studied more at home because I had more free 
time” (10_V).

Among the technical institute students, just over half declared they had 
studied “less”, “much less”, “certainly less”, or “zero”. Some did not respond 
or said they found no difference from the past and only five of them affirmed 
that they studied “more” or “much more”. One student, in particular, seemed 
to have detected a critical issue with remote learning: “during the long-dis-
tance teaching period we studied a lot more, but it made us less prepared for 
the following year” (03_T).

Like the technical institute students, more than half of the liceo students 
also responded they studied less, others stated that not much had changed, 
and only eight affirmed they studied more during the period of long-distance 
teaching, while highlighting some critical issues: “I studied more but got the 
same results” (24_HSL); “the average time per day I dedicated to studying 
didn’t decrease, however the quality of studying did” (06_SL).

When asked to justify such responses, remarkable aspects of the partic-
ular context emerged. Some students complained of a concentration deficit 
while studying due to the particular ITCs adopted: “lack of attention for 
following teachers” (05_V); “I had a harder time following the lessons from 
a distance as it is not easy to maintain concentration in front of a computer 
for many hours” (19_HSL). Others pointed out problems caused by the home 
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environment: “home distractions” (08_V); “at home, I can’t concentrate due 
to many distracting elements” (41_T); “the difficulties in following online 
classes are greater, because the lessons aren’t engaging and there are many 
distractions like the phone and all the comforts of home, as well as other 
members of my family” (12_HSL); “having my smartphone available at all 
times it was much easier to get distracted and write friends very frequently” 
(01_SL).

It is interesting to highlight how some liceo students noted critical issues 
related to the length of long-distance teaching and highlighted how some 
subjects, math in particular, were penalized more than others: “personally 
I believe that the duration of online classes (45 minutes) significantly re-
duced the possibility of studying some topics in-depth” (25_SL); “I believe 
that some lessons, especially those of mathematics, are very difficult to fol-
low online” (14_SL).

Above all, it is clear from the responses that a decisive role was played by 
school staff in whether students did or did not study for their subjects, as the 
students themselves claimed they considered some subjects and neglected 
others on the basis of the efforts made by the various teachers to stimulate 
their attention: “the amount of study depends on the teacher. I did not study 
some subjects at all, because the teachers did not show up for class (or in any 
case they showed up late and did 10-minute lessons) or were not interest-
ed in repeating again what was explained” (02_SL); “through long-distance 
teaching, […] it is possible to have more organization also thanks to the great 
availability and ability of teachers to repeat things or to publish documents 
on platforms such as PowerPoint or handouts” (02_HSL).

More specifically, regarding the relationships with teachers during online 
learning, trends already detected by the Almadiploma survey (Almadiplo-
ma, 2020) were also confirmed. Almost all the students from the vocational 
school affirmed they had no problems getting in touch with their teachers, 
about a fifth of technical institute students declared they had encountered 
some problems, while more than a third of the liceo students complained that 
they had encountered difficulties (“it was difficult to get in touch with some 
teachers”, 04_SL). The students’ responses within this limited sample seem to 
confirm the greater commitment of vocational and technical institute teach-
ers in trying to maintain an open channel of contact with students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds in order to offer emotive support, even though, 
as already noted, this did not seem to produce greater motivation to study. 
Teachers’ awareness that most liceo students, especially in the traditional 
scientific pathway, could count on the support of their families with a high 
level of institutionalized cultural capital, seemed in some cases to make the 
relationship with them more emotionally uninvolved during online lessons: 
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“the relationship with teachers […] was much more detached than being in 
the classroom” (05_SL).

Beyond the interesting reasons given by students explaining their gen-
erally reduced scholastic commitment, what emerges from an analysis of 
students’ social background is that those with parents that have low educa-
tional qualifications ‒ mostly represented in the vocational school ‒ declared 
to have dedicated less time to studying than they did in the pre-pandemic 
period. This seems to testify to the difficulty of finding family support in or-
der to cope with teaching deficiencies during the Covid-19 emergency.

4.3. Shadows and light on long-distance teaching
The issue of relationships and human contact found ample space in re-

sponses to the question “which aspects of long-distance teaching do you 
think are the most negative?”

Students underlined, above all, how they missed face-to-face meetings 
with classmates: “not seeing my classmates anymore” (13_V); “not having a 
relationship with classmates” (17_V); “relationships with classmates, espe-
cially when you have no way of having a break together” (10_T); “the lack 
of human contact” (21_T); “social relationships with classmates. The lack 
of empathy created in a face-to-face lesson” (10_HSL); “the closeness and 
contact with classmates, the ability to move and joke or study in a group. 
The alienation produced by the absence of contact”(12_HSL); “I missed being 
able to have a desk mate and being able to share the feelings and emotions 
you experience during school hours live with someone (for example from a 
school grade)” (17_SL).

Others underlined the lack of a direct relationship with teachers too, and 
more generally the absence of the whole educational context, sometimes 
described as joyful and fun: “completely different atmosphere from the one 
you have in-classroom both with teachers and with classmates” (39_T); “the 
moments of fun during the online classes were almost absent” (01_SL); “loss 
of the collective sense of the school lesson on behalf of a greater deperson-
alization” (03_SL); “I mainly lacked the context of face-to-face lessons, being 
in the classroom with your classmates next to you and the teacher giving the 
lesson a few meters from you facilitates concentration and I think it can also 
allow teachers to transfer greater interest to students” (06_SL); “sometimes 
in the classroom, obviously in the less demanding lessons, we can also laugh 
with teachers, who are essential figures in our life path. Presence ampli-
fies the personal relationship, which is almost impossible through a screen” 
(12_SL).

Online lessons seem to have clearly highlighted the importance of eye 
contact, which was lacking or overly mediated on educational platforms, 
and the physical relationships with others on the students’ psychological 
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well-being. Among the most negative aspects of distance learning it was 
reported that a lack of: “physical relationship, feeling of abandonment and 
loneliness” (06_T); “physical contact with classmates. Loneliness” (08_HSL); 
“human and visual relationships” (15_HSL); “visual and personal contact 
with all class members (teachers and classmates)” (21_HSL).

Attention to the material dimensions of educational processes also 
emerged from the responses of the vocational, technical institute, and liceo 
students who complained of a lack of laboratories, practical activities, or 
even just the use of pen and paper: “you did not come to school and [...] you 
could not practice” (14_V); “lack of practical lessons, to do exercises on pa-
per” (40_T); “the thing I missed most about face-to-face lessons is the chance 
to go to the lab and experience. Seeing the various experiments on video is 
not the same as seeing them in person” (02_SL).

Online education was also stigmatized for its harmful effects on health: 
“[long-distance learning] can lead to physical problems and pains, such as 
eye pain. […] I had to go to a physiotherapist for my back and pelvis because 
I was sitting too long at a desk, perhaps too high for me, in an often uncom-
fortable position to be able to see the PC screen” (02_HSL); “one of the neg-
ative aspects is eye strain after many hours spent on the computer” (15_SL).

Finally, some students sought to indicate that the loss of a pleasant daily 
routine was the most negative aspect of online teaching: “maybe I missed the 
morning routine more, then leaving the house, getting ready to go to school” 
(21_SL); “to go out in the morning to see the city that wakes up” (22_HSL).

Moving on to examine responses to the question “Are there any aspects 
of distance learning that you think were positive? If so, which ones?”, it was 
interesting to note, instead, that some students emphasized more the conve-
nience of staying at home without having to travel to reach their school, a 
problem that was not secondary especially for commuter students: “to stay 
at home and to be more rested” (03_V); “to get more sleep in the morning” 
(13_V); “the lack of travel from home to school” (15_V); “the timetable, be-
cause I didn’t have to make the journey from home to school, I could sleep 
more” (41_T); “the advantage of not having to carry books in a backpack and 
not having a very large weight to carry on your back” (02_HSL); “at home 
there are all the possibilities and if, for example, it rains it is convenient not 
to have to go out to school by putting yourself in danger using vehicles on 
the wet road” (12_HSL); “honestly, it was very comfortable to have the les-
sons at home during winter days, or in any case days characterized by bad 
weather” (12_SL).

Students generally described their home as a comfortable environment: 
“comfort of the house” (07_V); “the comfort zone in which to be able to act” 
(12_T); “the convenience of the bathroom, snack, a more comfortable place, 
etc.” (41_T). In emphasizing the comfort of one’s home, they highlighted is-
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sues with school buildings and their furnishings: “unclean bathrooms, old 
and dusty facilities” (10_T); “90% of school environments are reduced badly, 
just think that in my school two years ago it rained in 3 classrooms; it is 
often cold, we students one day all left school as a protest against the cold” 
(16_T); “the school environment provides uncomfortable furniture such as 
chairs and desks” (26_T); “in winter school is too cold, in summer it’s too hot, 
uncomfortable chairs” (41_T); “rooms sometimes dirty and with dust, which 
is a problem for allergy sufferers like me” (02_HSL). Despite these inconve-
niences, some students from disadvantaged families affirmed that the home 
environment in certain cases was not suitable for study: “[online classes], in 
my opinion, do not allow you to enjoy a comfortable environment” (24_T); 
“the environment in which online learning is practiced is not very comfort-
able if you live in a house with many people or even with pets” (02_HSL); “I 
live with my mother, and my ‘study corner’ is in an area shared by both of 
us in the house, so when I got sick with Covid-19, I had various difficulties 
in following the lessons, protecting her and trying to take notes” (12_SL).

A lot of students believe that the most positive aspect of online classes 
was the numerous possibilities offered by ICTs at home: “meeting recordings 
to review whenever you want” (2_T); “having learned an alternative study 
and learning method” (05_T); “the possibility to carry out interactive lessons, 
without wasting time with the problems of school connection” (04_HSL); 
“the discovery and birth of new platforms led us students and teachers to 
have new digital skills and found a useful solution to a disastrous situa-
tion” (19_HSL); “some [teachers] uploaded videos, cards or PowerPoint to 
the classroom to better follow lessons. I find that having these materials 
makes studying easier and more complete because it is not always possible 
in the classroom to take notes well or understand every single step” (02_SL); 
“having started using online platforms to share school materials in a faster 
and easier way” (07_SL); “in the classroom, the blackboard is always a bit far 
away, while on the PC screen I have it in front of me” (21_SL).

According to some students, online lessons also helped to ease some ten-
sions experienced in the school environment, creating a less stressful and 
more inclusive atmosphere, which allowed even the most shy students to 
intervene during lessons: “the possibility of following [classes] in a very 
comfortable and stress-free environment, especially from a mental point 
of view and with less general heaviness” (10_T); “because school generates 
stress and frustration in students” (05_HSL); “the stress was much lower 
than in person” (16_SL); “for those who have problems with shyness or with 
communication, staying in their environment helps them to communicate” 
(03_T); “I am a very introverted person, and online learning gave me the 
possibility to intervene much more, because the feeling of external judg-
ment from the teacher, and thus my classmates’ judgment, fell into the back-
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ground, also because you don’t hear or see all the eyes aimed at you, ready to 
judge your answer” (02_HSL); “perhaps thanks to the fact that in some cases 
we were able to keep the cameras off, this meant that even the most reserved 
people intervened not feeling observed or uncomfortable” (21_SL).

Other students pointed out how the use of ICTs could allow sick students 
not to miss their lessons: “the possibility of following lessons even in the 
case of illness” (21_HSL); “not missing classes if you are positive but asymp-
tomatic or simply in quarantine is the great advantage of online learning” 
(14_SL); “I believe that being able to take classes from home could be useful 
in the future. A person with a mild flu, for example, could still attend some 
lessons” (25_SL).

Above all, some students credit online lessons with allowing for the con-
tinuation of learning and avoiding dangerous infections in the worst period 
of the pandemic: “in a period of the pandemic, it was the most suitable choice 
for avoiding contagion” (26_T); “continuing studies despite the situation” 
(42_T); “I felt safe during the first few [pandemic] waves, it was reassuring 
to study and follow the lessons without the risk of getting sick or infecting 
my loved ones” (12_SL).

The pros and cons of online teaching seem to be recurrent and transversal 
within the sample of students from the vocational school, technical institute, 
and liceo. However, what emerged from the responses is a generally unco-
operative attitude towards the educational institution from the low-SES stu-
dents who attended vocational school during the pandemic, as many of them 
stated that the most positive aspect of online learning was: “doing nothing” 
(12_V); “playing play [station] with my friends during video lessons” (16_V); 
“that everyone does his business like turning off the camera and playing play 
[station] with friends” (17_V).

Relegated to the margins of the educational system, disadvantaged stu-
dents seem to have experienced the particular situation caused by the pan-
demic with a resigned and pragmatic disenchantment.

5. Conclusion

The Covid-19 pandemic posed a challenge to the world’s educational sys-
tems that highlighted numerous existing critical issues and the consequent 
need to make radical changes.

Professors and teachers tried to guarantee long-distance teaching but 
were forced to use already existing commercial platforms by adapting to 
them. This situation brought out the necessity of improving teaching meth-
odologies and exploiting the potentialities of ICTs by creating specific plat-
forms conceived of as common goods and managed according to democratic 
forms (Grimaldi, Landri & Taglietti, 2020).
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Furthermore, the conversion of face-to-face lessons into online lessons 
underscored the existence of different forms of the digital divide that ranged 
from the unavailability of technological tools (or their quality or also shared 
nature) and the internet to a lack of the digital skills necessary to make the 
best use of them. Since these shortcomings were strictly connected to the 
social origins of students, policies aimed at supporting low-income families 
are necessary so that they can have access to the purchase of ITCs as well as 
to specific training courses.

However, even these actions risk being insufficient, as research shows 
that students from disadvantaged families often do not have a private room 
available at home to study (Littlejohn et al., 2021; Azevedo et al., 2022; East-
erbrook et al., 2023). Furthermore, less affluent parents working many hours 
a day do not have the time, or the institutionalized cultural capital needed 
to help their children with their studies, a circumstance that has significant 
effects on school engagement, studying, and educational achievement (Cas-
tro et al., 2015; Guterman & Neuman, 2018; Andrew et al., 2020; Bayrakdar 
& Guveli, 2020; Doyle, 2020; Cullinane & Montacute, 2020; Lucas et al., 2020; 
Blikstad-Balas et al., 2022; Costa, Baptista & Carvalho, 2022).

Long-distance teaching has highlighted clear inequalities in education-
al opportunities, which appears more evident in a country like Italy where 
early tracking fosters forms of segregation based on students’ social origins.

The exploratory research presented here, despite having been conduct-
ed on a very limited sample of students, confirms the results of the survey 
conducted by Almadiploma (2020) during a period of long-distance learning 
regarding the major difficulties studying encountered by low-SES students, 
who are mainly concentrated in vocational schools. Almost all the students 
in the sample examined highlighted different forms of discomfort, especially 
due to a lack of face-to-face interaction, while those from affluent families, 
most represented in the licei, showed greater reflexivity and awareness of 
the need to overcome a difficult context by continuing to study. On the other 
hand, from the responses of vocational students a greater disengagement 
emerged even in the presence of frequent communication with teachers, 
which sometimes resulted in a real refusal to study.

Although many students also highlighted several positive aspects of on-
line learning, especially with regard to the possibility of using ICTs to share 
educational materials or being able to connect with the school in case of 
illness, the importance of face-to-face lessons emerged, especially for disad-
vantaged students who did not have the opportunity to find adequate sup-
port from their families and were consequently more at risk of dropping out 
of school. Due to the inadequacy of Italian school buildings, it therefore ap-
pears necessary to intervene in the first instance on the structures, adopting 
systems for the purification of the environments that can guarantee lessons 
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on-site in real safety. The number of students per class should also then be 
reduced, not only for health reasons but also and above all to allow teachers 
to individually follow and adequately motivate low-SES students. Further-
more, in order to overcome learning gaps compensatory education policies, 
such as additional teaching time and tutoring within schools, should also be 
implemented (Azevedo et al., 2022).

Above all, as the pandemic emergency seems to have even further under-
scored the relational and educational needs of the most disadvantaged stu-
dents, it is also necessary to overcome the current educational system based 
on early tracking that directs low-SES children to “institutions and school 
careers which entice them with the false pretences of apparent homogeneity 
only to ensnare them in a truncated educational destiny” (Bourdieu & Passe-
ron, 1970, Engl. transl. 1990: 158).
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