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Summary 
 
This report on adult education situation in Italy was produced as one of the outputs of Erasmus Plus Strategic 

Partnership project funded by the European Union under the Erasmus + programme.  The project is entitled 

“Municipalities Supporting Adult Education” (MSAE), and it is implemented between 2020 and 2022. 

Local authorities are the closest support institution for local people, working closely with local adult 

education providers. This determines the special role of local governments in adult education. Aim of the 

project is to develop and increase the role of local governments in supporting adult education, in order to 

promote greater participation of adults in education. 

This report provides an overview of the adult education landscape in Italy. Similar reports are prepared by all 

project partners, what allows to compare the situation in Italy with their situation in Lithuania, Estonia and 

Latvia.    

This report is presented in several paragraphs: at the beginning there are some data from the Italian Republic 

and economic data about Italy. The other three paragraphs are related with the inhabitants, the age groups 

and the ethnical groups in the country. Then another section is following, and repots the situation of the 

adult education, its support and practice.  

From page nine of this report, it is possible to read and discover news and data about the possibility to fund 

adult education from the EU and other European or private bodies.  

At the end of the report it is possible to find the State and local governments collaboration with some other 

state organisations involved with adult education. The last part is a description of strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats to adult education using the SWOT analysis.  

 

Brief Economics Data Analysis about Italy  
 

Some data of the Italian Republic taken from the OECD – Organisation for the Economical Cooperation and 

Development, data 20191 

 

 
 

  

                                                     
1 https://www.oecd.org/italy/ 
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Structure of inhabitants in Italy 

This article is about the demographic features of the population of Italy, including population density, ethnicity, 

education level, health of the populace, economic status, religious affiliations and other aspects of the 

population.  

At the beginning of 2020, Italy had an estimated population of 60.3 million. Its population density, at 201 

inhabitants per square kilometer (520/sq mi), is higher than that of most Western European countries. 

However, the distribution of the population is widely uneven; the most densely populated areas are the Po 

Valley (that accounts for almost half of the national population) in northern Italy and the metropolitan areas of 

Rome and Naples in central and southern Italy, while other vast areas are very sparsely populated, like the 

plateaus of Basilicata, the Alps and Apennines highlands, and the island of Sardinia.  

The population of the country almost doubled during the twentieth century, but the pattern of growth was 

extremely uneven due to large-scale internal migration from the rural South to the industrial cities of the North, 

a phenomenon which happened as a consequence of the Italian economic miracle of the 1950–1960s. In 

addition, after centuries of net emigration, from the 1980s Italy has experienced large-scale immigration for 

the first time in modern history. According to the Italian government, there were an estimated 5,234,000 

foreign nationals’ resident in Italy on 1 January 2019.  

Since the 1984 Lateran Treaty agreement, Italy has no official religion. However, it recognizes the role the 

Catholic Church plays in Italian society. In 2017, 78% of the population identified as Catholic, 15% as non-

believers or atheists, 2% as other Christians and 6% adhered to other religions.  

Pic. 2 Demography in Italy2 

 

  

 

  

                                                     
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of_Italy 
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Age groups3 

 

 

National/Ethnical groups 
 
The major ethnic group in Italy is the Italians, who account for 95% (above 60 millions) of the total population 

of Italy. The remaining 5% of the population consists of ethnicities like Albanians, Romanians, Ukrainians 

and other Europeans (2.5%); Africans (1.5%) and several other minorities (1%). 

If one refers to the history of Italy, it can be observed that for a long period, the region where modern days 

Italy exists as a single state was divided into separate provinces that were controlled by different ethnicities. 

In the past, Greeks, Celts, Romans, and older Italian peoples have had control of the Italian peninsula. The 

Romans were strong in northern parts of Italy while Greeks dominated the south, and the early Italian tribes 

were found in the north and central parts of the peninsula. Others that ruled different regions of the Italian 

peninsula in varied time period belonged to ethnicities that include Catalans, Norman, Swabian and Angevin. 

Because of this joint occupation, there were several descendants of the different ethnic groups that remained 

back in the Italy and eventually accepted themselves as Italians. The culture of the Italians has been strongly 

influenced by those of the Romans, who were very aggressive rulers in the history of Italy. As Italy had 

remained in a divided form for several centuries, the Italians from each of these provinces had their own 

regional dialects and culture which can still be seen in Italy. One survey claims that Italians choose settling in 

the rural locations rather than larger cities. It claims that only about 60% of the Italians stay in cities, which is 

lowest compared to other populations in other European countries. Many Italians prefer to be identified by 

their province which is their native region. Major Italians are Roman Catholics though there are some minor 

groups that follow Protestantism or Judaism. 

Existing practice of adult education 

In Italy, as in Europe, ‘adult education’ (educazione degli adulti) means a series of activities aimed at cultural 

enrichment, requalification and professional mobility. These activities can be organised by a school in 

collaboration with local communities, also involving the labour market and the social partners at territorial 

level; they may be used to extend or integrate the education provided during compulsory schooling, or to 

                                                     
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of_Italy 
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replace compulsory education for early school leavers. These activities may just aim at enriching the personal 

culture to provide or lead to obtain a study title. 

A system of adult education has been running in Italy since 1997, organised at Local Permanent Centres (Centri 

territoriali permanenti – CTPs) and through evening courses at upper secondary education institutions. In 

2007, a specific Ministerial Decree has launched the reform of the adult education system that started in 2012 

and ended in school year 2015/2016. The reform has replaced the expression ‘adult education’ with ‘school 

education for adults’ (istruzione degli adulti - IDA), which refers to the more limited domain of the educational 

activities aimed at the acquisition of a qualification, with a view to raise the educational level of the adult 

population. The reform has also provided for the establishment of Provincial Centres for School Education for 

Adults (Centri provinciali per l’istruzione degli adulti – CPIAs) that, together with the upper secondary schools 

for the second level courses, have replaced the existing CTPs and evening courses respectively. 

The CPIAs are autonomous education institutions organised in local networks. They have the same degree of 

autonomy as mainstream schools, meaning that they have their own premises, staff and governing bodies. 

Courses provided by CPIAs are open to people aged 16 and above (people aged 15 can participate in 

exceptional circumstances). CPIAs provide programmes corresponding to initial education up to the 

completion of compulsory education as well as language courses for immigrants. 

The system of ‘school education for adults’ offers: 

 first-level courses, organised by CPIAs, aimed at obtaining a first-cycle qualification and the 

certification of basic competences to be acquired at the end of compulsory education in vocational and 

technical education; 

 second-level courses, organised by upper secondary schools, aimed at the obtainment of a technical, 

vocational and artistic school leaving certificate;  

 literacy and Italian language courses for foreign adults, organised by CPIAs, aimed at the acquisition 

of competences in the Italian language at least at the level A2 of CEFR. 

In addition, a course to acquire the basic primary education competences is available for learners who lack of 

certification attesting the completion of a primary education level. 

The courses of the ‘school education for adults’ system are available also for prisoners thanks to the 

establishment of separate seats of CPIAs and of upper secondary schools in the detention centres. 

All courses provided by CPIAs have a flexible organisation, allowing for personalised study paths and the 

recognition of prior learning. Students can take up to 20% of the total required tuition time through distance 

learning. The system falls under the responsibility of the Ministry of Education, University and Research. This 

type of provision is financed through public resources and it is free for participants. 

The National institute for documentation, innovation and educational research (Istituto nazionale di 

documentazione, innovazione e ricerca educativa – INDIRE) has carried out a monitoring on 126 CPIAs with 

reference to the school years 2015/2016 and 2016/2017. The monitoring shows that in school year 2016/2017 

adults enrolled in various courses were 108 539 (+18.4% compared to 2015/2016). The number foreign adults 

enrolled in first-level courses (compulsory education) has increased from 12 542 to 14 312 (+14.1%), while 

those enrolled in second-level courses has registered +16.9%. First-level courses organised by CPIAs in 

2016/2017 have increased of 7% (1 057) while second-level courses have increased of 40% (1 136) and literacy 

and Italian language courses of 17% (3 764). Courses in detention centres have also increased: first-level 

courses have registered +9%, second-level courses +4% and literacy courses +20%. From 2015/2016 to 

2016/2017, prisoners enrolled in first-level courses passed from 2 995 to 3 645 (+21,7%), those enrolled in 

second-level courses increased from 2 613 to 2 875 (+10,1%, and those in literacy courses have increased of 

+8%. 

In general, in the period 2015-2017, the number of learners in the adult education system has increased in all 

types of courses. According to the latest survey of the Ministry of education, in 2018 CPIAs were 130 

distributed in all the Regions of the country.  
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(Sources: Monitoraggio, 2018, INDIRE and Focus “Principali dati della scuola – Avvio Anno Scolastico 2018/2019”, settembre 2018) 

Existing support to adult education 
 

Mega-trends are putting pressures on the Italian adult learning system 

Technological change, population ageing and low levels of basic skills among adults, are putting serious 

pressure on the Italian adult learning system. In Italy, 15.2% of jobs have a high risk of automation, and a 

further 35.5% may experience significant changes to how they are performed as a result of the introduction of 

new technologies. Italy also has an old and ageing population. Today there are 3.5 older persons (65+) for 

every ten working age adults (15-64) – the highest rate in the OECD after Japan – and this ratio is expected to 

increase to 6.6 by 2050. Finally, around 38% of Italian adults have low levels of literacy and/or numeracy 

proficiency, well above the OECD average of 26.3%. To cope with technological change, longer working lives 

and the increased skill demands of a knowledge-based economy, many adults will need training to keep skills 

up to date. In this context, the availability of high-quality adult learning options is crucial to support workers 

through these ongoing and deep changes. 

Participation into adult learning has increased over the last decade but remains low  

Adults’ participation in training has increased considerably in Italy over the past decade, rising by 133% over 

the period 2007-2016. Despite this progress, Italy continues to lag behind most OECD countries, and too many 

adults – including the most vulnerable – do not participate in adult learning opportunities. Today, only two in 

ten adults participate in job-related training (about half the OECD average) and, although the low-skilled are 

arguably those who are in most need of training, only 9.5% participate (OECD average is around 20%).  

Training Funds can play an important role in upskilling the Italian workforce 

The Italian Training Funds (i.e. fondi paritetici interprofessionali per la formazione continua, hereafter TFs) 

are associations run by social partners that finance workers’ training, using resources collected through a 

training levy imposed on employers. Since their introduction in 2004, they have been tasked to encourage 

firms to provide training to their workers, and have likely contributed to the significant increase in adult 

learning participation recorded since then. Covering almost 1 million firms and over 10 million workers, and 

managing over EUR 600 million a year, today Training Funds represent one of the most important sources of 

financing for workers’ continuous learning in Italy. If well used, Training Funds can help Italy address the 

challenges brought about by the mega-trends, and equip adults and workers with the skills needed to thrive in 

the labour market.  

Training Funds may need more resources to cope with rising pressure on the skills system 

The training levy paid by Italian employers is low by international standards. In Italy, the levy amounts to 

0.3% of payroll compared with 0.8% in Ireland, up to 1% in France, 1.5% in Hungary, up to 2% in the 

Netherlands, and up to 2.5% in the United Kingdom. This relatively low funding level puts into question the 

ability of Training Funds to cope with rising skill pressures. Further, in recent years the Italian government has 

diverted part of TF resources to uses other than training: in 2017, out of the EUR 735 million collected, only 

58.9% were transferred to Training Funds, in practice reducing the funding available to Training Funds to only 

0.19-0.2% of the payroll. While funds were initially diverted to finance welfare measures in response to the 

challenges brought about by the economic crisis, from 2015 onwards government withdrawals have become 

structural. In a context of high skill pressures, a reduction in resources available to invest in continuous learning 

is something that Italy can ill-afford. Besides reducing resources for training, budget cuts may also affect 

Training Funds’ credibility, undermine overall trust in the system, and ultimately discourage firms to join or 

remain enrolled in a Training Fund.  

Ensuring that Training Funds receive adequate and sustainable funding. Governments’ withdrawal for 

purposes other than training should be minimised in the future. The levy rate could be increased at the national 

level, by law, or through collective agreements. The additional rate could be made refundable to contain labour 

costs.  

http://www.indire.it/2018/05/29/pubblicata-ricerca-indire-viaggio-nellistruzione-degli-adulti-in-italia/
http://www.miur.gov.it/-/focus-principali-dati-della-scuola-avvio-anno-scolastico-2018-2019-
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SMEs face several barriers to providing training and using funding support available  

While a large and growing number of firms are covered by Training Funds, certain firms (e.g. SMEs) still face 

substantial barriers in adhering to/using the schemes. Like in other OECD countries, SMEs in Italy are less 

likely to train their workers compared to larger firms. In 2016, only 57.1% of small firms (10-19 employees) 

provided training, compared to 93.3% of larger firms (250+ employees). Moreover, even those SMEs that 

supply training use available Training Funds funding much less than larger companies. Interestingly, only 

6.2% of small training firms (10-19 employees) receive financial support from training funds, compared to 

64.1% of larger firms (1000+ employees). High direct and indirect cost of training, lack of a learning culture 

among entrepreneurs of small businesses, poor awareness of the availability of Training Funds funding, as 

well as burdensome administrative procedures to apply for funding, are among the factors explaining the 

limited use of Training Funds funding by smaller firms.  

Support from EU funds 
Funding 

Expenses for functioning of CPIA are met through budget funds of the Ministry of education, university and 

research (Miur)4 and contributions allocated by the government. In addition, courses are financed through other 

funds and contributions from the Regions and local authorities. 

Fees paid by learners 

No payment of fees is required for enrolment and attendance in courses leading to qualifications issued within 

the education system offered by CPIA. Only a small contribution is paid by learners for covering administration 

costs. Courses aimed at developing basic and social skills, CPIA may ask learners to pay fees which amount 

depends on the course, from financing received from local authorities, etc. As far as evening classes are 

concerned, it is foreseen a fees payment equal to that foreseen for school courses. 

Financial support for adult learners 

Courses are basically free of charge; as a consequence, financial aids are not provided. Financial support may 

be offered at local level through funds coming from local authorities. Finally, labour contracts of some workers 

categories (like metalworkers, for example) foresee paid permission to allow them to attend the courses in 

order to obtain the lower secondary school certificate or, more rarely, the upper secondary school certificate. 

Private education 

Adult education programmes are offered by CPIA, centres linked to upper secondary schools, or by upper 

secondary schools, which can be either State or private (paritaria). For information on this offer, please refer 

to sections dealing with school education. 

The offer of merely private courses for adults varies and detailed information are not available. 

 

State and local governments, collaboration with State organizations 

In Italy the adult education is not funded as an activity apart, but there are the Training funds opened by the 

companies and they train the personnel and employed of them during the year.  

                                                     
4 https://www.mur.gov.it/ 

http://www.istruzione.it/
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Enhancing coordination among different actors 

 Setting up a National Observatory on Adult Learning to facilitate coordination between Training 

Funds, the government, and other actors involved in adult learning. The Observatory could organise 

regular meetings to discuss important topics (results of SAA; skills certification) and/or steer the 

development of a national adult learning strategy.  

 Improving coordination between Training Funds. Training Funds could establish a coordination 

platform to share good practices, discuss common challenges, and collaborate on new projects.  

 Paving the way for Training Funds to support the training of the unemployed. Updating the legal 

framework and allocating adequate additional resources will be crucial for Training Funds to 

successfully undertake this new role.  

 Setting up complementary policies to develop a learning-friendly environment. Policy measures aimed 

at removing workers’ barriers to training (e.g. education/training leave; financial incentives for 

workers to take-up training; Individual Learning Accounts; individual rights to learning), and demand-

side measures to increase firms’ demand for skills, should be explored.  

 Ensuring that Training Funds receive adequate and sustainable funding. Governments’ withdrawal 

for purposes other than training should be minimised in the future. The levy rate could be increased at 

the national level, by law, or through collective agreements. The additional rate could be made 

refundable to contain labour costs.  

Swot analysis 
 Strenghts This is the period for fostering a learning culture among SMEs, for example 

by upskilling entrepreneurs through Training Funds. Training could be 

financed through entrepreneurs’ private contributions, and/or government 

funding.  

Another strengtht is that it’s easy to raise awareness among SMEs about 

Training Funds. The government could lead information awareness 

campaigns; social partners could disseminate information about Training 

Funds among their networks; Training Funds could build on existing networks 

(e.g. trade associations) to reach both member and non-member firms.  

Weaknesses A weakness is to have difficult administrative procedures and red tape. 

SMEs could benefit from a simplified funding application procedure, which 

would require them to describe training needs and expected outcomes, rather 

than to develop detailed training plans.  

Opportunities Opportunity is to decrease the costs of training for SMEs, for example by 

(i) reimbursing firms for workers’ wages during training; (ii) introducing job 

rotation schemes (i.e. support firms to find a temporary replacement worker 

during the training period).  

Another is to reduce the direct cost of training for SMEs. Several policy 

options are available, such as: (i) granting SMEs higher reimbursement rates; 

(ii) shortening/removing delays in reimbursements; (iii) exempting, or 

reducing, contributions paid by SMEs.  

Threats Possible threats if not reducing the direct cost of training for SMEs. Several 

policy options can be n the long term, unavailable, such as: (i) granting SMEs 

higher reimbursement rates; (ii) shortening/removing delays in 

reimbursements; (iii) exempting, or reducing, contributions paid by SMEs 

 


