
 

Family Background Effects on Children’s Educational Achievements 

and on The Choice of Early School Entry 

Sposato Daniela 

 

 

Abstract 

The paper estimates the impact of family background on both students’ achievements and the 

parents’ choice to enroll their children in advance at school. The analysis employs data of the 

2011/2012 survey of academic test scores in reading and mathematics conducted in Italy by the 

National Institute for the Educational Evaluation of Instruction and Training (INVALSI). The 

sample size covers the entire universe of Italian pupils attending both the 2nd and 5th grade of 

primary school.  

Higher family socioeconomic status – especially parents’ educational qualification – is known to 

be positively associated with students’ educational outcomes, affecting life-long the educational 

level and the income distribution. Consequently, there has been considerable interest in estimating 

the relationship between family background proxies and children’s educational outcomes. The 

literature lacks, instead, in investigating the influence of family background on parents’ decision to 

enroll their children in advance at school. The paper aims to fill this gap by exploiting Italian 

normative setting which establishes an age threshold according to which pupils’ must or are 

allowed to start school in September of a given year – year t. Specifically, enrollment at first year of 

primary school is mandatory for pupils who turned six by December of the year t while is an option 

for those who turn six by April of the year t+1. Results from an RDD approach show that the 

discontinuity between the two groups of students with similar age but different educational choices 

differs by parents’ education. The cutoff between December of the year t and January of the year 

t+1 presents negative coefficients for lower level of parents’ education. Coefficients are positive 

and higher for medium educational qualifications with respect to high qualifications. This seems to 

indicate an advantage of early enrollment for pupils with a medium or higher family socioeconomic 

background compared with children living in a lacking family in terms of cultural resources. The 

latter experience a penalty if enrolled at school in advance. 

Beside parents’ background, pupils’ ability also matters to determine school achievements. The 

issue is linked with early enrollment so pupils ready for school may perform better even if enrolled 

at school in advance. Findings from the literature show that youngest pupils – those are enrolled in 



advance at school – perform worse than the oldest one. This paper aims to add a further 

investigation on the issue by analyzing changes in the effect of age at school entry at different 

points of test scores distribution, starting from the 10th until the 90th quantiles. 

Results first suggest that oldest students perform better for all quantiles of test scores 

distribution, both in reading and in mathematics. More interesting, the estimated coefficients change 

significantly with changes in quantiles. Reading test scores increase with increasing age and the rise 

is more intense as the students are positioned on lower quantiles. In other words, the trend of 

students’ age is decreasing with increasing quantiles. Findings for mathematics, instead, show a 

tendency of pupils’ age effect on test scores to increase with the increasing quantiles until the 40th, 

but it reduces along the highest one. The implementation of quantile regression also allows to show 

that family background proxies differ by quantiles of test scores distribution: coefficients follow 

similar trend of students’ age at school entry.  

Empirical findings have policy implications both for school and for governments. First, results 

allow to understand how much of the inequality in educational achievements is due to 

socioeconomic status of students’ family. In this awareness, schools and governments should fight 

the huge social disparities in terms of education opportunities and improve social mobility. Then, 

governments should evaluate to change the threshold of age for first enrollment into school, taking 

into account the differences of early enrollment effects on educational achievements by pupils’ 

socioeconomic background. 
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