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Abstract: This study examines the relationship between cultural heritage education and the
risk of Early School Leaving (ESL), integrating two complementary instruments: Q-PEPAS,
which captures students’ perceptions, and O-PEPAS, which documents observable classroom
behaviors. Based on a non-representative group of secondary school students in Italy, the
research compares subjective and observed data across key areas such as motivation,
relationships, family and community involvement, cultural identity, and dropout risk. The
findings reveal strong convergences in identity, active citizenship, and community
participation, where self-reported perceptions align with observed behaviors, thereby
confirming the protective role of heritage education. However, significant discrepancies
emerge in motivation, relationships, and dropout risk: while many students report high
motivation and collaboration, observations indicate lower levels of sustained engagement and
eatly signs of disaffection. These results highlight the limitations of relying solely on self-
perceptions and emphasize the importance of triangulating subjective and behavioral data.
The study contributes both methodologically—through the validation and integrated use of
Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS—and practically, by providing teachers and policymakers with
reliable tools to monitor student engagement and design targeted interventions. Heritage
education thus emerges not only as a form of cultural enrichment but also as a strategic factor
in fostering belonging, motivation, and resilience against Early School Leaving.

Keywords: Heritage Education, Eatly School Leaving, Student Engagement, Motivation and
Belonging, Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS.

1. Introduction

In recent years, the fight against Early School Leaving (ESL) has become a strategic
priority at the European and national level. In line with the objectives set by the
European Union, the European Strategy for Education and Training 2030 envisages
reducing the rate of Farly School Leaving to below 9% by the end of the decade
(European Commission, 2024).
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Also at the national level, the ISTAT (2023) and INVALSI (2023) reports
confirm the urgency of adopting structural and innovative measures to achieve this
goal. According to the most recent data, the average rate of early school dropout in
the Buropean Union is 9.3% (Eurostat, 2024), while in Italy it stands at around
9.8%, with marked territorial differences between North and South (ISTAT, 2023).
Alongside the quantitative indicators provided by official statistical sources
(Eurostat, ISTAT, INVALSI), educational research is tasked with developing tools
to capture cognitive, relational, socio-emotional and cultural factors (personal,
cultural, social, etc.) that influence students' motivation and their relationship with
the school experience.

In this context, Heritage Education emerges as a lever capable of promoting a
sense of belonging, cultural identity and active citizenship, which are the protective
factors against Early School Leaving (Stremfel et al., 2024; Holscher et al., 2024,
Guo, 2025). For example, a longitudinal study in Germany showed that school
interventions aimed at strengthening "inherited cultural identity" — especially when
supported by positive relationships with teachers and peers — foster more stable
identity development trajectories, with positive effects on academic performance
and psychological well-being (Hé6lscher et al., 2024).

Further studies confirm that students perceive heritage as important not only
for “cultural preservation”, but also as a resource for developing identity, a sense of
community and emotional well-being (Ballesté et al., 2024). Specifically, the sense of
belonging to the school is inversely correlated with absenteeism and dropout, since
students who do not perceive themselves as an integral part of the school
community are more likely to desert classes or leave the course of study early
(Hascher & Hagenauer, 2010; Lee & Burkam, 2003; Ream & Rumberger, 2008).

The perception of school belonging has been identified as a significant
predictor of motivation, mental health and resilience, reducing the risk of dropping
out of or disconnecting from school (Abdulhamed et al, 2024; Hascher &
Hagenauer 2010; Ream and Rumberger 2008), especially for minority or immigrant
students.

From this perspective, when school loses its meaning (Arioli, 2025), it becomes
essential to strengthen the bond with the reference community, which acts as a
preventive strategy against Early School Leaving (Finn, 1989) and fosters greater
involvement and commitment to learning. At the same time, several studies
highlight that students perceive heritage not only as a factor of belonging, but also as
a valuable resource for shaping personal identity, reinforcing the sense of
community, and supporting emotional well-being (Ballesté et al., 2024).

The research essentially shows how heritage education activities have a positive
impact on students' attitudes towards local culture and how those who appreciate
heritage more see their awareness of local identity strengthened, as well as their
sense of belonging to the community of reference and collective identity (Pinto,
2015).

This evidence suggests that heritage education not only fosters the development
of cultural identity and a sense of belonging but can also be a strategic lever to
combat Early School Leaving. In light of this, it becomes essential to systematically
investigate the relationships between student perception, observable behaviors in the
classroom and risk factors, defining questions and research objectives that guide the
present study towards a targeted and applicable empirical analysis.

2. Methodological framework of the research
To answer the issues identified in the literature, the study proposes an
integrated methodological approach, aimed at comparing subjective perceptions and
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observable behaviors of students, in order to better understand the role of heritage
education in the prevention of Early School Leaving.

In light of these premises, it is therefore necessary to formulate the research
questions that guided this study. The analysis of the data will then be interpreted in
the light of consolidated theoretical models, such as the Self-Determination Theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2000) and the engagement vs disaffection model (Skinner et al.,
2009), which allow us to better understand the motivational and relational dynamics
related to the risk of Early School Leaving.

* What is the relationship between subjective perception of heritage education
and observable behaviors at school?

¢ To what extent do Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS return convergent or divergent
results with respect to motivation, sense of belonging and risk of dropping
out?

e Which dimensions (motivation, relationships, active citizenship, family and
community involvement) emerge as the most critical in the gap between self-
evaluation and observation?

¢ How can the data collected guide the design of educational interventions to
prevent Early School Leaving?

The present study therefore has the following objectives:

1. to analyse the extent to which cultural heritage education activities affect
motivation, sense of belonging and the risk of Early School Leaving in
secondary school students;

2. to verify the combined effectiveness of two innovative tools — Q-PEPAS and
O-PEPAS — in detecting both the subjective perceptions of students and the
observable behaviors in the school context;

3. to compare the convergences and discrepancies between what students declare
and what they actually manifest in class, identifying areas of latent risk not
always recognized by the students themselves;

4. to offer practical guidance for teachers, researchers and policy-makers to
develop more targeted and effective educational interventions against Early
School Leaving, focusing on cultural heritage.

Starting from the above and from the needs that have emerged over time, the
present study aims to combine two tools within an integrated methodological
approach: the Q-PEPAS (Questionnaire on Students' Perception of Heritage
Education and School Dropout), which collects the subjective perception of
students, and the O-PEPAS (Observational Checklist on Heritage Education and
School Dropout), which detects the behaviors observable in the school context
(participation, relationships, motivation, family and community involvement).

The Q-PEPAS is a tool designed to collect students' subjective perception of
the educational value of heritage education experiences and their connection with
the risk of FEarly School Leaving. It investigates how young people interpret the role
of cultural heritage in their personal formation, in strengthening their motivation to
study and in developing active citizenship skills.

In parallel, O-PEPAS was designed with the aim of observing and recording
observable behaviors that occur in educational contexts.

This checklist with marginal notes allows you to monitor aspects such as active
participation in activities, the quality of interactions between peers and with
teachers, expressions of interest in heritage, the level of collaboration and the
involvement of families and communities. Integrating the two methods of collection
allows a triangulation of data, where individual perception can be compared with
concrete observations, to produce more solid conclusions and practical indications
for effective educational interventions against Early School Leaving. Several studies
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have in fact highlighted the gap between what students perceive and what they
manifest in terms of behavior (Fredricks et al., 2019). For this reason, the tools that
detect perceptions — while valuable in giving students a voice — risk returning a
partial picture, influenced by social desirability biases or self-reflection difficulties.

This is precisely where the methodological innovation of the present work lies:
the joint use of Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS. The first collects students' subjective
perceptions in a structured way, exploring motivation, self-efficacy, a sense of
belonging and a relationship with heritage. The second translates the same
dimensions into observable behaviors in the classroom, allowing teachers or
researchers to monitor concrete indicators such as active participation,
collaboration, emotional manifestations and to pick up signs of disaffection. The
triangulation of perceptions and observations therefore provides a more
comprehensive and reliable picture, enabling us to identify not only the declared
weaknesses but also the latent ones that emerge only in everyday teaching practice.
The integration between the two tools makes it possible to overcome the limits that
each would present if used individually. The questionnaire captures students'
perceptions, beliefs, and subjective experiences, while the observational checklist
documents observable classroom data, less exposed to perceptual distortions. By
triangulating the data and comparing what students say and what they manifest, a
more robust, comprehensive and multidimensional view of heritage education
impact practices on Early School Leaving risk is achieved.

It is in this way that the data collected through Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS can
not only strengthen the validity of scientific evidence to offer operational tools
useful to teachers and researchers to guide the design of more targeted educational
interventions, but also, at the same time, to enhance heritage as a training resource
and to prevent, or more effectively, the phenomenon of school dropout.

The integration of the two tools makes it possible to obtain an articulated and
multilevel reading of the school reality: on the one hand, the voice of the students
emerges directly through their perception, which returns impressions, experiences
and subjective experiences; on the other hand, there is the external detection of
observable indicators, capable of describing the dynamics that characterize the
school context in an objective and systematic way. The intersection of these
perspectives allows not only to build a more complete vision, capable of enhancing
both the different dimensions of the phenomenon analyzed, but also to increase the
possibility of grasping latent dimensions, often difficult to detect if considered
separately. However, the definition of clear objectives and the adoption of integrated
tools such as Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS make full sense if included in a theoretical
and methodological framework that considers the phenomenon of Eatly School
Leaving as multidimensional, influenced by cognitive, relational, emotional and
cultural factors.

In the following paragraph, the conceptual bases and methodological
perspective that guide the interpretation of the collected data are explored.

3. Features of Detection Instruments: Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS

The analysis of the factors affecting the risk of Farly School Leaving requires a
multidimensional approach to be treated. The most recent research underlines, in
fact, that the phenomenon cannot be explained only in terms of academic
performance but must be understood as the result of the interaction between
cognitive, emotional, relational and cultural variables (De Witte et al., 2013). In this
sense, the school can be said to be a complex ecosystem in which micro elements
(individual experiences, motivation, psychological well-being), meso (relationships
with peers, family involvement), and exogenous (socio-cultural context, community
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opportunities) act, which intertwine and determine paths of inclusion or dispersion.

Cultural heritage fits into this framework as an educational resource capable of
generating processes of belonging and identity, reducing the risk of marginalization
(Ballesté et al., 2024). However, to grasp the real effects it is necessary to go beyond
the simple detection of attitudes declared by students.

To investigate in depth the relationship between cultural heritage education and
the risk of Early School Leaving, the present study therefore adopted two
complementary tools: Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS.

The Q-PEPAS was designed as a questionnaire, organized into eight sections,
exploring dimensions such as: direct experiences with heritage, school relationships
and climate, motivation, self-efficacy, perception of the risk of dropout, family and
community involvement, identity and active citizenship, as well as a space for open
teedback and suggestions. The answers are collected using a four-point Likert-type
scale, which allows measuring the degree of students’ agreement with the proposed
statements. The questionnaire also includes some open-ended answers. To detect in
a structured and comparable way the perception of students with respect to the role
of heritage education, a questionnaire was administered, also developed from a study
conducted in 2021 (Nuzzaci & Marcozzi, 2021), consisting of eight sections, which
include 55 items, most of which are closed-ended. It contains proposals for
statements using a 4-point Likert scale (from 1 = Not at all agree to 4 = Strongly
agree), which allow us to detect the degree of agreement or involvement with the
topics covered and to encourage a clear stance by students (without a neutral
option), alongside some dichotomous questions (yes/no) and open questions for a
more qualitative investigation. The questionnaire takes an estimated average time of
15-20 minutes to complete. Overall, the organization into sections (dimensions)
allows an analytical reading of the data collected, favoring the identification of
correlations between the variables explored. The administration window remained
open for two months. The closed-ended questions were organized by sections, while
the open-ended questions were collected in a dedicated space to encourage more in-
depth reflection. The collected data was exported in Excel format for quantitative
and qualitative analysis using statistical software (SPSS) and textual analysis software
(NVivo). Closed responses were processed with descriptive statistics of the SPSS
package (frequencies, means, standard deviations) and inferential analyses to identify
correlations between the perception of heritage education and school motivation.

Open-ended responses were coded with NVivo to extract emerging themes
such as “heritage value”, “emotional engagement”, “school support”, “personal
motivations” and “perceived obstacles”.

Alongside this subjective perspective, the O-PEPAS has been developed as an
observational checklist, with the aim of detecting concrete behaviors of students
during educational activities, those related to cultural heritage. O-PEPAS is also
divided into eight sections corresponding to those of Q-PEPAS, such as to allow a
direct comparison with marginal notes. The items cover aspects such as
participation in activities, expression of interest, peer collaboration, emotional
expressions, signs of disaffection, family and community involvement and forms of
active citizenship. The scale adopted measures the frequency of observed behavior
(1 = never observed; 4 = always observed). The "Family and Community
Involvement" section has been dealt with separately.

Designed mainly for lower and upper secondary schools, but thanks to their
modular structure they can also be adapted to primary school.

Teachers can use them to continuously monitor the progress of the class, design
targeted and experiential educational activities, and to intercept eatrly signs of
disaffection or risk of abandonment. Researchers, on the other hand, collect
comparable data on the impact of heritage education practices and produce evidence
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useful for the development of educational policies based on empirical data.

In this perspective, the use of Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS are not only research
tools but also provide useful operational devices to support teachers' daily teaching
practices.

This methodological triangulation also makes it possible to obtain a more
reliable map of risk and protection factors with respect to Farly School Leaving and
opens new perspectives for educational research, making it possible to analyze the
discrepancies between what students declare and what they manifest in the school
context.

4. Instrument validation and reliability

The validation process of the instruments was divided into several phases. For
the Q-PEPAS, the validity of the content was guaranteed through the contribution
of a panel of experts in pedagogy, educational psychology and heritage didactics,
who evaluated the relevance and clarity of the items. The Q-PEPAS demonstrated
good internal reliability indices (Cronbach a between .75 and .91) and a solid
multidimensional structure, confirmed by exploratory and confirmatory factor
analyses (RMSEA < .05; CFI and TLI >.90), in line with recommended
methodological standards (Hair et al., 2021).

For O-PEPAS, validity was verified through a content validity index (CVI)
process, involving teachers and experts who judged the relevance of each observable
behavior in relation to the objectives of the tool. The percentage of agreement
exceeded the minimum threshold of 75%, indicated as acceptable in the literature
(Kipli & Khairani, 2020). The first pilot administrations in school contexts have
made it possible to estimate inter-observer reliability, with concordance coefficients
(Cohen's ) greater than .70, suggesting good stability in the detection of behaviors.

The complementarity between the two tools emerges, therefore, also at the level
of validation: while Q-PEPAS allows to explore complex psychological constructs
related to motivation and a sense of belonging, O-PEPAS provides observable
empirical evidence, useful for reducing the risk of self-reporting bias.

This dual perspective increased the robustness of the data collected and offered
a more comprehensive interpretative framework for understanding protective and
risk factors in relation to Early School Leaving.

5. Comparative results between Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS

Before presenting the data that emerged from the analysis, it is useful to briefly
outline the profile of the group observed, which, in the form of a try-out, involved
81 students attending secondary school, aged between 16 and 19 years (average
17.2). The group was composed of 42 females and 39 males, distributed in the 4th
and 5th year classes, with a prevalence of fourth-year students (about 60%) of upper
secondary education institutions in central Italy. In this paper we focus only on the
comparative results, since we refer to other contributions, the specifications on
validation.

The integrated analysis of the data collected through Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS
has made it possible to highlight both areas of convergence and significant
discrepancies between the perceptions declared by students and the behaviors
observed by teachers and researchers.

As regards heritage education experiences, the majority of students reported in
Q-PEPAS that they recognize a strong educational value in activities related to
cultural heritage. This perception was also confirmed by observations; In 70% of

cases, students showed active participation and self-interested behaviors during
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activities, with a positive alighment between stated and observed.

In terms of relationships and the emotional dimension, the students declared a
widespread sense of collaboration and belonging to the class group. However, the
observations showed some discrepancy: about a quarter of the students who said
they were highly cooperative showed isolation behaviors or limited participation in
practical activities. This gap suggests the need to distinguish between perceptions of
collaborative intention and actual behaviors.

In the dimension of motivation and self-efficacy, the data showed a partial
convergence. Many students reported high levels of confidence in their abilities, but
O-PEPAS found that only a fraction of them consistently maintained engagement
and persistence in their assigned tasks. This indicates that perceived self-efficacy
does not always translate into observable engagement, confirming the presence of a
potential gap between internal motivation and external behavior.

Regarding the perceived risk of dropping out, self-assessments indicated
relatively low levels of intention to leave school. However, the observation has
reported in some cases behavioral indicators of disaffection, such as constant
inattention or withdrawal from activities. This discrepancy is a critical sign: some
students may not recognize or do not want to declare their discomfort, which
instead emerges more clearly in the observational context.

Finally, in the dimensions of family and community involvement and identity
and active citizenship, there was a good convergence between statements and
observations, with students who not only recognized the value of cultural heritage
but also demonstrated concrete behaviors of respect for different cultures and
responsibility towards the common good.

Overall, the results confirm that the integration between Q-PEPAS and O-
PEPAS allows to obtain a more multifaceted and reliable map, able to capture both
subjective perceptions and observable signals of risk or protection with respect to
Early School Leaving.

Dimension Q-PEPAS O-PEPAS Interpretation
(Perception) (Observation)
Heritage education | 75% perceive the 70% actively Convergence, but
experiences usefulness of the participate minority not involved
activities
Relationships and 80% declare 60% show Discrepancy between
the emotional collaboration collaboration (25% | perceptions and
dimension isolated) behaviors
Motivation and self- | 70% say high 50% maintains Gap between perceived
efficacy confidence constant self-efficacy and real
commitment engagement
Perceived risk of 15% declare 30% show signs of | Self-assessments
abandonment intentions to disaffection underestimate risk
abandon
Family and 65% recognize 65% show Good convergence
community engagement observable between perception and
involvement engagement observation
Identity and active 70% recognize 68% show respect Strong declared-
citizenship value for identity and responsibility observed alignment

The integrated methodological analysis of the data from the two tools, Q-

PEPAS and Q-PEPAS, high]ighfq an articulated pirfnre made up of qicomiﬁrqnf
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convergences and divergences.

The table shows the comparison between the data collected with Q-PEPAS
(students' self-perceptions) and O-PEPAS (observed behaviors). Strong
convergences also emerge in areas such as identity, active citizenship and family and
community involvement, where statements and observations coincide, confirming
the effectiveness of heritage education activities as protective factors.

However, the most significant discrepancies are recorded in the dimensions of
relationships, motivation and risk of abandonment. While most students report
collaboration and confidence in their abilities, observation reveals that a significant
portion struggle to maintain behaviors consistent with these perceptions. Even more
evident is the gap in the size of risk: if only 15% admit the intention to quit, about
30% show behavioral signs of disaffection.

Comparison between Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS
80+ Q-PEPAS (Perception)
0O-PEPAS (Observation)
Jor
60

50

Percentage (%)

In the dimension of heritage education experiences, students' perceptions (75%
consider the activities useful) are consistent with what is observed in the classroom
(70% actively participate). This convergence demonstrates that Heritage Education
represents a training experience recognized and lived as meaningful by most
students, while remaining a less involved minority that requires targeted educational
attention.

Relationships and the emotional dimension, on the other hand, show
discrepancies: 80% of students declare collaboration, but only 60% show consistent
behaviors, with a quarter tending towards isolation. Here the difference between
declared intentions and actual practices is highlighted, which can compromise the
sense of belonging to the group.

Similarly, in the dimension of motivation and self-efficacy, a "translation gap"
emerges: if 70% declare high confidence in their abilities, only 50% maintain a
constant commitment. This suggests that the perception of self-efficacy does not
always translate into perseverance behaviors, confirming what has been reported in
the literature on the distinction between self-report and observed performance.

The most significant gap concerns the risk of dropping out: just 15% of
students admit to thinking about leaving school, but about 30% show behavioral
signs of disaffection (inattention, withdrawal, poor involvement). This data confirms
that some students struggle to recognize or declare their discomfort, which
nevertheless becomes evident through external observation.

More reassuring is the convergence in the dimensions of family and community

Jowraal of aclusive methodsiogy and Technology in Learaing and Teachiag
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involvement and identity and active citizenship. About 65-70% of students declare
and demonstrate positive involvement, respect for different cultures and a sense of
responsibility towards the common good. In these areas, declared and observed are
substantially alighed, reinforcing the idea that heritage functions as a bridge between
school, family and territory.

Overall, this comparison highlights the value of the methodological
triangulation used, since, if the students' perceptions return to a subjective view of
the educational processes, observation allows to identify latent or undeclared signals,
regarding motivation, relationships and risk of dropping out. The comparative graph
shows these dynamics immediately, highlighting how some dimensions are well
aligned, while others require a more in-depth critical analysis.

These results underline the importance of integrating tools that measure
different aspects of the same phenomenon. Students' perceptions provide an
indispensable interpretative key, but external observation makes it possible to
intercept latent or undeclared signals, offering a more accurate diagnosis of the
conditions that can lead to Early School Leaving.

6. Data analysis
To investigate the convergences and discrepancies between perceptions (Q-PEPAS)
and observations (O-PEPAS), an integrated statistical analysis was conducted.

Correlational analysis

Pearson's correlation coefficients were calculated between the main dimensions
detected by the two tools (motivation, relationships, self-efficacy, risk of dropping
out, identity/active citizenship).

The results showed:

* a positive and significant correlation between perceptions and observations in
the dimensions of identity and active citizenship (r = .62, p < .01) and family
and community involvement (r = .59, p <.01);

* weaker but still significant correlations for heritage experiences (r = .41, p <
.05);

e absence of significant correlation for motivation and self-efficacy (r = .18, n.s.)
and class relations (r = .22, n.s.), indicating a gap between perception and
behavior;

* Ciritical discrepancy on the risk of dropout, with a negative correlation (r = —
33, p < .05), confirming that students who declare low risk sometimes show
observational behaviors of disaffection.

Discrepancy analysis
By calculating differences between standardized Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS scores, it
emerged that about 25% of the sample had a discrepancy of more than one standard
deviation in the areas of relationships and motivation, highlighting students who
perceived themselves as collaborative and motivated but did not manifest such
behaviors in class.
Comparisons of gender and school year
Student's t tests were carried out for independent groups:
¢ Gender: female students reported significantly higher scores on the Q-PEPAS
for motivation (M = 3.4 vs 3.1; t(79) = 2.15, p < .05), while the O-PEPAS
observations showed no significant gender differences.
*  School year: 5th year students showed lower scotes in observed self-efficacy
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than their 4th year peers (M = 2.6 vs 3.0; t(79) = =2.01, p < .05), suggesting a
drop in motivation close to the state exam.

7. Discussion

The integration of the data collected with Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS has made it
possible to highlight not only the areas of convergence between perceptions and
observations, but above all the discrepancies that represent the critical nodes of the
relationship between heritage education and the risk of Early School Leaving.

The convergences in the dimensions of identity, active citizenship and family and
community involvement confirm what has been reported in international literature,
namely that heritage education experiences can be a protective factor, strengthening
the sense of belonging, intercultural respect and the bond with the community
(Ballesté et al., 2024). In these areas, the correspondence between declared and
observed testifies to the real effectiveness of the teaching practices adopted and
suggests the possibility of extending them as a model in different contexts.

On the contrary, the discrepancies found in the dimensions of relationships,
motivation and above all the risk of dropping out, draw attention to the complexity
of the phenomenon. These discrepancies can be interpreted in the light of Self-
Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), according to which students'
motivation is articulated along a continuum that goes from amotivation to intrinsic
motivation. In many cases, students declare high motivation because they recognize
the value of the activity, but they are unable to translate it into behavior if the needs
of autonomy, competence and relationship are not met.

Similarly, the engagement vs disaffection model (Skinner et al., 2009) helps to
understand how declared commitment can coexist with observable signs of
disaffection.

While many students declare themselves to be cooperative and motivated,
observation shows that these perceptions do not always translate into behavior. This
is particularly evident regarding the risk of dropping out: only a few explicitly admit
their intention to leave school, yet a much higher number show concrete signs of
disaffection. This data confirms that self-assessment alone are not sufficient to grasp
the depth of school distress, which can remain latent or undeclared (De Witte et al.,
2013).

The possibility of promptly identifying discrepancies between what students
declare and what they manifest in class is in fact a fundamental added value for the
prevention of Early School Leaving. Therefore, it is confirmed that the triangulation
between subjective perceptions and direct observations offers that multilevel
perspective that helps to overcome the typical limits of self-report, allowing a more
complete reading of school dynamics. In this sense, Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS can
be considered complementary tools, capable of integrating the analysis of
motivational, relational and identity processes with the observation of concrete
signals.

On the other hand, the results suggest the need for targeted interventions in
two directions:

1. support students who declare motivation but struggle to maintain it in practice,
through more experiential teaching strategies;

2. intercept observable signs of disaffection at an eatly stage, which often do not
emerge in the questionnaires, through integrated monitoring and school support
systems.

In terms of educational policies, the adoption of integrated tools such as Q-
PEPAS and O-PEPAS could provide schools and educational authorities with a
more accurate picture of the risk of Early School Leaving, useful for directing
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resources and preventive strategies (European Commission, 2023).

In an international perspective, several comparative studies have underlined
how the perception of school belonging and teaching practices oriented towards
cultural heritage are transversal factors, found in different educational contexts
(Reschly, 2020; Guerrero Puerta, 2023). This reinforces the transferability of the Q-
PEPAS/O-PEPAS model even in school systems with different socio-cultural
characteristics. This approach is part of the European objectives set for 2030, which
provide for the reduction of the Early School Leaving rate to below 9% (European
Education Area). The use of integrated tools such as Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS can
therefore concretely contribute to the achievement of these goals, providing reliable
indicators to support prevention and inclusion strategies.

Despite the positive results, however, it should be emphasized that the study
has some methodological limitations. The sample analyzed is limited and not
representative of the entire school population; moreover, observation, although
based on shared criteria, can be affected by the subjectivity of observers. Finally, the
data collected should be replicated in different contexts and on a large territorial
scale. It will therefore be necessary to replicate the study in other environments to
verify its generalizability.

These aspects suggest caution in interpretation and pave the way for further
investigation.

8. Conclusions

The research presented here has made it possible to deepen the relationship
between cultural heritage education and the risk of Early School Leaving, integrating
two original and complementary tools. The Q-PEPAS, based on students' self-
assessment, and the O-PEPAS, which detects observable behaviors in the school
context.

This dual perspective represents an innovative approach in the study of the
phenomenon, as it allows to compare subjective perceptions and observational data,
reducing the risk of interpretative distortions and returning a more complete and
reliable view.

The results highlichted how heritage education activities can be protective
factors against Early School Leaving, promoting motivation, a sense of belonging,
identity and active citizenship. At the same time, the comparison between Q-PEPAS
and O-PEPAS revealed significant discrepancies: some students, while reporting
high levels of motivation or collaboration, showed disaffection or isolation
behaviors in the classroom. These elements underline the importance of combining
subjective and observational tools to grasp the complexity of school dynamics.

The study is configured as a pioneering contribution both for the methodology
adopted and for the possibility of applying the model to different school contexts.
The data collected make it possible to outline trends useful not only for teaching
practice and the professional development of teachers, but also for the development
of educational policies that are more attentive to the role of cultural heritage in the
prevention of Early School Leaving. In addition, the research paves the way for the
sharing and enhancement of good practices, suggesting improvements in terms of
methodologies, resources and curriculum.

Future development prospects concern the extension of the application of the
tools to contexts other than school, such as museums, local authorities and cultural
associations, with a view to educating communities. It will also be useful to start
international comparative studies to verify the transferability of the model to
different educational systems. A further direction of research is represented by the
creation of digital versions of Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS, which facilitate their
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administration and data analysis.

Finally, while the focus has been primarily on students, the potential of this
approach is broad and can be further developed in future studies that systematically
include teachers, families and local communities, to offer an even more integrated
view of the impact of heritage education. Looking ahead, research could develop
along several directions: the creation of digital versions of Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS
for faster and more accessible administration; the extension of the application of the
tools to extracurricular contexts such as museums, cultural institutions and local
communities; international comparison to verify the transferability of the model in
different educational systems; specific training for teachers and operators, in order
to enhance the ability to read and use the data collected. From an operational point
of view, the two tools can be integrated into the Plans to combat Early School
Leaving at school level, as a support for the continuous monitoring of students and
the design of targeted activities. Q-PEPAS allows students to collect their voices,
while O-PEPAS allows teachers to detect observable indicators: their combination
therefore offers a practical prevention device, useful for schools, local centers and
national educational policies.

The results obtained with Q-PEPAS and O-PEPAS offer teachers and
researchers the opportunity to transform heritage education into a real device for the
prevention of abandonment. For teachers, this means being able to integrate
continuous student monitoring with more targeted teaching strategies; for
researchers, the possibility of collecting comparable and transferable data in
different school contexts.

In addition, the clarity of the scales and dimensions observed allows flexible use
of the tools, adaptable to both primary and secondary school, according to specific
educational needs.
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