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FOREWORD 
 

 
Catholic schools serve close to 62 

million children in pre-primary, primary, and 
secondary schools globally. In addition, more 
than 6 million students are enrolled in Catholic 
institutes and universities at the post-secondary 
level. As one of the largest providers of 
education in the world, the Church contributes 
to efforts to achieve the fourth Sustainable 
Development Goals, which is to ensure inclusive 
and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all.  

The aim of a Catholic education is to 
educate towards fraternal humanism. Many of 
the students in our schools and universities are 
not Catholic themselves. They contribute in a 
wonderful way to the diversity and richness of 
our education experience. Yet today, Catholic 
education is under threat in parts of the world. 
As mentioned in the first Global Catholic 
Education Report for 2020, the COVID-19 crisis 
has been devastating, leading to countless 
illnesses and deaths. It has also affected 
livelihoods all over the world. Especially in 
contexts where our schools and universities do 
not benefit from state support, income losses 
have weakened the ability of parents to afford a 
Catholic education for their children.  

The Global Catholic Education Report 
2020 explored some of the impacts of the 
current crisis on Catholic schools and potential 
responses. As the crisis still rages, these impacts 
and potential responses continue to be 
discussed in this report. In addition, the report 
expands the analysis in several new directions.  

First, this report considers both Catholic 
schools and universities, while the analysis in 
the 2020 report was limited to K12 schools.  

Second, the report focuses on the 
issues of education pluralism, learning poverty, 
and the right to education. The report suggests 
new measures of the fulfillment of the right to 
education that take into account educational 
outcomes as well as education pluralism. These 
measures are tentative, but we hope that they 
will motivate further discussions and analysis of 
these complex yet fundamental issues. 

The Global Catholic Education Report 
series is written as part of a broader program of 
research under the new volunteer-led Global 
Catholic Education Project and website. We are 
thankful to Quentin for launching the project, 
creating the website, and writing this report.  

The report is co-sponsored by our four 
organizations: the International Office of 
Catholic Education (OIEC), the International 
Federation of Catholic Universities (IFCU), the 
World Organization of Former Students of 
Catholic Education (OMAEC), and the World 
Union of Catholic Teachers (UMEC-WUCT). 
Together, we are serving the cause of Catholic 
education globally to enable Catholic schools 
and universities to contribute to educating new 
generations towards fraternal humanism.  

As recently noted by Pope Francis at the 
launch of the Global Compact on Education, the 
task of educating new generations is one of the 
most crucial tasks we must undertake. 

 
Philippe Richard, Secretary General, OIEC 
François Mabille, Secretary General, IFCU 

José Ramon Batiste, Secretary General, OMAEC 
Giovanni Perrone, Secretary General, UMEC-WUCT 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: KEY FINDINGS 
 

 
As the largest non-state provider of 

education in the world, the Catholic Church 
plays a significant role in efforts to achieve the 
fourth Sustainable Development Goal1. Yet this 
role is rarely acknowledged in global policy 
discussions, and these discussions rarely reach 
Catholic networks of schools and universities. 

The Global Catholic Education Report is 
published annually, with two aims. The first is to 
make the experiences and role of Catholic 
schools and universities better known by the 
international community. The second is to bring 
to Catholic educators global knowledge and 
expertise from the international community on 
what works to improve education. There is 
much to be gained from stronger collaborations 
between Catholic schools and universities, 
governments managing national education 
systems, and international organizations. In a 
small way, the Global Catholic Education Report 
aims to promote such collaborations through 
better mutual understanding.  

This report for 2021 is the second in the 
series. The first report published in June 2020 
was dedicated to the challenges brought about 
by the COVID-19 crisis. As the crisis continues to 
rage, additional analysis of its impacts and 
potential responses is provided in this report. 
But the report also considers other topics. The 
main themes for this report are education 
pluralism, learning poverty and the right to 
education. In addition, while the first report 
focused only on K122 Catholic schools, this 
report also includes Catholic universities.  

The report is structured into five 
chapters and a statistical annex. The topics for 
the five chapters are: (1) Enrollment trends in 

 
1 The fourth goal (SDG4) is to ensure inclusive and 
equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all. 
2 In the United States, ‘K12’ refers to schools from 
kindergarten to 12th grade. We use the acronym in 
this global report because it is short and handy. 

Catholic K12 schools; (2) Enrollment trends in 
Catholic higher education; (3) Education 
pluralism; (4) Fulfillment of the right to 
education; and (5) COVID-19 crisis, challenges, 
and opportunities. This executive summary 
highlights key findings by chapter. 
 
Enrollment Trends in Catholic K12 Schools 
 

Globally, the Catholic Church estimates 
that 35.0 million children were enrolled in 
Catholic primary schools in 2018, with 19.3 
million children enrolled in Catholic secondary 
schools and 7.4 million children enrolled at the 
preschool level. Below are a few highlights: 
• Enrollment in K12 education more than 

doubled between 1975 and 2018 
globally, from 29.1 million to 61.7 million 
students (Figure ES.1). Most of the 
growth was concentrated in Africa due to 
high rates of population growth and gains 
in educational attainment over time. 

• The highest growth rates are also 
observed for Africa, but growth rates are 
also high in Asia and Oceania. The growth 
rates in those regions are two to three 
times larger than those observed 
globally. In the Americas and Europe, 
growth rates tend to be much smaller, 
and in some cases are negative. 

• There are substantial differences 
between regions in the share of students 
enrolled by level. Globally, primary 
schools account for 56.7 percent of K12 
enrollment, versus 31.3 percent for 
secondary schools, and 12.0 percent for 
preschools. In Africa however, primary 
schools account for 71.3 percent of total 
enrollment. In Europe, they account for 
only 36.0 percent of K12 enrollment.  
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Enrollment in Catholic K12 schools more than doubled from 1975 to 2018. For higher education, 
enrollment increased almost four-fold. Globally, there are ten times more students in K12 education 
than in higher education, but geographic patterns of enrollment and growth differ by education level. 

 
Figure ES.1: Total Enrollment in Catholic K12 

Schools (Thousands) 

 

Figure ES.2:Total Enrollment in Catholic Higher 
Education (Thousands) 

 
Source: Compiled by the author from the statistical yearbooks of the Church. 

 
• India has the largest enrollment in 

Catholic K12 schools, followed by four 
sub-Saharan African countries: the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda, 
Kenya, and Malawi. Together, the top 15 
countries in terms of enrollment size 
account for about two thirds of global 
enrollment in Catholic K12 schools. 

• The highest growth rate in enrollment is 
for preschools. This is a positive 
development as research demonstrates 
that early childhood is a critical period in 
a child's education and investments at 
this time have high returns. 

 
Enrollment Trends in Catholic Higher Education 
 

The Church estimates that it provided 
post-secondary education to 6.5 million 
students globally in 2018. This includes 2.3 
million students in non-university higher 
institutes, 0.5 million students enrolled in 
ecclesiastical studies at the university level, and 
3.7 million students enrolled in other types of 
university studies. Below are a few highlights: 
• Enrollment in Catholic higher education 

almost quadrupled between 1975 and 
2018, from 1.6 million students to 6.5 
million. Most of the growth took place in 
the Americas, Asia, and Europe. However, 
in proportionate terms from the base, 
the highest growth rates are in Africa 
(Figure ES.2). 

• Globally, students in universities account 
for most of the enrollment. Yet in India 
and Asia, there are more students in 
higher institutes. Globally, the shares of 
students enrolled in higher institutes and 
universities did not change a lot despite 
ups and downs. But among university 
students, the share of students in 
ecclesiastical studies has increased, 
especially in Africa, the Americas, and 
Asia. This is good news for the Church. 

• Together, the top 15 countries account 
for four fifths of global enrollment. 
Enrollment remains highly concentrated 
in a few countries. The United States has 
the largest enrollment followed by three 
large middle income countries: India, the 
Philippines, and Brazil. Italy is next, 
probably in part due to historical reasons. 
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Data on enrollment are also provided by income group. At the primary level, most students in Catholic 
schools live in low and lower-middle (Lower-M in Figure ES.3) income countries. By contrast, Catholic 
higher education remains concentrated in upper-middle (Upper-M) and high income countries. 

 
Figure ES.3: Shares of All Students in Catholic Education by Income Groups, 2018 

Primary (%) Secondary (%) Higher (%) 

   
Source: Author’s computations. 

 
Education Pluralism 
 

In education systems that support 
pluralism, students or parents can choose the 
type of school or university they attend, as 
called for in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. Given heterogeneity in priorities for 
what students should learn, education pluralism 
may also boost schooling and learning. The fact 
that there is heterogeneity is clear (otherwise 
all students would opt for the same type of 
education). What is less clear is the extent to 
which education systems are pluralistic. Rather 
than looking at inputs for pluralism (such as 
laws and regulations), we suggest a measure of 
education pluralism based on outputs, that is 
actual enrollment in different types of schools 
and universities. Below are a few highlights: 

• There are clear differences in the 
priorities of parents for what children 
should learn in school based on the type 
of schools they rely on for their children. 
Examples are provided for Burkina Faso, 
Ghana, and the United States. There are 
also differences in the motivation for 
students to enroll in different types of 
universities. Education pluralism helps in 

responding to these differences. 
• To measure pluralism, the basic idea is 

that too much concentration in 
education provision may be detrimental 
to school choice as well as educational 
outcomes, much as too much 
concentration in industry may be 
detrimental to customers. Conversely, 
more pluralism in provision is a positive. 

• The measure of education pluralism 
(Box ES.1) requires data on market 
shares. While analysis is conducted at 
the country level, for manageability 
estimates of market shares and 
education pluralism are provided in the 
report for various regions and income 
groups using World Bank classifications.  

• The market shares of Catholic 
education are at 4.8 percent, 3.2 
percent, and 2.8 percent at the primary, 
secondary, and higher levels globally. In 
low income countries, they are at 13.7 
percent, 9.0 percent, and 3.2 percent 
(Figure ES.4). For primary education, 
Catholic schools have a large footprint 
in sub-Saharan Africa (11.0 percent) and 
low income countries (13.7 percent).   
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Figure ES.4: Market Shares of Catholic Education by Level, Income Groups and Regions (%), 2018 

 

 
Globally, the market share of 
Catholic education is 
estimated at 4.8 percent at 
the primary level, 3.2 percent 
at the secondary level, and 2.8 
percent at the higher 
education level. For primary 
education however, it is much 
higher in sub-Saharan Africa 
(11.0 percent) and low income 
countries (13.7 percent).  

 
 

Source: Wodon (2021i).  
 
Box ES.1: Education Pluralism 
 
The normalized education pluralism index is 
NEPI=(1-HHI)/(1-1/N) where HHI is the 
Herfindahl-Hirschman index, itself equal to the 
sum of the squared market shares of education 
providers. NEPI takes a value between zero and 
one. Higher values denote more pluralism. 
Computing the index requires estimating 
market shares. Data were already available on 
public versus private provision. The advance of 
the report is to identify Catholic education 
separately, noting that while in most countries 
Catholic schools are private schools, in some 
countries most Catholic schools are public. 
 

• Globally, the normalized education 
pluralism index is estimated at 0.474 for 
primary education, 0.633 for secondary 
education, and 0.681 for higher 
education. Education pluralism tends to 
increase with the level of education 
being considered, especially for higher 
education where governments tend to 
have a lower market share.  

• Education pluralism is higher in South 
Asia, in part because of a large market 
share of private providers in India. It is 
also comparatively high in sub-Saharan 
Africa for primary and secondary 

education. It is low at those education 
levels in North America and the Middle 
East and North Africa (see Figure ES.5 
for comparisons by region and income 
group at all three levels). 

• Catholic education contributes to 
education pluralism. This is shown in 
Figure ES.6 by comparing estimates of 
pluralism when considering only two 
providers (public versus private) and 
three providers (disaggregating Catholic 
education). The contribution of Catholic 
education to pluralism is largest at the 
primary level, and smallest for higher 
education, in line with market shares at 
those levels. Within primary education, 
again in line with market share, the 
contribution of Catholic schools to 
pluralism is largest in sub-Saharan 
Africa and low income countries where 
pluralism without Catholic schools 
would otherwise be comparatively low. 

• The normalized education pluralism 
index has limitations. Alternative 
measures could be proposed based on 
the literature on market concentration 
and sensitivity tests could be 
performed. But it is hoped that its 
availability will help promote and 
inform debates on these issues. 
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Figure ES.5: Education Pluralism Index by Level, Income Groups and Regions, 2018 

 

 
Globally, education pluralism 
increases with the level of 
education, with the highest 
values observed for tertiary 
education. For all levels of 
education, pluralism is high in 
South Asia. It is also 
comparatively high in sub-
Saharan Africa for primary 
and secondary education. It is 
low at those education levels 
in North America and MENA.  
 

Source: Wodon (2020j).  
 

Figure ES.6: Estimates of Education Pluralism with and without Catholic Schools, 2018 

Global Estimates 
by Education Level 

Estimates for Primary Schools 
by Regions 

Estimates for Primary Schools 
by Income Groups 

   
Source: Wodon (2020j). 

 
Catholic Education contributes to education pluralism, especially in sub-Saharan Africa and low income 
countries where levels of education pluralism without Catholic schools would be comparatively low.  
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Fulfillment of the Right to Education 
 

As for education pluralism, various 
measures can be used to assess the fulfillment 
of the right to education. In this report, rather 
than looking at inputs, we focus again on 
outputs and outcomes. We propose a set of 
measures of the fulfillment of the right to 
education that takes into account not only 
educational outcomes, but also pluralism.  
• Three measures of the fulfillment of the 

right to education are proposed at 
respectively the primary, secondary, and 
tertiary levels. The three measures have 
the same logic. What differentiates them 
is that they are each anchored in a 
specific educational outcome for their 
level. They also each rely on measures of 
education pluralism at their level. 

• The right to education primary index REPI 
is defined as the product of (1) the share 
of children not in learning poverty and (2) 
the normalized index of education 
pluralism at the primary level, with in 
addition a weighting parameter and a 
pluralism upper threshold for flexibility 
(see Box ES.2). Globally, the World Bank 
estimates that before the pandemic, only 
about half of all 10-year old children 
were not learning poor. In sub-Saharan 

Africa and low income countries, the 
proportion was less than two out of ten.  

• When no weight is placed on pluralism, 
the right to education primary index is 
simply one minus the learning poverty 
rate. As the weight placed on pluralism 
increases, the index decreases (in cases 
countries do may achieve full pluralism).  

• Similar approaches are used at the 
secondary and tertiary levels. At those 
levels, in the absence of alternatives, the 
anchors for estimations are the lower 
secondary completion rate and the 
tertiary enrollment rate. For multi-
country analysis, the same weights and 
thresholds in the formula for the set of 
indices should probably be used across 
countries. For country-specific work, 
weights can be specific to the country. 

• Given lower educational outcomes and in 
particular higher learning poverty in sub-
Saharan Africa and South Asia, these 
regions tend to have lower right to 
education indices, as do low income 
countries. Still, accounting for pluralism 
in measuring the fulfillment of the right 
to education at various levels makes a 
difference in the estimates (see Figure 
ES.7 for an example at the primary level). 

 
Figure ES.7: Estimates of the Right to Education Primary Index by Income Groups and Regions, 2018 

 

 
When a higher weight is placed 
on education pluralism, the 
right to education primary 
index decreases, in some cases 
substantially. For illustration, 
estimates are provided in 
Figure ES.7 for the full range of 
values of α, but it makes sense 
in applications to use relatively 
low values for α given the 
trade-offs these values entail. 
 

Source: Wodon (2020k). Note: z=1.  
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Box ES.2: The Right to Education Indices 
 
The right to education primary, secondary, and 
tertiary indices are a function of a core measure 
of educational outcomes at each level and the 
normalized index of education pluralism at that 
level. Denoting the level of education by k and 
the educational outcome that serves as 
reference at that level by EOk, the three indices 
are defined as REkI=EOk×(min{1,NEPIk/zk})αk 
with 0≤αk≤1 and 0<zk≤1. For primary education, 
the educational outcome is the share of 
children not in learning poverty. Given data 
constraints, at the secondary and tertiary levels 
the educational outcomes are the lower 
secondary completion rate and the tertiary 
enrollment rate. In the formula, zk is a threshold 
above which more education pluralism is not 
necessary beneficial anymore. The weights αk 
placed on pluralism provide some flexibility in 
terms of how much pluralism is valued. For 
each level of schooling, the normalized 
education pluralism index at that level is used.  
 
The indices at the three levels all take a value 
between zero and one. A higher value suggests 
higher fulfillment of the right to education at 
that level. Changes in the parameter αk reflect 
more or less emphasis on pluralism. When αk=0, 
pluralism is not valued. When αk=1, as much 
weight is placed on pluralism as on the 
educational outcome. It makes sense to choose 
values for αk that are small given the implicit 
trade-offs they denote between pluralism and 
the various educational outcomes. Finally, the 
framework could be extended. In analogy with 
the literature on monetary poverty, ‘higher 
order’ measures of the right to education could 
be considered. The much debated question of 
whether pluralism has a positive or negative 
impact on educational outcomes is beyond the 
scope of this report, but must be considered in 
future work. The question of what factors 
(including regulatory frameworks) lead to more 
or less pluralism also requires further inquiry. 
This will also be a topic for future work. 

COVID-19 Crisis, Challenges, and Opportunities 
 

The last chapter is devoted to the 
unprecedented negative impacts of the current 
crisis on students and education systems. Some 
impacts relate to school closures, others to the 
economic crisis leading to drop-outs or delays in 
pursuing one’s education. Catholic schools and 
universities may be vulnerable in countries 
where they do not benefit from public funding, 
as some parents or students may not be able to 
afford tuition due to negative income shocks. 
The crisis is leading in particular to higher 
learning poverty and lower education pluralism, 
thus affecting the right to education negatively, 
especially at the primary level.  
• Under a pessimistic scenario, World Bank 

estimates suggest that learning poverty 
could increase from 48.0 percent to 57.6 
percent globally (Figure ES.8). Losses are 
smaller under alternative scenarios but 
still large. Students in Catholic schools 
are affected as most live in regions with 
low access to the internet (thus limiting 
the efficacy of distance learning) and 
little remediation. 

• Estimates of losses in education pluralism 
and the various indices for the right to 
education proposed in this report are not 
provided due to insufficient data at this 
time. But education pluralism is likely to 
be reduced. In particular, many national 
Catholic education networks expect large 
enrollment losses. In the United States, 
the drop in Catholic K12 enrollment for 
the 2020-21 school year was at -6.4 
points, which is unprecedented in neatly 
50 years. Catholic universities may have 
seen smaller losses, at least for now, but 
many have been weakened financially. 
For some, as the crisis has led to an 
acceleration of a number trends affecting 
higher education, their long-term 
sustainability may now be in doubt.  
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Figure ES.8: Potential Impact of the COVID-19 Crisis on Learning Poverty, Pessimistic Scenario (%) 

 

 
 

Under a pessimistic scenario, 
learning poverty may have 
increase from 48.0 percent to 
57.6 percent globally. Increases 
are smaller under two other 
scenarios (intermediate and 
optimistic), but in all scenarios 
a large number of children may 
become learning poor. 

Source: Azevedo (2020).  
 

Box ES.3: Has Catholic Education Peaked? 
 

Enrollment in Catholic schools and 
universities has grown almost continuously 
between 1975 and 2018. Yet since 2016, there 
has been a small decline due to lower 
enrollment at the K12 level. As the COVID-19 
crisis may lead to losses in enrollment, global 
enrollment in Catholic education may reach a 
plateau for a few years. Yet in the medium and 
long term, enrollment should continue to grow. 
Growth in sub-Saharan Africa due to population 
growth and gains in attainment should 
compensate for potential losses in some other 
parts of the world. For higher education as well, 
we can probably expect growth in the long run. 

The shift towards Africa is changing the 
geography of Catholic education in a major way. 
By 2030, projections suggest that close to two 
thirds of all students in Catholic primary schools 
and more than 40 percent of all students in 
secondary schools could live in Africa. For 
higher education, changes will be slower. 

 
For education systems including Catholic 

networks of schools and universities to recover 
and to fulfill the right to education, policy 
actions are needed on three main fronts: (1) 
mitigating the impact of the crisis; (2) improving 
educational outcomes, including reducing 

learning poverty at the primary level (with 
beneficial impacts at the secondary and tertiary 
levels); and (3) increasing education pluralism. 
• Guidance has been provided by multiple 

organizations on how to respond to the 
immediate impacts of the crisis. Priorities 
include developing multi-modal distance 
learning, providing remedial education, 
ensuring safety when reopening schools, 
and protecting education budgets. 

• To improve learning, a new World Bank 
blueprint suggests clear priorities for low 
and middle income countries. These 
priorities relate to learners, teachers, 
learning resources, safety and inclusion, 
and system management. The blueprint 
also suggests principles to guide reforms. 

• The World Bank blueprint does not 
however discuss the role of private 
providers. Guidance should hopefully 
become available in the fall of 2021 from 
UNESCO’s upcoming Global Education 
Monitoring Report that will focus on the 
role of non-state actors. In the meantime, 
some guidance is available from the 
SABER initiative as part of its framework 
on how to engage the private sector.  
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• And as a final word of caution for policy 
makers, estimates for 38 OECD and 
partner countries suggest that in 2016, 
Catholic schools provided US$ 63 billion 
in savings for national budgets, with an 
additional US$43 billion in savings from 
Catholic universities versus a situation in 
which students would enroll in public 
institutions. The estimates are 
substantially larger when taking into 
account all private schools. Preventing a 
weakening of Catholic and more 
generally private education due to the 
crisis is not only good for education 
pluralism, but it may also make economic 
sense for countries and national budgets. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The damage caused by the current crisis 

is massive. Students in Catholic schools and 
universities are also affected. For some Catholic 
institutions, the crisis may be an existential 
threat, especially in countries where they do 
not benefit from state funding. Yet these 
institutions contribute to better educational 
outcomes including lower learning poverty at 
the primary level. They also contribute to 
education pluralism and the right to education.  

Education pluralism, and in particular 
the issue of school choice, are contested issues 
today. In order to contribute to debates on 
those issues, this report proposed a simple 
measure of education pluralism inspired by the 
literature on industrial concentration. Instead of 
looking at whether legal and other conditions 
for pluralism are in place, which is the 
traditional approach, the measure is based on 
observed market shares for providers of 
education. It is essentially a factual or ‘positive’ 
measure as opposed to a ‘normative’ measure 
(acknowledging the limits of the distinction 
between the positive and the normative). Said 
differently, simply measuring the level of 
education pluralism in a country based on 
market shares does not entail an assessment as 
to whether there is ‘enough’ pluralism or not. 

That type of assessment should take local 
context into account when the measure is 
applied to any particular country. 

In addition, the report also proposed to 
combine the measure of education pluralism 
with data on educational outcomes, such as the 
learning poverty measure of the World Bank for 
primary education, the completion rate for 
lower secondary education, and the enrollment 
rate at the tertiary level. This led to a set of 
indices to assess the fulfillment of the right to 
education. This is more of a normative 
approach, which calls for flexibility in terms of 
the weight to be placed on pluralism, as well as 
the level of pluralism that could be considered 
good enough (beyond which the benefits of a 
higher level of pluralism may not be large).  

As any new approach to measurement, 
the particular approach suggested in this report 
remains tentative. But it is hoped that it will 
promote useful debate. While the approach 
was applied globally in this report, it can be 
used for country level work, taking into account 
the particular context of a country. 

This report is the second in an annual 
series. Readers who commented on the draft of 
the report suggested a range of topics that 
could have been considered, but will need to be 
discussed in future reports given space limits. 
One important topic is the identity of Catholic 
education, especially in contexts of pluralism 
within schools and universities. Another is the 
potential implications of the Global Compact on 
Education called for by Pope Francis. A third 
topic is how to bring together the ‘education 
village’ or the various stakeholders of Catholic 
and other forms of education, including not 
only students and teachers, but also parents, 
alumni, and more broadly communities. Still 
another topic of interest is the performance of 
Catholic schools and universities, not only 
according to traditional measures related to 
standardized tests, but also in other areas that 
relate to integral human development. Finally, 
one last topic that requires attention is whether 
Catholic schools and universities manage to 
reach the poor and vulnerable.  
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On all those topics as well as on the 
topics discussed in this report, more research, 
dialogue, and policy guidance are needed to 
fully realize the value that Catholic education 
can bring to national education systems. But 
conversely, those involved in Catholic education 
today must learn from a range of good practices 
that emerge from international experience. This 
is why the last chapter of the report suggested a 
number of approaches based on lessons from 
international experience on how to cope with 
the negative effects of the current crisis and 
‘build back better’. Promoting not only a better 
understanding of Catholic education in the 
international community, but also a better 
appreciation among those engaged in Catholic 
education of what they can learned from the 
experience of the international community is a 
key aim of this report and broader the Global 
Catholic Education project (see Box ES.4).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Box ES.4: The Global Catholic Education Project 
 
Global Catholic Education is a volunteer-led 
project to contribute to Catholic education and 
integral human development globally with a 
range of resources. The website went live 
symbolically on Thanksgiving Day in November 
2020 to give thanks for the many blessings we 
have received. Catholic schools serve 62 million 
children in pre-primary, primary, and secondary 
schools globally. In addition, more than 6 
million students are enrolled at the post-
secondary level (data for 2018). The Church also 
provides many other services to children and 
families, including in healthcare, social 
protection, and humanitarian assistance. Our 
aim is to serve Catholic schools and universities, 
as well as other organizations contributing to 
integral human development, with an emphasis 
on responding to the aspirations of the poor 
and vulnerable. If you would like to contribute 
to the project, please contact us through the 
website at www.GlobalCatholicEducation.org.  

 

https://www.globalcatholiceducation.org/
http://www.globalcatholiceducation.org/
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
The first Global Catholic Education 

Report3 was published in June 2020. At the time 
the report was drafted, we were still in the early 
days of the COVID-19 pandemic. As of the time 
of publication in March 2021, the situation is 
some ways even more difficult than it was then. 
Vaccines provide hope that the pandemic will 
soon be managed, but major challenges remain, 
especially in ensuring that developing countries 
have access to the vaccines. In the meantime, in 
low, middle, and high income countries alike, 
the pandemic continues to have devastating 
consequences. Apart from its impacts on health, 
the negative effects of the pandemic on 
livelihoods have been massive. As for 
education, many students remain out of school 
or in hybrid situations where a lack of 
opportunities for quality distance learning is 
detrimental to learning.  

The core objectives of this second 
report are in some ways the same as those of 
the first report. A first objective is to bring 
global knowledge to Catholic schools and 
universities about how to improve education 
outcomes, especially under current 
circumstances. A second objective is to make 
the international education community better 
aware of the valuable contributions made by 
Catholic schools and universities to education 
systems. These are also the objectives of the 
new Global Catholic Education website 
launched in November 2020 (Box I.1).  

In this report, many of the themes that 
were discussed in the first report are discussed 
again, since the pandemic remains at the core 
of the challenges faced today by education 
systems, including networks of Catholic schools 
and universities. But in addition, the analysis in 
this report is expanded to consider new topics.  

The focus of this report is on education 
pluralism, learning poverty, and the right to 
education. After a discussion of trends in 

 
3 Wodon (2020a). See also two papers on which part 
of the report was based (Wodon 2020b, 2020c). 

enrollment in Catholic schools and universities, 
the report proposes a new set of measures of 
the fulfillment of the right to education that 
takes into account education pluralism. 
Education pluralism is a broad concept, but it 
refers in part to the ability of parents to choose 
among different types of schools for their 
children, as called for by the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. This ability can be 
measured, so that the performance of countries 
in achieving pluralism can be compared.  

Accounting for pluralism or the lack 
thereof, the report suggests simple measures of 
the fulfillment of the right to education at the 
primary, secondary, and tertiary levels. 
Especially at the primary level, the proposed 
measure accounts for the learning crisis faced 
by many education systems. Today too many 
children are not learning in school the skills that 
they need to acquire. Therefore the proposed 
measure of the fulfillment of the right to 
education at the primary level is based on the 
learning poverty measure recently introduced 
by the World Bank. The set of measures 
suggested in this report for assessing the 
fulfillment of the right to education at various 
levels is tentative. This is also the case for the 
proposed measure of education pluralism. But 
we hope that they will motivate further 
discussion of these fundamental issues. 

A second addition to the scope of the 
report is no less important. While the Global 
Catholic Education Report 2020 was devoted 
solely to Catholic schools at the pre-primary, 
primary, and secondary level, this report also 
considers challenges and opportunities for 
Catholic higher education. Many of the analyses 
included in this report are therefore conducted 
for both Catholic schools and universities (or 
other institutions of higher education). Major 
differences are observed, including in terms of 
enrollment trends. While the African continent 
is quickly becoming home to a majority of 
students enrolled in Catholic schools globally, 
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its share of total enrollment in Catholic higher 
education remains very small. Catholic higher 
education continues to be dominated by 
universities in a relatively small number of 
countries, including especially the United 
States. Nevertheless, while some challenges 
and opportunities affecting Catholic schools and 
universities may differ, many are common. 

As this report covers both Catholic 
schools and universities, it is co-sponsored by 
the International Federation of Catholic 
Universities (IFCU) and the International Office 
of Catholic Education (OIEC). OIEC federates 
national Catholic education associations and 
represents Catholic K12 schools with United 
Nations and other international agencies. IFCU 
does the same for Catholic universities.  

In addition to OIEC and IFCU, we hope 
that the report will also be useful to two other 
partners for the Global Catholic Education 
website: the World Organization of Former 
Students of Catholic Education (OMAEC in 
French) and the World Union of Catholic 
Teachers (WUCT or UMEC in French).  

The report is structured in five chapters. 
The first two chapters document long-term 
trends in enrollment in pre-primary, primary, 
and secondary education (chapter 1) as well as 
in higher education (chapter 2). The analysis in 
chapter 1 was for the most part already 
provided in the Global Catholic Education 
Report 2020, but it has been updated and 
expanded for this report, and is included again 
here to facilitate comparisons of trends for pre-
primary, primary, and secondary schools with 
trends for higher education in chapter 2.  

The next two chapters focus on the 
themes for this report: education pluralism, 
learning poverty, and the right to education. 
Chapter 3 makes the case for the importance of 
school choice as a key component of education 
pluralism. A measure of education pluralism is 
suggested based on concentration indices used 
in the literature on market power. Chapter 4 
discusses the learning crisis, and suggests that 
combining estimates of learning poverty and 
education pluralism may provide an interesting 

way to assess the fulfillment of the right to 
education at the primary level. A similar 
approach is then proposed at the secondary 
and tertiary levels. Again, the analysis remains 
tentative, but is hopefully informative. 

The last chapter considers the impacts 
of the current pandemic as well as other 
challenges and opportunities for education 
systems including Catholic education networks. 
Expanding on the analysis provided in the 
Global Catholic Education Report 2020, the first 
section relies on newly available data to 
consider some of the potential impacts of the 
crisis, including on learning poverty and 
education pluralism, and thereby on the 
fulfillment of the right to education at the 
primary level. Next, the chapter discusses 
approaches to improve both learning and 
education pluralism in order to fulfill the right 
to education, again with an emphasis on 
primary education. A brief conclusion follows. 

 
Box I.1: The Global Catholic Education Project 
 
Global Catholic Education is a volunteer-led 
project to contribute to Catholic education and 
integral human development globally with a 
range of resources. The website went live 
symbolically on Thanksgiving Day in November 
2020 to give thanks for the many blessings we 
have received. Catholic schools serve 62 million 
children in pre-primary, primary, and secondary 
schools globally. In addition, more than 6 
million students are enrolled at the post-
secondary level (data for 2018). The Church also 
provides many other services to children and 
families, including in healthcare, social 
protection, and humanitarian assistance. Our 
aim is to serve Catholic schools and universities, 
as well as other organizations contributing to 
integral human development, with an emphasis 
on responding to the aspirations of the poor 
and vulnerable. If you would like to contribute 
to the project, please contact us through the 
website at www.GlobalCatholicEducation.org.  

https://www.globalcatholiceducation.org/
http://www.globalcatholiceducation.org/
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CHAPTER 1 
ENROLLMENT TRENDS IN CATHOLIC K12 SCHOOLS 

 
 
Introduction4 

 
Globally, the Catholic Church estimates 

that 35.0 million children were enrolled in 
Catholic primary schools in 2018, with 19.3 
million children enrolled in Catholic secondary 
schools and 7.3 million children enrolled at the 
preschool level5. These estimates for 2018 are 
likely to be a lower bound for the number of 
students served by the Catholic Church because 
they do not fully account for the role played by 
Catholic institutions in providing other 
education services, such as technical and 
vocational education and training, as well as 
informal education services. Overall, the 
Catholic Church is therefore one of the largest 
providers of education services worldwide after 
the governments of China and India.  

This first chapter updates and slightly 
expands an analysis of enrollment trends in 
Catholic K12 schools that was already included 
in the Global Catholic Education Report 2020. 
This is done to be able to contrast trends in 
enrollment in K12 schools with those observed 
in higher education, as discussed in chapter 2. 
After a brief introduction providing background, 
trends in enrollment from 1975 to 2018 are 
documented, and then briefly discussed. 

In the context of efforts by the 
international community to achieve the 
Sustainable Development Goals, faith-based 
organizations play an important role in the 
provision of education and health services, and 
more generally in investments in human capital. 
Many of these organizations are Christian, and 
among Christian organizations, in part for 
historical reasons, Catholic institutions often 
tend to have the largest networks of schools 
and healthcare facilities. In the case of 

 
4 This chapter is based on Wodon (2018a). Estimates 
have been updated with the latest data. 
5 Secretariat of State of the Vatican (2020). 

healthcare, one prominent example is that of 
the Christian Health Associations which provide 
care in many sub-Saharan African countries, and 
especially in East and Southern Africa6. In the 
case of education, large networks of schools are 
managed by Catholic dioceses and religious 
orders, especially in sub-Saharan Africa7.  

What should be the aims of Catholic 
schools according to the Church? The 
Congregation for Catholic Education defines a 
school as a place where integral formation 
occurs through a living encounter with a 
cultural inheritance. The first mission of 
Catholic schools should be to contribute to the 
salvific mission of the Church. This requires “the 
development of man's psychological and moral 
consciousness … as a pre-condition for the 
reception of the befitting divine gifts of truth 
and grace”8. To that end, given the pluralism 
that characterizes today’s societies and the fact 
that many students in Catholic schools are not 
Catholic, the Congregation for Catholic 
Education calls for an education that leads to 
fraternal humanism and a civilization of love9.  

Ensuring that education is provided ‘in a 
Catholic key’ is a key objective of Catholic 
schools10. But this does not imply that size does 
not matter. As long as Catholic schools are 
faithful to their mission, providing education to 
a larger as opposed to a smaller number of 
students helps the Church, including in terms of 
its evangelization mission, which should not be 
equated to proselytism. 

For communities and society at large, a 
robust network of Catholic schools is also likely 
to be beneficial in various ways. First, it is often 
believed that Catholic schools perform better 
than public schools in terms of learning 

 
6 Olivier et al. (2015), Dimmock et al. (2012, 2017). 
7 Wodon (2014, 2015, 2018, 2020a). 
8 Congregation for Catholic Education (1977). 
9 Congregation for Catholic Education (2017). 
10 Delfra et al. (2018). 
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outcomes for students, even though the 
empirical evidence to that effect is mixed. 
Catholic schools and the Church also have a 
long tradition of serving the poor11, even if 
doing so in practice is difficult especially when 
the schools do not receive support from the 
state. Finally and perhaps most importantly, 
Catholic and other faith-based schools provide 
valuable options for parents, thus contributing 
to healthy pluralism in the educational choices 
available to them. We will come back to these 
arguments in chapter 4. But first, to set the 
stage for the analysis that follows, it is useful to 
review (pre-COVID) long term trends in 
enrollment. 
 
Trends in Enrollment 
 

How has the number of students in pre-
primary, primary and secondary Catholic 
schools evolved over the last four decades? In 
which parts of the world is growth in 
enrollment taking place, and where do we 
observe a potential decline? How is enrollment 
distributed between the pre-primary, primary, 
and secondary levels? Which are the countries 
with the largest enrollment in Catholic schools?  

To answers these questions, this 
chapter documents trends in enrollment in 
Catholic schools from 1975 to 2018 and 
discusses some of the implications for the 
future of Catholic schools. The chapter updates 
with the most recent data available an analysis 
published in Educatio Catholica, the journal of 
the Congregation for Catholic Education in 
Rome12, as well as in the Global Catholic 
Education Report 2020.  

Data on the number of students in 
Catholic K12 schools are available in the 
Catholic Church’s annual statistical yearbooks, 
with the most recent data available for 201813. 
The yearbooks provide data among others on 

 
11 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace (2004), 
Francis (2015), McKinney (2018). 
12 Wodon (2018a). 
13 Secretariat of State of the Vatican (2020). 

enrollment in K12 schools by level, considering 
separately preschools, primary schools, and 
secondary schools for each country and some 
territories. While the data are self-reported by 
the chancery offices of ecclesiastical 
jurisdictions that fill the annual questionnaire, 
they seem to be of sufficient quality to 
document broad trends over time. In a typical 
year, about five percent of the ecclesiastical 
jurisdictions do not fill the questionnaire, but 
this is the case mostly for small jurisdictions, so 
that the missing data should not affect the 
overall results substantially for most countries, 
or at the regional and global levels. 
 
Data on the number of students in Catholic K12 
schools are available in the Catholic Church’s 
annual statistical yearbooks, with the most 
recent data pertaining to 2018. 

 
Table 1.1 provides estimates of 

enrollment for preschools, primary schools, and 
secondary schools, as well as total enrollment 
for all three levels combined. For primary and 
secondary schools, data are provided from 1975 
to 2018. For preschools, the data are not 
available in the statistical yearbook for 1975, so 
the series starts in 1980. Estimates are provided 
by region – as defined in the yearbooks, and 
globally. As already mentioned, in 2018, 7.4 
million children were enrolled in Catholic 
preschools globally, 35.0 million children 
attended primary schools, and 19.3 million 
children attended secondary schools, for a total 
across the three levels of almost 62 million 
children.  

Figures 1.1 through 1.4 provide a 
visualization of the trends in enrollment by 
region for five regions: Africa, the Americas, 
Asia, Europe, and Oceania. The analysis is kept 
at that level to keep the Tables manageable, but 
data are available at the country level in the 
statistical yearbooks. A number of interesting 
findings emerge from the data. Five findings are 
highlighted here. First, the trends in Figures 1.1 
through 1.4 suggest healthy growth in 
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enrollment over time. Total enrollment in K12 
education more than doubled between 1975 
and 2018 globally, from 29.1 million to 61.7 
million students. Most of the growth in 
enrollment in absolute terms was concentrated 
in Africa, and within that region, in sub-Saharan 
Africa (not shown in the Table). This is not 
surprising, given that the continent has a high 
rate of population growth and that thanks to 

efforts to achieve education for all, enrollment 
rates have risen substantially, especially at the 
primary level, even if gaps remain. 
 
Total enrollment in Catholic K12 schools more 
than doubled between 1975 and 2018 globally, 
from 29.1 million to 61.7 million students. 

 
Table 1.1: Trends in the Number of Students Enrolled in Catholic K12 Schools (Thousands) 
 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2018 
 Preschools 
Africa - 162.4 312.5 484.6 646.2 1,147.9 1,149.4 1,277.5 2,327.0 
Americas - 514.0 800.6 968.7 1,042.1 1,331.1 1,541.7 1,409.6 1,235.3 
Asia - 607.0 840.0 1,058.6 1,327.0 1,369.8 1,651.4 1,761.1 1,846.2 
Europe - 1,634.4 1,796.5 1,845.1 1,901.3 1,681.0 1,714.5 1,923.4 1,890.0 
Oceania - 7.6 37.0 33.5 33.9 37.1 109.7 107.0 78.3 
World - 2,925.4 3,786.7 4,390.5 4,950.5 5,566.8 6,166.7 6,478.6 7,376.9 
 Primary Schools 
Africa 4,221.0 5,610.7 7,052.5 8,393.8 9,356.4 10,158.4 12,435.8 15,821.3 19,365.1 
Americas 7,101.5 6,838.6 7,118.2 7,380.6 7,198.3 7,554.7 7,045.0 6,766.0 6,143.7 
Asia 3,215.1 3,752.6 3,929.0 4,289.9 4,539.6 4,668.9 4,907.5 5,023.8 5,608.8 
Europe 4,552.5 3,979.0 3,810.3 3,569.2 3,607.6 3,099.4 3,003.7 2,846.0 3,126.7 
Oceania 493.6 480.3 480.2 510.9 544.1 615.7 692.1 694.0 767.7 
World 19,583.7 20,661.2 22,390.3 24,144.5 25,245.9 26,097.1 28,084.1 31,151.2 35,012.0 
 Secondary Schools 
Africa 599.0 806.5 1,032.4 1,275.2 1,701.7 2,267.1 3,438.1 4,540.9 5,462.8 
Americas 2,930.2 3,364.0 3,521.2 3,506.0 3,603.7 3,797.6 3,696.6 3,868.1 3,684.0 
Asia 2,607.8 3,150.9 3,720.9 3,982.1 4,134.5 4,017.4 4,985.1 5,292.0 5,993.4 
Europe 3,149.2 3,436.0 3,485.0 3,358.3 3,459.2 3,593.8 3,721.2 3,666.4 3,657.7 
Oceania 236.0 257.6 306.8 319.3 333.3 350.8 391.1 426.1 509.6 
World 9,522.3 11,015.0 12,066.3 12,440.9 13,232.4 14,026.7 16,232.1 17,793.6 19,307.3 
 Total 
Africa 4,820.0 6,579.6 8,397.4 10,153.6 11,704.3 13,573.4 17,023.4 21,639.8 27,154.8 
Americas 10,031.7 10,716.6 11,440.1 11,855.3 11,844.1 12,683.3 12,283.2 12,043.7 11,063.0 
Asia 5,822.9 7,510.5 8,489.9 9,330.6 10,001.1 10,056.1 11,544.0 12,076.9 13,448.3 
Europe 7,701.7 9,049.3 9,091.8 8,772.6 8,968.1 8,374.3 8,439.4 8,435.8 8,674.5 
Oceania 729.7 745.5 824.0 863.7 911.3 1,003.6 1,192.9 1,227.1 1,355.5 
World 29,106.0 34,601.5 38,243.3 40,975.9 43,428.9 45,690.6 50,482.8 55,423.4 61,696.2 
Source: Compiled by the author from the annual statistical yearbooks of the Church. 
Note: Totals for 1975 are not comparable to subsequent years due to lack of data for preschools. 
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Figure 1.1: Enrollment in Catholic Preschools 
(Thousands) 

 

Figure 1.2: Enrollment in Catholic Primary Schools 
(Thousands) 

 
 

Figure 1.3: Enrollment in Catholic Secondary 
Schools (Thousands) 

 

Figure 1.4: Total Enrollment in Catholic K12 
Schools (Thousands) 

 
Source: Statistical Yearbooks of the Church. 

Note: Preschools not included in 1975. 
 
By 2018, the Africa region had 27.2 

million children enrolled in Catholic K12 
schools. Of those, 19.4 million were enrolled in 
Catholic primary schools. This accounted for 55 
percent of all children enrolled in Catholic 
schools at that level globally. The numbers of 
children in Catholic preschools and in Catholic 
secondary schools in Africa were estimated in 
2018 at respectively 2.3 million and 5.5 million, 
accounting in both cases for about three in ten 
children enrolled at those levels in Catholic 
schools globally. The other region with a large 
increase in enrollment in absolute terms over 

the last few decades is Asia, mostly due to gains 
in India, especially at the secondary level. It is 
worth noting however that over the last few 
years, global enrollment in K12 education has 
leveled off, with even a recent (albeit small) 
decline. In the context of the COVID-19 crisis, 
there may be a risk that some Catholic schools 
will have lost students, and some schools may 
close14. 
  

 
14 Wodon (2020a, 2020b, 2020c). 
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The largest gains in enrollment in absolute 
terms are observed in Africa. This was expected 
given that high rates of population growth as 
well as gains in educational attainment in the 
region over the last few decades. 
 

A second key finding is the fact that 
there are substantial differences between 
regions in the share of students enrolled by 
level (see Table 1.2 and Figure 1.5). Globally, 
primary schools account for 56.7 percent of all 
enrollments in Catholic schools in 2018, versus 
31.3 percent for secondary schools, and 12.1 
percent for preschools. In Africa however, 
primary schools still account for 71.3 percent of 
total enrollment, mostly because the transition 

to secondary schools is still weak in many 
countries (for example, only four in ten 
students in Africa complete their lower 
secondary school according to the World Bank’s 
the World Development Indicators). By 
contrast, in Europe, primary schools account for 
only a third (36.0 percent) of total enrollment in 
Catholic schools. This is due not only to 
substantial enrollment at the secondary level, 
but also to high enrollment rates in preschools. 
Globally, there has been a progressive decline in 
the share of students enrolled at the primary 
level from 67.3 percent in 1975 to 56.7 percent 
in 2018. 
 

 
Table 1.2: Proportion of Students Enrolled in Catholic K12 Schools by Level (%) 
 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2018 
 Preschools 
Africa - 2.5 3.7 4.8 5.5 8.5 6.8 5.9 8.6 
Americas - 4.8 7.0 8.2 8.8 10.5 12.6 11.7 11.2 
Asia - 8.1 9.9 11.3 13.3 13.6 14.3 14.6 13.7 
Europe - 18.1 19.8 21.0 21.2 20.1 20.3 22.8 21.8 
Oceania - 1.0 4.5 3.9 3.7 3.7 9.2 8.7 5.8 
World - 8.5 9.9 10.7 11.4 12.2 12.2 11.7 12.0 
 Primary Schools 
Africa 87.6  85.3 84.0 82.7 79.9 74.8 73.1 73.1 71.3 
Americas 70.8  63.8 62.2 62.3 60.8 59.6 57.4 56.2 55.5 
Asia 55.2  50.0 46.3 46.0 45.4 46.4 42.5 41.6 41.7 
Europe 59.1  44.0 41.9 40.7 40.2 37.0 35.6 33.7 36.0 
Oceania 67.6  64.4 58.3 59.2 59.7 61.4 58.0 56.6 56.6 
World 67.3  59.7 58.5 58.9 58.1 57.1 55.6 56.2 56.7 
 Secondary Schools 
Africa 12.4  12.3 12.3 12.6 14.5 16.7 20.2 21.0 20.1 
Americas 29.2  31.4 30.8 29.6 30.4 29.9 30.1 32.1 33.3 
Asia 44.8  42.0 43.8 42.7 41.3 40.0 43.2 43.8 44.6 
Europe 40.9  38.0 38.3 38.3 38.6 42.9 44.1 43.5 42.2 
Oceania 32.4  34.6 37.2 37.0 36.6 35.0 32.8 34.7 37.6 
World 32.7  31.8 31.6 30.4 30.5 30.7 32.2 32.1 31.3 
Source: Compiled by the author from the annual statistical yearbooks of the Church. 
Note: Shares for 1975 are not comparable to subsequent years due to lack of data for preschools.  
 

A third finding is that in proportionate 
terms, as a percentage change from the base, 
the highest growth rates are also observed for 
Africa, as was the case for absolute gains in 
enrollment. But growth rates are also high in 

Asia and Oceania. The annual growth rates for 
the period from 1975 to 2018 for primary, 
secondary, and total enrollment, and from 1980 
to 2018 for enrollment in preschools, are 
computed taking into account compounding. 
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They are provided in Table 1.3 and visualized in 
Figure 1.6. In Africa, the annual growth rates 
are estimated at 7.3 percent for preschools, 3.6 
percent for primary schools, 5.3 percent for 
secondary schools, and 4.1 percent for total 
enrollment in Catholic K12 schools. These 
growth rates are two to three times larger than 
those observed for enrollment in Catholic 
schools globally. In Asia, growth rates in 
Catholic school enrollment are slightly above 
those observed for the world, at 3.0 percent for 
preschools, 1.3 percent for primary schools, 2.0 
percent for secondary schools, and 2.0 percent 

for total enrollment in Catholic K12 schools. By 
contrast, in the Americas and in Europe at all 
levels, growth rates tend to be much smaller, 
and in some cases are negative. The only 
exception is the growth in the Americas in 
enrollment at the preschool levels. 
 
The highest growth rates in enrollment are also 
observed for Africa, as for absolute gains in 
enrollment. But growth rates are also high in 
Asia and Oceania. 
 

 
Table 1.3: Annual Growth Rate for Enrollment in Catholic K12 Schools (%) 

 
1975-
1980 

1980-
1985 

1985-
1990 

1990-
1995 

1995-
2000 

2000-
2005 

2005-
2010 

2010-
2018 

1975-
2018 

 Preschools 
Africa - 14.0 9.2 5.9 12.2 0.0 2.1 7.8 7.3 
Americas  9.3 3.9 1.5 5.0 3.0 -1.8 -1.6 2.3 
Asia - 6.7 4.7 4.6 0.6 3.8 1.3 0.6 3.0 
Europe - 1.9 0.5 0.6 -2.4 0.4 2.3 -0.2 0.4 
Oceania - 37.2 -2.0 0.2 1.8 24.2 -0.5 -3.8 6.3 
World - 5.3 3.0 2.4 2.4 2.1 1.0 1.6 2.5 
 Primary Schools 
Africa 5.9 4.7 3.5 2.2 1.7 4.1 4.9 2.6 3.6 
Americas -0.8 0.8 0.7 -0.5 1.0 -1.4 -0.8 -1.2 -0.3 
Asia 3.1 0.9 1.8 1.1 0.6 1.0 0.5 1.4 1.3 
Europe -2.7 -0.9 -1.3 0.2 -3.0 -0.6 -1.1 1.2 -0.9 
Oceania -0.5 0.0 1.2 1.3 2.5 2.4 0.1 1.3 1.0 
World 1.1 1.6 1.5 0.9 0.7 1.5 2.1 1.5 1.4 
 Secondary Schools 
Africa 6.1 5.1 4.3 5.9 5.9 8.7 5.7 2.3 5.3 
Americas 2.8 0.9 -0.1 0.6 1.1 -0.5 0.9 -0.6 0.5 
Asia 3.9 3.4 1.4 0.8 -0.6 4.4 1.2 1.6 2.0 
Europe 1.8 0.3 -0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 -0.3 0.0 0.3 
Oceania 1.8 3.6 0.8 0.9 1.0 2.2 1.7 2.3 1.8 
World 3.0 1.8 0.6 1.2 1.2 3.0 1.9 1.0 1.7 
 Total 
Africa 6.4 5.0 3.9 2.9 3.0 4.6 4.9 2.9 4.1 
Americas 1.3 1.3 0.7 0.0 1.4 -0.6 -0.4 -1.1 0.2 
Asia 5.2 2.5 1.9 1.4 0.1 2.8 0.9 1.4 2.0 
Europe 3.3 0.1 -0.7 0.4 -1.4 0.2 0.0 0.3 0.3 
Oceania 0.4 2.0 0.9 1.1 1.9 3.5 0.6 1.3 1.5 
World 3.5 2.0 1.4 1.2 1.0 2.0 1.9 1.4 1.8 
Source: Compiled by the author from the annual statistical yearbooks of the Church. 
Note: Growth rates for 1975-80 do not include data for preschools.  
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Figure 1.5: Proportion of K12 Students in 
Catholic Schools by Level (Percentage, 2018) 

 

Figure 1.6: Annual Growth Rates in Enrollment 
(Percent, Over Four Decades) 

 
Source: Author’s estimations from the Statistical Yearbooks of the Church. 

 
For the Americas, a difference between 

the United States and the other countries 
should be noted. While enrollment continues to 
grow in some countries in Central and Latin 
America, there has been a steep decline in 
enrollment in the United States, from more 
than five million students in primary and 
secondary schools in the early 1960s to only 
about 1.8 million today15. This is due in part to a 
lack of public funding for schools which 
generates budget savings for the state, but 
implies out-of-pocket costs on parents16. The 
decline in enrollment has affected private 
schools more generally17, with the middle class 
facing increasing difficulties given stagnant 
wages to afford private schools due to their cost 
in the absence of state or federal subsidies (in 
contrast to private schools, charter schools 
have expanded over time thanks to public 
funding – these are formally public schools but 
they are privately managed). 

Fourth, the share of students enrolled 
in Catholic schools globally has remained 
somewhat stable over time. Estimates of these 
shares for 2018 are provided in Chapter 3, but 
analysis suggests that globally the shares have 

 
15 Wodon (2018c). 
16 On savings for the state in the United States and 
other countries, see Wodon (2019d, 2019f). 
17 Murnane et al. (2018). 

not changed substantially over time18. This 
share decreased slightly at the secondary level, 
but it increased slightly at the primary level. 

There are differences however between 
regions. In Africa (combining sub-Saharan and 
North Africa), the share of students in Catholic 
schools is much higher, with one in ten children 
enrolled in a Catholic primary school. In 
Oceania, the shares are even larger, with one in 
five students in primary schools enrolled in a 
Catholic school. This is due in part to Australia, 
where Catholic schools benefit from state 
funding. In many other countries by contrast, 
only a relatively small share of students enroll in 
Catholic schools, and in some cases (such as 
China), there are no Catholic schools.  
 
The share of students enrolled in Catholic 
schools globally has remained somewhat stable 
over time. It decreased slightly at the secondary 
level and increased slightly at the primary level. 

 
It is worth noting that gains (or losses) 

in enrollment can come from building new 
schools (or closing schools in cases of losses), or 
accommodating more students in existing 
schools (or less students in the cases of losses). 
Analysis suggests that gains were achieved for 

 
18 Wodon (2018a). 
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the most part from creating new schools19. This 
is not surprising since there is a limit to ability of 
existing schools to accommodate more 
students. But it may be a source of concern in 
some countries where the Church or 
communities may not have the means to build 
new schools, especially at the secondary level. 
As governments and low cost for-profit 
providers expand the coverage of their 
secondary schools in low and lower-middle 
income countries, even if enrollment in Catholic 
secondary schools increased, the share of 
students enrolled in Catholic schools may not. 

Fifth, there is heterogeneity between 
countries in the size of their Catholic school 
networks. Table 1.4 providers the list of the 15 
countries with the largest enrollment in Catholic 
K12 schools in 2018. Estimates of enrollment 
are provided by level in each country. Together, 
these 15 countries account for about two thirds 
of the global enrollment in Catholic K12 schools. 
As mentioned earlier, enrollment is largest in 
absolute terms in India due to the sheer size of 
the country. The next four countries are from 
sub-Saharan Africa: the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC), Uganda, Kenya, and Malawi. 
Three are classified as low-income by the World 
Bank. Kenya like India is a lower-middle income 
country, the next level in the income 
classification of the World Bank. The fact that 
the footprint of Catholic schools is today 
especially large in low income countries is a 
positive development for the mission of the 
Church to serve low income students. In 
countries such as the DRC, even households in 
the second top quintile of income are not “well 
off” economically by any means.  
 
The fact that the footprint of Catholic schools is 
large in low income countries is important for 
the mission of the Church to serve the poor. 
 

In the DRC as well as Uganda, Kenya, 
and Malawi, most Catholic schools are 
considered as public schools and are at least 

 
19 Wodon (2019e). 

partially funded by the state20. In the DRC for 
example, Catholic schools are part of écoles 
conventionnées21. Catholic schools in the DRC 
have a large market share due in part to 
historical factors and the limited ability of the 
state to provide education services during 
periods of conflict. The smallest country 
included in Table 1.4 is Belgium which has high 
levels of enrollment because of a system that 
funds (almost) equally Catholic and public 
schools. But in the other countries, while the 
number of student enrolled in Catholic schools 
may be high due to population sizes, the market 
share of Catholic schools is often low, in large 
part due to limited or no state support leading 
to cost recovery from parents by the schools, 
and thereby higher costs which may not be 
affordable for the poor. This is for example the 
case in the United States as well as India. 

Sixth, the fact that the highest growth 
rate in enrollment is observed for preschools is 
worth acknowledging. This is good news, not so 
much in terms of how this may affect future 
enrollment in Catholic primary or secondary 
schools, but in terms of the value of preschools 
for the children attending them. The literature 
demonstrates that early childhood is a critical 
period in the life of children and that investing 
in children at that time has high returns (and 
often higher returns than investments later in 
life). This is the case especially for the first 1,000 
days in the life of children when brain 
development occurs, but also later, including to 
make sure that children are ready to enter 
primary school22. Early stimulation and 
preschools have therefore been identified as 
key interventions that governments as well as 
other organizations should promote when 
investing in human development23. 

 
20 On benefits but also challenges that this may 
create, see D’Agotsino et al. (2019) on Kenya. 
21 Backiny-Yetna and Wodon (2009), Wodon (2017a). 
22 Black et al. (2017). 
23 Denboba et al. (2014). 
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Table 1.4: Top 15 Countries by K12 Enrollment in Catholic Schools, 2018 
  Preschool Primary Secondary Total 
India 1,184,522 3,907,185 4,038,841 9,130,548 
DR Congo 78,239 4,316,789 1,557,110 5,952,138 
Uganda 183,519 4,882,705 450,674 5,516,898 
Kenya 413,238 2,673,575 889,294 3,976,107 
Malawi 462,791 1,835,418 173,315 2,471,524 
France 391,615 630,785 1,134,850 2,157,250 
USA 152,753 1,278,673 574,887 2,006,313 
Rwanda 193,988 1,140,958 352,564 1,687,510 
Spain 237,577 569,872 591,029 1,398,478 
Argentina 210,143 635,426 520,749 1,366,318 
Philippines 98,760 381,053 798,745 1,278,558 
Belgium 197,493 465,302 556,803 1,219,598 
Mexico 160,653 533,076 414,472 1,108,201 
Ghana 188,622 524,020 289,955 1,002,597 
Brazil 183,453 598,126 204,650 986,229 
Source: Compiled by the author from the annual statistical yearbooks of the Church. 
 
Summing Up 
 

The purpose of this chapter was to 
update a basic analysis of trends in enrollment 
in Catholic K12 schools previously published in 
Educatio Catholica and in the Global Catholic 
Education Report 2020. All Figures and Tables 
have been updated with data available from the 
latest statistical yearbook of the Church. Below 
are a few concluding remarks.  

First, much of the growth in enrollment 
has been observed in Africa24. As discussed in 
Chapter 5, the COVID-19 crisis may lead to a 
drop in enrollment. Given that there was a 
small reduction in enrollment in Catholic K12 
schools between 2016 and 2018, the added 
pressure from the current crisis may lead to a 
plateau in enrollment for a few years. However, 
in the medium to long term, growth is expected 
to continue (see Box 1.1).  

Now, the fact that the global growth in 
enrollment is mostly due to low income African 
countries does not mean however that in those 

 
24 For a more detailed analysis on Africa, see Wodon 
(2021a) and Wodon (2021b) for a comparison with 
health sector provision by the Catholic Church. On 
broad trends in the developing world versus the 
developed countries and some factors at work and 
implications, see Wodon (2021c, 2021d, 2021l). 

 

countries, Catholic schools succeed in reaching 
the very poor, even if many of the students they 
serve are likely to be poor. The risk for the 
schools to enroll proportionately more children 
from the well-to-do has long been recognized25. 
Congregations which used to be able to provide 
quasi-free education in their schools a few 
decades ago may not anymore have the 
personnel and resources to do so today. In the 
absence of state support, cost recovery may 
lead the schools to be unaffordable for some 
among the poor. These pressures may become 
more severe over time in countries where 
Catholic schools do not benefit from state 
funding. In these countries, engaging in 
discussions with governments about the 
possibility of receiving (partial) funding is 
essential for the future. 

Second, while the analysis in this report 
was conducted separately for the three levels of 
schooling being considered, there are links 
between these three levels. While enrollment in 
Catholic preschools may not necessarily lead to 
higher enrollment in Catholic primary schools, 
the link between Catholic primary and 
secondary schools is likely to be stronger, with 
primary schools serving as feeder schools for 
secondary schools. Given the rise in enrollment 

 
25 Congregation for Catholic Education (1977). 



22 

 

 

at the primary school, and higher transition 
rates to secondary schools in many low and 
lower-middle income countries, growth in 
enrollment should continue for some time at 
the secondary level in those countries as large 
cohorts of students enrolled in primary school 
complete their primary education. This has 
implications for strategy and planning. In much 
the same way that governments use simple 
forecasting models to project trends in 
enrollment at various levels based on 
population growth and education parameters, 
this type of analysis could be beneficial for 
Catholic networks, including to assess budget 
and cost recovery requirements.  

Third, gains in enrollment may require 
accommodating more students in existing 
schools or building new schools as there is a 
limit to the ability of existing schools to 
welcome more students. This could be a source 
of concern for the market share of Catholic 
schools since networks of Catholic schools may 
not always have the means to build new 
schools, especially at the secondary level where 
the cost of new schools is higher than at the 
primary level. As governments and low cost for-
profit providers expand the coverage of their 
secondary school networks in low and lower-
middle income countries, even as enrollment in 
Catholic secondary schools may increase, the 
market share of Catholic schools at the 
secondary level may fall, as it did to some 
extent globally over the last few decades26. 
 
Given rising competitive pressures, the need to 
excel not only academically, but also in other 
dimensions of the education being provided by 
Catholic schools, may only intensify over time. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
26 Another challenge is to build secondary schools in 
poor areas. See Wodon (2020j) on Uganda. 

Box 1.1: Has Catholic K12 Education Peaked? 
 

Between 1975 and 2018, the annual 
growth rate in enrollment for Catholic K12 
schools was at 1.8 percent globally. For most of 
the period, year-on-year growth was positive. 
Yet between 2016 and 2018, there was a small 
decline as enrollment in K12 schools dropped 
from 62.4 million to 61.7 million students. This 
drop is small and could be due to statistical 
errors in reporting for some countries. But as 
discussed in Chapter 5, the COVID-19 crisis may 
have a negative effect on enrollment starting 
with the 2020-21 school year. Given the time 
lag in the production of the statistical yearbooks 
of the Church, it will take a few years before we 
can assess whether the loss was a substantial. 
But some level of decline in enrollment is likely. 

In the medium and long term however, 
global enrollment in Catholic education is likely 
to continue to grow, in part because of sub-
Saharan Africa. The market share of Catholic 
schools in that region is high. As enrollment 
continues to grow in that region due to 
population growth and gains in educational 
attainment, global enrollment in Catholic K12 
education should also increase even if 
enrollment drops in other parts of the world. By 
2030, simple ‘business-as-usual’ projections27 
suggest that close to two thirds of all students 
in Catholic primary schools and more than 40 
percent of all students in Catholic secondary 
schools may live in the African continent. 

 
Fourth, in some countries Catholic 

schools may struggle between two priorities. 
On the one hand, the schools have a Catholic 
identity that they are aiming to maintain, or 
even strengthen. Investing in the spiritual 
capital of teachers and staff is crucial for this 
mission28. But on the other hand, the schools 
also need to ensure that students adequately 
learn while in school. Even if Catholic schools 
perform better than public schools as measured 

 
27 Wodon (2019b). 
28 Grace (2002a, 2002b). 
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through national or international assessment 
data, it does not mean that they are performing 
well everywhere. The World Development 
Report on education and its companion studies 
demonstrate that many education systems are 
currently failing their students29. For basic 
literacy and numeracy in primary schools, the 
average student in low income countries 
performs worse than 95 percent of the students 
in high-income countries. Even top students in 
middle-income countries rank in the bottom 
fourth of the achievement distribution in high 
income countries. These gaps are likely to be 
observed for students in Catholic schools as 
well as those in public schools. This in turn has 
implications for the ability of students to 
become lifelong learners and acquire the socio-
emotional skills that they need in life. As public 
schools raise their game in this area, so must 
Catholic schools. The point is not to pitch one 
mission of Catholic schools against the other, 
but simply to recognize that both missions are 
complementary, and that long-term efforts 
need to be undertaken in both areas.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
29 World Bank (2018). Among companion studies, 
see Bashir et al. (2018) for sub-Saharan Africa. 

Finally, even though there has been 
almost continuous growth in enrollment in 
Catholic schools over the past four to five 
decades, the competitive pressures faced by the 
schools should not be underestimated. They are 
likely to increase in the future as the market for 
K12 education is becoming increasingly 
competitive. This is the case in a number of 
developed countries where the market share of 
Catholic schools has been declining, but it is 
may also become increasingly the case in 
developing countries. Public provision is 
expanding especially in low income and lower-
middle income countries, and as mentioned 
earlier, the emergence of low cost private 
schools in those countries represents an 
additional source of competition. While many 
Catholic schools used to benefit from a 
comparative advantage in the form of skilled 
and low-cost teachers from religious orders, this 
is less the case today. School responses to rising 
competitive pressures will need to be based on 
local contexts, but it seems clear that the need 
to excel not only academically but also in other 
dimensions of the education being provided by 
Catholic schools, may only intensify over time 
(apart from Catholic schools, other Christian 
schools also serve many students– see Box 1.2). 
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Box 1.2: Christian Education Institutions May Serve Over 100 Million Students Globally 
 

The focus of this report is on Catholic schools and universities, but other Christian institutions 
also serve a large number of students globally. Estimating how many is a bit of guesswork given the lack 
of detailed statistics on enrollment in non-Catholic institutions. But based on simple assumptions, it is 
likely that Christian education institutions serve at least 100 million students. To see why, denote the 
number of students in Catholic schools and universities by SCA and the number of Catholics by PCA. An 
implicit parameter capturing Catholic investments in schools and universities in proportion of the 
Catholic population is defined as ICA=SCA/PCA. To estimate the number of students enrolled in non-
Catholic Christian schools, information is needed about the number of non-Catholic Christians (PCR) and 
their investment parameter (ICR). If estimates of these two variables can be suggested, then we would 
have SCR=PCR×ICR and the total number of students in Christian institutions would be SC=SCA+SCR. The 
same approach would work with multiple groups of non-Catholic Christians. When sufficient data are 
available, disaggregating estimates by denomination could generate more accurate estimates overall.  

Based on simple calculations using data from the Pew Research Center, of a total of 2,383 
million Christians projected for 2020, there may be 1,194 million Catholics, 284 million Orthodox 
Christians, 874 million Protestants, and 31 million other Christians30. These values are slightly below 
estimates commonly cited. For example, it is often suggested that there are more than 900 million 
Protestants. Applying an annual growth rate to data on baptized populations from the statistical 
yearbook of the Church yields 1,354 million Catholics in 2020. Yet for both Catholics and Protestants, 
there is often a drop in faith affiliations between the time of baptism and adulthood. The fact that the 
estimates are a bit smaller than commonly cited figures may simply reflect that drop.  

The investment parameter ICA is estimated at 5.7 percent for Catholics with SCA=68.2 million 
and PCA=1,194 million. GPENreformation, the organization that federates (many) Protestant schools, 
suggests that there may be 25 million students enrolled in Protestant schools globally, of which 10.5 
million are affiliated with GPENreformation. This generates an investment in schools and universities 
parameter for Protestants of 2.9 percent (2.9=25.0/874) or half the value for Catholics. For various 
historical reasons, this seems reasonable. Note however that the value of the parameter may vary 
substantially between denominations. For example, for the Seventh-day Adventist World Church, a fast 
growing denomination that is very active in development work, data are available to suggest an 
investment parameter of 8.8 percent, which is much higher. What might be the investment parameter 
for other Christian denominations? Apart from Ethiopia, most Orthodox Christians live in European 
countries that were under communist rule not conducive to faith-based schools and universities. 
Assume for simplicity that the investment parameter for Orthodox Christians is 0.50 percent. For other 
Christians, assume a parameter more in line with Protestants at 2.50 percent. This would result in a total 
of 95.4 million students in Christian schools and universities globally.  

That estimates does not include students in non-formal education programs. That number 
should be at several million students globally. For example, on top of serving 0.8 million students in its 
primary and secondary schools, the Fe y Alegría network by itself already provides non-formal education 
and training to 0.5 million additional students. The Catholic Church also operates globally 9,295 
orphanages, 10,747 nurseries, and 3,225 other education centers. Other Christian denominations also 
operate similar institutions. Overall then, including students in non-formal education programs, it seems 
legitimate to suggest that Christian institutions serve 100 million students globally, and possibly more. 
  

 
30 See Wodon (2020k) for details. 
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CHAPTER 2 
ENROLLMENT TRENDS IN CATHOLIC HIGHER EDUCATION 

 
 
Introduction 
 

Globally, the Catholic Church estimates 
that in 2018, 6.5 million students were enrolled 
in Catholic institutions of higher education. This 
includes 2.3 million students in higher 
institutes, 0.5 million students in ecclesiastical 
studies at the university level, and 3.7 million 
students in other types of university studies31.  

How has enrollment in Catholic 
institutions of higher education evolved over 
time? Does enrollment remain concentrated in 
few high income countries, or is it increasing in 
the global south? In which region is enrollment 
the largest and where is it growing fastest? How 
is enrollment split between universities and 
other institutions of higher education, and by 
types of studies within universities 
(ecclesiastical and other studies)? To answers 
these questions, as done in the previous 
chapter for enrollment trends in K12 schools, 
this chapter documents trends in enrollment in 
Catholic institutions of higher education from 
1975 to 2018 and discusses some of the 
implications for the future of these 
institutions32.  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, it 
is often argued that Catholic education provide 
special benefits to students and the broader 
society. First, there is a perception that the 
education provided in Catholic institutions of 
higher education is of good quality, and possibly 
better on average than in other institutions. 
Second, while welcoming students from all 
religious backgrounds, Catholic institutions 
pride themselves in providing an education that 
is grounded in the Catholic faith and that 
emphasizes moral values. The question of 

 
31 Secretariat of State of the Vatican (2020). 
32The chapter updates with the most recent data 
available analysis published previously in two papers 
(Wodon, 2019, 2020a). 

Catholic identity or “What makes us different?” 
is often the focus of debates in scholarly work 
on Catholic education. At the same time, 
Catholic institutions are not immune to broader 
challenges faced by all institutions of higher 
learning, whether Catholic or not. There could 
even be a risk of focusing too much on issues 
related to Catholic identity at the expense of 
confronting other challenges.  

This chapter is written in a context of 
rising competitive pressures facing institutions 
of higher learning in both developed and 
developing countries, as well as persistent 
difficulties. These pressures are also observed 
for K12 schools, but they may be even stronger 
for higher education. In a relatively recent 
report, the World Bank’s Independent 
Evaluation Group33 identified three core 
challenges faced by institutions of higher 
learning in developing countries, which also 
apply for the most part in developed countries.  
 
A recent World Bank report identifies three 
core challenges faced by institutions of higher 
learning in developing countries: lack of equity 
in access, risks of low quality, and lack of 
employability. In many ways these challenges 
are also present in high income countries. 
 

First, access to universities and other 
institutions of higher learning remains highly 
unequitable, with the poor often excluded. This 
is especially problematic for Catholic 
institutions given their aim, in one way or 
another, to contribute to the preferential 
option for the poor. Realistically, Catholic 
institutions of higher learning will continue to 
face equity challenges in the foreseeable future.  

The second challenge is the low quality 
in the education being provided by many 

 
33 World Bank (2017). 
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institutions of higher learning, which 
contributes to delays in graduation and higher 
costs for both students and states. The problem 
of low quality is also prevalent in K12 education 
in many countries as noted by the World 
Development Report on the learning crisis34. 
Better preparation for students at the 
secondary level should help, but efforts to 
improve quality in institutions of higher learning 
are also key. 

The third challenge is that of 
employability with, again in many countries, 
high rates of unemployment and 
underemployment among university graduates. 
This comes in part from the issue of low quality, 
but it also relates to insufficient interactions 
between universities and the private sector. 
What students learn is not necessarily what is 
needed in the labor market35.  

While a university education should not 
cater only to the demand from the labor 
market, it should lead to adequate employment 
opportunities given the financial sacrifices made 
by students, parents, and tax payers for 
acquiring tertiary education. In low income 
countries where the formal sector is small, this 
could for example mean putting a stronger 
emphasis on entrepreneurial skills, as well as a 
shift towards fields of study where labor 
demand is stronger.  

While these challenges may be more 
severe in the developing world, they also apply 
to developed countries. This can be illustrated 
in the case of the United States. While 
enrollment at the tertiary level is much more 
widespread than in developing countries, low 
income students do face serious and rising 
challenges to acquire post-secondary 
education36. Quality is perceived to be an issue, 
with substantial heterogeneity between 
institutions in the value added being provided 

 
34 World Bank (2018). 
35 See Filmer and Fox (2014) on sub-Saharan Africa, 
and World Bank (2019a) on the future of work and 
its implications for education. 
36 Goldrick-Rab (2018). 

and associated concerns about the cost of 
college (after years of cost increases above 
inflation) in comparison to potential benefits37. 
This concern relates itself in part to concerns 
about the availability of well-paying jobs after 
graduation and the vulnerability inherent to the 
‘gig economy’ and the broader pressures from 
the changing nature of work38.  
 
As for Catholic K12 schools, data on enrollment 
in Catholic higher education are available in the 
Catholic Church’s annual statistical yearbooks. 
This chapter documents global and regional 
trends in enrollment from 1975 to 2018. 
 

The objective of this chapter is to 
provide a broad overview of trends in 
enrollment in Catholic higher education globally 
and regionally from 1975 to 2018. Growth or 
even stability in enrollment is probably not a 
primary objective of Catholic institutions of 
higher education, but it does matter. A healthy 
enrollment level is necessary for financial 
sustainability in an increasingly competitive 
higher education market39. It also contributes to 
the evangelization mission of the Church40, as 
mentioned in chapter 1. Beyond the Church, as 
is the case for K12 education, Catholic higher 
education provides benefits to society at large. 
Catholic institutions of higher learning provide 
choice for students and thereby contribute to 
pluralism in democratic societies. There are also 
indications that Catholic institutions of higher 
education perform relatively well, including in 
terms of graduation rates. Finally, as for other 

 
37 Taylor et al. (2011). 
38 See World Bank (2019a). Limited funding from 
governments whose budgets are often stretched 
may be of the factors contributing to low quality in 
education and as a result lack of employability for 
graduates. Affordability is especially an issue in the 
developing world, but it matters also in developed 
countries. In the United States, declining support 
from states for tuition at public colleges and 
universities has contributed to higher student debt. 
39 Altbach et al. (2009), Salmi (2009). 
40 Congregation for Catholic Education (1977, 2017). 
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private colleges and universities, Catholic 
institutions generate substantial savings for 
state budgets since most of the cost of 
education is born by students or their family.  

As is the case for other universities, 
Catholic universities must follow the evaluation 
processes and quality standards that prevail in 
their country. In addition, guidance is also 
provided by the Holy See on specific aspects. 
The documents providing that guidance differ 
between (the minority of) ecclesiastical or 
pontifical universities and other universities41.  

In most countries including those with a 
strong Catholic tradition, many students 
attending Catholic institutions are not Catholic 
themselves. In the United States for example, 
just over half of first year students at four-year 
Catholic colleges and universities self-identify as 
Catholic42. While a majority of students in 
Catholic institutions of higher learning globally 
are enrolled in colleges and universities, the 
Church also runs a large number of other 
institutions at the post-secondary level, 
especially in the developing world. In India for 
example, apart from a dozen large medical 
colleges and universities, the Catholic Church 
operates approximately 25 management 
institutions, 300 professional colleges and 

41 Ecclesiastical or pontifical universities and faculties 
are established or recognized by the Holy See and 
may grant ecclesiastical degrees in theology, 
philosophy, and Canon Law. They are governed by 
Pope Francis’ Apostolic Constitution Veritatis 
Gaudium which updated guidance from Sapientia 
Christiana. Most Catholic universities are governed 
instead by Pope John Paul’s Apostolic Constitution 
Ex Corde Ecclesiae. Beyond a focus on theology and 
related disciplines, Catholic universities often 
provide training in religious sciences more broadly, 
including for future teachers of Catholic religion. 
Guidance for a third category of institutions, Higher 
Institutes of Religious Sciences, is provided by the 
Congregation for Catholic Education (2008). Across 
the various types of Catholic universities, most 
students are actually enrolled in secular as opposed 
to religious programs, even if they may be required 
to take one or more courses in religious studies.  
42 Eagan et al. (2017). 

engineering institutes, 450 degree colleges, and 
5,500 junior colleges, all of which are post-
secondary institutions43. 

Trends in Enrollment 

Data on the number of students in 
Catholic higher education are available in the 
Church’s annual statistical yearbooks44. As 
noted in chapter 1, the data are self-reported 
by chancery offices of ecclesiastical jurisdictions 
through an annual questionnaire. Less than five 
percent of the jurisdictions do not fill the 
questionnaire, and those tend to be small, thus 
not affecting results substantially.  

Based on those data, Table 2.1 provides 
estimates of enrollment in Catholic institutions 
of higher education for the three categories of 
students mentioned earlier and for the total 
number of students enrolled. As in chapter 1, 
except for the last time period, the data are 
provided by five-year intervals from 1975 to 
2018 globally and for five regions: Africa, the 
Americas, Asia, Europe, and Oceania. These 
regional aggregates are used because they are 
the ones according to which data are reported 
in the statistical yearbooks. In 2018, 6.5 million 
students were enrolled in Catholic Higher 
Education. Of those, 2.3 million were in higher 
institutes, 0.5 million were enrolled in 
ecclesiastical studies in universities, and 3.7 
million were studying other topics at Catholic 
universities. Figures 2.1 through 2.4 visualize 
the trends in enrollment by region and globally. 
The analysis is kept at that level to keep the 
Tables manageable, but data are available at 
the country level in the statistical yearbooks. 

A few findings are worth emphasizing. 
First, the trends in Figures 2.1 through 2.4 
suggest substantial growth in enrollment over 
time. The combined enrollment in Catholic 
higher education grew almost four-fold globally 
between 1975 and 2018, from 1.6 million 
students to 6.5 million. Catholic higher 

43 Manidapam (2018). 
44 Secretariat of State of the Vatican (2020). 
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education thus grew even faster than K12 
education. But while for K12 education most of 
the growth was in Africa, for tertiary education 
most of the growth in absolute terms took place 
in the Americas (gain of 2.1 million students), 
Asia (gain of 1.4 million students), and Europe 
(gain of 0.9 million students). In terms of annual 
growth rates, as will be discussed below, Africa 
is doing well, but it is starting from a low base, 
so that absolute gains remain smaller. 

In terms of the three categories of 
students, the largest gains were observed in 
absolute terms for university students not 
engaged in ecclesiastical studies and students in 
higher institutes, but large gains were also 
observed for students in ecclesiastical studies. 
While there may be a crisis in vocations in parts 
of the world, the number of students enrolled 
in ecclesiastical studies is nevertheless rising 
almost everywhere. 

  
 

Table 2.1: Trends in the Number of Students Enrolled in Catholic Higher Education (Thousands) 
 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2018 
 Higher Institutes 
Africa 4.3 6.5 10.8 6.8 13.2 24.8 51.2 88.4 137.2 
Americas 373.6 383.0 368.5 427.9 470.5 517.5 581.0 795.1 591.9 
Asia 310.9 445.9 493.4 539.6 678.4 795.7 899.4 1,135.7 1,205.6 
Europe 107.6 116.3 128.8 157.2 193.6 221.8 272.3 270.5 308.5 
Oceania 2.5 3.1 3.9 2.7 5.7 8.8 9.3 14.5 8.6 
World 798.9 954.7 1,005.4 1,134.2 1,361.4 1,568.6 1,813.2 2,304.2 2,251.6 
 Universities – Ecclesiastical Studies 
Africa 0.2 1.0 1.5 1.4 4.1 5.8 9.3 15.6 49.6 
Americas 16.5 28.5 26.3 31.9 62.4 53.9 139.1 158.4 233.1 
Asia 6.0 7.0 11.4 8.7 38.6 71.5 107.8 184.3 129.3 
Europe 25.0 29.0 38.3 52.7 69.9 65.8 100.7 116.0 89.2 
Oceania 0.4 1.3 1.6 1.7 2.9 3.8 10.6 12.4 6.7 
World 48.1 66.8 79.1 96.5 177.8 200.9 367.5 486.7 507.9 
 Universities – Other Studies 
Africa 0.9 0.9 2.1 2.1 23.8 41.1 70.7 106.2 177.5 
Americas 530.2 870.3 1,033.6 1,070.2 1,144.1 2,088.5 1,962.7 2,183.6 2,187.0 
Asia 159.0 169.4 303.6 376.1 422.0 467.3 457.5 490.7 518.2 
Europe 111.7 98.2 116.8 149.9 217.6 332.7 288.2 541.7 788.0 
Oceania 0.2 0.2 0.1 2.6 1.7 5.1 10.8 16.2 36.9 
World 801.8 1,138.9 1,456.2 1,600.9 1,809.2 2,934.7 2,789.8 3,338.5 3,707.6 
 Total 
Africa 5.3 8.3 14.4 10.3 41.0 71.7 131.2 210.1 364.3 
Americas 920.3 1,281.8 1,428.4 1,530.0 1,677.0 2,660.0 2,682.8 3,137.2 3,012.0 
Asia 475.9 622.2 808.3 924.4 1,139.0 1,334.6 1,464.7 1,810.8 1,853.0 
Europe 244.2 243.5 283.9 359.9 481.1 620.3 661.1 928.2 1,185.6 
Oceania 3.1 4.6 5.6 7.0 10.3 17.7 30.7 43.1 52.2 
World 1,648.8 2,160.4 2,540.6 2,831.7 3,348.4 4,704.2 4,970.5 6,129.3 6,467.1 
Source: Compiled by the author from the annual statistical yearbooks of the Church. 
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Figure 2.1: Enrollment in Catholic Higher 
Institutes (Thousands) 

 

Figure 2.2: Enrollment in Catholic Universities: 
Ecclesiastical Studies (Thousands) 

 
 
Figure 2.3: Enrollment in Catholic Universities: 

Other Studies (Thousands) 

 

Figure 2.4: Total Enrollment in Catholic Higher 
Education (Thousands) 

 
Source: Statistical Yearbooks of the Church. 

 
Second, as shown in Table 2.2 and 

Figure 2.5, there are differences between 
regions in the share of students enrolled by 
type of higher education. Globally, students in 
universities account for 65.2 percent of total 
enrollment, versus 34.8 percent for students in 
higher institutes. Asia, where India plays a 
major role (given virtually no Catholic 
institutions in China), is the only one of the five 
regions where most students are enrolled in 
higher institutes. This is related in part to the 
explosion of private non-university institutions 
of higher education in India as a response to a 
demand from the rising middle class for higher 

education. Globally, within university students, 
there are about seven students in non-
ecclesiastical studies for each student in 
ecclesiastical studies, but again with regional 
differences. 
 
Globally, students in universities account for 
65.2 percent of total enrollment, versus 34.8 
percent for students in higher institutes. Yet in 
Asia, where India plays a major role, a majority 
of students are in higher institutes. 
 

Globally, the shares of students 
enrolled in higher institutes and universities did 
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not fundamentally change over the last four 
decades, despite ups and downs by five-year 
intervals. But among universities, there has 
been a steady rise of the share of students 
enrolled in ecclesiastical studies. In 1975, these 
students represented less than three percent of 
total enrollment in Catholic higher education 
globally. By 2018, this had risen to 7.9 percent 
especially thanks to gains in Africa, the 
Americas, and Asia. By contrast, in Europe and 
Oceania, there was a substantial decline in the 
share of students in ecclesiastical studies 
between 2010 and 2018, albeit from higher 
baseline levels. Note that at the regional level, 
there are a few jumps in the shares reported in 

Table 2.2 for ecclesiastical studies. This is due in 
part to the fact that estimates of enrollment for 
these students are smaller in absolute terms, 
especially in Oceania, so that even 
comparatively small changes can lead to jumps 
in shares. 
 
There has been a steady rise of the share of 
students enrolled in ecclesiastical studies. In 
1975, they represented less than three percent 
of total enrollment in Catholic higher education 
globally. By 2018, this had risen to 7.9 percent, 
more than twice the share in 1975. 

 
Table 2.2: Proportion of Students Enrolled in Catholic Institutions of Higher Education by Type (%) 
 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2018 
 Higher Institutes 
Africa 81.1 77.5 74.7 66.3 32.1 34.6 39.0 42.1 37.7 
Americas 40.6 29.9 25.8 28.0 28.1 19.5 21.7 25.3 19.7 
Asia 65.3 71.7 61.0 58.4 59.6 59.6 61.4 62.7 65.1 
Europe 44.0 47.8 45.4 43.7 40.2 35.8 41.2 29.1 26.0 
Oceania 82.5 67.4 70.4 38.0 55.7 49.6 30.4 33.7 16.4 
World 48.5 44.2 39.6 40.1 40.7 33.3 36.5 37.6 34.8 
 Universities – Ecclesiastical Studies 
Africa 2.8 11.6 10.6 13.6 10.0 8.1 7.1 7.4 13.6 
Americas 1.8 2.2 1.8 2.1 3.7 2.0 5.2 5.0 7.7 
Asia 1.3 1.1 1.4 0.9 3.4 5.4 7.4 10.2 7.0 
Europe 10.2 11.9 13.5 14.7 14.5 10.6 15.2 12.5 7.5 
Oceania 12.4 29.4 27.9 24.6 27.9 21.7 34.5 28.8 12.9 
World 2.9 3.1 3.1 3.4 5.3 4.3 7.4 7.9 7.9 
 Universities – Other Studies 
Africa 16.1 10.8 14.7 20.2 58.0 57.3 53.9 50.5 48.7 
Americas 57.6 67.9 72.4 69.9 68.2 78.5 73.2 69.6 72.6 
Asia 33.4 27.2 37.6 40.7 37.1 35.0 31.2 27.1 28.0 
Europe 45.7 40.3 41.1 41.7 45.2 53.6 43.6 58.4 66.5 
Oceania 5.1 3.3 1.8 37.5 16.4 28.7 35.2 37.6 70.7 
World 48.6 52.7 57.3 56.5 54.0 62.4 56.1 54.5 57.3 
Source: Compiled by the author from the annual statistical yearbooks of the Church. 
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Figure 2.5: Proportion of Students in Catholic 
Higher Education by Level (Percent, 2018) 

 

Figure 2.6: Annual Growth Rates in Enrollment 
(Percent, Four Decades) 

 
Source: Author’s estimations from the Statistical Yearbooks of the Church. 

 
Third, in proportionate terms, as a 

percentage change from the base, the highest 
growth rates in overall enrollment are observed 
in Africa, even though in absolute terms larger 
gains are reported in other regions. The annual 
growth rates from 1975 to 2018 (taking into 
account compounding) are provided in Table 
2.3 and visualized in Figure 2.6. In Africa and 
Oceania, total enrollment grew over the last 
four decades at a rate of more than 13 percent 
per year. In the case of Africa, if the growth in 
enrollment continues to be higher than in the 
rest of the world, the region will account for a 
progressively larger share in total enrollment, 
but this will take some time. For students in 
ecclesiastical studies, the highest growth rates 
over the four decades are observed in Africa.  

Fourth, as is the case in K12 education, 
there are substantial differences between 
countries in the size of their Catholic higher 
education networks. Table 2.4 provides data on 
the top 15 countries in terms of total 
enrollment in 2018. Together, these countries 
account for about four fifths of global 
enrollment. By comparison, the top 15 
countries account for about two thirds of global 
enrollment in Catholic K12 schools. As expected 
given the correlation between enrollment in 
higher education and economic development, 
there is a higher concentration of enrollment in 

a few countries for higher education than for 
K12 education. The country with the largest 
enrollment is the United States, with close to 
1.3 million students in higher education. Three 
large developing counties follow: India, the 
Philippines, and Brazil. Italy is next, possibly in 
part because of a concentration of students in 
ecclesiastical and other studies in Rome.  

 
As for K12 education, the smallest country with 
a large enrollment in Catholic higher education 
is Belgium. This is in part because under the 
Constitution, Catholic schools and universities 
institutions benefit from public funding. 

 
The smallest country in the mix by 

population size in Table 2.4 is again Belgium, as 
was the case for K12 education. This is in part 
because under the Constitution, Catholic higher 
education institutions benefit from public 
funding as do public universities. None of the 
countries in the top 15 are classified as low 
income by the World Bank (low income 
countries have a level of Gross National Income 
per capita of $1,035 or less in 2019). By 
contrast, for K12 education, three of the top 
five countries in terms of total enrollment are 
low income (the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Malawi, and Uganda). 
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Table 2.3: Annual Growth Rate for Enrollment in Catholic Institutions of Higher Education (%) 
1975-
1980 

1980-
1985 

1985-
1990 

1990-
1995 

1995-
2000 

2000-
2005 

2005-
2010 

2010-
2018 

1975-
2018 

Higher Institutes 

Africa 8.5 10.8 -8.7 14.0 13.5 15.6 11.5 5.7 8.4 
Americas 0.5 -0.8 3.0 1.9 1.9 2.3 6.5 -3.6 1.1 
Asia 7.5 2.0 1.8 4.7 3.2 2.5 4.8 0.7 3.2 
Europe 1.6 2.1 4.1 4.2 2.8 4.2 -0.1 1.7 2.5 
Oceania 3.9 5.0 -7.5 16.4 8.9 1.2 9.3 -6.4 2.9 
World 3.6 1.0 2.4 3.7 2.9 2.9 4.9 -0.3 2.4 

Universities – Ecclesiastical Studies 

Africa 45.2 9.6 -1.8 23.9 7.4 9.7 10.9 15.6 14.4 
Americas 11.5 -1.6 4.0 14.3 -2.9 20.9 2.6 4.9 6.3 
Asia 3.1 10.3 -5.1 34.6 13.1 8.6 11.3 -4.3 7.4 
Europe 3.0 5.7 6.6 5.8 -1.2 8.9 2.9 -3.2 3.0 
Oceania 28.6 3.0 2.1 10.6 6.0 22.4 3.2 -7.3 6.9 
World 6.8 3.4 4.1 13.0 2.5 12.8 5.8 0.5 5.6 

Universities – Other Studies 

Africa 1.2 18.6 -0.4 62.8 11.6 11.5 8.5 6.6 13.2 
Americas 10.4 3.5 0.7 1.3 12.8 -1.2 2.2 0.0 3.4 
Asia 1.3 12.4 4.4 2.3 2.1 -0.4 1.4 0.7 2.8 
Europe -2.5 3.5 5.1 7.7 8.9 -2.8 13.5 4.8 4.6 
Oceania -0.9 -7.8 92.5 -8.6 24.6 16.3 8.5 10.9 13.5 
World 7.3 5.0 1.9 2.5 10.2 -1.0 3.7 1.3 3.6 

Total 

Africa 9.5 11.6 -6.5 31.8 11.8 12.8 9.9 7.1 10.3 
Americas 6.9 2.2 1.4 1.9 9.7 0.2 3.2 -0.5 2.8 
Asia 5.5 5.4 2.7 4.3 3.2 1.9 4.3 0.3 3.2 
Europe -0.1 3.1 4.9 6.0 5.2 1.3 7.0 3.1 3.7 
Oceania 8.2 4.1 4.7 7.8 11.5 11.6 7.0 2.4 6.8 
World 5.6 3.3 2.2 3.4 7.0 1.1 4.3 0.7 3.2 

Source: Compiled by the author from the annual statistical yearbooks of the Church. 

Table 2.4: Top 15 Countries by Enrollment in Catholic Higher Education, 2018 
Higher Institutes Universities - Eccl. Universities - Others Total 

United States 349,839 34,567 883,063 1,267,469 
India 707,910 19,241 133,039 860,190 
Philippines 364,209 47,632 164,997 576,838 
Brazil 29,527 93,708 357,116 480,351 
Italy 6,795 23,532 298,962 329,289 
Colombia 19,613 3,271 267,241 290,125 
Great Britain 45,028 118 207,809(*) 252,955 
Mexico 37,096 20,814 160,476 218,386 
Belgium 122,903 2,582 80,503 205,988 
Argentina 57,469 666 101,426 159,561 
Indonesia 35,890 7,962 71,902 115,754 
Spain 14,900 2,876 95,557 113,333 
Chile 7,610 352 101,591 109,553 
France 77,774 18,994 9,919 106,687 
Ecuador 975 44,119 59,629 104,723 

Source: Annual statistical yearbook of the Church. 
Note: (*) The estimate of enrollment in non-ecclesiastic university studies for Great Britain seems erroneous. In 
the 2016 and 2017 yearbooks, the estimates were 39,494 and 37,484 students, respectively. See Box 2.1. 
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Box 2.1: Quality of Enrollment Data 

This report relies on data from the annual 
statistical yearbooks to measure trends over 
time in enrollment. In most cases, the data are 
consistent over time and appear reasonably 
accurate. But in a few instances, this may not 
the case. In Table 2.4, the estimate of 
enrollment in non-ecclesiastic university studies 
for Great Britain is too high and may not be 
correct given the small number of Catholic 
universities in the country. In the 2016 and 
2017 yearbooks, the corresponding estimates 
were much lower, at 39,494 and 37,484 
students, respectively. For this report, potential 
data errors at the level of individual countries 
are not too consequential because analysis is 
done at the aggregate level. But when 
conducting country-level work, it is particularly 
important to check for consistency over time. 

Fifth, the fact that the highest growth 
rates in enrollment in Catholic higher education 
over the last four decades is observed for 
students in ecclesiastical studies may be good 
news for the Church. As mentioned earlier, 
these students account for a small but growing 
share of all students in universities, and their 
numbers are rising fastest in Africa and to a 
lower extent Asia. These are also the two 
regions where the number of diocesan priests 
has been increasing the most in recent years, 
but the trend may also reflect the rising number 
of permanent deacons in comparison to priests 
in the Church. While this is beyond the scope of 
this paper, it would be useful in subsequent 
work to look in more details at the factors 
explaining the increase in the number of 
students in ecclesiastical studies. 

Summing Up 

The purpose of this chapter was to 
provide a simple descriptive analysis of trends 
in enrollment in Catholic higher education 
globally sung the same approach as that in 
chapter 1 so that comparisons in terms of 

stylized facts are easier to make. Five main 
findings emerge from the data.  

First, enrollment in Catholic higher 
education grew almost four-fold between 1975 
and 2018 globally, reaching 6.5 million students 
by 2018. The annual growth rate for all three 
types of higher education combined was at 3.2 
percent for the period from 1975 to 2018, 
versus 1.8 percent for K12 education. In the 
long run, one can expect growth to continue 
given higher demand from higher completion 
rates for secondary education as well as 
population growth especially in the developing 
world over time.  

Second, in most regions, Catholic 
institutions enroll more students in universities 
than in higher institutes, but in Asia, the reverse 
is observed, in large part because of the 
particularities of India where there has been 
rapid growth in enrollment in higher education 
institutions that are not universities (this is also 
true for non-Catholic private higher education).  

Third, in proportionate terms, as a 
percentage change from the base, the highest 
growth rates in enrollment are observed in 
Africa. In absolute terms by contrast, larger 
gains are reported in other regions, with most 
of the students in Catholic higher education still 
residing in high and middle income countries. 
The only region with a decline in recent years in 
the total number of students in higher 
education was the Americas, but this matters 
because this region concentrates close to half of 
all students enrolled in Catholic higher 
education globally.  

Fourth, there are substantial 
differences between countries in the size of 
their Catholic higher education networks. The 
United States still has the largest enrollment, 
but India is progressively catching up.  

Finally, within universities, there has 
been a steady rise of the share of students 
enrolled in ecclesiastical studies, even if they 
still represent only about 12 percent of total 
university enrollment (not including higher 
institutes).  
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CHAPTER 3 
EDUCATION PLURALISM 

Introduction45 

The fourth sustainable development 
goal is to ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all. The primary responsibility 
for achieving this goal rests with the state, but 
this does not mean that the state should be the 
sole provider of education, or that different 
types of education should not be available to 
children and their parents. As will be discussed 
in chapter 4, Article 26 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) includes a 
provision related to the right of parents to 
choose the type of education that their children 
should receive (within reasonable bounds).  

Most countries allow different networks 
of schools and universities to operate as long as 
they follow some reasonable requirements. And 
in quite a few countries, the state also funds 
different education networks, including faith-
based schools and universities. Funding or other 
forms of support from the state for privately 
managed networks of nonprofit schools and 
universities may contribute to education 
pluralism, which in turn can be beneficial not 
only for learning performance46 but also for the 
vibrancy of democracies more generally. 

What is education pluralism? The term 
itself can be contentious and understood in 
various ways. But for this report, essentially, the 
understanding is that in education systems that 
support pluralism, students or their parents 
should be able within some ‘reasonable bounds’ 
to choose the type of school or university that 

45 This chapter is mostly based on Wodon (2021j). 
46 As noted by Brenner (2019), there is no automatic 
link between education pluralism and the 
performance of education systems, but research 
suggests the possibility of a positive relationship. 
Brenner cites among others Salisbury and Tooley 
(2005), Wolf (2007), Campbell (2008), West (2012), 
Pennings (2011), Pennings et al. (2014). 

they will attend. The fact that different types of 
schools and universities may put a different 
emphasis on various values matters for parents 
and students (see Box 3.1 on the values shared 
by Catholic and Christian schools – these values 
are present in public schools, but different 
types of schools may express them differently). 
Students should be able to enroll in public 
schools and universities, but they should also 
have the option to enroll in faith-based or other 
private institutions. Under some circumstances, 
public funding is provided for this purpose in a 
wide range of countries (with accountability).  

Various arguments can be made in 
favor of (or against) education pluralism. Some 
authors argue that competition in education 
markets may be beneficial as good performance 
in private schools47 may put pressure on public 
schools to improve. The same could apply to 
universities. This idea remains contested 
however, and this is not the argument made in 
this report. At a more basic level, education 
pluralism is essential because the right to 
education should respect parental (and student) 
priorities for what should be learned in school.  

47 Studies for the United States suggest that students 
in Catholic schools may perform comparatively well 
academically. See Coleman et al. (1982), Greely 
(1982), Coleman and Hoffa (1987), Bryk et al. (1993), 
Evans and Schwab (1995), Evans et al. (1995), Sander 
and Krautman (1995), Sander (1996), Neal (1997), 
Altonji et al. (2005), Carbonaro (2006), Hallinan and 
Kubitschek (2013), and Freeman and Berends (2016). 
A few studies however find no such effects (Jepsen, 
2003; Elder and Jepsen, 2014). Catholic schools may 
also contribute to civic engagement (Dee, 2005) and 
communities (Brinig and Garnett, 2015). The returns 
to investments in Catholic higher education may also 
be large (Jalandoni, 2020). In Latin America, students 
in Fe y Alegría schools also perform comparatively 
well (Alcázar and Valdivia, 2014; Parra Osorio and 
Wodon, 2014; Lavado et al., 2016; Wodon, 2019g). 
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Box 3.1: Common Values: Catholic and Reformation Schools 
 

In November 2020, the International Office of Catholic Education and the Global Pedagogical 
Network - Joining in Reformation published a joint contribution for UNESCO’s Futures of Education 
Commission48. Below is an excerpt from the section on the aims of Christian schools in that contribution.  

__________ 
 
Within a pluralistic and globalized world, the schools hold dear the following values: 
Quality of education and care for students: The world [… is] faced with a severe learning crisis 

which is being exacerbated by the current pandemic. Christian schools are often recognized in their 
countries for the quality of the education they provide, not only in terms of academic performance, but 
also in terms of socio-emotional skill and the care teachers and staff provide to students. 

Equity in education: The conviction that every person is equal before God also means that every 
person, regardless of his or her origin or financial means, must have access to quality education. 
Educational justice is therefore a central principle and requirement of Christian education [….]. 

Social justice and preferential option for the poor: The question of educational justice also 
means working for social justice - locally, but also globally. […] The preferential option for the poor is a 
core value in Christian education, with many schools aiming to serve the least, the last, and the lost. The 
focus on the ‘periphery’ is related to a shared understanding of the importance of communion, dialogue, 
solidarity, and a sense of unity in diversity within the schools. 

Human rights education: In the different Christian traditions, peace plays an important role. […] 
Committing to human rights, teaching and educating about human rights, and addressing rights 
violations are a natural part of Christian education. 

Education for sustainability: Sustainable development is another fundamental pillar of 
Christianity […]. Education for sustainable development and a commitment to the preservation of 
creation are a matter of course of Christian education, as emphasized by Pope Francis’ (2015) encyclical.  

Global dimension: […] Christian-sponsored schools aim to broaden the perspective of the local 
community towards the ecumenical, worldwide Christianity. This perspective promotes global empathy 
and a willingness to work together across national borders.  

Christian schools aim to contribute to the fulfilment of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals, by preparing their students for a meaningful life in a pluralistic and globalizing 
world. They strive to work towards this goal in a number of different ways […]: 

Christian schools educate with regards to human values: Values such as tolerance, mutual care, 
solidarity, and mindfulness are central concerns in Christian service and charity. The schools aim to live 
these values and promote them in the community. […]  

Christian schools promote personality and personal responsibility: Christian education aims to 
strengthen “the full development of the human personality” […]. The aim is to help all children, 
regardless of their faith, to understand who they are […] and how to serve this community.  

Christian schools strive for high-quality education and upbringing: Every student should be 
encouraged to achieve his/her full potential. Christian schools strive for an education grounded in 
science, but also in a hermeneutical understanding of foundational religious texts […].  

Christian schools aim to be a place of refuge for children and young people: Christian schools 
should be places where parents know that their children and young people will be safe. Attention and 
respect for the rights of children are important concerns. Violence in school, including the risk of sexual 
abuse, is simply not acceptable in the schools. 
 

 
48 Barber et al. (2020). 
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The topic of education pluralism is 
complex and what ‘reasonable bounds’ should 
be for the autonomy of faith-based and other 
private schools is a matter of debate. The issue 
of state funding for (nonprofit) private schools 
is also a matter of intense debate. The objective 
of this chapter is not to enter in those debates, 
but rather to propose a simple measure of 
education pluralism that can help inform the 
extent to which various countries appear to 
have achieved or lack such pluralism. In what 
follows, after a discussion of whether pluralism 
matters for parents, this measure of education 
pluralism is proposed and its potential 
implications for assessing the fulfillment of the 
right to education are discussed.  
 
In education systems that support pluralism, 
students or their parents should be able within 
some reasonable bounds to choose the type of 
school that they will attend. This chapter 
proposes a simple measure of education 
pluralism to assess the extent to which various 
countries have achieved or lack such pluralism. 
 
A Case for Pluralism: Differences in Priorities 
 

Before delving into the technicalities of 
suggesting a measure of education pluralism, 
do parents (and students) actually care about 
education pluralism? One way to answer that 
question is to look at parental or student 
priorities for what they would like schools and 
universities to focus on. To illustrate the fact 
that parents often do care, we consider briefly 
results from two different contexts: first the 
United States and next Ghana and Burkina Faso. 

 
Case Study for the United States 
 

In 2017, with support from the Catholic 
Education Philanthropy Working Group, FADICA 
(Foundations and Donors interested in Catholic 
Activities), and the Philanthropy Roundtable, 
the National Catholic Education Association 
published a report on factors driving the choice 

of schools by parents in the United States49. The 
report team adopted a mixed research 
methodology with quantitative and qualitative 
data collection and analysis.  

In a survey conducted for the report, 
adult respondents were asked: “In your opinion, 
which of following are the THREE most 
important areas of focus for K-12 schools in 
your area?” Nine potential responses were 
provided: (1) Preparing children for college; (2) 
Preparing children to successfully enter the job 
market; (3) Teaching children to care about 
their community; (4) Developing individuals 
with a sound moral base; (5) Teaching children 
strong in-person communication skills; (6) 
Encouraging individual and critical thinking; (7) 
Measuring and monitoring student progress 
consistently; (8) Deeping children’s relationship 
with their religious faith; and (9) Teaching 
children to accept and embrace diversity.  

Table 3.1 and Figure 3.1 provide the 
share of respondents who chose each of the 
potential responses among all parents and 
among the subset of parents with their 
youngest child in a Catholic school. Since 
respondents could choose three priorities for 
what their children should learn in school, the 
shares in the Table sum to 300 percent. 
Responses have been ranked according to two 
broad categories of priorities, those related to 
the skills that children should acquire, and 
those related to the values that they should 
acquire. While the classification of each 
potential response under skills versus values 
could be debated, this simple categorization is 
nevertheless useful. Parental priorities have 
been listed from the most to the least cited 
among the sample of all parents. 

For the sample of all parents, the top 
five priorities are all related to skills and success 
in college and in the job market (even if several 
of these priorities also have inherent value 
independently of college and work). The other 
four priorities related to values are ranked 
lower. By contrast, for parents with their 

 
49 FADICA and NCEA (2018). See Wodon (2019) for 
the analysis in this section based on those data. 
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youngest child in a Catholic school, moral values 
rank much higher. Indeed, developing a sound 
moral base ranks first followed by 
communications skills, and deepening one’s 
faith essentially ties up with critical thinking and 
being ready for the job market.  

Clearly, different parents may have 
different priorities for what their children 
should learn in school. Through a diversity of 
options for schooling, education pluralism can 
help education systems respond, again within 
‘reasonable bounds’, to this heterogeneity in 
parental priorities. In some contexts, this may 
also help boost enrollment in school.  
 
 
 

Table 3.1: Parental Priorities for What Children 
Should Learn in School, United States (%) 

 

All 
parents 

 
 

Youngest 
child in 
Catholic  
school 

Skills   
Critical thinking 53.3 34.6 
Preparing for job market  47.7 34.9 
Preparing for college  42.4 33.7 
Communication skills 39.4 39.7 
Measuring progress 31.6 30.6 
Values   
Sound moral base 30.6 41.9 
Embracing diversity 25.0 22.6 
Care about community 19.1 27.9 
Deepening the faith 10.9 34.2 
Total 300.0 300.0 
Source: Wodon (2019k, 2019l). 

 
Figure 3.1: Parental Priorities for What Children Should Learn in School, United States (%) 

 
Source: Wodon (2019k, 2019l). 

 
For the sample of all parents, 
the top five priorities for what 
children should learn in school 
are all related to skills and 
success in college and in the 
job market. By contrast, for 
parents with their youngest 
child in a Catholic school, 
moral values rank higher. 
 

 
It should be clear that the statistics 

provided in Table 3.1 should not be interpreted 
in any way as suggesting that some parents care 
more about values than others. Parents who do 
not rely on Catholic schools may rely on other 
mechanisms than the schools to transmit their 
values to their children. Even for many parents 
in Catholic schools, their priorities regarding 
what their children should learn in school may 
not be about values, possibly because they 
believe that those values can be acquired 
elsewhere, such as at Church. Simply, different 

parents place different emphasis on various 
priorities for what the schools should focus on. 

It should also be clear that imparting 
values is by no means a task reserved to 
Catholic or faith-based schools. Public schools 
as well as other private schools also care about 
imparting strong values to their students. What 
exactly the aspiration of promoting values and 
character education in educational systems 
entails may simply differ depending on the 
school system considered. But respect for 
others and for pluralism (which does not imply 
relativism) is typically a core value in all schools. 
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Do these types of findings apply to 
students choosing to enroll in Catholic colleges 
and universities as well50? They may, at least to 
some extent. At the international level, several 
studies have explored the values held by 
students in Catholic universities51. In the United 
States, data are available to compare students’ 
priorities depending on the type of schools they 
choose to attend. One such data source is the 
CIRP Freshman Survey implemented every year 
by the Higher Education Research Institute at 
the University of California. The survey has been 
implemented for more 50 years. It is 
administered to first-year students before they 
start classes at their institution. The survey 
includes questions among others on established 
behaviors in high school, academic 
preparedness, admissions decisions, 
expectations of college, interactions with peers 
and faculty, student values and goals, student 
demographic characteristics, and concerns 
about financing college. 

As shown in Table 3.2 for the latest 
available survey, typically less than one in ten 
incoming freshmen consider the religious 
orientation or affiliation of their college as a 
very important factor for their choice of 
attending that college. But among students 
attending Catholic colleges, the corresponding 
figure is at about one in five students. The 
difference is thus substantial. The proportion of 
students who mention that their college’s 
graduates make a difference in the world is also 
slightly higher for students enrolled in Catholic 
institutions than in the whole sample. At the 
same time, as was the case for Catholic schools, 
other factors seem to be much more important, 
including the academic reputation of the 
college or the intended major at that college, 
whether graduates get good jobs, and whether 
students are provided with financial assistance.  

 
50 In the United States, some universities, especially 
smaller ones, are called colleges. In some other 
countries, colleges refer to high schools. 
51 Aparicio Gómez and Tornos Cubillo (2014), Mabille 
and Alom (2021). 

If one compares nonsectarian, Catholic, 
and other religious colleges (data not shown in 
the Table, but available in the survey), the 
differences tend to be larger. For example, only 
7.0 percent of freshmen in nonsectarian 
colleges state that they were attracted by the 
religious affiliation/orientation of their college. 
The proportion is 18.1 for those in Catholic 
colleges as shown in Table 3.2, but it reaches 
35.8 percent for other religious colleges, 
denoting an even stronger importance granted 
to faith affiliation by students attending those 
institutions, most of which are evangelical. Still, 
it is worth noting that overall religious affiliation 
is not a key driver in college choice, especially 
among the overall freshman population. This 
echoes the low ranking placed on ‘deepening 
the faith’ in Table 3.1 for K12 schools.  

 
Less than one in ten freshmen consider religious 
orientation as a very important for their choice 
of college, versus on in five in Catholic colleges. 
At the same time, other factors matter more, 
including the academic reputation of the 
college or intended major, whether graduates 
get good jobs, and financial assistance. 

 
In general, in Table 3.2, freshman at 

Catholic colleges respond in the affirmative on 
whether various factors were very important 
for their decision more than the full sample, so 
one should be careful not to overstate the 
implications of small difference in affirmative 
answers between the two groups. Still, some 
differences appear to be meaningful. In another 
question, students are asked whether they 
consider various objectives as essential or very 
important. For most objectives, the differences 
in positive answers between freshmen at 
Catholic universities and all universities are 
small, but for “integrating spirituality into my 
life”, the difference is (not surprisingly) much 
larger. This is considered a priority by 43.1 
percent of freshman in the full sample versus 
62.2 percent of freshmen in Catholic colleges. 
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Table 3.2: Share of College Freshmen Declaring Various Reasons as “Very Important” in Deciding to Go 
to that Particular College, 2019 CIRP Freshman Survey (%) 
 All baccalaureate 

institutions 
Catholic  

institutions 
My parents/relatives wanted me to come here 17.1 19.2 
My teacher advised me 8.2 7.9 
This college has a very good academic reputation 63.2 71.8 
This college has a good reputation for its social and extracurricular activities 47.8 52.4 
I was offered financial assistance  48.9 65.5 
The cost of attending this college 50.5 48.7 
High school counselor advised me  11.2 12.0 
Private college counselor advised me  4.9 7.1 
I wanted to live near home 25.4 28.0 
Not offered aid by first choice  10.8 13.5 
Could not afford first choice 14.7 15.5 
This college’s graduates gain admission to top graduate/professional schools 30.7 39.0 
This college’s graduates get good jobs 54.8 67.3 
I was attracted by the religious affiliation/orientation of this college 9.1 18.1 
I wanted to go to a school about the size of this college 35.5 49.7 
Rankings in national magazines 15.2 17.7 
I was admitted through an Early Action or Early Decision program 15.0 22.2 
A visit to this campus 46.2 54.7 
This college’s graduates make a difference in the world 33.5 39.6 
Communication with a professor 21.5 30.3 
The academic reputation of my intended major 53.7 59.0 
Source: Stolzenberg et al. (2020). 

 
Finally, it is worth noting than in other 

market research, some of the characteristics 
associated with Catholic universities are 
“conservative”, “traditional”, and “expensive” 

52. This not necessarily a positive perception 
from a marketing point of view, but it does 
suggest again that students choosing Catholic 
universities may have a slightly different set of 
priorities than those enrolling elsewhere. As is 
the case for the CIRP survey, this other survey 
suggested though that the Catholic character of 
the college was not the main deciding factor for 
its choice by prospective students. Indeed, less 
than one in ten students as well as parents 
identified religious affiliation as a key driver of 
their choice. Factors such as institutional size, 
research opportunities, and internships and job 

 
52 Results from a market research survey by EAB 
Enrollment Services as discussed in Redden (2019). 
The survey is instructive, but not nationally 
representative as its sample is based on the firm’s 
inquiry pools for Catholic colleges. 

placement were more important, as noted in 
the CIRP survey. These are all areas where 
Catholic universities do comparatively well 
according to data from the Association of 
Catholic College and Universities. It is therefore 
not surprising that more than 40 percent of 
respondents in that survey said they were 
interested in attending a Catholic university. 

 
The results from these types of surveys matter. 
In a context of choice as well as competition, 
the way Catholic universities position 
themselves is crucial for their survival. 

 
The results from these types of surveys 

matter for the strategies adopted by colleges 
and universities. In some countries, prospective 
students considering enrolling in a Catholic 
college or university may have a choice 
between a few universities or none at all. But in 
the United States, they have a choice between 
more than 250 Catholic colleges and 
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universities. Of 6.5 million students enrolled in 
Catholic post-secondary institutions globally in 
2018, 1.3 million were enrolled in the United 
States. If one considers only university students, 
the country accounted for 22 percent of all 
students enrolled in Catholic universities 
globally (0.9 million of a total of 4.2 million, 
including students pursuing ecclesiastical 
studies). In such a context of choice as well as 
competition, the way Catholic universities 
position themselves is crucial for their survival. 

 
Case Study for Ghana and Burkina Faso53 

 
As a second illustration of the fact that 

parents may have different priorities for what 
their children should learn in school, consider 
data for Burkina Faso and Ghana, two countries 
with populations of different faiths. Using data 
from a small scale survey implemented in one 
urban and one and rural area in each of the two 
countries, substantial differences were found in 
the reasons leading parents to choose various 
types of schools54. The education provided by 
faith-based schools was valued by parents and 
communities for reasons related to both 
perceived quality and the promotion of 
religious and moral values. But there were also 
differences in perceptions between Franco-Arab 
or Islamic schools and Christian schools.  

As shown in Table 3.3 through the share 
of respondents emphasizing various reasons for 
choosing a school, parents choosing Christian 
schools in Burkina Faso did so for their 
academic and teacher quality. Parents choosing 
Islamic schools emphasized the opportunity for 
their children to receive a religious education, 
with smaller numbers listing academic or 
teacher quality too. In public schools, location 
was a deciding factor for more than two thirds 
of parents, followed by academic quality and 
the lack of school fees. Education on moral 
values was listed as a reason for school choice 

 
53 This section is adapted from Wodon (2020a).See 
also Gemignani et al (2014). 
54 Gemignani et al (2014). 

by about a third of parents choosing Islamic and 
Christian schools, but not by parents choosing 
public schools. Results for Ghana are similar. 
Religious knowledge was key for the choice of 
an Islamic school. It also mattered for Christian 
school, but slightly less so, while academic 
performance and teacher quality mattered 
more. For public schools, low cost and proximity 
were the driving factors. 

Several other questions were asked to 
parents to better understand why they chose a 
specific school. One question was about the 
most important area of study for their children. 
For children in Franco-Arab and Islamic schools, 
religious education came first, followed by 
moral education and academics (literacy). For 
parents at Christian schools, academics came 
first, as it did for parents at public schools.  

Parents were also asked to choose the 
educational goal of highest importance among 
social, moral, academic and spiritual goals. 
Many parents choosing Islamic schools selected 
spiritual goals and the betterment of society. 
Parents choosing Christian schools emphasized 
moral values more. In public schools, the role of 
religious and moral education was mentioned 
leas. Christian schools were attended by 
children of all faiths, and religious education 
was not emphasized in the curriculum. Rather, 
the schools stressed moral values in addition to 
secular subjects. Religious education featured 
more prominently in the curriculum of Franco-
Arab and Islamic schools. Those schools were 
attended almost entirely by Muslim children.  

 
In Ghana and Burkina Faso, parents relying on 
Islamic schools emphasize spiritual goals. 
Parents relying on Christian do too, but they 
emphasize moral values and academic quality 
more. Religious and moral education matter 
less for parents relying on public schools. 
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Table 3.3: Principal Reasons for School Choice, Primary Level, Burkina Faso and Ghana (%) 
 Burkina Faso Ghana 

 Islamic  
schools 

Christian  
schools 

Public  
schools 

Islamic  
schools 

Christian  
schools 

Public  
schools 

Location 38.7 33.3 70.0 20.8 16.7 37.5 
Religious knowledge 83.9 33.3 — 75.0 50.0 6.3 
Moral education  35.5 36.7 — — 29.2 — 
To learn Arabic 29.0 — — 37.5 — — 
To learn French/English 25.8 — 3.3 4.2 — — 
Teacher quality and discipline 12.9 46.7 10.0 4.2 33.3 25.0 
Academic performance 25.8 76.7 46.7 4.2 16.7 25.0 
Child’s future (good education, jobs) 9.7 6.7 16.7 4.2 4.2 — 
Familiarity with this school  — 6.7 13.3 16.7 16.7 18.8 
No or low school fees — — 30.0 4.2 — 31.3 
Source: Wodon (2019c), adapted from Gemignani et al. (2014). See also Gemignani and Wodon (2017). 
Note: Multiple answers allowed. 
 

What can be concluded from this 
analysis? Beyond academic subjects, Catholic 
and other faith-based schools are perceived as 
emphasizing learning related to values and 
religion. Do they succeed in doing so? Based on 
the small sample survey data and qualitative 
fieldwork carried in Ghana and Burkina Faso, as 
well as larger nationally representative datasets 
providing information on parental satisfaction 
with various types of schools, the answer seems 
to be a mostly positive one, at least from the 
view of parents. As will be discussed later, this 
does not mean that students are learning all 
that they should, but at least parents recognize 
the value provided to them by faith-based 
schools, and are supportive through their 
enrollment decisions of education pluralism. 

 
Measuring Education Pluralism 
 

It seems clear from the case studies 
presented above that school choice and 
education pluralism are valued by at least some 
parents. How can we assess the level of 
education pluralism in various countries? There 
is no unique way to define or measure 
education pluralism, or more broadly the extent 
to which the state is supportive of the 
coexistence of alternative providers of 
education. One approach consists in looking 
across countries at the characteristics of 
regulatory frameworks for education and how 

they balance the twin aims of school autonomy 
and accountability. Case studies based on this 
approach were pioneered by Glenn and De 
Groof55. The approach is also used in a more 
systematic way under the Engaging the Private 
Sector (EPS) framework of the World Bank’s 
SABER and in a forthcoming study based on that 
framework for Catholic schools (Box 3.2).  

Approaches such as SABER-EPS to 
assess regulatory frameworks for private 
schools have clear benefits, in that they can 
inform policy reforms since the frameworks are 
directly based on an assessment of existing laws 
and policies. But they also have limitations. One 
difficulty with these approaches is that while 
they are highly informative, they may also be 
fairly labor intensive, especially if the aim is to 
document precisely the laws and policies in 
place on each country. This explains why only 
about ten completed country assessments have 
been published on the SABER website. 

 
One approach to measuring education pluralism 
consists in looking across countries at the 
characteristics of regulatory frameworks for 
education and how they balance the twin aims 
of school autonomy and accountability. 

 
  

 
55 Glenn and De Groof (2012). 
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Box 3.2: Assessing Regulatory Frameworks  
 
SABER (Systems Approach for Better Education 
Results) aims to produce comparable data on 
education policies across countries. The 
initiative is organized around a dozen domains 
ranging from early childhood development to 
tertiary education and workforce development. 
One of the domains is Engaging the Private 
Sector (EPS). SABER-EPS looks in a systematic 
way at whether laws, regulations, and policies 
towards the private sector are likely to achieve 
four policy goals: (1) Encouraging innovation by 
providers; (2) Holding schools accountable; (3) 
Empowering parents, students, and 
communities; and (4) Promoting diversity of 
supply56. The approach has been adapted to 
assess policy frameworks for Catholic schools57. 

 
Furthermore, these frameworks are not 

universally accepted, hence their application 
may not lead to consensus on reforms or the 
role of private schools58. A third difficulty that 
these approaches focus on whether regulatory 
conditions favorable to education pluralism are 
in place, not on whether pluralism is achieved 
as revealed by where children go to school. 
Even when formal regulatory frameworks are 
conducive to engaging the private sector, other 
factors may negatively affect school choice, 
thus reducing education pluralism.  

The alternative approach used for this 
report consists in directly looking at outcomes, 
i.e. whether children end up being enrolled in 
different school systems as a measure of the 
depth of education pluralism in a country59. The 
basic idea is that too much concentration in 
education systems may be detrimental to 
school choice as well as broader educational 
outcomes, much in the same way that too much 
concentration in an industry may be 
detrimental to consumers or customers. In 

 
56 Baum et al. (2013). 
57 Wodon (forthcoming). 
58 See Oxfam (2019) and Abidjan Principles (2019). 
59 Wodon (2021j). 

other words, the idea is to apply traditional 
measures of industry concentration to 
education systems to measure pluralism. 

 
The basic idea is that too much concentration in 
education systems may be detrimental to 
school choice as well as broader educational 
outcomes, much in the same way that too much 
concentration in an industry may be 
detrimental to consumers or customers. 

 
The most widely used measure of 

industrial concentration is probably the 
Herfindahl-Hirschman index (HHI) defined as 
the sum of the squares of the market shares of 
firms within an industry60. A lower value is 
considered beneficial as no firm or set of firms 
dominates the market at the risk of 
competition. When applied to the market share 
of different providers of education in a country, 
the index can similarly be interpreted as a 
simple measure of concentration. The technical 
definition of the index is provided in Box 3.3.  

The HHI is however not itself an 
intuitive measure of education pluralism 
because higher values indicate more 
concentration, and therefore less pluralism. 
Instead of using the HHI, it seems to make 
sense to define the education pluralism index 
instead as EPI=1-HHI.  

 
Box 3.3: Herfindahl-Hirschman Index 
 

Denote the market share of a specific 
type of education provider i in an education 
system as si. In other words, si is the share of 
students enrolled (at a given level of schooling) 
in type of school i. The HHI is simply defined as 
𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻 = ∑ 𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖2𝑁𝑁

𝑖𝑖=1  with N being the number of 
different types of schools operating in the 
education system. The index ranges from 1/N 
when all types of schools have the same market 
share to a maximum value of one when all 
students go only to a single type of school.  

 
60 Herfindahl (1959), Hirschman (1964). 
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Another technical issue is that the HHI 
actually takes a value between 1/N and 1 when 
the index estimated with data on N providers. 
This is why in the literature, a normalized HHI is 
also used with NHHI=(HHI-1/N)/(1-(1/1N). That 
normalized index should be used cautiously 
because the information on the number of 
providers is lost. This can generate problematic 
results when comparing different markets that 
have a different number of providers61. For our 
purpose in this report however, given that 
comparisons of education pluralism are made 
across countries, regions, or income groups 
using data on the same number of providers for 
all countries, regions, or income groups, the loss 
of information in normalization is not an issue.  

Therefore, we define a normalized 
education pluralism index as NEPI=(1-HHI)/(1-
1/N), so that that the index take values 
between zero and one (Box 3.4). In what 
follows, the index is applied to education 
systems. When computing the index across a 
wide range of countries, a key difficulty is to 
obtain data on the market shares of different 
types of education providers. Data from the 
UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS) are available 
for most countries on the number of students 
enrolled in public and private schools at the 
primary and secondary levels. Private schools 
are defined as schools not operated by a public 
authority but instead controlled and managed, 
whether for profit or not, by a private body. 
Similarly, data are available on public and 
private market shares for higher education. 

 
The normalized education pluralism index takes 
on a value between zero and one. A higher 
value denotes more education pluralism.  

 
 

 
61 To illustrate the issue, consider one market with 
two providers that each has a 50 percent market 
share, and another market with three providers that 
each have a third of that market. Both will have a 
zero value for the normalized HHI, but the second 
market clearly has less concentration.  

Box 3.4: Normalized Education Pluralism Index 
 

The normalized education pluralism 
index is defined as NEPI=(1-HHI)/(1-1/N) with 
𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻 = ∑ 𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖2𝑁𝑁

𝑖𝑖=1  where N is the number of 
education providers and si is the share of 
students enrolled in schools from provider i. 
The index takes on a value between zero and 
one. A higher value denotes more pluralism62. 

 
Using these data, the HHI can be 

computed with two categories of providers – 
public and private providers. This will lead to a 
higher value for the index than if the diversity of 
private schools and universities were taken into 
account. Although there may also be some 
diversity of providers among public schools and 
universities, this is less likely in terms of the 
fundamental principles followed by these 
schools and universities (especially at the K12 
level where there is typically more of an 
attempt at uniformity). But it is clearly 
important to disaggregate private schools and 
universities if that can indeed be done. In order 
to disaggregate private provision into sub-
categories, we rely on the data on enrollment in 
Catholic schools and universities from the 
annual statistical yearbook of the Catholic 
Church63 already used in chapters 1 and 2.  
 
Enrollment by Region and Income Group64 
 

To measure education pluralism with 
three categories of provider – public, private 
non-Catholic, and Catholic, we first need 
estimates of the market share of public, 
Catholic, and other private schools. While the 
term ‘market share’ is not necessarily seen with 
sympathy by many Catholic educators, we use 
that term since it is used in the literature.  

As part of background work for this 
report, measures of education pluralism were 
estimated at the country level, but this is not 

 
62 Wodon (2021j). 
63 Secretariat of State (2020). 
64 This section is based on Wodon (2021i). 
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handy for stylized facts given the number of 
countries. The analysis of trends in enrollment 
provided in chapters 1 and 2 relied on the 
geographic categories available in the statistical 
yearbooks of the Church, such as the Americas, 
Europe, Africa, Asia, and Oceania. These are the 
groupings used in the yearbooks, and readers 
may be familiar with them. But they do not 
correspond to regional groupings commonly 
used in international work. Therefore, we rely 
instead in the rest of this report on regional 
groupings used by the World Bank. In addition, 
we provide data according to income groups.  

The World Bank classifies countries in 
six regions (East Asia and Pacific, Europe and 
Central Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, 
Middle East and North Africa, North America, 
South Asia, and Sub-Saharan Africa) and four 
income groups (low, lower-middle, upper-
middle, and high income)65. Table 3.4 provides 
estimates of enrollment for 2018 by region and 
income group. For primary and secondary 
education, both the number of students and 
the number of schools are reported. The 
analysis is not carried for pre-primary education 
because country coverage at that level is lower. 
 
Primary and Secondary Education 

 
As mentioned in chapter 1, most of the 

growth in enrollment in Catholic schools 

 
65 In terms of income levels, for the World Bank’s 
2021 fiscal year, low-income countries are those 
with a Gross National Income (GNI) per capita 
calculated using the World Bank Atlas method of 
$1,035 or less in 2019. Lower-middle-income 
counties are those with a GNI per capita between 
$1,036 and $4,045. Upper-middle-income countries 
are those with a GNI per capita between $4,046 and 
$12,535. Finally high-income countries are those 
with a GNI per capita of $12,536 or more The income 
group in which countries are classified may change 
over time whether because of economic growth or 
because of changes in methodology or rebasing of a 
country’s National Accounts. For the World Bank’s 
2021 fiscal year, ten countries moved to a different 
category than the year before. 

globally was concentrated in sub-Saharan 
Africa. As shown in Table 3.4, in 2018 the region 
accounted for 55.0 percent of all students in 
Catholic primary schools globally, and 28.0 
percent of all students in Catholic secondary 
schools. After sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America 
and the Caribbean and South Asia have the 
largest enrollment at the primary level, while 
for enrollment in secondary schools the South 
Asia region comes in second place, followed by 
Europe and Central Asia in third place.  

 
More than 40 percent of all students in Catholic 
primary schools are located in low-income 
countries, with another 30 percent in lower-
middle income countries. Less than 30 percent 
live in upper-middle and high income countries. 

 
In terms of income groups, 40.9 percent 

of all students in Catholic primary schools are 
located in low-income countries, with another 
29.7 percent in lower-middle income countries. 
Less than 30 percent of students in primary 
Catholic schools live in upper-middle and high 
income countries. For secondary school 
enrollment, the proportion of students who live 
in low income countries is smaller, because 
educational attainment in those countries 
remains low, but together, low income and 
lower-middle income countries still account for 
more than half of total enrollment.  

Overall it seems fair to state that at the 
primary and to a lower extent at the secondary 
level, the Catholic Church serves primarily 
children in countries with comparatively low 
levels of economic development. This is good 
news for the emphasis of the Church placed on 
the preferential option for the poor66, but it 
also means in the context of the current crisis 
that children in Catholic schools are likely to 
have been affected severely by the COVID-19 
crisis, as will be discussed in chapter 5. 

 
 

66 On whether Catholic schools succeed in serving 
the poor for schooling and learning in sub-Saharan 
Africa, see Wodon (2014, 2015, 2019c, 2020g).  
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Table 3.4: Enrollment in Catholic Schools and Universities by Region and Income Group, 2018 
Regions and Income Groups Primary schools Secondary schools Higher Ed. 
  Schools Students Schools Students Students 
 Estimates of number of schools and students 
Regions      
   East Asia & Pacific 8,814 2,185,191 4,184 2,192,622 965,356 
   Europe & Central Asia 15,715 3,131,268 9,424 3,662,365 1,186,223 
   Latin America & Caribbean 15,631 4,371,221 10,333 2,816,819 1,701,331 
   Middle East & North Africa 725 289,241 460 151,733 56,639 
   North America 6,723 1,770,710 1,796 864,852 1,310,661 
   South Asia 10,994 3,997,214 7,605 4,207,249 887,851 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 44,544 19,267,154 15,739 5,411,658 359,020 
Income Groups      
   Low Income 34,735 14,335,210 9,919 3,274,435 172,858 
   Lower-Middle Income  28,894 10,412,295 15,936 7,581,178 1,784,779 
   Upper-Middle Income  13,574 4,261,212 10,629 2,978,055 1,673,934 
   High Income 25,943 6,003,282 13,057 5,473,630 2,835,510 
World 103,146 35,011,999 49,541 19,307,298 6,467,081 
 Shares in global number of Catholic schools and students 
Regions      
   East Asia & Pacific 8.5% 6.2% 8.4% 11.4% 14.9% 
   Europe & Central Asia 15.2% 8.9% 19.0% 19.0% 18.3% 
   Latin America & Caribbean 15.2% 12.5% 20.9% 14.6% 26.3% 
   Middle East & North Africa 0.7% 0.8% 0.9% 0.8% 0.9% 
   North America 6.5% 5.1% 3.6% 4.5% 20.3% 
   South Asia 10.7% 11.4% 15.4% 21.8% 13.7% 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 43.2% 55.0% 31.8% 28.0% 5.6% 
Income Groups      
   Low Income 33.7% 40.9% 20.0% 17.0% 2.7% 
   Lower-Middle Income  28.0% 29.7% 32.2% 39.3% 27.6% 
   Upper-Middle Income  13.2% 12.2% 21.5% 15.4% 25.9% 
   High Income 25.2% 17.1% 26.4% 28.4% 43.8% 
World 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
Source: Wodon (2020i). 
 

Figure 3.2: Shares of All Students in Catholic Education by Country Income Groups, 2018 
Primary (%) Secondary (%) Higher (%) 

   
Source: Wodon (2021i). 
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As could already be seen from the data 
provided in chapter 1, globally primary schools 
accounted in 2018 for 64.5 percent of total 
enrollment in primary and secondary Catholic 
schools, versus 36.5 percent for secondary 
schools. In sub-Saharan Africa however, primary 
schools still account for 78.1 percent of the 
combined enrollment in primary and secondary 
schools due to limited transition to secondary 
schools in many countries. Only four in ten 
students in Africa complete their lower 
secondary school according to the World Bank’s 
the World Development Indicators. By contrast, 
in Europe, primary schools account for less than 
half (46.1 percent) of total enrollment in 
Catholic schools. In North America, primary 
school account for more than two thirds (67.2 
percent) of total enrollment in primary and 
secondary schools, possibly because in the 
absence of meaningful government funding in 
the United States, the out-of-pocket cost of 
enrollment is larger at the secondary level. 

 
Higher Education 

 
As noted in chapter 2, the footprint of 

Catholic higher education across countries and 
regions, and therefore also across income 
groups, is different from that of primary and 
secondary education. While the growth rate in 
enrollment in Catholic higher education is high 
in Africa, the region including sub-Saharan 
Africa still accounts for only a very small share 
of total enrollment in Catholic higher education.  

In 2018, as shown in Table 3.4, sub-
Saharan Africa accounted for only 5.6 percent 
of all students in Catholic higher education 
globally. By contrast, despite having a small 
share of the global population, North America 
account for one fifth of all students enrolled in 
Catholic higher education, thanks in particular 
to a large number of Catholic colleges and 
universities in the United States. The share of 
students in Catholic higher education is also 
relatively high in Latin America at 26.3 percent 
and in Europe and Central Asia, at 18.3 percent.  

 

Sub-Saharan Africa accounts for only 5.6 
percent of all students in Catholic higher 
education globally. Globally, 43.8 percent of 
students in Catholic higher education are 
studying in high income countries. 

 
In terms of income groups, only 2.7 

percent of all students in Catholic higher 
education are located in low-income countries. 
The proportion is higher at 27.5 percent in 
lower-middle income countries thanks to India, 
and 25.9 percent in upper-middle income 
countries thanks to large countries in Central 
and Latin America. Still, 43.8 percent of all 
students in Catholic higher education are 
studying in high income countries. While a 
growing share of those students come from low 
and middle income countries over time, the 
overwhelming majority of the students were 
born in these countries. As is the case for higher 
education in general, Catholic higher education 
remains highly unequal at the global level.  

 
Market Shares of Catholic Education67 

 
What do these estimates mean for the 

market share of Catholic schools and 
universities? In order to compute these market 
shares, enrollment data from the latest 
statistical yearbook of the Church are compared 
with data on total enrollment in primary and 
secondary schools from the UNESCO Institute of 
Statistics68. In the case of higher education, the 
approach involves an additional step and may 
be less accurate, but is nevertheless instructive. 

The resulting market shares for Catholic 
schools and universities are provided in Table 
3.5. At the primary level, the market share of 
Catholic schools is especially high in sub-
Saharan Africa at 11.0 percent. At the 
secondary level, the highest market share for 
Catholic schools is in South Asia at 6.7 percent. 
In low-income countries, Catholic schools 
account for one in seven students enrolled in all 

 
67 This section is based on Wodon (2021i). 
68 Estimates of total enrollment are not available for 
pre-schools, hence this level is not considered. 



47 

 

 

schools (13.7 percent) and almost one in ten 
students enrolled at the secondary level (9.0 
percent). The market share of Catholic schools 
is lowest in upper-middle income countries in 
part because of the absence of Catholic schools 
in mainland China (by contrast, the schools 
have a strong footprint in Taiwan). 

Estimates of market shares for Catholic 
higher education are more tentative for two 
reasons. First, the UNESCO Institute of Statistics 
does not provide data on the total number of 
students enrolled in higher education as it does 
for primary and secondary education. This 
means that to obtain the denominator for the 
computation of market shares, we need to 
multiply the gross enrollment rate at the 
tertiary level by the population of the 
appropriate age, which requires a few 
manipulations. Given the additional variables 
and calculation involved, this may generate a 
(probably small) source of error. More 
importantly, it is not fully clear whether 
enrollment data available in the statistical 
yearbooks of the Church for higher education 
correspond to the definitions of tertiary 
education used by the UNESCO Institute of 
Statistics. Still, despite limits in the available 
data, computing market shares provides a 
useful order of magnitude of the role played by 
Catholic higher education globally.  

The resulting market shares for Catholic 
schools and universities are provided in Table 
3.5. Globally, Catholic higher education 
accounts for 2.8 percent of all students enrolled 
at that level. In terms of regions, the market 
share is highest in Latin America and North 
America, at respectively 6.0 percent and 5.9 
percent, and lowest in the Middle East and 
North Africa, at 0.4 percent. In terms of income 
groups, the market share is highest in high 
income countries at 4.8 percent, and lowest in 
upper-middle income countries (probably in 
large part because of China) at 1.6 percent).  

Are these estimates of the right order 
of magnitude? As a quick test, consider North 
America, which is dominated in terms of 
population size and enrollment in higher 
education by the United States. According to 
the website of the Association of Catholic 
Colleges and Universities and based on data 
from the National Center for Education 
Statistics, about 850,000 students were enrolled 
in Catholic higher education in 2018-19. 

The National Center for Education 
Statistics also reports on its website that total 
undergraduate enrollment in degree-granting 
postsecondary institutions in 2018 was at 16.6 
million students, while 3.0 million students 
were enrolled in post-baccalaureate degree 
programs. This generates a total number of 
university students of 19.6 million students. 
Dividing the number of students in Catholic 
colleges and universities by the total enrollment 
at the undergraduate and graduate levels for 
degree granting institutions generates a market 
share of for Catholic colleges and universities of 
4.3 percent. This is slightly below the estimate 
of 5.9 percent for North America in Table 3.5.  

The likely reason for the difference is 
that the category of students in ‘higher 
institutes’ in the statistical yearbook of the 
Church may include students who are not 
considered as enrolled in degree-granting 
institutions by the National Center for 
Education Statistics. Differences in enrollment 
in Catholic institutions in other counties in 
North America, and especially in Canada, may 
also play a role in the differences in estimates 
just mentioned. Still, with those caveats in 
mind, this simple comparison suggests that 
estimates in Table 3.5 do seem to provide an 
adequate order of magnitude for the market 
shares of Catholic higher education, although 
possibly slightly on the high side. 
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Table 3.5: Market Shares of Catholic Education by Education Level (%), 2018 
Regions and Income Groups Primary schools Secondary schools Higher education 
Regions    
   East Asia & Pacific 1.2 1.4 1.3 
   Europe & Central Asia 6.0 4.6 2.9 
   Latin America & Caribbean 6.9 4.4 6.0 
   Middle East & North Africa 0.6 0.4 0.4 
   North America 6.5 3.1 5.9 
   South Asia 2.3 6.7 2.3 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 11.0 3.2 4.1 
Income Groups    
   Low Income 13.7 9.0 3.2 
   Lower-Middle Income  3.4 3.0 3.0 
   Upper-Middle Income  1.8 1.4 1.6 
   High Income 7.7 6.0 4.8 
World 4.8 3.2 2.8 
Source: Wodon (2021i). 
 

Figure 3.3: Market Shares of Catholic Education by Level, Regions and Income Groups (%), 2018 

 

 
Globally, the market share of 
Catholic education is 
estimated at 4.8 percent at 
the primary level, 3.2 percent 
at the secondary level, and 
2.8 percent at the higher 
education level. For primary 
education, it is much higher 
in sub-Saharan Africa (11.0 
percent) and in low income 
countries (13.7 percent).  

 
 

Source: Wodon (2021i).  
 
Estimates of Education Pluralism 
 

Estimates of the market shares of 
Catholic schools and universities can be 
combined with estimates of market shares of 
public and other private schools and 
universities to provide measures of education 
pluralism. If data on enrollment in Catholic 
schools and universities were not available, the 
global analysis would need to be based only on 
the share of students enrolled in public and 
private institutions since data on the footprint 
of particular networks of schools for all country 

level are not available69. Adding data for 
Catholic institutions enables more 
disaggregation, and therefore better estimates 
since three different providers are identified 
across all countries: public, private non-Catholic 
and Catholic providers. When a larger number 
of providers are accounted for through such 
disaggregation, estimates of the HHI are lower. 

 
69 For some networks with relatively few schools, 
data may be available, but these networks would not 
make a large differences for measures of education 
pluralism. 
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Simply shifting from two to three providers can 
make a difference in the measures and of 
course in the reality on the ground as to 
whether there are opportunities for parents or 
students to select different types of schools. 

Data on the market shares of public and 
private schools are readily available from the 
UNESCO Institute of Statistics for primary and 
secondary education not only at the level of 
countries, but also by region and income group. 
In the case of higher education, data are 
available for many but not all countries, and 
regional and income group aggregates are not 
provided70. Therefore we constructed these 
aggregate market shares based on the available 
data, acknowledging that estimates are more 
tentative given some missing country data. 

When factoring in market share data for 
Catholic primary and secondary schools, 
attention must be paid to the fact that in some 
countries, including several of the African 
countries with large enrollment in Catholic 
schools, most Catholic schools are actually 
considered as public schools by governments 
and reported as such to the UNESCO Institute of 
Statistics. This is for example the case in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo and Uganda71. In 
other cases as well, such as Ireland, Catholic 
schools are also considered as public schools in 
the UIS data. Therefore, in those types of 
countries, when computing the HHI as well as 
the NEPI with three providers (public, private 
non-Catholic, and private Catholic) instead of 
two providers (public and private), enrollment 
estimates in Catholic schools must be deducted 
from enrollment in public schools as opposed to 
enrollment in private schools for computing the 
market shares. This issue is less likely to be a 
problem in the case of Catholic universities 
because their footprint in the countries 
considering them as public institutions is small.  

The results are provided in Table 3.6. 
Consider first primary and secondary education. 

 
70 This may be because of missing data for some few 
countries, especially for any particular year. 
71 See Wodon 

Concentration is lowest in South Asia, mostly 
because of a high market share of private 
schools in India. Concentration is also 
comparatively lower in sub-Saharan Africa and 
Latin America and the Caribbean. By contrast, 
concentration is high in North America, in part 
because lack of state funding for private schools 
in the United States reduces their market 
shares since parents must pay tuition. In terms 
of comparisons by income groups, lower-middle 
and low income countries have lower levels of 
concentration than upper-middle and high 
income countries (India and China play a large 
role in these results given the countries’ size).  

 
For primary and secondary schools, education 
concentration is lower in South Asia, sub-
Saharan Africa and Latin America and the 
Caribbean. By contrast, the highest level of 
concentration is observed in North America. 

 
In the case of higher education, the 

situation is a bit different. The HHI is again low 
in South Asia, but it is even slightly lower in 
Latin America and the Caribbean. Concentration 
is at its lowest in upper-middle income 
countries as a result. While concentration was 
high in North America for primary and 
secondary education, the region has a mid-level 
HHI for higher education in comparison to other 
regions. This is in part because public higher 
education in the United States is not free, hence 
public institutions have less of a pricing 
advantage versus private universities. In most 
states, subsidies are provided by the state to 
students from the state who enroll in the state. 
But even with those subsidies, students still 
must pay for part of the cost of their education, 
and out-of-state students normally must pay 
the full price (unless they have a scholarship; 
scholarships are also frequent in private 
universities). At the global level, there is less 
concentration in higher education than in 
secondary education, with the highest 
concentration found at the primary level.  
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Table 3.6: Estimates of the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index, 2018 
 Two providers  Three providers 

 

Private 
Share 

(%) 

Public 
Share 

(%) 

HH 
Index 
(×100)  

Private 
N-C Share 

(%) 

Catholic 
Share 

(%) 

Public 
Share 

(%) 

HH 
Index 
(×100) 

 Primary education 
Regions         
   East Asia & Pacific 10.3 89.7 81.6  9.1 1.2 89.7 81.4 
   Europe & Central Asia 9.2 90.8 83.3  3.2 6.0 90.8 82.9 
   Latin America & Caribbean 20.5 79.5 67.4  13.6 6.9 79.5 65.6 
   Middle East & North Africa 10.5 89.5 81.3  9.9 0.6 89.5 81.2 
   North America 8.6 91.4 84.3  2.1 6.5 91.4 84.1 
   South Asia 37.8 62.2 53.0  35.6 2.3 62.2 51.3 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 14.1 85.9 75.7  10.5 11.0 78.5 63.9 
Income Groups           
   Low Income 12.9 87.1 77.5  8.1 13.7 78.2 63.7 
   Lower-Middle Income  26.9 73.1 60.7  23.5 3.4 73.1 59.1 
   Upper-Middle Income  12.0 88.0 78.9  10.2 1.8 88.0 78.5 
   High Income 13.0 87.0 77.4  5.3 7.7 87.0 76.6 
World 18.6 81.4 69.8  13.8 4.8 81.4 68.4 
 Secondary education 
Regions         
   East Asia & Pacific 19.2 80.8 69.0  17.8 1.4 80.8 68.5 
   Europe & Central Asia 14.8 85.2 74.8  10.2 4.6 85.2 73.8 
   Latin America & Caribbean 19.1 80.9 69.0  14.8 4.4 80.9 67.7 
   Middle East & North Africa 9.6 90.4 82.7  9.2 0.4 90.4 82.6 
   North America 8.9 91.1 83.8  5.8 3.1 91.1 83.4 
   South Asia 51.0 49.0 50.0  48.5 3.2 48.3 47.0 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 20.8 79.2 67.0  16.5 6.7 76.8 62.2 
Income Groups           
   Low Income 16.9 83.1 71.9  15.3 9.0 75.7 60.4 
   Lower-Middle Income  39.9 60.1 52.0  36.9 3.0 60.1 49.8 
   Upper-Middle Income  16.1 83.9 73.0  14.8 1.4 83.9 72.6 
   High Income 20.5 79.5 67.4  14.5 6.0 79.5 65.7 
World 26.8 73.2 59.0  23.6 3.2 73.2 57.8 
 Higher education 
Regions         
   East Asia & Pacific 26.5 73.5 61.0  25.3 73.5 1.3 60.4 
   Europe & Central Asia 24.3 75.7 63.2  21.4 75.7 2.9 62.0 
   Latin America & Caribbean 42.3 57.7 51.2  36.3 57.7 6.0 46.9 
   Middle East & North Africa 19.2 80.8 69.0  18.8 80.8 0.4 68.8 
   North America 26.7 73.3 60.8  20.8 73.3 5.9 58.4 
   South Asia 54.4 45.6 50.4  52.2 45.6 2.3 48.0 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 25.0 75.0 62.5  20.9 75.0 4.1 60.8 
Income Groups         
   Low Income 29.7 70.3 58.2  26.6 70.3 3.2 56.5 
   Lower-Middle Income  28.3 71.7 59.4  25.4 71.7 3.0 57.9 
   Upper-Middle Income  49.6 50.4 50.0  48.0 50.4 1.6 48.5 
   High Income 23.5 76.5 64.0  18.7 76.5 4.8 62.2 
World 32.3 67.7 56.3  29.5 67.7 2.8 54.6 
Source: Wodon (2021j). 
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Table 3.7: Normalized Education Pluralism Index by Education Level, 2018 
 Primary (×100) Secondary (×100) Higher (×100) 

 
Two 

providers 
Three 

providers 
Two 

providers 
Three 

providers 
Two 

providers 
Three 

providers 
Regions       
   East Asia & Pacific 27.6 28.0 46.6 47.3 58.5 59.4 
   Europe & Central Asia 25.1 25.7 37.8 39.2 55.2 57.1 
   Latin America & Caribbean 48.8 51.6 46.4 48.4 73.2 79.7 
   Middle East & North Africa 28.1 28.3 26.0 26.1 46.6 46.8 
   North America 23.5 23.9 24.3 24.9 58.7 62.4 
   South Asia 70.6 73.0 75.0 79.5 74.4 78.0 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 36.4 54.2 49.5 56.7 56.3 58.9 
Income Groups           
   Low Income 33.8 54.5 42.2 59.4 62.7 65.2 
   Lower-Middle Income  59.0 61.4 72.0 75.3 60.9 63.2 
   Upper-Middle Income  31.7 32.3 40.6 41.2 75.0 77.3 
   High Income 33.9 35.2 48.9 51.5 54.0 56.6 
World 45.4 47.4 61.5 63.3 65.6 68.1 
Source: Wodon (2021j). 
 

Based on the estimates of the HHI, the 
estimates of the normalized education 
pluralism index (NEPI) are provided in Table 3.7 
and Figure 3.4. Recall that it is better to define a 
normalized education pluralism. Given that data 
are available for three providers (considering 
public, Catholic, and other private schools and 
universities), we have NEPI=1.5×(1-HHI). 

The results mirror the discussion for the 
concentration index, but in reverse. Globally, 
the normalized education pluralism index is 
estimated at 0.474 for primary education, 0.633 
for secondary education, and 0.681 for higher 
education. Pluralism tends to increase with the 
level of education being considered. It is highest 
for higher education where governments have a 
lower market share and less of a mandate to 
provide free education for all.  

Education pluralism is highest in South 
Asia, again in part because of a large market 
share of private providers in India. The only 
exception is a slightly higher pluralism index for 
higher education in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. Pluralism is also comparatively high 
in sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America and the 
Caribbean for primary and secondary 

education. It is low at those education levels in 
North America and the Middle East and North 
Africa. In terms of income groups, NEPI is higher 
in lower-middle income countries (in part 
because of India), and lower in upper-middle-
income countries (in part because of China 
where most schools are public schools). 

When shifting from two providers 
(public and private) to three (public, private 
non-Catholic and Catholic), education pluralism 
automatically increases since market shares are 
disaggregated. The difference in the values of 
the indices is implicitly as a measure of the 
contribution of Catholic schools to pluralism. As 
shown in Figure 3.5, Catholic education 
contributes to education pluralism. At the 
global level this contribution is relatively small 
because the market share of Catholic schools is 
also small. But in some cases, it is larger. This is 
especially the case for primary education in sub-
Saharan Africa and in low income countries 
where levels of pluralism without Catholic 
schools would otherwise be comparatively low. 
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Figure 3.4: Education Pluralism Index by Level, Income Groups and Regions, 2018 

 

 
Globally, education pluralism 
increases with the level of 
education, with the highest 
values observed for tertiary 
education. For all levels of 
education, pluralism is high in 
South Asia. It is also 
comparatively high in sub-
Saharan Africa for primary 
and secondary education. It is 
low at those education levels 
in North America and MENA.  
 

Source: Wodon (2021j).  
 

Figure 3.5: Estimates of Pluralism with and without Catholic Schools, 2018 

Global Estimates 
by Education Level 

Estimates for Primary Schools 
by Regions 

Estimates for Primary Schools 
by Income Groups 

   
Source: Wodon (2021j). 

 
Catholic Education contributes to education pluralism, especially in sub-Saharan Africa and low income 
countries where levels of education pluralism without Catholic schools would be comparatively low.  
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As is the case for any such measure, the 
normalized education pluralism index has 
limitations. Different measures could be 
proposed based on the literature on market 
concentration and sensitivity tests could be 
performed to assess how results change 
depending on the measure used. But it is hoped 
that its availability will help promote and inform 
debates on these issues. 

All the values of the index of education 
pluralism in Table 3.7 are normalized to take a 
value between zero and one. These are the 
values that will be used in the next chapter 
when discussing how to measure the fulfillment 
of the right to education taking into account not 
only education outcomes, but also pluralism.  
 
Summing Up 
 

Priorities regarding what children 
should learn in school may differ substantially 
between parents. The extent to which this is the 
case may depend on the country or community 
being considered, but it is likely that many 
parents do care about education pluralism 
because education systems not only provide 
cognitive and non-cognitive skills to children or 
students, they also impart values. Different 
types of schools or universities may put a 
different emphasis on various aspects of the 
education they provide. Similarly, parents may 
have different priorities for what their children 
should learn in school, and students going to 
college may have different priorities as well for 
the experience they would like to have.  

These differences in priorities or 
preferences affect the type of school that 
parents may want to choose for their children, 
or that university students may select. Without 
some level of education pluralism, there may 
simply be no choice for parents (or students) as 
to where to send their children to school 
(where to go to college). In extreme cases, the 
schools or colleges/universities that are 
available may even promote values that conflict 
with those of the children’s parents or those of 
students considering enrollment. 

To make the case that priorities may 
indeed differ in the demand for education, two 
brief case studies were provided. In the United 
States, among a nationally representative 
sample of parents, the top five priorities for 
what their children should learn in school tend 
to relate to skills and success in college and in 
the job market. By contrast, for parents with a 
child in a Catholic school, moral values rank 
much higher. Similarly, in Ghana and Burkina 
Faso, many parents in Islamic schools selected 
spiritual goals and the betterment of society as 
the most important goals for the education of 
their children. Fewer parents at Christian did so, 
but they emphasized moral values. In public 
schools, religious and moral education came 
less often in answers provided by parents. Even 
at the university level, there are differences in 
the priorities of youth who select different 
colleges. As expected, the emphasis on faith is 
stronger for students in Catholic universities as 
well as other religious institutions.  

These differences in preferences help 
make the case for the importance of a 
diversified offering in education systems, and 
for the idea of education pluralism. The 
objective of this chapter was to propose a very 
simple measure of education pluralism to assess 
the extent to which various countries have 
managed to achieve or lack such pluralism. One 
approach to measuring education pluralism 
would consist in looking across countries at the 
characteristics of regulatory frameworks for 
education and how they balance the twin aims 
of school autonomy and accountability. The 
basic idea in this chapter is different: it is to 
suggest that too much concentration in 
education systems may be detrimental to 
school choice and broader educational 
outcomes, much in the same way that too much 
concentration in an industry may be 
detrimental to consumers or customers. 

This idea leads to a measure of 
education pluralism based on a simple 
transformation of the HHI used in the literature 
on industrial concentration. The measure is 
estimated by calculating the market share of 
different providers of education in the same 
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way across countries. Globally, the market 
share of Catholic education is estimated at 4.8 
percent at the primary level, 3.2 percent at the 
secondary level, and 2.8 percent at the higher 
education level. While the market share of 
other private providers of education is higher, 
the education market is clearly dominated by 
public provision, but there are substantial 
differences between regions and country 
income groups. 

Globally, the normalized education 
pluralism index is estimated at 0.474 for 
primary education, 0.633 for secondary 
education, and 0.681 for higher education. 
Education pluralism tends to increase with the 
level of education being considered, especially 
for higher education where governments tend 
to have a lower market share. Education 
pluralism is higher in South Asia, in part because 
of a large market share of private providers in 
India. It is also relatively higher in sub-Saharan 
Africa for primary and secondary education. It is 
low at those education levels in North America 
and the Middle East and North Africa. 

Catholic education contributes to 
education pluralism. This is shown by 
comparing estimates of pluralism when 
considering only two providers (public versus 
private) and three providers (disaggregating 
Catholic education). The contribution of 
Catholic education to pluralism is largest at the 
primary level, and smallest for higher 
education, in line with market shares at those 
levels. Within primary education, again in line 
with market shares, the contribution of Catholic 
schools to pluralism is largest in sub-Saharan 
Africa and in low income countries where 
without Catholic schools, pluralism would 
otherwise be comparatively low. 

The normalized education pluralism 
index has limitations. Alternative measures 
could be proposed based on the literature on 
market concentration and sensitivity tests could 

be performed to see how alternative measures 
affect results. But it is hoped that the idea 
suggested here to measure education pluralism 
will help promote and inform debates on these 
issues. The main advantage of the measure 
being proposed is that it is straightforward, and 
that it can be estimated globally.  

Considering separately public, private 
non-Catholic, and Catholic providers for this 
report represents a small advance for 
measuring pluralism versus simply considering 
public and private providers. Given that the 
Catholic Church is the largest non-state provider 
of education globally, and that some of the 
characteristics of Catholic schools and 
universities are clearly different from those of 
other private and public schools and 
universities, integrating data on Catholic 
schools leads to measures of education 
pluralism that are slightly more precise. These 
measures should however not be considered as 
very precise given lack of comparable data 
across countries on the footprint of other types 
of education providers, including for example 
Protestant and Islamic schools and universities. 

For some countries where the majority 
of the population is Muslim, the fact that we 
are able to disaggregate market shares among 
private (and sometimes public) Catholic schools 
may lead to a bias. This is because we are not 
able to disaggregate Islamic-type schools from 
other private schools in majority Muslim 
countries. For some of these countries, we may 
thereby have estimates of concentration that 
are too high, and estimates of pluralism that are 
too low. If comparable data on the footprint of 
Islamic-type schools were to become available, 
this could be corrected (the same reasoning 
applies to Protestant schools). For work done at 
the country level, better data are often 
available, so this is less of an issue (see Box 3.5 
for an illustration for the United States). 
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Box 3.5: Country Estimates of Education Pluralism with Disaggregated Data: The United States 
 

Because of data limitations, the global analysis for this report considers only three types of 
schools for the estimation of education pluralism: public schools, private non-Catholic schools, and 
Catholic schools. When applying the methodology to country data, analysis can be much more 
disaggregated. The results may not change dramatically if the public sector has a quasi-monopoly and 
other providers are all small (since the index is based on the squared value of market shares), but when 
this is not the case, considering more providers can make a difference in the estimates. 

As an illustration, consider the case of the United States where data are available from the 
National Center on Education Statistics on enrollment over time in many different types of schools. At 
an aggregate level, five groups of schools are considered: public, religious, special emphasis, other 
school associations or organizations, and none (all other schools). At a disaggregated level, as shown 
below, about 40 different providers are identified depending on the year. While the estimates of 
education pluralism is by definition higher (the HHI index is lower) when considering more types of 
schools, the overall trend and the actual estimates may not change very much if most of the additional 
types of schools identified have only a small share of the students enrolled. 

When considering only the five aggregate categories, the HHI for the United States increases 
from 0.821 in 2001-02 to 0.847 in 2009-10 and 0.849 in 2017-18. When the full disaggregation is used 
with the categories mentioned below, the HHI increases from 0.819 to 0.846 and 0.848 for the three 
years. With five categories, the NEPI decreases from 0.223 to 0.191 and 0.189. With the full set of 
categories, the decrease is from 0.186 in 2001-02 to 0.158 in 2009-10 and 0.156 in 2017-1872. In this 
particular illustration, the trends are the same whether few or many different categories are used, and 
the level of the estimates does not change very much either, even though there are some differences. 
What matters when implementing the approach is to remain consistent over time (or across countries). 

________ 
 
For 2017-18, enrollment data were available on the following categories of schools:  
Religious schools: Accelerated Christian Education; American Association of Christian Schools; 

Association of Christian Schools International; Association of Christian Teachers and Schools; Association 
of Classical and Christian Schools; Christian Schools International; Council of Islamic Schools in North 
America; Evangelical Lutheran Education Association; Friends Council on Education; General Conference 
of the Seventh-Day Adventist Church; Islamic School League of America; Jesuit Secondary Education 
Association; National Association of Episcopal Schools; National Catholic Educational Association; 
National Christian School Association; National Society of Hebrew Day Schools; Oral Roberts University 
Educational Fellowship; The Jewish Community Day School Network; Solomon Schechter Day School 
Association; Southern Baptist Association of Christian Schools; Other religious school associations. 

Special emphasis schools: American Montessori Society; Association Montessori International; 
Other Montessori associations; Association of Military Colleges and Schools; Association of Waldorf 
Schools of North America; National Association of Private Special Education Centers; Other associations 
for exceptional children; European Council for International Schools; National Association for the 
Education of Young Children; National Association of Laboratory Schools; National Coalition of Girls' 
Schools; Other special emphasis school associations. 

Other school associations or organizations: Alternative School Network; National Association of 
Independent Schools; State or regional independent school association; National Independent Private 
School Association; The Association of Boarding Schools; Other school associations. 

 
72 See Wodon (2021m). 
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When estimating education pluralism 
even with only three providers as done in this 
report, one needs to be careful about nuances 
in particular countries. As mentioned earlier, 
not all Catholic schools are private schools. In 
particular, in several African countries where 
the footprint of Catholic schools is large, most 
of the schools are public schools. This makes a 
difference when estimating education 
pluralism. It matters for issues related to 
autonomy and accountability. And it may also 
matter for student performance (Box 3.6).  

 
Box 3.6: Not all Catholic Schools are Private 
 

National student assessments from 
Uganda suggest low levels of proficiency for 
students in primary and secondary schools. This 
is confirmed by data for primary schools from 
the 2013 Service Delivery Indicators survey. A 
unique feature of the data is that comparisons 
can be made not only between public and 
private schools, but also between Catholic and 
non-Catholic schools, with most of the Catholic 
schools being public schools. The nature of the 
school seems to have an effect on student 
performance. After controlling for a wide range 
of explanatory factors, students in private 
schools, Catholic or not, tend to perform better 
than those in public schools, Catholic or not. By 
contrast, differences between Catholic and non-
Catholic schools within all public or all private 
schools may matter less for performance73.  

 
The more traditional approaches to 

assessing conditions for pluralism on the basis 
of laws and regulatory frameworks remain 
essential since they deal directly with policy and 
programs. These approaches can be very 
informative and are action-oriented. In this 
regard, advocating for education pluralism does 
not mean that all schools or universities can 
simply do whatever they want. Private schools 
and universities should benefit from some 
autonomy, but they should also be held 
accountable, as should be public institutions.  

 
73 Wodon and Tsimpo (2021). 

Faith-based schools in particular should 
teach core secular topics that all students 
should learn, for example to achieve basic 
literacy and numeracy in the early grades. But 
they should also have the freedom within 
reasonable bounds to develop their own 
specific pedagogical practices and they may 
cover additional topics in the instruction they 
provide, including religious instruction. In so 
doing, they should themselves respect pluralism 
within the school (or university), especially 
when they benefit from state support.  

 
Advocating for education pluralism does not 
mean that all schools or universities can do 
whatever they want. While some level of 
autonomy is warranted, it needs to be 
combined with mechanisms for accountability 
for all types of schools and universities. 

 
This last point is crucial. Indeed, while 

this is not the focus of this report, education 
pluralism does not only refer to the fact that 
different types of schools and universities 
should be able to operate with some level of 
autonomy, but also to the fact that schools and 
universities should respect pluralism in their 
own mist. Many networks of faith-based 
schools have already some practice in doing so. 
In Catholic schools and universities in particular, 
a large share of students are traditionally non-
Catholic, and their own particular faith, or lack 
of faith, must be fully respected.  

This leads to one last comment. The 
measure of education pluralism proposed in 
this report is admittedly crude. To provide a 
measure that can be estimated for all countries 
in a context of severe data limitations, the 
measure only scratches the surface of what 
pluralism is really about, so to speak. Looking at 
market shares is simply a quick way to assess 
the availability (and use) of schooling options 
for parents and students. There are deeper and 
indeed more important aspects of pluralism 
that should be at the core of our discussions, 
even if they would be hard to measure across 
all countries of the world (see Box 3.7).  
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Box 3.7: Pluralism’s Deeper Meaning: The Example of Covenantal Pluralism 
 

Given data limitations, to be able to provide a measure of education pluralism that can be 
estimated across all countries of the world, the measure proposed in this report is very simple and even 
crude. Pluralism itself is by contrast a complex issue, and many concepts of pluralism have been 
proposed in the literature74. One of them is covenantal pluralism75. The idea is to move beyond simple 
tolerance or a contractual or transactional approach towards a deeper and more holistic understanding 
of the dialogue and even partnerships that are need to confront the challenges faced by the world 
today. In particular, with respect to relationships between religions, what is needed is a vision that is 
‘multi-faith’ as opposed to ‘inter-faith.’ The term multi-faith signals more frankly the existence of likely 
irreconcilable theological differences between individuals and communities with different worldviews.  

As per its proponents76, two of the key constitutive dimensions of covenantal pluralism in terms 
of ‘conditions of possibility’ are (1) freedom of religion and belief, and (2) religious literacy. For freedom 
of religion and belief, individuals must have a right to the free exercise of religion/freedom of 
conscience, as called for in Article 18 of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights77 so 
that there must also be equal treatment of religions/worldviews. As for religious literacy, it requires 
individuals to understand not only their own belief system or faith tradition (including in terms of how it 
engages with other traditions), but also that of their neighbors. This requires mutual respect78. Beyond 
the issue of the coexistence of different faiths and worldviews, pluralism as it applies to education 
specifically must also account for other aspects, especially with regards to how inclusive schools and 
universities are for various groups that have been historically excluded. The exclusion of specific groups 
from schools and universities may be in and by itself a marker of a potential lack of pluralism. 

The authors conclude that “Covenantal pluralism is hard work, and there is no retirement age… 
[It] requires a praxis and continual cultivation of the character traits needed for robust, sustained 
engagement between people of different religions/worldviews —foremost, virtues such as humility, 
empathy, patience, and courage, combined with fairness, reciprocity, cooperativeness, self-critique, and 
self-correction.” Coming back to the issue of measurement which is the focus of this report, when doing 
work at the country level or for a small group of countries, smart survey instruments (whether for 
students, teachers, or parents) can be used to tentatively assess whether educational systems allow for 
or even promote such pluralism. But for global comparison such as those used in this report, we must 
rely on much cruder measures, hoping that they can still in their own limited way be informative. 

 

 
74 As noted by Stewart et al. (2020), to eschew simplistic relativism, multiple approaches to pluralism have been 
suggested in the literature. Using their terminology, this includes confident pluralism (Inazu, 2016; Keller and 
Inazu, 2020); courageous pluralism (Patel, 2016, 2018, 2020; Geiss, 2020); pragmatic pluralism (Patton, 2006, 
2018); deep/agonistic pluralism (Connolly, 2005); principled/civic/structural pluralism (Monsma, 1992; Skillen, 
1994; Chaplin, 2016; Soper et al., 2017; Carlson-Thies, 2018); inclusive pluralism (Marsden, 2015); principled 
distance (or Indian model) pluralism (Bhargava, 2012); religious harmony/regulated pluralism (Neo, 2020); political 
secularism pluralism (Taylor, 2010; Maclure and Taylor, 2011); difference pluralism (Mahmood, 2016; Shakman 
Hurd, 2015); living together differently pluralism (Seligman et al., 2016); encounter of commitments pluralism (Eck, 
n.d.; Eck, 2020); global public square pluralism (Guinness, 2013); and more. 
75 Stewart et al. (2020). 
76 Stewart et al. (2020). 
77 Article 18 states that “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion; this right includes 
freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or 
private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship, and observance.” 
78 Goodman (2014). 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE FULFILLMENT OF THE RIGHT TO EDUCATION 
 
 
Introduction79 
 

There is today widespread consensus 
on the importance of ensuring that all children 
and youth benefit from a good education. 
Multiple targets have been set under the fourth 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG4) to try to 
capture some of the main improvements that 
are needed to achieve the goal, i.e. to ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.  

Beyond the value that a good education 
has in and by itself, achieving the education 
targets set under SDG4 is also essential for the 
other SDGs. In the Global Catholic Education 
Report 2020, the fact that education is truly 
essential for development was illustrated 
through a Box outlining some of the lifelong 
benefits of education. For readers who may not 
have seen that report, the Box is reproduced in 
this report (see Box 4.1).  

Yet despite broad consensus in the 
international community on the importance of 
education, we are still very far away from 
achieving the SDG4 targets. A few simple 
statistics suffice to illustrate this point. Even 
before the onset of the COVID-19 crisis, 258 
million children remained out of school80 and 
more than half of all children age 10 were 
considered learning poor, which means that 
they were not able to read and understand a 
simple text by age 10. In sub-Saharan Africa, the 
proportion of children who are learning poor 
was well above eight in 10 before the 
pandemic81.  

 
79 This chapter is based on Wodon (2021j). 
80 UNESCO Institute of Statistics (2019). The estimate 
is for 2018. It includes 59 million children of primary 
school age, 62 million of lower secondary school age 
and 138 million of upper secondary age. See more 
generally UNESCO (2020) on the issue of inclusion. 
81 World Bank (2019). 

As will be discussed in the next chapter, 
the situation is likely to have worsened 
considerably over the last year with many 
children dropping out of school and many more 
not learning due to school closures. Learning 
poverty may have increased by ten percentage 
points in low and middle income countries.  

The consequences of the COVID-19 
pandemic for educational attainment and 
learning will be discussed in chapter 5. In this 
chapter, building on the analysis of education 
pluralism in chapter 3, the objective is to 
consider the extent to which even before the 
pandemic, the right the education was being 
fulfilled at various levels of education.  

 
In the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
the third provision of Article 26 relates to the 
right of parents to choose the type of education 
that their children should receive. 

 
How should we assess whether the 

right to education is being fulfilled? As was the 
case with the measurement of education 
pluralism in the chapter 3, there is no unique 
way to answering this question. But our aim in 
this chapter is to suggest a way to take seriously 
the provisions of Article 26 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). This 
article includes not one, but three provisions: 
“(1) Everyone has the right to education. 
Education shall be free, at least in the 
elementary and fundamental stages […]. (2) 
Education shall be directed to the full 
development of the human personality and to 
the strengthening of respect for human rights 
and fundamental freedoms […]. (3) Parents 
have a prior right to choose the kind of 
education that shall be given to their children.”  
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Box 4.1: The Imperative of Investing in Education 
 

Ensuring the right to education is simply essential for the enjoyment of human rights in their 
indivisibility. The benefits from education for human development are especially wide-ranging. 

Labor market earnings and poverty reduction. Education is key to escaping poverty. Men and 
women with primary education (partial or completed) earn only 20- 30 percent more on average than 
those with no education at all. But men and women with secondary education may expect to make 
almost twice as much as those with no education at all, and those with tertiary education may expect to 
make three times as much as those with no education82. In addition, secondary and tertiary education 
are often associated with higher labor force participation (especially full-time work for women) and a 
lower likelihood of unemployment. Since labor earnings are key to avoid poverty, improving education 
outcomes – both in terms of educational attainment and learning – can reduce poverty dramatically.83 

Child marriage, fertility, and women’s health. Not educating girls is especially costly. When girls 
drop out of school, they are more likely to marry or have children at an age when they are not yet ready 
to do so, physically or emotionally. This leads to a wide range of negative consequences not only for 
them, but also their children and societies as a whole.84 Keeping girls in school is one of the best ways to 
end child marriage and early childbearing.85 Universal secondary education for girls could virtually 
eliminate child marriage and reduce early childbearing by three fourths.86 By reducing child marriage 
and early childbearing, and providing agency for women, universal secondary education could indirectly 
reduce fertility rates in many developing countries.87 This, in turn, would reduce population growth, 
accelerate the demographic transition, and generate a large demographic dividend. Universal secondary 
education for girls would increase women’s health knowledge and their ability to seek care, improve 
their psychological well-being, and reduce the risk of intimate partner violence.88 

Child health and nutrition. After controlling for other factors affecting under-five mortality and 
stunting, children born of educated mothers have lower risks of dying by age five or being stunted. By 
contrast, children born of very young mothers face a higher risk of dying by age five or being stunted. 
Thus, better education reduces these risks both directly and indirectly through its impact on early 
childbearing. By reducing household poverty, universal secondary education for mothers (and fathers) 
would again help reducing under-five mortality and stunting rates. Finally, children born of educated 
mothers are more likely to be registered at birth89, a key right for children that affects other rights. 

Agency, decision-making, and social capital. Better educated men and women tend to have 
more agency in their lives. Achieving universal secondary education would increase by one tenth 
women’s reported ability to make decisions in their household. Better educated women and men report 
lower satisfaction rates with basic services, which may reflect better agency through a more realistic 
assessment of their quality. Educational attainment is also associated with being able to rely on friends 
when in need, and a stronger ability to engage in altruistic behaviors. This is not because those who are 
better educated are more altruistic, but because they are in a better position to be able to help others. 

 
82 Montenegro and Wodon (2020).  
83 UNESCO Institute of Statistics (2017). 
84 Wodon et al. (2018). 
85 Botea et al. (2017). 
86 Wodon, Male et al. (2020). 
87 Onagoruwa and Wodon (2018). 
88 Wodon et al. (2018). 
89 Onagoruwa and Wodon (2020). 
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The third provision relates to the right 
of parents to choose the type of education that 
their children should receive (within reasonable 
bounds). This right has been recognized in other 
international human rights instruments as well, 
including the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights90 As for the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 29 
states the importance of respect for the child's 
parents, as well as his or her own cultural 
identity, language and values91. 

In order to assess the fulfillment of the 
right to education, one approach consists again 
in looking across countries at laws and policies 
related to education and assessing the extent to 
which they guarantee the right to education. 
Various organizations have used this approach 
for diagnostic work, typically with the aim to be 

 
90 Article 13 of the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights states that “The 
States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to 
have respect for the liberty of parents and, when 
applicable, legal guardians to choose for their 
children schools, other than those established by the 
public authorities, which conform to such minimum 
educational standards as may be laid down or 
approved by the State and to ensure the religious 
and moral education of their children in conformity 
with their own convictions.”  
91 Article 29 of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child states that: “States Parties agree that the 
education of the child shall be directed to: (a) The 
development of the child's personality, talents and 
mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential; 
(b) The development of respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms, and for the principles 
enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations; (c) 
The development of respect for the child's parents, 
his or her own cultural identity, language and values, 
for the national values of the country in which the 
child is living, the country from which he or she may 
originate, and for civilizations different from his or 
her own; (d) The preparation of the child for 
responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of 
understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, 
and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national 
and religious groups and persons of indigenous 
origin; (e) The development of respect for the natural 
environment.” 

able to suggest policies or reforms that would 
enhance the fulfillment of the right.  

UNESCO maintains a database or 
observatory on the right to education92. The 
observatory consists of country profiles with 
detailed information the ratification of 
normative instruments and monitoring status of 
the right to education, including national 
reports, constitutional and legal frameworks, 
and education policies of the selected country. 
The observatory also includes a library with 
about 1,000 documents such as Member States' 
constitutions, laws, decrees as well as 
educational programs and plans with several 
tools to facilitate searches. The database is 
however not used (to our knowledge) to 
produce an indicator of the fulfillment of the 
right to education across countries. 

UNECO also recently published 
guidelines to strengthen the right to education 
in national frameworks93. The guidelines can be 
used to assess how compatible national 
education legal and policy frameworks are with 
international standards and SDG 4 
commitments. The guidelines briefly state that 
private actors have a role to play, particularly 
for the moral and religious education of 
children, but that private actors must also 
conform to minimum standards, recognizing the 
primary responsibility of the State to provide 
public education. They also mention risks when 
private actors do not respect such standards. 
They include a range of useful checklists and 
forms, but do not suggest any particular way to 
measure the fulfillment of the right for 
education that would account for pluralism. 

The Right to Education Initiative (RTE)94 
was established in 2000 by the first UN Special 
Rapporteur on the right to education, and re-
launched in 2008 as the Right to Education 
Project, a collaborative initiative supported by 
several NGOs. It is now a charity registered in 
England and Wales. RTE conducts research and 
legal analysis to help enforce the right to 

 
92 See http://www.unesco.org/education/edurights/. 
93 UNESCO (2021). 
94 See https://www.right-to-education.org/. 
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education. RTE’s website provides a range of 
useful resources to monitor the right to 
education, but no single suggested measure 
across countries of its fulfillment.  

 
Several tools and approaches have been 
proposed in the literature to assess the right to 
education, each seems to have limitations as a 
broadly applicable measure, whether due to the 
approach used or the fact that data are 
available only for a small number of countries. 

 
Another initiative is that of the Right to 

Education Index95 (RTEI) managed by Results, a 
nonprofit in the United States. The index is 
based on a survey with 79 questions and 365 
data points, including sections on governance, 
availability, accessibility, acceptability, and 
adaptability. The survey helps in collecting data 
on a wide range of aspects related to the right 
to education, but this may lead to two potential 
issues. The first is that the index has a complex 
formula because it is based on many variables96. 
The more variables are included in an index, the 
more the issue of weights comes to the fore, 
and the less easily interpretable the index 
becomes for policy makers. The second issue 
may be related to the first. Perhaps because of 
data intensity, the latest round of data for 2018 
covers only 10 countries. The index can 
therefore not be used for global cross-country 
comparisons to be updated regularly. 

Still another initiative is that of OIDEL97 
a nonprofit organization which produced in 
2016 a report with an index measuring freedom 
of education based on four indicators: (1) 
whether there is a legal possibility to create and 
manage non-governmental schools (I1); (2) 
whether public funding for nongovernmental 
schools exists, and if so, what costs are 
subsidized by the State (I2); (3) the net 
enrollment rate in primary education (I2); and 
(4) the enrollment rate in non-governmental 

 
95 See https://www.rtei.org/en/. 
96 RESULTS Educational Fund (2016). 
97 OIDEL (2016). 

schools as a percentage of total enrollment in 
primary education (I2). The Freedom of 
Education Index (FEI) is computed as 
FEI=[I1+I2[1+(I4)]+I3]/3.94. The number of 
countries covered is large and the formula is 
easy to understand. However the analytical 
rationale for the formula could be debated.  

The index combines data on legal 
frameworks with data on education outcomes 
(as does the RTEI measure mentioned above). It 
is therefore neither a measure of outcomes, nor 
a measure of policies that could be conducive to 
specific outcomes. The educational outcome 
included is the primary enrollment rate, which 
does not account for completion, which is more 
important than enrollment, nor learning. It 
should be emphasized however that when the 
FEI index was proposed, global measures of 
learning outcomes were not yet available from 
the World Bank. The weighting of the four 
components is fixed, with some components 
entering additively while others do so 
multiplicatively but without sufficient intuition 
as to why. Finally, there is a rationale for the 
normalization by 3.94, but it may be 
problematic within a pluralism approach98. This 
rapid critique is meant with a lot of sympathy 
for OIDEL’s effort to suggest a simple measure 
of freedom of education based on what data 
were then available for many countries.  

The fact that there is no commonly 
agreed measure on the fulfillment of the right 
to education points to the difficulty of 
proposing such a measure. Any measure, 
including the set of three measures proposed in 
this chapter, is likely to have both weaknesses 
and strengths. With the aim to promote 
discussions on this topic, and acknowledging 
the limits of the exercise, this chapter suggests 

 
98 The normalization is based on data from a country 
considered an ‘ideal state’ because it has the highest 
value for the index due in part to very high 
enrollment in private schools as a share of total 
enrollment in primary education. Yet this is not 
necessarily a mark of pluralism as discussed in the 
previous chapter. When any particular type of school 
dominates, education pluralism may be reduced. 
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measures of the fulfillment of the right to 
education that combine data on educational 
outcomes and education pluralism.  

The proposed measures are estimated 
respectively at the primary, secondary, and 
tertiary levels. They have the same logic and 
structure, but there is an option to use different 
types of data for primary level estimations than 
for secondary and tertiary education. This 
option relates to new estimates of learning 
outcomes recently made available by the World 
Bank. In what follows, data on learning 
outcomes are first discussed and compared 
with traditional indicators of educational 
attainment such as completion rates. Next, the 
approach to measuring the fulfillment of the 
right to education is outlined. Finally, that 
approach is applied at the primary, secondary, 
and tertiary levels. A brief conclusion follows. 
 
The fact that there is no commonly agreed 
measure on the fulfillment of the right to 
education points to the difficulty of proposing 
such a measure. Any measure is likely to have 
some weaknesses as well as strengths. 
 
Learning Outcomes 
 

Schooling is not necessarily learning. 
This was the main message of the World 
Development Report on the learning crisis99. 
When assessing the performance of education 
system, we should aim – to the extent feasible, 
to account for learning as opposed to just 
schooling. Building on the analysis in the World 
Development Report, the World Bank recently 
made available two new measures of learning 
outcomes: learning poverty and the learning-
adjusted years of schooling. Both are briefly 
discussed as these measures can be used to 
assess the fulfillment of the right to education 
instead of relying on more traditional measures 
of educational attainment. 

 
 

 
99 World Bank (2018). 

Learning Poverty 
 

A child is considered to be affected by 
learning poverty if s/he cannot read and 
understand an age-appropriate text by age 
10100. The measurement of learning poverty is 
based on two main data sources. The first is a 
large set of international student assessments 
that have been normalized to be comparable 
and provide information on the share of 
children aged 10 who are in school are able to 
read and understand a simple text. The second 
is the share of students of that age who are out 
of school, and therefore assumed to be learning 
poor. By combining both sources of data, 
estimates of learning poverty can be provided 
at the national level. As shown in Table 4.1 and 
Figure 4.1, globally, almost half of all children 
were learning poor before the COVID-19 crisis. 
In sub-Saharan Africa and low income countries, 
learning poverty was much higher, with close to 
nine in ten children not able to read and 
understand a simple text by age 10.  

 
A child is learning poor if s/he cannot read and 
understand an age-appropriate text by age 10.  

 
Table 4.1 and Figure 4.1 suggest major 

differences between measures of learning 
poverty and traditional measures of educational 
attainment such as the primary completion 
rate. The share of 10 year old children who are 
considered learning poor is much higher than 
the share of children not completing their 
primary education a few years later. In Latin 
America for example, only 1.7 percent of 
children do not complete their primary 
education, but more than half of 10 year olds 
are learning poor. Several explanations may 
explain those discrepancies. The first is the age 
difference. Children may do poorly in the early 
grades, so that they are learning poor at age 10, 
but some may catch up in the following years to 
complete their primary education, which in 
principle would ensure that they are literate. 

 
100 World Bank (2019b). 
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Another explanation is that the standards for 
completing primary education may be low, with 
many children graduating without achieving 
literacy. A third explanation could be that the 
standard for identifying learning poverty may 
be too high versus what one might require. 

Whatever the appropriate explanation (it may 
be a combination of all three), this will have 
implications later in this chapter for how we 
define the fulfillment of the right to education 
in terms of consistency between estimates at 
the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels.  

 
Table 4.1: Estimates of Learning Poverty and Non-completion Rates for Primary Education by Region 
and Income Group, Pre-COVID (%) 
 Learning poverty Primary completion Non-completion 
Regions    
   East Asia & Pacific 19.8 99.9 0.1 
   Europe & Central Asia 8.8 97.7 2.3 
   Latin America & Caribbean 50.8 98.3 1.7 
   Middle East & North Africa 58.7 92.3 7.7 
   North America 7.6 99.9 0.1 
   South Asia 58.2 90.3 9.7 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 86.7 68.8 31.2 
Income levels    
   Low Income Countries 89.5 64.9 35.1 
   Lower-Middle Income Countries 55.8 89.6 10.4 
   Upper-Middle Income Countries 30.3 96.7 3.3 
   High Income Countries 9.1 98.2 1.8 
World 48.0 89.5 10.5 
Low & Middle Income Countries 52.7 88.5 11.5 
Source: World Bank Development Indicators and Azevedo (2020). 
 
 
Figure 4.1: Estimates of Learning Poverty and Non-Completion Rates for Primary Education by Region 

and Income Group, Pre-COVID (%) 

 

 
 

Globally, while almost nine in 
ten children completed their 
primary education before the 
pandemic, half of 10 year old 
children were considered 
learning poor. In low income 
countries and in sub-Saharan 
Africa, almost nine in ten 
children were considered 
learning poor before the 
current crisis.  
 

Source: World Bank Development Indicators and Azevedo (2020).  
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Ending learning poverty would not 
enable countries to achieve the targets set 
under the fourth sustainable development goal. 
Yet even ending learning poverty would be a 
difficult target to achieve by 2030. In fact, to 
motivate global action to improve educational 
outcomes, the World Bank adopted in 
partnership with UN agencies adopted a target 
of reducing learning poverty in half by 2030, 
which would require doubling the pace of 
improvement versus recent gains101.  

Development targets are most useful 
when they not only are ambitious, but also 
SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, 
Relevant and Time-based)102. In term of 
achievability, the learning poverty target fits the 
bill more than the targets set forth in the SDGs, 
which are more aspirational. The targets under 
SDG4 still remain the reference for assessing 
country progress, but to motivate government 
action on specific bottlenecks that prevent 
children from learning and thereby also staying 
in school, there is also value in a new measure 
such as that of learning poverty. 

As discussed in chapter 5, the pandemic 
may have increased the learning poverty rate by 
up to 10 percentage points in low and middle 
income countries under a pessimistic scenario, 
leading 72 million children to become learning-
poor103. By 2030, the effect of the current crisis 
should be lower104 but this is no consolation for 
the children affected today, with clear risks of 
lifelong negative impacts. 
 
Learning-adjusted Years of Schooling 

 
A second interesting measure recently 

introduced by the World Bank is that of the 
learning-adjusted years of schooling. Even 
before the pandemic, many education systems 

 
101 World Bank (2019b). 
102 Christiaensen et al. (2002). 
103 Azevedo (2020). 
104 Learning poverty is estimated among 10 year-old 
children. Children who will be 10 years old in 2030 
were born in 2020 and may not have been affected 
substantially by the crisis. 

were confronted with a major learning crisis105 
apart from the fact that 258 million children of 
primary and secondary school age were out of 
school106. One way to reflect this crisis is to rely 
on estimates of learning poverty. Another way 
is to compute the expected years of schooling 
that a child is expected to complete, but 
factoring in losses due to insufficient of learning 
while in school. 

Figure 4.2 provides a scatter plot for 
173 countries with on the horizontal axis the 
average number of years of schooling that 
children in the various countries are expected 
to complete, and on the vertical axis the 
learning-adjusted years of schooling once the 
typical learning performance of students as 
measured by international learning assessments 
is accounted for. The data are from the 2020 
release of the Human Capital Index database. 
To measure the expected learning-adjusted 
years of schooling across countries, the analysis 
is again based on the performance of students 
in a range of international student assessments 
which generates an indicator referred to as the 
harmonized learning outcomes.  

In Figure 4.2, the gap between learning-
adjusted years of schooling and expected years 
of schooling is shown by the distance between 
the observations on the scatter plot and the 
diagonal. In all countries, the learning-adjusted 
measure is below the expected years of 
schooling measure due to the fact that some 
children are not learning in school at the level 
required for proficiency given the grade in 
which they are enrolled (as measured through 
international student assessments).  

 
On average across countries, more than a third 
of the years of schooling that children complete 
are essentially ‘lost’ due to lack of sufficient 
learning in school. As a result, across countries, 
children complete on average only seven years 
of learning-adjusted years of schooling. 

 

 
105 World Bank (2018, 2020a). 
106 UNESCO Institute of Statistics (2019). 
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Globally, weighting equally all countries 
for which data are available, according to the 
2020 release of the data, children are expected 
to complete 11.3 years of schooling on average. 
Yet because learning performance is often low, 
this is only valued at 7.1 years of schooling 
under the harmonized learning outcome 
measure. In other words, on average across 
countries, more than a third (37.2 percent) of 
the years of schooling that children complete 
are essentially ‘lost’ due to lack of sufficient 
learning in school (since 7.1/11.3=0.628).  
 

Figure 4.2: International Comparison of 
Learning-adjusted Years of Schooling, 2020 

 
Source: World Bank Human Capital Index 2020 data. 

 
Choosing a Measure for the Right to Education 

 
Both measures of learning outcomes 

(learning poverty and the learning-adjusted 
years of schooling) are useful in that they 
combine information on enrollment or 
attainment, and learning. If achieving the right 
to education simply meant being literate by age 
10, then the learning poverty measure might be 
the better anchor for assessing the fulfillment 
of that right. If children are not literate by age 
10, many are likely to not become literate later 
unless they have the opportunity to participate 
in second chance or remedial programs.  

Yet expectations of the fulfillment of 
the right to education go beyond well beyond 
literacy, as implicitly outlined in the targets 
adopted for the fourth Sustainable 

Development Goal. For that reason, the 
measure of the learning-adjusted years of 
schooling may seem more appropriate to 
anchor the concept of the right to education in 
terms of empirical measurement, since it 
acknowledges the need to go beyond primary 
education and literacy. Indeed, even higher 
education is factored into that measure.  

The issue though with the learning-
adjusted years of schooling measure is that it is 
an average, as opposed to a share, which is 
problematic when discussing whether a right is 
being fulfilled or not for all. If many children do 
very well in terms of educational attainment 
and learning, this leads to a higher (average or 
expected) estimate for the learning-adjusted 
years of schooling, but it may mask the fact that 
some children and youth are left behind. For 
those children and youth, the right to education 
may not be fulfilled. Therefore, between the 
two learning outcome measures, learning 
poverty may be more appropriate to anchor the 
measurement of the fulfillment of the right to 
education at least for primary education, as will 
be discussed below, even though one should 
not necessarily discount primary completion.  
 
Measurement Approach 
 

If the performance of countries in 
fulfilling the right to education were to be 
measured solely on the basis of educational 
attainment and learning, then the two above 
measures recently suggested by the World Bank 
could be candidates for assessing the extent to 
which countries are succeeding in fulfilling that 
right. Both measures are available for a large 
number of countries and they factor in learning 
as opposed to relying solely on attainment. But 
as discussed in chapter 3, the right to education 
as defined in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights also includes a provision related 
to parental choice for the type of education 
their children receive.  

How could the concept of education 
pluralism be combined with measures of 
educational outcomes to suggest one or more 
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measures of the fulfillment of the right to 
education? The idea in this chapter is to 
account for pluralism while still anchoring 
measures of the fulfillment of the right to 
education in data on whether education 
systems succeed in their primary mission, which 
is to ensure learning. There is again no unique 
approach to doing this, but it may be useful to 
make a proposal as a first step.  

When combining different measures 
into an aggregate index, it is common practice 
to rely on weights. Multiplicative structures 
with exponential weights tend to be attractive 
because of their versatility. For example, the 
Human Development Index (HDI) published by 
the United Nations Development Programme is 
the geometric mean of three normalized indices 
pertaining to life expectancy (LEI), education 
(EI), and income (II), so that HDI=LEIα×EIα×IIα, 
with α = 1/3, so that all three components of 
the index are granted the same weight107. If 
different weights were to be assigned to the 
different components of the index, we would 
have a formula of the type HDI=LEIα×EIβ×IIγ 
typically with α+β+γ=1. The issue of what 
weights to apply to each component is always 
complicated, but having weights at least allows 
for some flexibility in weighting. 

Similarly, to measure the fulfillment of 
the right to education taking into account 
educational outcome (denoted by EO) as well as 
the normalized education pluralism measure 
NEPI introduced in chapter 3, we could define 
an index in the form of a ‘production function’ 
such as EOα×NEPIβ with α+β=1108. This would 
suggest that both traditionally measured 
educational outcomes and pluralism are needed 
as inputs for the production of the right to 
education. With such a specification, we would 

 
107 This is the formula used since 2010. A different 
formula was used before. UNDP also publishes other 
measures including an inequality-adjusted HDI. 
108 In the economics literature, this particular 
specification is known as a Cobb-Douglas function. 
When α+β=1, the production function exhibits 
constant returns to scale, but this can be relaxed.  

conjecture that α>β to place more emphasis on 
educational outcomes than on pluralism.  

The issue with this specification is that 
it can lead to counter-intuitive results. In 
education systems with low levels for 
educational outcomes poverty (for example, a 
high level for learning poverty), the estimate of 
the right to education could increase when the 
weight placed on education pluralism increases, 
even when education pluralism does not take a 
high value. Another issue is that beyond a 
certain level of pluralism, there may be no real 
gain in having a higher value of the index. To 
illustrate why this may be the case, consider the 
case of faith-based schools. One would hope 
that parents have the ability to send their 
children to a faith-based school if they so 
desire. But if for any particular faith the share of 
the population that adheres to that faith is low, 
on might not expect a large market share for 
schools affiliated with that faith (unless 
adherents of other faiths also appreciate he 
schools, as is often the case for Catholic 
schools). Yet the normalized education 
pluralism index takes a value of one only when 
all N providers have equal market shares. This 
may not be reasonable in the context of 
different types of schools. There are various 
ways to deal with this issue. But one simple 
approach which does not require complex data 
on faith affiliations and other potential drivers 
of parental preferences at the country level 
consists in defining a threshold z above which a 
higher value for NEPI is not beneficial.  

Based on the above discussion, a 
general formula for assessing the fulfillment of 
the right to education could be of the form 
EO×(min{1,NEPI/z})α with 0≤α≤1 and with 
0<z≤1. The weight placed on the need to 
achieve a particular educational outcome is 
equal to one. By contrast, the weight placed on 
education pluralism can be lower. In addition, 
there may be a threshold beyond which a 
higher NEPI value does not bring additional 
benefits. What could be that threshold z? The 
choice of the threshold may depend on the type 
of analysis being considered. But for country-
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level work, if the emphasis is on diversity in 
education to account for differences in student 
or parental preferences by faith affiliation (with 
the number of faith affiliations NF being 
potentially large), a potentially benchmark 
could be z=(1-HHIF)/(1-1/NF), where HHIF is the 
HHI index based on the ‘market shares’ of each 
faith affiliation. If data were available instead 
on parental priorities for what should be 
learned in school, then the threshold z could be 
defined in a similar way taking into account 
directly the shares of parents or student with 
different priorities as opposed to faith 
affiliations, although what priorities to 
specifically account for may be problematic. In 
what follows, we do not specify a specific value 
for z, but rather apply the general approach 
(with z-=1for simplicity) to primary, and then to 
secondary and tertiary education. 

 
The Right to Education Primary Index 

 
Which educational outcome should be 

chosen for the assessment of the fulfillment of 
the right to education at the primary level? 
There is a broad consensus despite limitations, 
learning poverty is a better measure than 
simply enrollment or even completion rates for 
primary education. Therefore, at the primary 
level, we could define EOP=1-LP, so that the 
right to education primary index109 is defined as 
REPI=(1-LP)×(min{1,NEPIP/zP})αp with 0≤αP≤1 
and 0<zP≤1. Since the focus is on primary 
education, we should rely on values of NEPI for 
primary education, denoted as NEPIP. The use of 
the subscript P for the parameters αP and zP 
denotes the fact that these parameters apply to 
primary education (different values could be 
chosen for secondary and tertiary education). 

For perfect fulfillment of the right to 
education at the primary level to be achieved 
(REPI=1), the measure requires learning poverty 
to be eliminated and a sufficient level of 

 
109 In a Cobb-Douglas framework, the definition implies 
increasing returns to scale, although not necessarily by a 
lot since the suggestion is to rely on low values for α. 

pluralism to be achieved, but the weight placed 
on pluralism and the threshold at which 
pluralism is considered sufficient are flexible. 
Note that requiring the elimination of learning 
poverty is more stringent that requiring that all 
children complete their primary education, as 
mentioned when comparing both measures. 

 
For perfect fulfillment of the right to education 
at the primary level, the proposed measure 
requires learning poverty to be eliminated and a 
sufficient level of pluralism to be achieved, but 
the weight placed on pluralism is flexible.  

 
Box 4.2: The Right to Education Primary Index 
 
Denote learning poverty by LP, the estimate of 
the normalized education pluralism index at the 
primary level by NEPIP, and a threshold above 
which more education pluralism may not bring 
substantial benefits anymore at the primary 
level by zP with 0<zP≤1. The right to education 
primary index is defined as REPIP=(1-
LP)×(min{1,NEPIP/zP})αp with 0≤αP≤1 110. The 
index takes a value between zero and one. A 
higher value suggests higher fulfillment of the 
right to education at the primary level. Changes 
in the parameter αP reflect more or less 
emphasis placed on pluralism. When αP=0, 
pluralism is not valued and REPI=1-LP, so we 
only care about ending learning poverty. When 
αP=1, we care as much about pluralism as we do 
about ending learning poverty. Finally, above a 
certain threshold zP, a higher value of NEPIP is 
not beneficial. If zP=1, then that threshold plays 
no role. If zP takes a low value (it must however 
be positive), then a lower level of pluralism may 
be considered as ‘good enough’. In applications, 
it makes sense to choose a value for αP that is 
small given the implicit trade-offs this value 
denotes between reducing learning poverty and 
increasing pluralism to fulfill the right.  
 

 
110 Wodon (2021k). 
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To choose a value for αP, it is useful to 
keep in mind that this value sets an implicit 
trade-off between reducing learning poverty 
and increasing pluralism in order to increase the 
degree of fulfillment of the right to education at 
the primary level. This is illustrated in Figure 4.3 
using a value for the pluralism threshold zP=1. 
Note that the Figure is valid at any level 
(primary, secondary, or tertiary), hence the 
subscript “P” for primary is omitted in the 
Figure. Each curve shows the combination of 
values for NEPI and the educational outcome 
that generate a value of REPI of 0.5 for various 
values of α from 0.1 to 0.6. When a higher 
weight is placed on education pluralism, to 
compensate for a reduction in education 
pluralism, a larger reduction in learning poverty 
is needed to achieve the same fulfillment of the 
right to education at the primary level.  
 

Figure 4.3: Combination of Values for EO and 
NEPI and that generate REPI=0.5 

 
Source: Wodon (2021k). 

 
For example, with α=0.1, if pluralism 

were to drop by 10 percentage points from 0.6 
to 0.5, the educational outcome would need to 
be increased by one percentage point to keep 
REPI at a value of 0.5. However, with α=0.6, if 
pluralism were to drop by 10 points from 0.6 to 
0.5, the educational outcome would need to be 
increased by a much larger 12 points to keep 
REPI at a value of 0.5, which may seem as too 

much of a weight on pluralism. Given this 
implicit trade-off, it is suggested to keep the 
value of α relatively low.  

Is the bar for the fulfillment of the right 
to education at the primary level too low by 
focusing only on basic literacy (i.e., avoiding 
learning poverty) while primary education is 
clearly meant to achieve more than literacy? It 
might be tempting to use instead the primary 
completion rate as the educational outcome at 
that level. Yet in many countries, the primary 
completion rate is higher than the share of 
children not in learning poverty. This is in part 
because of age differences (learning poverty is 
measured among 10 year old, while children 
complete primary education at age 12 or later). 
But it is also due to the fact that in many 
countries, quite a few children may complete 
the primary cycle without being literate. Relying 
on the learning poverty metrics at the primary 
level leads under current conditions to a more 
stringent measure for assessing the fulfillment 
of the right to education at the primary level 
than relying on primary completion rates.  

To what extent does accounting for 
education pluralism affect the measures of the 
fulfillment of the right to education at the 
primary level? Illustrative estimates are 
provided in Table 4.2 with a few values of α 
(using zP=1 for the illustration). Again, the 
estimates with αP=0 are simply equal to one 
minus the learning poverty rates since no 
weight is placed on pluralism. When the weight 
allocated to education pluralism increases, the 
overall estimate of the fulfillment of the right to 
education at the primary level tends to 
decrease, in some cases substantially. This 
represents the loss in achieving the right to 
education due to a lack of education pluralism.  

 
Simulations suggest that taking education 
pluralism into account can make a difference 
when measuring the fulfillment of the right to 
education. This is for example the case for 
North America mostly due to the low level of 
education pluralism in the United States.  
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These simple simulations suggest that 
taking education pluralism into account can 
make a difference when measuring the 
fulfillment of the right to education. This is for 
example the case for North America mostly due 
to the low level of education pluralism in the 
United States. When no weight is placed on 
pluralism (αP=0), the value of REPI is at 0.924 in 
North America. This falls to 0.646 with αP=0.25. 
Again, the recommendation is to use relatively 

low values for αP. But even with αP=0.1, the 
value of REPI for North America falls to 0.801. 
This report does not specify what weight should 
be placed on pluralism and some may argue 
that even αP=0.1 may be too high a weight. 
Simply, the approach helps in drawing attention 
to the fact that if pluralism is indeed valued, this 
can make a difference in assessments of the 
fulfillment of the right to education. 

 
 
Table 4.2: Estimates of the Right to Education Primary Index by Income Groups and Regions, 2018 
 NEPIP LP  REPI (×100) with zP=1 
 (×100) (×100)  αP=0 αP=.25 αP=.50 αP=1 
Regions        
   East Asia & Pacific 28.0 19.8  80.2 58.3 42.4 22.5 
   Europe & Central Asia 25.7 8.8  91.2 64.9 46.2 23.4 
   Latin America & Caribbean 51.6 50.8  49.2 41.7 35.3 25.4 
   Middle East & North Africa 28.3 58.7  41.3 30.1 22.0 11.7 
   North America 23.9 7.6  92.4 64.6 45.2 22.1 
   South Asia 73.0 58.2  41.8 38.6 35.7 30.5 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 54.2 86.7  13.3 11.4 9.8 7.2 
Income levels        
   Low Income Countries 54.5 89.5  10.5 9.0 7.8 5.7 
   Lower-Middle Income Countries 61.4 55.8  44.2 39.1 34.6 27.1 
   Upper-Middle Income Countries 32.3 30.3  69.7 52.5 39.6 22.5 
   High Income Countries 35.2 9.1  90.9 70.0 53.9 32.0 
World 47.4 48.0  52.0 43.1 35.8 24.6 
Source: Wodon (2021k). 
 
Figure 4.4: Estimates of the Right to Education Primary Index by Income Groups and Regions, 2018 

 

 
When a higher weight is placed 
on education pluralism, the 
estimate of the fulfillment of 
the right to education primary 
index decreases, in some cases 
substantially. For illustration, 
estimates are provided in 
Figure 4.4 for the full range of 
values of αP (with zP=1), but it 
would make sense to use 
relatively low values for αP in 
policy discussions.  
 

Source: Wodon (2021k).  
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Secondary and Tertiary Indices 
 

The same approach can be used at the 
secondary and tertiary levels, yielding the right 
to education secondary and tertiary indices. The 
terminology refers to the levels of education 
being considered, but may also convey an order 
of importance: fulfilling the right to education 
at the primary level is the most urgent task.  

Which educational outcomes EO should 
be used for the secondary and tertiary levels in 
the general formula EO×(min{1,NEPI/z})α? It 
would be nice to be able to rely on data similar 
to those available for learning poverty at the 
secondary and tertiary level, but those are not 
readily available for most countries. Data on 
learning outcomes in secondary school are 
available from PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS among 
others, but most participating countries are 
upper-middle or high income, and the metrics 
have not (yet) been transformed into an 
equivalent of the learning poverty metrics.  

In the absence of metrics for learning 
poverty at the secondary level equivalent to the 
learning poverty rate for primary education, an 
alternative is to rely on completion rates which 
are better for measuring progress than 
enrollment rates. Unfortunately, data on upper 
secondary completion rates are not available 
across countries. The only completion rate 
available beyond primary education is for lower 
secondary education. For tertiary education, we 
need to rely on the gross enrollment rates.  

Therefore, denoting by LSC the lower 
secondary completion rate, we suggest to 
define the right to education secondary index as 
RESI=LSC×(min{1,NEPIS/zS})αS with 0≤αS≤1 and 
0<zS≤1. A different educational outcome at the 
secondary level could be used when it becomes 
broadly available. As for REPI, RESI takes a value 
between zero and one. The same flexibility that 

the approach provided at the primary level in 
terms of the choices of values for the 
parameters is also available at the secondary 
for αS and zS. Estimates of RESI with zS =1 for 
various values of αS are provided in Table 4.3 
and Figure 4.5. As mentioned in chapter 3, the 
values of the normalized education pluralism 
index tend to be higher at the secondary level in 
comparison to primary education, so that the 
losses in the fulfillment of the right to education 
due to a lack of pluralism are typically smaller 
than was the case for primary education. 
 
Box 4.3: Consistency across Levels  

 
The values for RESI in Table 4.3 are 

higher than those for REPI in Table 4.2. This may 
appear counter-intuitive as fewer children have 
access to secondary than primary schooling. 
The reason for this result is that the educational 
outcome used to anchor REPI is based on (one 
minus) the learning poverty rate and not the 
completion rate for primary education. If the 
completion rate had been used, this apparent 
inconsistency would not be observed. This is 
however not an inconsistency, but simply the 
result of a choice to anchor REPI in data on 
learning outcomes as opposed to educational 
attainment. If a ‘learning poverty’ indicator 
were available at the secondary level, we could 
use that indicator to anchor the definition of 
RESI. But defining learning poverty at the 
secondary level is more difficult than at the 
primary level. While achieving literacy is clearly 
a minimum standard for primary education, 
there is no universally agreed standard at the 
secondary level (even if there are measures of 
learning through international student 
assessments such as PISA, TIMSS, or PIRLS).  
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Table 4.3: Estimates of the Right to Education Secondary Index by Income Groups and Regions, 2018 
 NEPIS LSC  RESI (×100) with zS=1 
 (×100) (×100)  αS=0 αS=.25 αS=.50 αS=1 
Regions        
   East Asia & Pacific 47.3 89.0  73.8 61.2 50.8 42.1 
   Europe & Central Asia 39.2 94.7  74.9 59.3 46.9 37.1 
   Latin America & Caribbean 48.4 79.6  66.4 55.4 46.2 38.5 
   Middle East & North Africa 26.1 76.7  54.8 39.2 28.0 20.0 
   North America 24.9 94.8  67.0 47.3 33.4 23.6 
   South Asia 79.5 78.9  74.5 70.3 66.4 62.7 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 56.7 44.3  38.4 33.4 28.9 25.1 
Income levels         
   Low Income Countries 59.4 40.3  35.4 31.1 27.3 23.9 
   Lower-Middle Income Countries 75.3 73.8  68.7 64.0 59.7 55.6 
   Upper-Middle Income Countries 41.2 87.2  69.9 56.0 44.8 35.9 
   High Income Countries 51.5 94.5  80.1 67.8 57.4 48.7 
World 63.3 76.1  67.9 60.5 54.0 48.2 
Source: Wodon (2021k). LSC is the lower secondary completion rate. Data are available up to 2019. 
 
Figure 4.5: Estimates of the Right to Education Secondary Index by Income Groups and Regions, 2018 

 

 
As for primary education, when 
a higher weight is placed on 
pluralism, the index decreases. 
For illustration, estimates are 
provided in Figure 4.5 for the 
full range of values of αS (with 
zS=1), but it would make sense 
to use relatively low values for 
αS in any policy discussions. The 
fact that the index is higher for 
secondary than primary 
education relates to the choice 
of educational outcome for 
primary education (Box 4.3). 
 

Source: Wodon (2021k).  
 

Finally, at the tertiary level, we suggest 
to define the right to education tertiary index 
(given the data currently available) as 
RETI=TE×(min{1,NEPIT/zT})αT where TE is the 
gross tertiary enrollment rate. The same 
flexibility that the approach provided at the 
primary and secondary levels in terms of the 
choices of values for the various parameters is 
again available. Whether a right to education 
index should be defined at the tertiary level is 

not fully clear, at least under current conditions. 
Tertiary education is for example not part of the 
targets set forth under the fourth Sustainable 
Development Goal. Yet an index similar to those 
for primary and secondary education can be 
defined for higher education as well, and it may 
be useful in some cases. Estimates of RETI with 
zT=1 for various values of αT are provided in 
Table 4.4 and Figure 4.6.  
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Of the three levels of education, tertiary 
education is the level globally with the highest 
normalized education pluralism index. 
Therefore this is also the level where losses in 
the fulfillment of the right to education due to a 
lack of pluralism tend to be a bit smaller, 
although still potentially large depending on the 
weight placed on pluralism and depending on 
the region or country income group.  

 

Whether a right to education index should be 
defined at the tertiary level is not fully clear. 
Tertiary education is for example not part of the 
targets set forth under the fourth Sustainable 
Development Goal. Yet an index similar to those 
for primary and secondary education can be 
defined and may be useful in some cases. 

 
 

Table 4.4: Estimates of the Right to Education Tertiary Index by Income Groups and Regions, 2018 
 NEPIT TER  RETI (×100) with zT=1 
 (×100) (×100)  α=0 α=.25 α=.50 α=1 
Regions        
   East Asia & Pacific 59.4 47.7  41.9 36.8 32.3 28.3 
   Europe & Central Asia 57.1 72.6  63.1 54.9 47.7 41.5 
   Latin America & Caribbean 79.7 52.7  49.8 47.0 44.5 42.0 
   Middle East & North Africa 46.8 41.0  33.9 28.0 23.2 19.2 
   North America 62.4 86.5  76.9 68.3 60.7 54.0 
   South Asia 78.0 24.9  23.4 22.0 20.7 19.4 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 58.9 9.4  8.2 7.2 6.3 5.5 
Income levels        
   Low Income Countries 65.2 9.5  8.5 7.7 6.9 6.2 
   Lower-Middle Income Countries 63.2 24.2  21.6 19.2 17.2 15.3 
   Upper-Middle Income Countries 77.3 53.2  49.9 46.8 43.9 41.1 
   High Income Countries 56.6 75.7  65.7 57.0 49.4 42.8 
World 68.1 38.8  35.2 32.0 29.1 26.4 
Source: Wodon (2021k). TER is the gross tertiary enrollment rate. Data are available up to 2019. 
 
Figure 4.6: Estimates of the Right to Education Tertiary Index by Income Groups and Regions, 2018 

 

 
As for other levels, placing a 
higher value on pluralism leads 
to lower levels for the index, 
although losses due to lack of 
pluralism tend to be smaller 
because pluralism tends to be 
higher in higher education. As 
before, estimates are provided 
in Figure 4.6 for the full range 
of values of αT (with zT=1), but 
it would make sense to use 
relatively low values for αT in 
policy discussions.  
 

Source: Wodon (2021k).  
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Summing Up 
 

In the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, Article 26 spells out the right to 
education. The first provision of the article 
states that everyone should have a right at least 
to free basic education. The second provision 
relates to the aims of education towards the full 
development of the human personality. The 
third provision of relates to the right of parents 
to choose the type of education that their 
children should receive. This provision calls doe 
education pluralism, as discussed in chapter 3.  

To measure the fulfillment of the right 
to education, it was therefore suggested in this 
chapter to combine traditional or mainstream 
estimates of educational outcomes with 
estimates of education pluralism. A set of 
indices was suggested, with specific definitions 
at the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels.  

At the primary level, the right to 
education primary index is anchored into the 
learning poverty measure recently released by 
the World Bank. Learning poverty is defined on 
the basis of whether a child is able to read and 
understand an age-appropriate text by age 10. 
The measure combines information on both 
schooling (children out of school are assumed 
to be learning poor) and learning (literacy is 
assessed using student assessments). Learning 
poverty may appear to set a low bar since only 
basic literacy is required. Yet in low and middle 
income countries, more than half of all children 
were learning poor before the COVID-19 crisis, 
and this proportion is likely to have increased. 
In addition, the bar set using learning poverty is 
more stringent than would be the case when 
using the completion of primary education as 
the anchor for the index at the primary level. 

At the secondary and tertiary levels, 
similar measures were suggested, although with 
different anchors. Based on the data available 
across a large number of countries, the anchor 
for the right to education secondary index is the 
lower secondary completion rate. For the right 
to education tertiary index, the anchor is the 
enrollment rate at the tertiary level. These 
measures do not exhaust the aims that should 

be pursued in improving education and learning 
for all as stated in SDG4 (see Box 4.4)111. Yet by 
integrating education pluralism, they provide 
more information on the various dimensions of 
the fulfillment of the right to education than 
when relying solely on educational outcomes. 

 
Box 4.4: Principal SDG4 Targets By 2030 
 
4.1: Ensure that all girls and boys complete free, 
equitable and quality primary and secondary 
education leading to relevant and effective 
learning outcomes. 
4.2: Ensure that all girls and boys have access to 
quality early childhood development, care and 
pre-primary education so that they are ready 
for primary education 
4.3: Ensure equal access for all women and men 
to affordable and quality technical, vocational 
and tertiary education, including university. 
4.4: Substantially increase the number of youth 
and adults who have relevant skills, including 
technical and vocational skills, for employment, 
decent jobs and entrepreneurship. 
4.5: Eliminate gender disparities in education 
and ensure equal access to all levels of 
education and vocational training for the 
vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, 
indigenous peoples and children in vulnerable 
situations. 
4.6: Ensure that all youth and a substantial 
proportion of adults, both men and women, 
achieve literacy and numeracy 
4.7: Ensure that all learners acquire the 
knowledge and skills needed to promote 
sustainable development, including, among 
others, through education for sustainable 
development and sustainable lifestyles, human 
rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture 
of peace and non-violence, global citizenship 
and appreciation of cultural diversity and of 
culture’s contribution to sustainable 
development. 

 

 
111 Apart from the targets listed in Box 4.3, the SDGs 
also include goals for international co-operation and 
development assistance. 
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The measures suggested in this chapter do not 
exhaust the aims that should be pursued in 
improving education systems. Yet by integrating 
education pluralism, they provide more 
information on the various dimensions of the 
fulfillment of the right to education than when 
relying solely on educational outcomes. 

 
Using a production function approach, a 

specific formula was suggested to assess the 
fulfillment of the right to education at the 
primary, secondary, and tertiary levels. The 
formula provides flexibility in terms of the 
weight attached to education pluralism. It also 
accounts for the fact that after achieving a 
certain level of pluralism, the benefits of more 
pluralism as measured through the normalized 
education pluralism index may be limited.  

Estimates suggest that in all regions and 
income groups, further progress is needed to 
fulfill the right to education, including at the 
primary level. Furthermore, when the weight 
placed on education pluralism increases, 
estimates of the fulfillment of the right to 
education necessarily decrease at all levels, in 
some cases substantially. This represents the 
loss in fulfilling the right to education due to a 
lack of education pluralism. 

The measures proposed in this chapter 
could be criticized – such critiques are indeed 
welcome to improve them. The three indices 
are being proposed simply as a way to integrate 
estimates of education pluralism in discussions 

about educational outcomes and the types of 
policies that could be adopted to improve these 
outcomes. Policies related to education 
pluralism are rarely considered in international 
fora, yet ensuring that there is enough pluralism 
is essential for the very aims of education. 

 
Box 4.5: Extensions of the Analysis 
 

The framework suggested in this report 
can easily be extended in various ways. Two can 
be briefly mentioned here. First, in analogy with 
the literature on monetary poverty, rather than 
considering the share of children who are 
learning poor or complete a cycle, the distance 
and squared distance from the learning poverty 
threshold or the number of years of schooling 
needed to complete a cycle can be considered 
for ‘higher order’ measures of the right to 
education at different levels. Second, one key 
question relates to whether education pluralism 
has a positive or negative impact on educational 
outcomes. This is a much debated question 
which is beyond the scope of this particular 
report, but will be considered in future work. 
Third, the question of what factors (including 
regulatory frameworks) lead to more or less 
education pluralism also requires further 
inquiry. This will also be a topic for future work 
under the Global Catholic Education project. 
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CHAPTER 5 
COVID-19 CRISIS, CHALLENGES, AND OPPORTUNITIES 

 
 
Introduction 
 

The first Global Catholic Education 
Report published in June 2020 provided an early 
assessment of the impact of the COVID-19 crisis 
on education systems, and in particular on 
Catholic K12 schools and their students. Much 
of what was discussed in that report remains 
current, but at the time of writing this report, 
the situation is worse than it was eight months 
ago. New vaccines provide hope that the 
pandemic will be managed at some point in the 
future, but this will take some time, especially 
in developing countries where access to the 
vaccines is likely to be more limited in the 
coming months and possibly even years.  

Initial analysis based on experiences in 
previous health crises such as the Ebola 
outbreak in West Africa suggested that the 
consequences of the crisis for children could be 
severe112. This has since been confirmed (see 
Box 5.1 for recent estimates from UNICEF). 

The crisis is having major negative 
impacts on students and education systems, 
including those in Catholic schools and 
universities. Some impacts relate to the fact 
that many schools and universities had to close 
temporarily or move to online learning. Others 
relate to the implications for education of the 
economic crisis unleashed by the pandemic. ‘ 

Initial predictions of economic impacts 
were dire113 for both developed114 and 
developing countries115. Over time many 
projections were further revised downward.  

 
112 See United Nations (2020a) which mentions the 
Ebola epidemic in West Africa and research by 
Bandiera et al. (2019), Ribacke et al. (2016), Wesseh 
et al. (2017), Kamara et al. (2017), Risso-Grill and 
Finnegan (2015), and Bardon-O’Fallon et al. (2015). 
See also United Nations (2020b). 
113 International Monetary Fund (2020).  
114 For Europe, see European Commission (2020). 
115 For sub-Saharan Africa, see World Bank (2020a). 

 
Box 5.1: Impacts of the Crisis on Children 

 
In November 2020, UNICEF released a report 
with estimates of a range of impacts of the 
crisis on children. At the time of the report, 
these estimates including the following: 
- Children and adolescents under 20 years of 
age account for 1 in 9 of COVID-19 infections. 
- In part due to fear of infection, in one-third of 
countries, coverage for health services such as 
routine vaccinations, outpatient care for 
childhood infectious diseases, and maternal 
health services dropped by at least 10percent. 

- There is a 40 per cent decline in the coverage 
of nutrition services for women and children. 
- Some 265 million children are missing out on 
school meals globally and 65 countries reported 
a decrease in home visits by social workers. 
- More than 250 million children under 5 could 
miss the life-protecting benefits of vitamin A 
supplementation programs. 
- Some 572 million students are affected by 
school closures (33 percent of all students). 
- An estimated 2 million additional child deaths 
and 200,000 additional stillbirths could occur 
over a 12-month period with severe 
interruptions to services and rising malnutrition. 
- An additional 6 to 7 million children under the 
age of 5 will suffer from wasting or acute 
malnutrition, translating into more than 10,000 
additional child deaths per month. 
- Globally, the number of children living in 
multidimensional poverty – without access to 
education, health, housing, nutrition, sanitation 
or water – may soar by 15 percent or an 
additional 150 million children by mid-2020. 

 
Source: UNICEF (2020). 
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The first estimates of impacts on 
poverty by the World Bank suggested that more 
than 100 million people might fall into poverty 
due to the crisis116. In the latest estimates117, 
the figure is at 150 million more poor people by 
2021. Of those, about half are children. Apart 
from losses in labor income, many households 
are suffering from a drop in international 
remittances118. According to the World Food 
Programme, the number of people suffering 
from acute hunger may have doubled119. 

Student learning suffers during 
recessions120. For schooling, based on past 
experiences with crises, girls are especially likely 
to be affected121, leading to higher risks of child 
marriage122 with major implications for the rest 
of their life123. Temporary school closures were 
near universal at the peak of the crisis, affecting 
1.6 billion students. Today, hundreds of millions 
of children are still affected by school closures.  

According to research in the US124, 
losses in learning can be substantial during the 
summer when schools are closed, especially for 
disadvantaged students. The length of the 
school closures due to the pandemic was much 
longer than a summer in most countries. Early 
estimates for the US suggested that the 
pandemic could lead to large losses in 
learning125. Such losses have been confirmed by 
more recent research especially for the poor. 

 
116 Vos et al. (2020). 
117 World Bank (2020b). 
118 World Bank (2020j). 
119 Food Security Information Network (2020). 
School lunch programs were also affected. These 
programs serve many children (World Food 
Programme, 2013). 
120 Shores and Steinberg (2019). 
121 See UNDP (2015), Onyango et al. (2019), and 
Bandiera et al. (2019). See also World Bank (2020g) 
for a review, as well as Asfaw (2018) on Ethiopia, 
Dureya et al. (2007) and Cerutti et al. (2019) on 
Brazil, and Lim (2000) on the Philippines. 
122 Wodon et al. (2016, 2017); Kassa et al (2019). 
123 Wodon et al. (2018).  
124 Cooper et al. (1996); Alexander et al. (2007); 
Gerhenson (2013); Quinn and Polikoff (2017). 
125 Kuhfeld and Tarasawa (2020). 

UNESCO estimates that globally, 
schools were fully closed for an average of 3.5 
months (14 weeks) since the start the 
pandemic. However, the estimate increases to 
5.5 months (22 weeks) when localized school 
closures are taken into account, as many 
countries implemented local closures in areas 
with particularly high infection rates. This 
represents two-thirds of a typical school year. 

 
At their peak, temporary school closures were 
near universal, affecting 1.6 billion students. 
Many schools remain closed today. 
 

The map in Figure 5.1 shows that the 
duration of school closures varied between 
countries and regions. They were longer in Latin 
America and the Caribbean than in Europe. In 
Oceania were infection rates are lower, they 
were even shorter. At their peak in April 2020, 
national school closures were in effect in 190 
countries. This is down at the time of writing to 
about 30 countries, but localized school 
closures remain in effect in many countries. 

How many children may have dropped 
out of school or not enrolled due to the crisis? It 
will take some time to know the answer, but 
simulations by UNICEF suggest that the number 
of out-of-school children may have increased by 
24 million due to the crisis. In addition to 
children dropping out of school, many more 
may have been affected adversely in terms of 
mental health (data from school health surveys 
suggest that even before the crisis, many 
students suffered from poor mental health)126.  

Finally, many children may have been 
affected by the loss of school lunches and other 
programs that matter for nutrition127. In the US, 
results from the COVID-19 Impact Survey 
suggest that the pandemic increased already 
high levels of food insecurity, making the loss of 
school lunches especially worrying128. 

 
126 Wodon, Fèvre et al. (2021). 
127 On the importance of school  programs, see 
Alderman and Bundy (2012).  
128 See https://www.covid-impact.org/results. 

https://www.covid-impact.org/results
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Figure 5.1: Duration of Complete and Partial School Closures by Country (Weeks) 

 
Source: UNESCO interactive monitoring map (data as of January 2021). 

 
Given the above context, in this 

chapter, the focus is for discussing the impact of 
the crisis on educational outcomes and 
education pluralism as the two key components 
that affect the fulfillment of the right to 
education as defined in chapter 4. For the 
impacts on educational outcomes, the focus is 
on effects on learning poverty. The crisis is also 
having negative effects on educational 
outcomes at the secondary and tertiary levels, 
but these are discussed more briefly. After 
discussing impacts on learning poverty, the 
focus is on impacts on education pluralism at 
various levels of education. This is followed by a 
discussion of policies that could help fulfill the 
right to education and ‘build back better’. 
 
In this chapter, the focus is first on the impacts 
of the crisis on learning poverty, next on 
impacts on education pluralism at various 
levels, and finally on policies to fulfill the right 
to education and ‘build back better’. 
 
Impact on Learning Poverty 

 
The COVID-19 crisis is having a major 

negative effect on both basic (pre-primary to 
secondary) and higher education. Because of 
the focus in this report on learning poverty, the 

impact of the crisis on basic education is 
discussed in more details, but a few insights on 
impacts on higher education are also provided. 

As mentioned in chapter 4, a child is 
considered to be learning poor if s/he cannot 
read and understand an age-appropriate text by 
age 10129. Estimates of learning poverty are 
based on two main data sources: (1) the 
performance of students who are in school on 
international student assessments; and (2) the 
share of students who are out of schools and 
therefore assumed to be learning-poor. The 
pandemic is likely to have affected both 
components of the measure. 

The target set by the World Bank in 
partnership with UN agencies was to reduce 
learning poverty in half by 2030. Because of the 
pandemic, that target is unlikely to be 
achieved130. The magnitude of the impact of the 
crisis on learning poverty will not be known for 
some time, but simulations suggest it may be 
large. Three such simulations were 
implemented131. In all three scenarios, schools 
are closed for 70 percent of the school year. 
The differences between the three scenarios 
related to the ability of education systems to 

 
129 World Bank (2019b). 
130 World Bank (2020b). 
131 Azevedo (2020). 
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implement mitigation measures to reduce 
learning losses.  

Mitigation refers to the ability of 
governments to provide alternative learning 
options when schools are closed. This ability is 
itself a function of whether governments are 
offering alternative distance learning options 
and whether households have the ability to 
benefit from those alternatives, which itself 
depends on the type of alternatives provided 
(online resources, radio, television, etc.) and the 
effectiveness of those alternatives as a function 
of access by households to various media.  

In addition, remediation measures are 
also considered to reflect the potential benefits 
of programs implemented after schools have 
reopened, although for simplicity and due to 
lack of data, remediation parameters in the 
simulations are the same for all countries within 
each scenario (they differ between scenarios). 

In the optimistic scenario, 60 percent of 
learning losses during school closures are 
remediated. As for mitigation, it enables 40 
percent of the learning loss to be avoided in 
high-income countries, while the share is 30 
percent for developing countries. In the 
intermediate scenario, only 30 percent of the 
learning loss is remediated, and mitigation 
measures enable countries to avoid only 20 
percent of learning losses in high-income and 
15 percent in other countries. Finally, in the 
pessimistic scenario, there is no remediation, 
and mitigation only reduces learning losses due 
to school closures by 10 percent in high income 
countries and 7 percent in the developing 
world. While these assumptions could be 
debated, they provide an order of magnitude of 
the learning losses that may occur.  

The estimates are provided in Table 5.1. 
Globally, under the pessimistic scenario, 
learning poverty may increase from 48.0 
percent to 57.6 percent, an increase of 9.6 
percentage points. Under the intermediate 
scenario, the increase is at 6.4 points, and 
under the optimistic scenario, the increase is at 
3.2 points.  

 

Estimates under a pessimistic scenario suggest 
that learning poverty may have increase from 
48.0 percent to 57.6 percent globally. Increases 
are smaller under two other scenarios. 
 

It could be that after a few years, 
children manage to catch up on the materials 
that they were not able to learn during school 
closures. In that case, these estimates of 
learning losses would be reduced over time. In 
addition, the learning losses are measured for 
children who are ten years old today. As the 
crisis subsumes, new cohorts of children 
reaching 10 years of age in a few years would 
not have been affected by the crisis, therefore 
the measures of learning poverty should go 
back to their steady-state trend fairly quickly.  

Still, the children who are now in 
primary school are affected, and not all of them 
will be able to catch up over time. Older 
children too are being affected, even if this does 
not show up in the measures of learning 
poverty provided in the Table132. 

The large increase in learning poverty in 
some of these simulations relates in part to lack 
of access to distance learning media, especially 
for children who live in poverty and/or in rural 
areas (UNICEF 2020). Without options to learn 
at home during school closures, disadvantaged 
children have fallen behind further. The COVID-
19 crisis has thus magnified existing educational 
inequalities not only between countries, but 
also within countries.  

 
132 For estimates of potential effects of the crisis on 
the number of years of schooling that children are 
expected to reach and their learning performance 
using the learning-adjusted years of schooling 
approach, see Azevedo et al. (2020). 
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Table 5.1: Potential Effect of the Crisis on Learning Poverty 
  Post COVID-19 
Regions and Income Groups Baseline Optimistic Intermediate Pessimistic 
Regions     
   East Asia & Pacific 19.8 21.9 24.6 27.6 
   Europe & Central Asia 8.8 9.5 10.7 12.1 
   Latin America & Caribbean 50.8 53.9 58.0 62.3 
   Middle East & North Africa 58.7 60.6 63.1 65.8 
   North America 7.6 7.5 8.3 9.2 
   South Asia 58.2 64.6 70.0 74.7 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 86.7 88.3 89.8 91.3 
Income levels     
   Low Income Countries 89.5 90.9 91.6 92.4 
   Lower-Middle Income Countries 55.8 60.6 65.1 69.4 
   Upper-Middle Income Countries 30.3 32.0 34.0 36.1 
   High Income Countries 9.1 9.9 11.5 13.5 
World 48.0 51.2 54.4 57.6 
Source: Azevedo (2020).  
 

Figure 5.2: Potential Impact of the COVID-19 Crisis on Learning Poverty, Pessimistic Scenario (%) 

 

 
Under a pessimistic scenario, 
learning poverty may increase 
from by almost 10 points 
globally. Increases are smaller 
under other scenarios, but in all 
scenarios many children may 
become learning poor. Children 
in low and lower-middle 
income countries are especially 
at risk in part due to lack of 
connectivity that reduces 
access to distance learning.  

Source: Azevedo (2020).  
 

Impact on Learning in Catholic Schools133 
 

Children in low and lower-middle 
income countries are especially at risk, including 
those in Catholic schools. Students in Catholic 
schools are also affected. Table 5.2 provides 
two measures of digital connectivity from the 
World Bank’s World Development Indicators: 
the number of mobile cellular subscriptions per 
100 people and the share of individuals using 

 
133 This section is based in part on Wodon (2021e). 

the Internet134. Even in low income countries, 
many individuals have a mobile phone. Yet 
many of these phones are not “smart” phones, 
and the share of adults using the internet is low 
in low income countries at only 16.3 percent. In 

 
134 Data for both indicators are collected by the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU) and 
available in the ITU World Telecommunication/ICT 
Indicators Database. In Table 5.2, for most regions 
and income groups, the latest available data point is 
for 2018, but in a few cases the data pertain to 2017. 
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all likelihood, children have even less access to 
the internet. 
 
Table 5.2: Digital Connectivity, 2018 

 

Mobile  
cellular 
subsc. 

per 100 
people 

Share of 
adults 

using the 
internet 

(%) 
Regions   
   East Asia & Pacific 122.2 54.9 
   Europe & Central Asia 123.8 78.9 
   Latin America & Caribbean 104.5 65.9 
   Middle East & North Africa 106.0 65.1 
   North America 125.0 88.5 
   South Asia 87.4 20.1 
   Sub-Saharan Africa 82.4 18.7 
Income levels   
   Low Income Countries 60.8 16.3 
   Lower-Middle Income Countries 94.3 31.9 
   Upper-Middle Income Countries 117.3 56.4 
   High Income Countries 127.6 86.8 
World 106.5 49.0 
Source: Wodon (2021e).  

 
As the profile of most students in 

Catholic schools in the countries with high 
enrollment especially in sub-Saharan Africa is 
not very different from the profile of students in 
public schools (given the high market share of 
Catholic schools in those countries), the lack of 
digital connectivity and the learning losses 
expected for children in those countries also 
apply to children in Catholic schools. Even if 
there are some differences in profiles, they are 
not likely to be large enough to would 
fundamentally change this conclusion. 

To emphasize this point, consider data 
in Table 5.3 for the top 20 countries in terms of 
combined enrollment in Catholic primary and 
secondary schools. In many of these countries, 
and especially in the top 10, the share of adults 
using the internet is very low. Access rates for 
children are likely to be even lower. It is thus 
unlikely that students would have been able to 
access distance learning materials online, even 
among comparatively better off households.  

 

Table 5.3: Digital Connectivity in Countries 
with High Enrollment in Catholic Schools, 2018 

 

Combined 
enrollment 
in primary 

and secondary 
Catholic schools 

Share of 
adults 

using the 
internet 

(%) 
India 7,946,026 20.1% 
DR Congo 5,873,899 8.6% 
Uganda 5,333,379 23.7% 
Kenya 3,562,869 22.6% 
Malawi 2,008,733 13.8% 
United States 1,853,560 88.5% 
France 1,765,635 83.3% 
Rwanda 1,493,522 21.8% 
Philippines 1,179,798 43.0% 
Spain 1,160,901 90.7% 
Argentina 1,156,175 74.3% 
Belgium 1,022,105 90.4% 
Mexico 947,548 70.1% 
Ireland 938,841 84.5% 
Indonesia 828,230 40.7% 
Ghana 813,975 37.9% 
Brazil 802,776 70.4% 
Nigeria 793,114 7.5% 
Australia 750,908 86.5% 
Canada 746,797 92.7% 
Source: Wodon (2021e).  

 
While other modes of distance learning 

through radio and television may have helped, 
even those may not have had universal reach 
and their effectiveness to mitigate learning 
losses is likely to have been much smaller. This 
conclusion is confirmed by findings on the 
potential impacts of the crisis on Catholic 
schools that were mentioned in the Global 
Catholic Education Report 2020, but are worth 
reiterating here briefly. The findings are from a 
survey implemented with OIEC in April 2020 
among national Catholic Education 
Associations135. The survey asked leaders of 

 
135 Responses were received from 31 countries that 
account for 58.3 percent of students in Catholic 
schools globally: 10 high income countries (Belgium 
with two responses for the two systems, France, 
Greece, Italy, Malta, the Netherlands, Norway, the 
Republic of Ireland, the United Kingdom, and the 
US); 11 African countries (Burkina Faso, the 
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national Catholic school networks if their 
network had been able to implement distance 
learning solutions for students, and if so, using 
which media (options included the internet, 
radio, television, mobile phones, other means, 
or none). As shown in Figure 5.3, developed 
countries have relied principally on the internet, 
while developing countries, especially those in 
Africa, have relied also on other media136. Yet in 
one in five developing countries, no distance 
learning solutions had yet been implemented 
by Catholic schools at the time of the survey.  
 

Figure 5.3: Distance Learning Responses 
(% of countries, 2020) 

 
Source: Wodon (2020a). 

 
Another question in the survey was 

about plans to adapt the curriculum or provide 
remedial education in the next school year to 
enable students to catch up, given that many 
will have suffered from losses in learning during 
school closures. As shown in Figure 5.4, the 
ability for Catholic school networks in 
developing countries to adapt the curriculum 
and provide remedial education was weaker 
than in developed countries, especially again in 

 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Djibouti, Mauritius, 
Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, Niger, Rwanda, 
Senegal, and South Africa); and 10 other countries 
(Albania, Bolivia, Brazil, India, Lebanon, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Ukraine). 
136 In the Global Catholic Education Report 2020, 
estimates from the OIEC survey for developing 
countries are further disaggregated to provide 
results for Africa and other countries separately. 

Africa where no such plans were at the time in 
the works for most countries.  
 
The ability for Catholic school networks in 
developing countries to provide distance 
learning options, adapt the curriculum and 
provide remedial education is weaker than in 
developed countries, especially in Africa. 

 
Cleary, Catholic schools and their 

students face major challenges from the COVID-
19 crisis due not only to a lack of access to 
distance learning options, but also to limited 
options for remediation and adaptation of the 
curriculum. The results from the survey 
implemented in April 2020 were confirmed in a 
follow up survey sent in October 2020.  

 
Figure 5.4: Curriculum Adaptation and 

Remedial Education (% of Countries, 2020) 

 
Source: Wodon (2020a). 

 
Beyond Catholic schools and their 

students, data from rapid surveys confirm that 
most students in the developing world have not 
been able to learn much during the school 
closures. As just one example, a phone survey in 
Senegal137 suggests that as early as in April, a 
third of children were not engaged in any 
learning activity. The ability of parents to 
support learning at home varied greatly, as did 
access to distance learning online or through 
television. Other surveys since have provided 
similar results pointing to lack of learning 
opportunities for children as well as difficulties 

 
137 Le Nestour et al. (2020). 
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for governments in developing countries to 
provide access to distance learning (Box 5.2). 
 
Box 5.2: Country Responses to the Crisis 
 

As part of the coordinated global 
education response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
UNESCO, UNICEF and the World Bank are 
monitoring national education responses to 
school closures. In a joint report, they analyze 
the results of the first two rounds of data. 

Data were collected on three main 
areas: (1) Monitoring and mitigating learning 
losses from school closures (data on the length 
of school closures, learning assessments, and 
reopening support to remediate learning loss); 
(2) Deploying effective distance learning 
strategies (data on remote learning modes and 
effectiveness, policies to boost access to online 
learning, policies to support teachers, and 
policies to support parents and caregivers); and 
(3) Reopening school safely for all (data on 
School reopening plans, health protocols during 
school reopening, and financing).  

In many countries, the surveys 
suggested that the ability of governments to 
mitigate the impacts of the crisis is limited. 

 
Source: UNESCO, UNICEF & World Bank (2020). 
 
Impact on Higher Education 

 
There is a fundamental difference in 

how the COVID-199 crisis may be affecting 
Catholic schools versus Catholic universities. In 
basic education, the interaction with the 
teacher on a daily basis is fundamental. The 
pandemic has disrupted that interaction, and 
the losses in learning have been barely patched 
through distance learning not only because this 
mode of learning does not work well t a young 
age, but also because of the increasing 
concentration of students in Catholic schools in 
countries where access to the internet remains 

very limited. As a result, large learning losses 
are likely to have occurred, as discussed earlier.  

The situation in Catholic universities is 
different. While many students prefer in-person 
instruction, online learning can be implemented 
with some success, and universities have been 
improving their online offerings for more than a 
decade. In addition, the bulk of students in 
Catholic higher education live in countries with 
widespread access to the internet. Many of 
these students are also from the upper quintiles 
of the distribution of household income, and 
thereby tend to have access to online learning. 
Therefore, losses in learnings may have been 
more limited, at least in comparisons to losses 
for students enrolled in basic education. 

 
For universities, the crisis’ most lasting impact 
may be to accelerate trends leading to an even 
more competitive environment for which all 
Catholic universities many not be well prepared. 

 
However, the COVID-19 crisis has 

exacerbated trends that were already observed 
and that were threatening for many colleges 
and universities, including Catholic institutions. 
Based on analysis by the Foresight Unit of the 
International Federation of Catholic 
Universities, five such trends are highlighted in 
Box 5.3. The trends refer to: (1) the rise of 
hybrid teaching and learning; (2) the risk of 
losses in revenues from foreign students due to 
a reduction in the speed of internationalization; 
(3) the rising premium for practical skills as 
opposed to general knowledge; (4) the resulting 
perceived loss of value of a college degree at 
least in the United States; and finally (5) the 
further acceleration of faculty casualization and 
its implications among others for research.  

At special risk from the rapidly changing 
higher education market are small liberal arts 
Catholic colleges that may not have be well 
equipped to cope with, and respond to, some of 
these trends.  
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Box 5.3: Trends Affecting Higher Education Exacerbated by the COVID-19 Crisis 
 
Many recent trends affecting higher education globally have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 crisis. 
Four times a year, the Foresight Unit of the International Federation of Catholic Universities suggests 
trends to watch in the sector. Below is a slightly edited version of the trends highlighted in early 2021. 
 
Trend 1: Hybrid Teaching. To respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, multiple universities across the world 
had to transfer the bulk, and in many cases the entirety, of their course programs on line. Many or most 
were inadequately equipped for this move. As the pandemic wore on, many institutions either planned 
to continue with courses carried out fully on line, or devised a mixed formula that relied on online 
teaching while at the same time making provisions for limited on-campus teaching. While online courses 
were already a constantly increasing share of the global offering in tertiary education before the 
pandemic, it is likely that the mixed formula – or hybrid teaching – will remain a permanent feature of 
programs made available to students in many parts of the world even after the restrictions associated 
with the pandemic have long been lifted. Yet few studies reveal a preference for online teaching on the 
part of learners. Many surveys actually show that students miss the direct interaction of classroom 
learning and the socialization with peers. Yet the share of online teaching will be even greater in the 
future because of the economies of scale that institutions will soon realize can be achieved. The fact that 
countless institutions of higher learning worldwide will remain on shaky financial grounds for quite some 
time as a result of the pandemic will only serve to reinforce this trend. 
 
Trend 2: Internationalization under Threat. The dramatic drop in international students’ enrollment at 
universities mainly in the West but also in Asia has predictably been one of the major sources of revenue 
loss for multiple top- and middle-tier universities. This trend combines with lower domestic enrollments 
in 2020-2021 and losses already incurred by demands for tuition refunds from students and families. 
Even in Europe where most universities are state-funded and tuition fees are low or nominal, programs 
such as Erasmus, the European Union student exchange program that has offered a learning experience 
at European level for countless students within the EU for decades, have been severely affected by the 
restrictions on travel and mobility. This has served to underscore the vulnerability of the business model 
adopted by many universities because of the latter’s substantial dependence on revenue from 
international enrollments, in particular in Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom. The 
internationalization of higher education has been a major feature for decades – a feature perceived as 
beneficial. While student mobility will become possible again once vaccination against COVID goes 
mainstream, the future of internationalization may yet suffer from two distinct causes: in the medium 
term, the possibility of lingering hesitation among students potentially interested in learning abroad, 
and in the longer term, the devaluing impact that a growing online offering may have, in particular if it 
includes entire degree programs, or even multiple “unbundled” modules, made available to students 
worldwide by prestigious colleges and universities at a fraction of the brick-and-mortar cost. 
 
Trend 3: Skills over Knowledge. For the past two decades and in particular since the 2008 financial and 
economic crisis, institutions of higher learning have been under growing pressure to focus on curricula 
that emphasize the acquisition of skills and competencies in demand on the labor market. For many 
institutions, this shift became, over time, the only option available to remain relevant in an increasingly 
competitive landscape. This trend is likely to be significantly reinforced in the aftermath of the 
pandemic. With millions of jobs wiped away by the restrictions and lockdowns and the foreseeable 
progress of automation and AI across many professions that the COVID crisis will have caused, the 
premium on transferrable skills and competences, in particular technological, acquired through a college 
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education will only expand. Given the growing realignment toward STEM fields at the expense of 
humanities and liberal arts that colleges and universities have already been carrying out over the past 
few decades based on the same calculus, it is likely that the time-old role of institutions of higher 
learning in fostering the pursuit of general knowledge and intellectual inquiry for their own sake, the 
mission in which the institution itself was originally grounded at its inception, will wither even further. 
Another source of pressure in the same direction will come from the expansion of alternative modes of 
post-secondary learning (see Trend 4 below). The only unknown is to what extent this accelerated shift 
will generate a wide debate within and without the higher-education sector. If the past few years can 
serve as a reference, it can be feared that such a debate will remain widely muted. 
 
Trend 4: The Devalued College Degree. The 2008 financial and economic crisis clearly had a negative 
impact on the public’s perception of the value of a university degree, especially in the United States, 
where higher education most often burdens graduating students with long-lasting, sometimes barely 
sustainable, debt. Later studies demonstrated that students who graduated during the recession went 
on to earn less on average than their predecessors. With the devastating consequences of the COVID-19 
pandemic on household revenue due to losses of employment and given the uncertainty of the future, it 
is likely that at least in educational systems where a college degree comes with a sizeable price tag, the 
prospect of investing in a four-year post-secondary learning path will elicit even greater suspiciousness. 
The value of a college education will be further threatened by a shift in broad societal perceptions of 
vocational training, which will increasingly be viewed as a beneficial alternative to higher education 
because of its lower costs and greater ability to quickly lead to jobs in demand on the labor market. To 
this must be added the growing appeal – and expanding availability – of in-company training, in which 
the ‘big tech’ sector in particular is increasingly investing. These combined factors will accelerate the 
development of ‘unbundled’ higher education, in which learners take single courses or modules (most 
often exclusively on line) in piecemeal fashion to get a credit or certification. The unbundling strategy 
may even be the only survival path for multiple institutions of higher learning in years to come. 
 
Trend 5: More Faculty Casualization. Tenure and tenure-track positions were already becoming 
increasingly rare in the pre-pandemic world. The pressure that universities had been under for decades 
to look for ways to increase revenue and cut costs had led countless institutions to expand their reliance 
on adjunct faculty, hired on fixed and often very short-term contracts. In the first months of the 
pandemic, multiple universities, in particular in the United States, Australia and the United Kingdom, laid 
off tens of thousands of non-tenured faculty. It is more than likely that many will not be rehired once 
the crisis subsides, and that tenure-track positions will become even scarcer in the future. Instead, as 
the expansion of online learning continues apace, a growing share of the teaching activity may be 
outsourced to external instructors who will maintain very little or no deep connection to the hiring 
institution other than a fixed contract. One severely adverse effect of this trend, if it indeed comes to 
develop, may be its impact on the ability of universities to keep conducting research at a competitive 
level if the teaching and researching activities are not somehow decoupled. In addition to the possible 
negative impact on the quality of teaching that this reinforcement of the casualization trend already 
under way may have, the potential separation between the teaching and researching activities that may 
arise will push universities to invest further efforts in the redesigning – and even reconceptualizing – of 
their current operating model. It remains to be seen whether scholars and scientists who no longer have 
to impart their knowledge to younger generations of learners and thus become disconnected from one 
of the university’s essential missions will be able to produce research on a par with those who still do. 
 
Source: International Federation of Catholic Universities Foresight Unit (2021). 
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Impact on Education Pluralism 
 

While the COVID-19 crisis may affect 
enrollment in school as well as learning, it can 
also affect the market shares of different types 
of schools and universities especially when the 
state does not provide funding for private 
schools, including nonprofit faith-based schools. 
As households lost income, their ability to 
afford the cost of sending their children to 
Catholic and other private schools and 
universities may be reduced. This can lead to 
shifts in enrollment from those schools and 
universities towards public institutions, apart 
from an across the board reduction in 
enrollment due to children dropping out or not 
enrolling. As the pandemic is likely to reduce 
the market share of Catholic and other private 
institutions in many countries, it may lead to a 
reduction in education pluralism.  

The pandemic may also lead to a risk of 
closure for some private schools and 
universities, including Catholic institutions. As 
some students drop out and others transfer to 
public institutions, private institutions are likely 
to face a reduction in tuition revenues. For 
public schools as well, there are threats as well, 
As national budgets are stretched thin, 
allocations to education sector by governments 
may be reduced, especially in developing 
countries where the ability to borrow is 
limited138. However, the risk of school closures 
is lower than it is for private institutions. 

There are currently no data available 
across countries to assess the impact of the 
pandemic on education pluralism. But the fact 
that there may be a negative impact is clear. In 
the survey of national Catholic school networks 

 
138 Even before the crisis, many developing countries 
were highly indebted. To protect their population, as 
governments prioritize funding for measures in 
health and social protection at a time when their tax 
base is weakened, indebtedness becomes more of 
an issue. This is why at G20 and other meetings, 
efforts have been undertaken to implement a 
moratorium on debt service payments for poor 
countries. Yet even with such a moratorium, 
pressures to cut education budgets may remain. 

mentioned earlier, respondents were asked if 
they were anticipating losses in enrollment in 
the next school year due to the crisis. As shown 
in Figure 5.5, while in some countries Catholic 
school networks did not expect losses in (these 
are mostly countries where the state pays for 
much of the cost of enrollment), in many others 
losses larger than 10 percent were expected, 
which again could threaten the financial 
sustainability of some of the schools. 
 

Figure 5.5: Expected Decline in Enrollment 
(% of countries, 2020) 

 
Source: Wodon (2020a). 

 
In many countries, Catholic school networks are 
expecting losses in enrollment larger than 10 
percent, which in turn could threaten the 
financial sustainability of some of the schools. 
 
Case Study for the United States 
 

In the United States, detailed data are 
available on the impact of the crisis on 
enrollment. This is a country where enrollment 
in Catholic schools has decreased for some 
time. In the mid-1960s, 5.2 million students 
were enrolled in Catholic elementary, middle, 
and high schools. For the 2020-21 school year, 
the estimate is at 1.6 million139. Part of the drop 

 
139 Several factors may have contributed to the long-
term decline in enrollment in Catholic schools in the 
United States, but lack of affordability is clearly one 
of them See Murnane and Reardon (2018) and 
Wodon (2018c, 2020a), as well as Wodon (2020d) 
for a comparison with the United Kingdom and 
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in recent years has been due to a decline in the 
number of births, but the main reason for the 
drop is a loss in market share. Each year some 
Catholic schools are forced to close, but the 
number of schools that closed this year is much 
higher than it was in the past. This confirmed 
expectations as respondents in surveys of 
teachers and principals about the potential 
impact of the pandemic were not optimistic 
about their school’s prospects140.  

The Global Catholic Education Report 
2020 included a ‘back of the envelope’ analysis 
of the potential impact of the crisis on 
enrollment in Catholic schools in the United 
States141. The analysis was based on recent 
data, including data from the great recession 
that resulted from the collapse of financial 
institutions a decade ago. During that recession, 
enrollment in private schools dropped and 
never fully recovered. Figure 5.6 is reproduced 
from the report. It displays estimates of 
enrollment growth in the combined enrollment 
in Catholic primary and secondary schools 1995 
using a two-year moving average to smooth the 
data a little bit. Also shown is the growth rate in 
GDP per capita two years earlier, again using a 
two-year moving average. The reason for using 
lagged GDP growth is that when an economic 
crisis hits, the effect on school enrollment may 
not be immediate for various reasons142.  

The average growth in enrollment over 
the period is negative, reflecting the long-term 
decline that started in the 1960s. Growth in 

 
Ireland. On private schools in the United States, 
including Catholic schools, see also Glander (2017), 
Broughman et al. (2019), and McFarlan et al. (2019). 
140 A survey by Hanover Research (2020) suggests 
concerns for students’ families struggling financially 
and for losing enrollment, especially among 
respondents working in Catholic schools.  
141 Wodon (2020a, 2020b). 
142 Parents need to wait at least for the end of the 
school year to shift a child to another school if the 
Catholic school is not affordable for them anymore. 
In addition, parents may try to delay such a shift to 
enable a child to complete a cycle (elementary, 
middle, or high school) at his/her current school. 

GDP per capita is typically positive, but dips in 
2003 when growth was weak and is negative 
during the great recession. There is a clear 
relationship in the Figure between economic 
growth and growth in enrollment in Catholic 
schools. In hard times, enrollment drops more. 
When the economy does better, enrollment 
may drop, but at a smaller rate. When growth is 
strong, enrollment may even increase. 

 
Figure 5.6: Lagged Per Capita GDP Growth and 
Growth in Enrollment in Catholic Schools, US 

 
Source: Wodon (2020a). 

 
In the United States, there is a clear relationship 
in the Figure between economic growth and 
growth in enrollment in Catholic schools. In 
hard times, enrollment drops more. 

 
Figure 5.7 was not included in the 

Global Catholic Education Report 2020, but it is 
based on the data in Figure 5.3. It provides 
through a scatter plot a visualization of the 
relationship between (lagged) per capita GDP 
growth and the growth in enrollment in Catholic 
schools. A simple linear trend line through the 
scatter plot suggests that on average, the 
growth rate in enrollment in Catholic schools is 
equal to -1.95 percent plus 0.45 times the 
growth rate in GDP per capita. This is not in any 
way a serious econometric analysis, but it is 
shared to provide some basic intuition on the 
potential magnitude of the effects at work.  

Preliminary estimates suggest that the 
US economy shrank by 3.5 percent in 2020. 
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Applying this estimate to the trend line 
suggested in Figure 5.6 would lead to an 
expected reduction in enrollment in Catholic 
schools of -3.5 percentage points. However, the 
reduction in GDP per capita in the spring at the 
time parents had to make decisions regarding 
enrollment of their children for the next school 
year was much larger. In addition, losses in 
employment and thereby in disposable income 
for a large share of the population were much 
larger than losses in GDP. This would suggest a 
larger negative impact on enrollment. 

 
Figure 5.7: Relationship between Per Capita 
GDP Growth and Growth in Enrollment, US 

 
Source: Author’s estimates. 

 
Data just released by the National 

Catholic Education Association confirms this 
was the case (see Box 5.4). In a typical year, 
total enrollment in elementary and secondary 
schools decreases by 30,000 to 50,000 students. 
In 2020-21, the loss was 111,006 students or 6.4 
percent. Data are also available on enrollment 
by grade. Not surprisingly, when comparing 
2020-21 with 2019-20, enrollment fell the most 
at the pre-primary level (-26.6 percent for pre-
kindergarten and -6.7 percent for kindergarten).  

Survey data from the National Catholic 
Education Associations show that some 
students transferred into Catholic schools in 
part because some of the schools were closed 
for a shorter period of time than public schools. 
Parents who transferred children in Catholic 

schools were looking for schools that had in-
person classes but in a safe environment, 
fostered character development, and had 
challenging academics. These transfers were 
however mostly from families where parents 
were Catholic, had fairly high levels of income, 
and were mostly white. These families were 
typically less affected by the economic crisis. 
Unfortunately, many more students left, 
whether they transferred to public schools, 
other private schools, or were home schooled.  

The available data also suggest a 
substantial drop in enrollment in higher 
education due to the crisis in the United States. 
Estimates from the National Student 
Clearinghouse Centre suggest that post-
secondary enrollment declined by 2.5 percent 
in the fall of 2020. This is nearly twice the rate 
reported a year earlier. The drop was mostly 
due to a decrease in undergraduate enrollment 
with a loss of 3.6 percent or over 560,200 
students. The data are disaggregated in Figure 
5.9 according to various types of universities. 
 
In higher education, Catholic colleges and 
universities may not have suffered the most in 
the short term, but many have been weakened 
by the crisis and education pluralism is likely to 
be affected at least in the medium term. 

 
Enrollment in 4-year public colleges 

dropped more than in private 4-year colleges. 
Therefore Catholic colleges and universities may 
not have suffered the most (they are included in 
the 4-year private non-profit category). But 
many have been weakened by the crisis. As a 
result, education pluralism is likely to be 
affected. In the medium term, public colleges 
and universities are likely to survive, but some 
of the private colleges that have been affected 
the most may not. There have been stories in 
the media about Catholic colleges and 
universities closing because of the additional 
financial stress brought about by the pandemic. 
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Box 5.8: Impact of the COVID-19 Crisis on Catholic K12 Education in the United States 
 
The loss in enrollment was the largest single year decline in nearly 50 years, well above losses during 
the clergy sex abuse crisis (2003: -2.7%) and the great recession (2008: -3.5%, see Figure 5.8). 
Enrollment dropped by 8.1 percent in elementary schools, which may affect future enrollment in 
secondary schools. Pre-Kindergarten enrollment declined by 26.6 percent. Only 10 of the 174 Catholic 
school dioceses saw an increase of one percent or more in enrollment. Nationally, over 200 schools closed 
or consolidated. Availability of state-funded parental choice (voucher) programs did not seem to make a 
major difference. While Arizona and to a lesser extent Ohio did better, Indiana and Florida did not.  
 

Figure 5.8: Selected Impacts of the COVID-19 Crisis on Catholic K12 Schools in the United States  
Overall Enrollment loss (%) Enrollment Loss for Elementary School (%) 

  
Enrollment Loss for Pre-Kindergarten (%) Enrollment Loss and Change in Staff (%) 

  
Number of School Closures Enrollment Loss in States with Vouchers 

  
Source: NCEA (2021). 
 

The largest drop in enrollment was 
observed in the 2-year public sector (associate 
degrees) which serves more disadvantaged 
groups. Importantly, the estimates in Figure 5.9 
do not represent the full magnitude of potential 
future losses. When looking at freshmen, losses 
were much higher than for total enrollment 

(loss of over 327,500 students or -13.1 percent). 
While those who had started their higher 
education before may have felt that the cost of 
dropping out was too large, many freshmen 
postponed enrollment. If these decisions were 
to become permanent, they could have a large 
impact for (four) years down the road. 
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Figure 5.9: Year-to-year Percentage Change in Enrollment by Sector, United States, 2016-2020 

 
Source: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2020). 
 

Again, while the estimates in Figure 5.9 
suggest that private nonprofit 4-year colleges 
were perhaps less affected by the crisis than 
other colleges, the broader competitive 
pressures faced by Catholic universities remain 
as outlined earlier (see Box 5.3). The five trends 
identified by the International Federation of 
Catholic universities (hybrid teaching, drop in 
revenues from internationalization, premium 
for skills versus knowledge, loss in the value of 
college, and faculty casualization) all tend to put 
additional stress on a weakened sector.  
 
Fulfilling the Right to Education 
 

The above discussion makes it clear that 
the crisis has led to an increase in learning 
poverty (as well as other educational outcomes 
at the secondary and tertiary levels) and is likely 
to reduce education pluralism. In order to fulfill 
the right to education at various levels of 
education, the first challenge today is to 
respond to the COVID-19 crisis. As the crisis is 
multi-dimensional, responses are needed not 

only in the education sector143, but also in 
health144, social protection and labor 
markets145, and other sectors146. This section 
discusses selected policies needed in education. 

Beyond the immediate response to the 
crisis, education systems, including networks of 
Catholic schools will need to ‘build back better.’ 
Framing what this means within the themes of 
this report, suggestions are made on how to 
improve educational outcomes and increase 
education pluralism. In so doing, one of the 
objectives is to make Catholic educators aware 
of some of the analytical work recently 
conducted on these issues by international 
organizations, and in particular the World Bank.  

 
Responding to the COVID-19 Crisis  

 
Guidance has been provided by 

multiple organizations on how education 
systems can respond to the COVID-19 crisis. 

 
143 A useful review of options for education systems 
is World Bank (2020g). 
144 World Health Organization (2020). 
145 Gentilini et al. (2020). 
146 World Bank (2020i). 
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This guidance was reviewed in some details in 
the Global Catholic Education Report 2020 and 
some of the background papers for that 
report147. For readers who may not have seen 
that report, this guidance is briefly summarized 
here. A few additional resources that recently 
became available are also mentioned. Finally, 
an example for Benin is given to suggest how 
multiple actions needed to deal with the crisis 
may be integrated into an overall strategy. 

A first step to mitigate the impact of the 
current crisis and potential future crises is to 
provide distance learning options during school 
closures. For developing country contexts, the 
World Bank148 suggested a dozen practical 
action steps for planning and implementing 
multi-faceted remote learning. The steps are: 
(1) Develop remote learning plans with 
stakeholders; (2) Create an inventory of content 
to be deployed; (3) Organize available content 
to align with curricula; (4) Create a virtual 
helpdesk for parents, teachers, and students; 
(5) Promote offline learning, e.g. through 
distribution of printed material for home; (6) 
Use radio and television for lessons and 
edutainment; (7) Increase access to digital 
resources; (8) Provide a one-stop-shop to 
access online materials; (9) Make content 
available through a variety of devices; (10) 
Support low bandwidth solutions; (11) Provide 
assistance to use/access remote learning 
content; and (12) Use multimedia to share 
information across platforms. In implementing 
these steps, television149 and radio150 offer 
alternatives to online materials.  

While the guidance from the World 
Bank targets low and middle income countries, 
resources have also been curated that apply to 
high income countries. As one example, 
HundrED151 identified ten websites with 

 
147 See Wodon (2020a, 2020b, 2020c). 
148 World Bank (2020d). See also World Bank (2020l). 
149 On Telesecundaria in Mexico, see Navarro-Sola 
(2019) and Fabregas (2019). 
150 Education Development Center (2020). 
151 HundrED (2020) 

resources curated in a useful way and provided 
other useful tools and resources. Catholic 
organizations have also put together resources 
for school principals and teachers152. 
Importantly, as research153 suggests that before 
the pandemic many teachers were not ready for 
distance learning, including in high income 
countries, training must be provided, whether 
in developing or developed countries154. 

Reopening schools is a priority both to 
stem learning losses and to enable parents to 
work with fewer disruptions or return to work if 
they had to leave their job to take care of their 
children. Reducing the risk that opening schools 
may spread infections is essential155. Guidance 
has been provided by UNESCO, UNICEF, the 
World Bank, and the World Food Programme156. 

As schools reopen, re-enrollment 
campaigns may be needed for some students to 
come back to school157. This is more likely to be 
needed in low income contexts. Such campaigns 
should be participatory, involving when feasible 
local and faith leaders158. Incentives (waiving 
fees and/or providing cash transfers, school 
lunches or free school uniforms) may help, 
especially when targeting the most vulnerable. 

 
152 For dioceses, see San Diego and Imperial Valley 
Catholic Schools (2020). For Catholic school in 
Europe, See http://www.ceec.be/. On independent 
schools, see also Scafidi and Wearne (2020). 
153 OECD (2018a, 2018b), Moreno and Gortazar 
(2020). 
154 See Reimers et al (2020) for a synthesis of 
guidance on supporting the continuation of teaching 
and learning from different organizations. 
155 Various studies simulate the risk (Di Domenico et 
al., 2020). Early research suggested that children 
were less likely to be infected by the coronavirus, 
but had more contacts once schools reopen, leading 
to risks of spreading the virus. See Zhang et al. 
(2020) on China and Jones (2020) on Germany. 
156 UNESCO et al. (2020). See also Center for Disease 
Control (2020, 2021a, 2021b), and Bailey and Hess 
(2020). 
157 See UNICEF (2013) for examples.  
158 For Ebola in West A, faith leaders played an 
important role (Christian Aid et al., 2015; Greyling et 
al., 2016). 

http://www.ceec.be/
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Community-based early warning systems to 
prevent drop-outs may also help159. Care must 
be applied on how to manage examinations, 
especially if they are high stake160.  

Financial relief for schools. During 
recessions, public funding for schools often 
declines with negative impacts especially for 
disadvantaged students161. Providing relief to 
schools and universities, including those from 
the private sector, can help ensure that they 
remain afloat. One good example is the 
Education Stabilization Fund under the CARES 
Act in the United States. In addition, Catholic 
and other private schools/universities were able 
to apply for the Paycheck Protection Program 
from the Small Business Administration. 

Data and monitoring. Schools should 
closely monitor how students are doing in order 
to be able to help as needed. Simple surveys 
can also help in assessing whether schools are 
doing well, or not. One example from Belgium 
was a survey by the French-speaking Catholic 
school network to assess school and teacher 
readiness to implement distance learning162. 
The survey identified actions taken by schools 
and constraints faced by households to access 
resources, and the frequency of interactions 
between schools, teachers, and students.  

The above list of potential interventions 
is by no means exhaustive. As mentioned 
earlier, multiple responses from education 
systems are needed to respond to the crisis. 
The question then emerges as to how to 
integrate these various responses into a 
coherent strategy. As an example of how to 
integrate multiple responses into an overall 
plan, Box 5.4 provides an example of project 
funded by the Global Partnership for Education 
and implemented by the World Bank with 
Ministries of Education in Benin163. The 
objectives of the project are to: (1) ensure 

 
159 Adelman et al. (2017). 
160 Liberman et al. (2020). 
161 Jackson et al. (2018). 
162 Devel (2020). 
163 World Bank (2020m). 

continuity of teaching during and after the 
COVID -19 pandemic, particularly in deprived 
communes; and (2) increase preparedness to 
mitigate the effects of future crises.  

To achieve those objectives, the project 
has three components. The first component 
aims to ensure safe reopening of schools and 
return of students, particularly in deprived 
communes. It includes three sub-components: 
(i) Media campaign and community 
sensitization for returning to school and disease 
control and prevention; (ii) Ensuring schools are 
safe for re-opening mostly through WASH 
interventions to be implemented by UNICEF; 
and (iii) Ensuring continuity of teaching and 
tracking of student progress, including through 
remedial education for students, compensation 
of part of incidental costs paid for school 
canteens in deprived communes, and the 
provision of school kits for deprived communes 
and children with disabilities. The second 
component aims to improving preparedness to 
mitigate the effects of future crises. A first sub-
component is to expanding sustainable remote 
learning opportunities by setting up an enabling 
environment for distance learning, providing 
teacher training for distance learning, and 
developing distance learning program contents. 
A second sub-component aims to build system 
capacity at the Ministries of Education to 
anticipate and cope with future shocks in 
education. Finally the last component is about 
monitoring, management, and coordination. 
While the project is a government response to 
the crisis, many of its ideas could apply to 
Catholic school networks as well164. 

 
164 Six main indicators are used to monitor progress: 
(i) Children previously enrolled in schools who return 
to school once they re-open; (ii) Students benefiting 
from direct interventions to enhance learning in 
targeted communes; (iii) Girls benefiting from these 
direct interventions; (iv) Schools equipped with 
minimum hygiene standards for prevention of 
COVID-19; (v) Schools offering remediation programs 
in deprived communes; and (vi) whether a National 
strategy for continuity of learning for all children has 
been developed and disseminated. 
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Box 5.4: Responding to the COVID-19 Crisis – An Example from Benin 
 
Following school closures in the spring, the Government of Benin created a task force to mitigate the 
impacts of the pandemic and prepare the country to be able to respond in the future. To support these 
efforts, the World Bank is implementing with Education Ministries a project funded by the Global 
Partnership for Education. The project has three components. The first aims to ensure safe reopening of 
schools and return of students, particularly in deprived communes. The second component aims to 
improving preparedness to mitigate the effects of future crises. The third component aims to ensure 
monitoring, management, and coordination of the project. Details on the project’s components and sub-
components and their overall logic are provided in Figure 5.10.  

 
Figure 5.10: Results Chain for the COVID-19 Education Project in Benin 

 
 
Source: World Bank (2020m). See also Wodon, Male, and Nayihouba (2021).  
Note: PDO = Project Development Objective. 
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sensitization for returning to school 
and disease control and prevention 

1.2. Ensuring schools are safe for 
reopening by provision of: (a) hand 
washing facilities; (b) hygiene kits; and 
(c) training and acquisition of 
thermoflash and surgical masks for 
school infirmaries 

1.3 Ensuring continuity of teaching 
and tracking of student progress 
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school canteen fees, school kits) 
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sensitized to school return and 
disease control and prevention 
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2.1 Expanding sustainable remote 
learning opportunities (partnerships 
between MOE and national TV and 
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are supported, and distance learning 
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cope with future shocks in education 
(policy framework and effective data 
collection system is set up) 

-Project management and M&E 
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delivery, identifying system 
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and data collection 

-Established improved remote 
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distance teaching tools and 
distance learning contents are 
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strengthened to better 
respond to future crisis 
-Effective data system to 
identify at-risk students is in 
place 

-School data collected and 
reported regularly 
-citizen feedback reported 
regularly 
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Improving Educational Outcomes 
 

Beyond the immediate response to the 
crisis, there is also a need to build back better. 
The learning crisis has worsened. A range of 
programs and policies will be needed to 
improve educational outcomes, including 
achieve the target that had been adopted 
before the pandemic of reducing learning 
poverty by half by 2030. In December 2020, the 
World Bank published a report or blueprint to 
outline how this could be done165. The vision is 
‘learning with joy, purpose, and rigor for 
everyone, everywhere. Priorities are identified 
for five inter-related pillars (Figure 5.11): 

1. Learners are prepared and motivated to 
learn—with a stronger emphasis on 
whole-child development and support to 
learning continuity beyond the school. 

2. Teachers are effective and valued—and 
ready to take on an increasingly complex 
role of facilitators of learning at and 
beyond the school with use of education 
technology. 

3. Learning resources, including curricula, 
are diverse and high-quality—to support 
good pedagogical practices and 
personalized learning. 

4. Schools are safe and inclusive spaces—
with a whole-and-beyond-the-school 
approach to prevent and address 
violence and leave no child behind. 

5. Education systems are well-managed—
with school leaders who spur more 
effective pedagogy and a competent 
educational bureaucracy adept at using 
technology, data, and evidence. 
For each pillar, specific policy actions are 

recommended based on an in-depth review of 
the literature. For example, to keep learners 
engaged, four key actions are suggested: (i) 
increase the provision of early childhood 
development services; (ii) remove demand-side 
barriers; (iii) put conditions in place for learning 
to occur with joy, rigor and purpose; and (iv) 

 
165 World Bank (2020k). 

bolster the role of the family and communities. 
Similar actions are outlined for the other four 
pillars in the framework. Or to support 
teachers, education systems should focus on 
the following four actions: (i) Establish the 
teaching profession as a meritocratic, socially 
valued career; (ii) Expand engagement in pre-
service training; (iii) Invest in at-scale in-service 
professional development; and (iv) Give 
teachers tools and techniques for effective 
teaching166. Similarly, poly actions are 
suggested for the other three pillars. 

In addition to policy actions in each of the 
five pillars, five core principles to guide reform 
efforts are also suggested: (1) Pursue systemic 
reform supported by political commitment to 
learning for all children; (2) Focus on equity and 
inclusion through a progressive path toward 
universalism; (3) Focus on results and use 
evidence to keep improving; (4) Ensure financial 
commitment commensurate with what is 
needed to provide basic services to all; and 
finally (5) Invest wisely in technology.. 

 
Many of the policy actions proposed in the 
World Bank report on the future of learning 
could apply to Catholic school networks as well. 

 
Many of the policy actions proposed in 

the report could apply to Catholic school 
networks as well. While the framework targets 
low and middle income countries, the core 
principles as well as many pf the policy actions 
are also valid for high income countries, 
especially for school networks serving 
disadvantaged groups (in some countries, there 
is only one national integrated network of 
schools; but in other countries education policy 
is decentralized – in the United States, there are 
a total of 13,000 school districts, each with 
substantial autonomy). The framework is less 
applicable to Catholic universities, but it can 
help guide the work that many of these 
universities perform in service to K12 schools.  

 
166 On how to improve teaching, see also Evans and 
Popova (2016) and Beteille and Evans (2018). 
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Figure 5.11: World Bank Framework for Realizing the Future of Learning 

(a) Five inter-related pillars 

 
 

(b) Five Core Principles to Guide Reform Efforts 
 

 
 

Source: World Bank (2020k). 
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Another useful and shorter report 
recently published by the World Bank provides 
recommendations for cost-effective approaches 
to improve learning. These recommendations 
were made by the Global Education Evidence 
Advisory Panel convened by the World Bank 
and the UK Foreign, Commonwealth & 
Development Office and hosted by the Building 
Evidence in Education Global Group. The 
mandate of the panel is to provide succinct, 
usable, and policy-focused recommendations to 
support decision-making on education 
investments in low- and middle-income 
countries. In its first report, in order to provide 
guidance on what to do, and what not to do, 
the panel classified interventions that have 
been tried to improve learning in low and 
middle income countries into four classes167. 
These classes with examples of interventions 
that fall into each of them are as follows: 
• Great buys: the most cost-effective 

interventions, like providing families with 
information on education returns and 
quality; 

• Good buys: other highly cost-effective 
interventions, such as: structured 
pedagogy combined with teacher training 
and learning materials; programs to 
teach children at the right skill level; and 
pre-primary education; 

• Promising low-evidence interventions: 
programs that appear to improve 
learning cost-effectively, but where more 
rigorous evidence is needed, like 
providing early stimulation to young 
children and involving communities in 
school management; 

• Bad buys: interventions that (as typically 
implemented) have been shown to be 
either not effective or not cost-effective; 
these include investing in computer 
hardware or other inputs without making 
complementary changes (like teacher 
training or better school management) to 
use those inputs effectively. 

 
 

167 World Bank (2020l). 

Box 5.5: Catholic School Responses 
 

World Bank reports mentioned in this 
section target public school networks in low and 
middle income countries for the most part. For 
Catholic schools in high income countries, an 
interesting compilation of analyses on the 
impact of the crisis and school responses mostly 
in the United States is available in a special 
issue of Journal of Catholic Education168. 
 
Increasing Education Pluralism 

 
The World Bank framework for realizing 

the future of learning is comprehensive, but it 
does not discuss the role of the private sector 
and how governments could collaborate with 
private providers169. Similarly, the pros and cons 
of private provision in education were not 
discussed in details in the World Development 
Report on the learning crisis170. Analysis and 
guidance should however become available in 
UNESCO’s upcoming 2021 Global Education 
Monitoring Report on non-state actors.  

 
The World Bank framework for the future of 
learning is very comprehensive, but with one 
notable exception: the role of private schools is 
mostly ignored and no guidance is provided. 

 
In the meantime, some guidance for 

governments on how to ‘engage the private 

 
168 See https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/ce_covid/. 
169 The private education sector is briefly mentioned 
four times, once each with reference to (i) private 
sector employers; (ii) private and nonprofit 
educational publishers and providers of literacy 
materials; (ii) innovative public-private partnerships 
that can help increase the use of EdTech; and (iv) 
education systems in which the private sector plays 
a critical role. That reference reads: “In systems in 
which the private sector plays a critical role in 
providing services, the regulatory role of the state is 
complex (and unavoidable).” No additional analysis 
or recommendations are provided. 
170 See World Bank (2018). That report had one box 
on the pros and cons of private provision. 
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sector’ is available from the SABER-EPS 
framework171. As mentioned in Chapter 3, 
SABER-EPS is part of a series of diagnostic tools 
used for benchmarking education policies 
against good practice. Recognizing the role that 
private schools already play in many countries, 
SABER-EPS assesses whether laws, regulations, 
and policies towards the private sector are 
likely to achieve four policy goals. These four 
goals are listed below together with their 
rationale as defined in the SABER-EPS paper:  

1. Encouraging innovation by education 
providers: Local decision making and 
fiscal decentralization can have positive 
effects on school and student outcomes. 
Most high-achieving countries allow 
schools autonomy in managing resources 
including personnel and educational 
content. Local school autonomy can 
improve the ability of disadvantaged 
populations to determine how local 
schools operate. 

2. Holding schools accountable: If schools 
are given autonomy over decision 
making, they must be held accountable 
for learning outcomes. Increases in 
autonomy should be accompanied by 
standards and interventions that increase 
access and improve quality. The state 
must hold all providers accountable to 
the same high standard. 

3. Empowering all parents, students, and 
communities: When parents and students 
have access to information on relative 
school quality, they can have the power 
to hold schools accountable and the 
voice to lobby governments for better-
quality services. For empowerment to 
work equitably, options for parents and 
students should not depend on wealth or 
student ability. 

4. Promoting diversity of supply: By 
facilitating market entry for a diverse set 
of providers, governments can increase 
responsibility for results, as providers 

 
171 Baum et al. (2014). 

become directly accountable to citizens 
as well as to the state. 
 

SABER-EPS identifies four policy goals: 
encouraging innovation by education providers; 
holding schools accountable; empowering all 
parents, students and communities; and 
promoting diversity of supply. 

 
For each policy goal, policy levers are 

identified to assess the quality of existing 
policies. These levers are analysed through a 
detailed questionnaire assessing the regulatory 
frameworks for four types of schools: (i) 
Independent private schools (owned and 
operated by non-government providers and 
financed privately, typically through fees); (ii) 
Government-funded private schools (owned 
and operated by non- government providers, 
but receiving government funding); (iii) 
Privately managed schools (owned and financed 
by the government, but operated by non-
government providers); and (iv) Voucher 
schools (attended by students who choose to 
do so with government-provided funding172).  

A rubric generates ratings for policies on 
a four-level scale. The lowest rating is latent. 
Progressively better sets of policies are rated as 
emerging, established, or advanced. An 
established rating indicates sustained good 
performance, while an advanced rating suggests 
that a country is at the frontier of what the 
literature suggests are good policies. 

The SABER-EPS framework recognizes 
that private provision may be beneficial for 
education system, but it is not without critics173. 
It was inspired in part by the World 
Development Report on Making Services Work 
for Poor People174. That report suggested that 
for service providers to be responsive to the 
needs of citizens, and especially the poor, 

 
172 Voucher schools can be operated by the 
government or non-government providers or both, 
depending on the education system. 
173 Oxfam (2019). 
174 World Bank (2003). 
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accountability is required. One approach to 
accountability is ‘the long route’ whereby 
citizens hold the state accountable for the 
delivery of basic services through the political 
process, with the state in turn holding various 
service providers – public or private, 
accountable. This route is long because several 
steps and conditions are needed for it to work 
in practice. The alternative is the ‘short route’ 
whereby service providers are held accountable 
by their clientele. This requires among others 
information to be available on the quality of the 
services being provided, and mechanisms to 
make the services accessible and affordable. 

 
The cost for governments of a weakening of the 
private education sector due to the crisis could 
be larger than the cost of supporting it. 

 
Relying on the SABER-EPS framework, a 

study is being prepared with data collected with 
the International Office of Catholic Education to 
assess perceptions of national regulatory 
frameworks among national Catholic education 
networks. The data predates the COVID-19 
crisis, but it is clear that the crisis has weakened 
private provision including by Catholic schools 
and universities in countries where they do not 
benefit from (much) state support.  

During crises, as national budgets are 
stretched thin, there is little appetite to support 
private education provision. Yet ensuring that 
the private sector can continue to play its role 
towards fulfilling the right to education may 
require some form of support by national 
governments. The cost for governments of a 
weakening of sector could be larger than that of 
supporting it (see Box 5.6).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Box 5.6: Economic Contributions of Catholic 
Schools and Universities: Budgets and Wealth 
 

Two of the economic contributions of 
Catholic schools and universities relate to the 
savings they provide for state budgets when 
they receive no or only partial state funding, 
and the wealth that their alumni create thanks 
to the education that they have acquired. 

Estimates for 38 OECD and partner 
countries suggest that budget savings from 
Catholic schools in these countries could be 
valued at US$ 63 billion per year in purchasing 
power parity terms175. Catholic schools account 
for 35.4 percent of total budget savings from 
private schools at the primary level, and 19.2 
percent at the secondary level. The country that 
accounts for the largest budget savings is the 
United States. Similar analysis for Catholic 
colleges and universities suggests that they may 
generate another $43 billion in savings for state 
budgets versus a situation in which the students 
were to enroll in public institutions instead176.  

Another contribution of Catholic (and 
other) schools is through the human capital 
wealth they create. Estimates suggest that 
human capital wealth accounts for two thirds of 
global wealth, a much larger proportion than 
natural capital and produced capital177. 
Education is a key contributor to human capital 
wealth. Estimates suggest that Catholic schools 
and universities may contribute globally US$ 12 
trillion to the changing wealth of nations178.  

The main objectives of Catholic schools 
and universities are not economic, but their 
contributions to development are large. It could 
be argued that the cost for governments of a 
collapse of the private education sector could 
be larger than the cost of supporting it. 
 
  

 
175 The estimates are based on budget data for 2014 
and enrollment data for 2016. See Wodon (2019f). 
176 Wodon (2018b). 
177 Lange et al. (2018). 
178 Wodon (2019d). 



98 

 

 

Summing Up 
 

The Global Catholic Education Report 
2020 provided a detailed early assessment of 
the potential impact of the COVID-19 crisis on 
education systems, and in particular Catholic 
schools and their students. Today, in many ways 
the situation is worse, even though the 
discovery of effective vaccines provides hopes 
that the crisis will be managed. In this chapter, 
the focus has been on the potential impact of 
the crisis on educational outcomes (in particular 
learning poverty) and education pluralism, and 
thereby on the fulfillment of the right to 
education. The chapter has also suggested ways 
to ‘build back better’.  

Some of the impacts of the crisis relate 
to the fact that many schools and universities 
had to close temporarily or move to online 
learning. Others relate to the economic crisis 
unleashed by the pandemic. Estimates suggest 
that the crisis could increase learning poverty 
globally by 9.6 percentage points in a 
pessimistic scenario. Under an intermediate 
scenario, the increase is at 6.4 points, and 
under an optimistic scenario, it is at 3.2 points. 
Children in low and lower-middle income 
countries are especially at risk, in part due to 
lack of connectivity for distance learning.  

Students in Catholic schools are not 
immune from these effects as most live in 
countries where access to distance learning is 
limited. In addition, the ability of Catholic 
schools in those countries to adapt their 
curriculum and provide remedial education is 
also weaker than in developed countries. This is 
especially the case in sub-Saharan Africa. 

While the focus of much of the 
discussion in this chapter has been on basic 
education given its relevance for learning 
poverty measures, Catholic universities have 
also been affected in a major way by the crisis. 
Recent trends affecting higher education 
globally have been exacerbated by the crisis. 
Small liberal arts colleges may be especially at 
risk as their ability to adapt to the rapidly 
changing higher education market is limited. 

The COVID-19 crisis is also affecting 
education pluralism as the market shares of 
private providers is likely to fall. In many 
countries, Catholic school networks are 
expecting large losses in enrollment which 
could threaten the financial sustainability of 
some schools and universities. In the United 
States, enrollment in Catholic K12 schools for 
2020-2021 fell by an unprecedented drop of -
6.4 percent. In higher education, Catholic 
colleges and universities may not have suffered 
as much in the short term. But many colleges 
have been weakened by the crisis and 
education pluralism is again likely to be affected 
at least in the medium term. 

The last section of the chapter 
suggested ways to deal with the crisis and build 
back better. In terms of responding to the 
current crisis, a summary of some of the 
suggestions provided in the Global Catholic 
Education Report 2020 was provided, as these 
suggestions remain valid today. Thereafter, 
priorities suggested in a new World Bank report 
on realizing the future of learning were 
outlined. The report recommends policy actions 
in five inter-related pillars related to learners, 
teachers, learning resources, safety and 
inclusion, and the management of education 
systems. It also suggests five core principles to 
guide reform efforts.  

The new World Bank report on realizing 
the future of learning is comprehensive, but it 
does not provide guidance on how 
governments could engage with private 
education providers. Analysis should become 
available in UNESCO’s upcoming 2021 Global 
Education Monitoring Report on non-state 
actors. In the meantime, some guidance was 
provided using the SABER initiative framework.  

To conclude, improving educational 
outcomes is essential, but promoting education 
pluralism also matters to fulfill the right to 
education. In some countries, Catholic 
education institutions have been weakened by 
the crisis and may need support. For 
governments not to provide support when 
needed may actually be the costly strategy. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

Students and education systems around 
the world have been profoundly affected by the 
COVID-19 crisis that started about a year ago. 
Many schools and universities had to close for 
substantial periods of time. Some students 
dropped out of school. For many others, their 
ability to learn was dramatically curtailed. 

The theme of this report was education 
pluralism, learning poverty, and the right to 
education. Learning poverty is the proportion of 
10-year old children who cannot read and 
understand an age-appropriate text. It is likely 
to have increased substantially due to the crisis, 
especially in low and middle income countries. 
The ability of many governments to help has 
been limited. The crisis today remains severe. 
Vaccines provide hope that the pandemic will 
soon be managed, but major challenges remain 
including to make sure that low and middle 
countries also have access to the vaccines. 

Catholic schools and universities have 
not been immune to the effects of the crisis. In 
countries where they do not benefit from state 
support, the survival of some of these schools 
and universities has been threatened as the 
economic impact of the crisis made them less 
affordable for parents and students. This is bad 
news for efforts to reduce learning poverty. It is 
also bad news for education pluralism.  

The right to education calls for all 
children to be able to learn and grow at various 
levels of education. It also calls for parents to be 
able to choose (within reasonable bounds) the 
education that their children receive. There is 
clear evidence that not all parents have the 
same priorities about what their children should 
learn while in school. All schools should provide 
a core secular education of quality. But 
different types of schools should also be able to 
tackle questions of faith and values differently 
as long as they are respectful of all students, 
including those who may not share in any 
particular faith. Democracies are more vibrant 

when different parental or student priorities 
and views are honored and respected.  

Education pluralism, and in particular 
the issue of school choice, are contested issues 
today. In order to contribute to debates on 
those issues, this report proposed a simple 
measure of education pluralism inspired by the 
literature on industrial concentration. Instead of 
looking at whether legal and other conditions 
for pluralism are in place, which is the 
traditional approach, the measure is based on 
observed market shares for providers of 
education. It is essentially a factual or ‘positive’ 
measure as opposed to a ‘normative’ measure 
(acknowledging the limits of the distinction 
between the positive and the normative). Said 
differently, simply measuring the level of 
education pluralism in a country based on 
market shares does not entail an assessment as 
to whether there is ‘enough’ pluralism or not. 
That type of assessment should take local 
context into account when the measure is 
applied to any particular country. 

In addition, the report also proposed to 
combine the measure of education pluralism 
with data on educational outcomes, such as the 
learning poverty measure of the World Bank for 
primary education, the completion rate for 
lower secondary education, and the enrollment 
rate at the tertiary level. This led to a set of 
indices to assess the fulfillment of the right to 
education. This is more of a normative 
approach, which calls for flexibility in terms of 
the weight to be placed on pluralism, as well as 
the level of pluralism that could be considered 
good enough (beyond which the benefits of 
higher level of pluralism may not be large).  

As any new approach, the particular 
approach suggested remains tentative. But it is 
hoped that it will promote useful debate. While 
the approach was applied globally in this report, 
it can be used for country level work, taking into 
account the particular context of a country. 
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Apart from documenting trends in 
Catholic education and sharing results of 
analytical work, a key aim of the Global Catholic 
Education project is to share with Catholic 
educators lessons from the literature on what 
works to improve educational outcomes. The 
last section of this report suggested ways to 
deal with the COVID-19 crisis and ‘build back 
better’. Priorities outlined in a new World Bank 
blueprint on how to realize the future of 
learning were highlighted. That report is 
comprehensive and based on an extensive 
review of the literature. It provides very useful 
guidance on how to improve educational 
outcomes. But it does not discuss how 
governments could fruitfully engage with 
private schools and universities. Guidance in 
that area remains very much needed, as it is 
crucial for education pluralism and the 
fulfillment of the right to education.  

One of our immediate priorities in the 
months ahead as part of the volunteer-led 
Global Catholic Education project will be to look 
at those issues. We hope to inform in a small 
way discussions on this topic, including in the 
context of UNESCO’s Global Education 
Monitoring Report planned for the fall of 2021 
that focuses on the role of non-state actors.  

Finally, to conclude, this report is the 
second in an annual series. Readers who 
commented on the draft of the report 
suggested a range of topics that could have 
been considered, but will need to be discussed 

in future reports given space limits. One 
important topic is the identity of Catholic 
education, especially in contexts of pluralism 
within schools and universities. Another is the 
potential implications of the Global Compact on 
education called for by Pope Francis. A third 
topic is how to bring together the ‘education 
village’ or the various stakeholders of Catholic 
and other forms of education, including not 
only students and teachers, but also parents, 
alumni, and more broadly communities. Still 
another topic of interest is the performance of 
Catholic schools and universities, not only 
according to traditional measures related to 
learning performance, but also in other areas 
that relate to integral human development. 
Finally, one last topic that requires attention is 
whether Catholic schools and universities 
manage to reach the poor and vulnerable. 

On all those topics as well as on the 
topics discussed in this report, more research, 
dialogue, and policy guidance are needed to 
fully realize the value that Catholic education 
can bring to national education systems. 
Conversely, Catholic educators today must learn 
from good practices that emerge from the 
international experience. Our hope is that the 
Global Catholic Education project, through this 
series of global reports as well as other analyses 
and the project’s website, will be able to 
contribute in a small way to mutual exchanges 
and learning. 
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STATISTICAL ANNEX 
 
 

Every year, the Central Statistics Office of the 
Catholic Church publishes the Statistical 
Yearbook of the Church. At the time of writing, 
the latest edition was published in 2020. It 
provides data for 2018. Data on a wide range of 
Church activities are collected. For K12 
education, the yearbook provides for each 
country and some territories the number of the 
schools managed by the Church and the 
number of students enrolled in those schools at 
three levels: preschools, primary schools, and 
secondary education. In addition, the yearbook 
provides statistics on tertiary education with 
the number of students enrolled according to 
three categories: students in higher institutes 
and students in universities, with a distinction 
between those engaged in ecclesiastical studies 
and those engaged in other types of studies. 
 
The data for the yearbook are collected through 
a questionnaire sent to the chancery offices of 
ecclesiastical jurisdictions worldwide. The data 
are self-reported and may not always be fully 
accurate, especially in contexts where local 
conditions are not favorable to data collection.  
 
In addition, not all ecclesiastical jurisdictions are 
able to fill the questionnaire every year. Each 
year a small number of the more than 3,000 
jurisdictions that should fill the questionnaire 
are not able to do it. Typically, these 
jurisdictions tend to be small, so that the 
missing data should not affect the validity of the 
data substantially.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This statistical annex provides country level 
data for enrollment in both K12 schools and 
higher education for 2018. The data are 
presented in the same way as they are made 
available in the latest available statistical 
yearbook179. The possibility of errors in 
reporting enrollment by ecclesiastical 
jurisdictions cannot be excluded. But overall, 
while estimates in the yearbooks may not 
always be fully accurate, especially for large and 
complex countries that also have comparatively 
weaker administrative systems, the data appear 
to be of sufficient quality to suggest broad 
stylized facts. 
 
Country profiles with trends over time will be 
made available separately on the Global 
Catholic Education website for all countries with 
at least 10,000 students by level (K12 schools or 
higher education). In the Global Catholic 
Education Report 2020, these profiles were 
included for K12 Catholic education within the 
report. Because this report is longer and now 
includes both K12 and higher education, 
providing country-level profiles at both the K12 
and higher education levels within a single 
document would make the document unwieldy, 
including for printing. Therefore, separate 
documents will be provided on the Global 
Catholic Education website for country profiles 
(one document for Catholic K12 education, and 
another for Catholic higher education). 
  

 
179 Secretariat of State (2020). 
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Annex Table: Country-level Data on Catholic Education from the Latest Available Statistical Yearbook of the Church 
Data for 2018 Preschools Primary schools Secondary schools Post-secondary (students) 
 Schools Students Schools Students Schools Students Higher Inst. Ecclesiastical Others Univ. 
Africa          
Algeria - - 3 248 1 686 - - 4,170 
Angola 75 15,777 255 270,482 145 109,401 8,218 130 7,937 
Benin 102 5,060 236 49,328 113 31,873 201 255 1,309 
Botswana 27 1,112 11 3,227 3 3,531 - - - 
Burkina Faso 63 9,263 176 53,482 127 43,026 1,163 - - 
Burundi 252 21,508 1,032 557,200 283 81,367 181 - - 
Cape Verde 34 3,729 6 2,360 4 2,658 - - - 
Cameroon 739 54,818 1,077 231,165 276 101,249 3,460 2,372 9,895 
Central African Rep. 66 11,194 129 46,584 36 13,013 - - - 
Chad 94 5,095 147 46,886 52 15,108 54 - 1,586 
Comoros 1 140 1 80 4 150 - - - 
Congo, Republic 47 3,603 115 24,699 68 8,422 4,681 81 - 
Congo, Dem. Rep. 707 78,239 12,481 4,316,789 5,121 1,557,110 31,597 15,880 24,091 
Cote d'lvoire 119 9,386 403 79,469 55 44,101 316 3,003 - 
Djibouti 5 399 5 1,368 2 389 - - - 
Egypt 187 35,746 144 77,049 79 45,459 668 45 - 
Eritrea 70 11,590 44 14,111 16 6,708 300 - - 
Eswatini 14 11,000 47 28,000 13 9,400 - - - 
Ethiopia 290 41,422 173 91,275 84 28,324 4,320 186 990 
Gabon 51 14,481 237 30,975 23 14,900 - - 1,987 
Gambia 57 6,334 34 22,429 27 16,227 - - - 
Ghana 1,793 188,622 1,993 524,020 1,221 289,955 11,274 200 3,900 
Guinea 40 3,389 32 17,088 20 6,977 883 24 24 
Guinea-Bissau 43 4,288 62 21,075 15 7,656 533 - - 
Equatorial Guinea 73 7,872 76 19,179 58 14,053 112 - - 
Kenya 4,634 413,238 5,068 2,673,575 2,158 889,294 8,011 8,956 12,672 
Lesotho 53 15,081 529 229,243 89 59,252 - - - 
Liberia 38 2,137 42 9,810 40 9,773 3,245 - - 
Lybia - - - - - - - - - 
Madagascar 1,499 108,855 4,003 368,171 1,063 224,545 5,904 9,228 1,366 
Malawi 396 462,791 4,839 1,835,418 159 173,315 2,671 212 3,072 
Mali 22 3,558 55 27,241 38 15,721 435 - 548 
Mauritania 3 430 - - - - - - - 
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Data for 2018 Preschools Primary schools Secondary schools Post-secondary (students) 
 Schools Students Schools Students Schools Students Higher Inst. Ecclesiastical Others Univ. 
Mauritania 3 430 - - - - - - - 
Mauritius 2 250 51 18,403 21 14,063 - - - 
Morocco 13 2,535 13 7,688 7 1,639 - 14 - 
Mozambique 128 10,396 82 44,694 67 58,214 1,036 3,000 17,280 
Namibia 71 3,290 16 7,047 7 2,909 22 - - 
Niger 13 1,717 16 7,402 6 3,940 - - - 
Nigeria 1,832 191,470 1,940 466,192 1,328 326,922 10,085 1,239 11,578 
Reunion 22 3,428 29 6,286 13 2,925 342 - - 
Rwanda 1,327 193,988 1,232 1,140,958 1,106 352,564 512 2,396 3,750 
Sahara, Western - - - - - - - - - 
Sao Tome and Principe 5 1,467 1 612 1 1,050 - - - 
Senegal 132 13,975 121 58,626 51 25,253 2,950 127 2,529 
Seychelles - - - - - - - - - 
Sierra Leone 103 10,694 847 247,670 127 73,002 1,200 - 3,200 
Somalia - - - - - - - - - 
South Africa 226 22,216 245 157,021 114 81,512 - 180 2,983 
South Sudan 73 21,315 124 59,282 25 9,227 2,710 200 - 
Sudan 67 5,853 66 31,868 16 4,398 2,370 - - 
Tanzania 996 81,596 497 292,620 386 117,993 13,260 488 49,066 
Togo 202 6,712 540 113,554 84 25,619 1,981 350 905 
Tunisia 4 600 7 5,300 - - - - - 
Uganda 1,861 183,519 5,212 4,882,705 892 450,674 5,875 742 8,552 
Zambia 114 12,662 129 57,485 83 33,316 3,427 - 2,990 
Zimbabwe 86 9,155 122 87,654 114 53,893 3,163 288 1,123 
Total Africa 18,871 2,326,995 44,745 19,365,093 15,841 5,462,756 137,160 49,596 177,503           
North America          
Bermuda 1 19 1 227 1 117 - - - 
Canada 751 33,415 1,459 468,527 458 278,270 9,034 6,184 7,479 
Greenland - - - - - - - - - 
Saint Pierre et Miquelon 2 132 2 175 1 115 - - - 
United States 3,930 152,753 5,167 1,278,673 1,280 574,887 349,839 34,567 883,063 
Total North America 4,684 186,319 6,629 1,747,602 1,740 853,389 358,873 40,751 890,542 
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Data for 2018 Preschools Primary schools Secondary schools Post-secondary (students) 
 Schools Students Schools Students Schools Students Higher Inst. Ecclesiastical Others Univ. 
Central America          
Belize 51 1,058 115 29,422 11 2,385 1,917 - - 
Costa Rica 32 729 38 7,449 47 9,356 997 95 1,030 
El Salvador 51 4,430 147 53,836 53 25,671 1,789 - 23,325 
Guatemala 112 9,698 143 38,057 144 44,538 442 1,732 26,651 
Honduras 61 2,538 48 9,695 60 14,170 750 7,652 15,302 
Mexico 3,129 160,653 2,426 533,076 2,390 414,472 37,096 20,814 160,476 
Nicaragua 131 10,612 559 57,841 125 33,876 - 203 3,274 
Panama 38 3,232 45 9,197 43 13,708 - - - 
Total Central America 3,605 192,950 3,521 738,573 2,873 558,176 42,991 30,496 230,058           
Antilles          
Anguilla - - - - - - - - - 
Antigua and Barbuda 1 75 1 409 2 476 - - - 
Aruba 10 1,011 14 4,093 7 3,121 - - - 
Bahamas - - 6 1,813 4 1,632 - - - 
Barbados 2 203 2 274 1 250 - - - 
Cayman Islands 1 76 1 286 1 304 - - - 
Cuba 9 405 - - - - 400 - - 
Dominica 6 491 5 1,876 4 1,196 - - - 
Dominican Republic 140 18,635 284 126,115 256 161,319 23,095 13,815 39,102 
Grenada 20 1,045 25 5,323 7 3,908 - - - 
Guadeloupe 14 1,587 13 3,754 8 4,115 - - - 
Haiti 2,033 81,716 3,349 375,301 502 94,395 5,867 - 2,315 
Jamaica 36 4,574 51 23,257 15 16,189 704 23 - 
Martinique 6 530 8 1,890 9 2,374 - - - 
Montserrat - - 1 160 - - - - - 
Netherlands Antilles 26 2,202 38 11,107 16 7,132 - - - 
Puerto Rico 52 1,722 91 22,698 54 11,266 1,198 2,000 17,297 
Saint Kitts and Nevis 1 20 1 239 1 149 - - - 
Saint Lucia 1 14 34 5,000 2 1,399 - - - 
St. Vincent & Grenadines 2 54 1 649 3 1,241 - - - 
Trinidad and Tobago 6 130 118 29,694 21 12,252 115 - - 
Turks and Caicos Islands 1 18 1 75 1 82 - - - 
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Data for 2018 Preschools Primary schools Secondary schools Post-secondary (students) 
 Schools Students Schools Students Schools Students Higher Inst. Ecclesiastical Others Univ. 
Virgin Islands (GB) - - - - - - - - - 
Virgin Islands (USA) - - 3 285 2 112 - - - 
Total C.A. & Antilles 2,367 114,508 4,047 614,298 916 322,912 31,379 15,838 58,714           
South America          
Argentina 1,473 210,143 1,679 635,426 1,688 520,749 57,469 666 101,426 
Bolivia 418 48,083 815 333,092 323 172,192 3,025 1,937 40,654 
Brazil 1,270 183,453 1,503 598,126 885 204,650 29,527 93,708 357,116 
Chile 700 71,792 901 376,243 602 180,288 7,610 352 101,591 
Colombia 764 51,479 1,123 241,176 1,516 360,852 19,613 3,271 267,241 
Ecuador 301 23,151 497 251,594 312 128,975 975 44,119 59,629 
Falkland Islands - - - - - - - - - 
French Guyana 4 - 8 - 9 - - - - 
Guyana 2 117 2 407 2 467 - - - 
Paraguay 131 8,206 285 54,213 213 24,382 3,118 727 10,725 
Peru 457 56,354 617 191,286 543 191,371 34,400 507 53,550 
Suriname 63 3,560 64 13,210 11 3,019 - - - 
Uruguay 133 9,363 150 35,554 81 26,870 340 - 1,613 
Venezuela 439 75,850 529 312,896 433 135,668 2,563 733 14,145 
Total South America 6,155 741,551 8,173 3,043,223 6,618 1,949,483 158,640 146,020 1,007,690           
Total Americas 16,811 1,235,328 22,370 6,143,696 12,147 3,683,960 591,883 233,105 2,187,004           
Middle East          
Afghanistan - - 1 40 - - - - - 
Cyprus 5 458 5 745 4 602 - - - 
Iran 2 43 4 291 4 485 - - - 
Iraq 36 2,541 12 2,943 2 700 483 21 - 
Israel 71 7,240 62 19,007 60 15,724 302 193 3,328 
Jordan 48 3,887 53 16,604 50 10,111 - - 1,369 
Lebanon 282 46,477 358 133,378 198 54,392 10,338 905 34,670 
Syria 36 1,845 17 4,177 13 3,532 124 - - 
Turkey 6 258 6 602 10 4,534 - - - 
Total Middle East 486 62,749 518 177,787 341 90,080 11,247 1,119 39,367 
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Data for 2018 Preschools Primary schools Secondary schools Post-secondary (students) 
 Schools Students Schools Students Schools Students Higher Inst. Ecclesiastical Others Univ. 
South, East & Far East Asia          
Bahrain - - - - - - - - - 
Bangladesh 83 14,273 497 38,085 92 70,015 8,185 177 1,400 
Bhutan - - - - - - - - - 
Brunei Darussalam 3 412 3 1,029 3 728 - - - 
Cambodia 64 3,416 31 1,366 20 2,485 150 - 405 
China, Mainland - - - - - - - - - 
Hong Kong 32 10,945 105 71,133 101 62,089 665 613 2,637 
Macao 16 6,463 23 12,857 16 9,251 146 26 1,183 
Taiwan 130 13,284 11 6,462 35 62,452 36,482 - 11,976 
India 7,499 1,184,522 10,296 3,907,185 7,271 4,038,841 707,910 19,241 133,039 
Indonesia 1,471 84,202 2,685 476,144 1,361 352,086 35,890 7,962 71,902 
Japan 522 62,696 54 19,964 183 68,172 10,364 24 37,395 
Kazakhstan 5 72 - - 1 130 - - - 
Korea, Dem. Rep. - - - - - - - - - 
Korea, Republic 226 22,559 12 3,730 68 35,807 3,250 48,447 34,308 
Kuwait - - - - - - - - - 
Kyrgyzstan - - - - - - - - - 
Laos 4 576 3 500 1 75 - - - 
Malaysia 81 8,954 165 77,416 88 64,922 - - - 
Maldives - - - - - - - - - 
Mongolia 5 451 3 221 1 150 - - - 
Myanmar 261 7,631 20 1,193 4 411 63 1,209 - 
Nepal 23 1,380 29 11,200 25 9,030 3,016 - 166 
Oman - - - - - - - - - 
Pakistan 111 11,624 171 40,704 217 89,363 13,146 1,571 - 
Philippines 1,215 98,760 971 381,053 1,278 798,745 364,209 47,632 164,997 
Qatar - - - - - - - - - 
Russia 4 130 2 194 1 86 - - - 
Saudi Arabia - - - - - - - - - 
Singapore 14 2,934 21 23,771 17 19,631 1,566 293 - 
Sri Lanka 325 14,465 147 46,481 74 65,460 3,977 340 5,370 
Tajikistan - - - - - - - - - 
Thailand 192 75,757 205 247,411 167 129,281 4,010 240 14,022 
East Timor 61 5,602 159 40,996 36 15,738 578 267 - 
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Data for 2018 Preschools Primary schools Secondary schools Post-secondary (students) 
 Schools Students Schools Students Schools Students Higher Inst. Ecclesiastical Others Univ. 
Turkmenistan - - - - - - - - - 
United Arab Emirates 9 3,657 11 11,128 7 5,199 - - - 
Uzbekistan - - - - - - - - - 
Vietnam 1,053 148,724 45 10,740 21 3,124 700 118 - 
Yemen - - - - - - - - - 
Total South, East & F.E. Asia 13,409 1,783,489 15,669 5,430,963 11,088 5,903,271 1,194,307 128,160 478,800           
Total Asia 13,895 1,846,238 16,187 5,608,750 11,429 5,993,351 1,205,554 129,279 518,167           
Europe          
Albania 39 2,582 15 3,133 13 2,574 - - 2,419 
Andorra 3 305 3 882 3 674 - 45 - 
Armenia - - - - 1 35 - - - 
Austria 567 37,839 116 20,684 174 51,864 3,621 498 1,092 
Azerbaijan - - - - 1 350 - - - 
Belarus - - - - - - 81 - - 
Belgium 1,379 197,493 2,098 465,302 1,046 556,803 122,903 2,582 80,503 
Bosnia & Herzegovina - - 5 2,463 10 2,179 48 106 - 
Bulgaria 1 62 1 18 - - - - - 
Croatia 28 1,585 11 1,387 12 2,368 367 916 7,225 
Czech Republic 30 1,470 25 6,125 32 9,322 1,203 837 - 
Denmark 7 320 22 10,372 1 37 - - - 
Estonia 1 60 1 189 1 238 - - - 
Faeroe Islands - - - - - - - - - 
Finland 2 80 - - - - - - - 
France 3,161 391,615 3,933 630,785 2,432 1,134,850 77,774 18,994 9,919 
Georgia 2 60 - - - - - - 1,000 
Germany 8,226 571,704 100 24,004 783 334,854 13,730 13,102 2,463 
Gibraltar 1 62 1 369 - - - - - 
Great Britain 311 9,715 1,761 407,350 376 308,694 45,028 118 207,809 
Greece 9 597 8 3,516 10 2,784 - - - 
Hungary 161 15,681 214 57,061 104 35,010 2,404 1,488 15,325 
Iceland - - - - - - - - - 
Ireland 137 8,893 3,242 628,216 579 310,625 6,654 949 16,838 
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Data for 2018 Preschools Primary schools Secondary schools Post-secondary (students) 
 Schools Students Schools Students Schools Students Higher Inst. Ecclesiastical Others Univ. 
Italy 4,843 316,894 1,031 126,935 958 119,772 6,795 23,532 298,962 
Kosovo 4 270 2 210 4 1,200 - - - 
Latvia 3 340 3 321 3 58 69 - - 
Liechtenstein - - - - - - - - - 
Lithuania 45 8,445 85 13,133 331 83,460 328 147 - 
Luxembourg 1 80 1 1,900 5 2,500 - - - 
Macedonia - - - - - - - - - 
Malta 27 1,242 27 8,429 24 8,155 9 - - 
Moldova 5 257 - - - - - - - 
Monaco 2 179 2 371 1 706 - - - 
Montenegro 2 100 - - - - - - - 
Netherlands - - 251 - 39 - 15 8 - 
Norway 1 24 4 1,097 1 244 - - - 
Poland 492 35,397 476 85,044 320 48,015 8,675 20,620 28,042 
Portugal 530 37,985 131 28,066 59 21,440 2,308 828 17,000 
Romania 50 3,006 18 2,965 26 6,220 147 545 - 
Russia (in Europe) - - - - - - - 40 - 
San Marino - - - - - - - - - 
Serbia 2 88 - - 1 22 26 - - 
Slovakia 69 4,311 110 23,828 71 12,017 - 172 3,598 
Slovenia 21 1,660 2 522 5 1,752 - 258 166 
Spain 1,847 237,577 1,961 569,872 1,938 591,029 14,900 2,876 95,557 
Svalbard & Jan Mayen Island - - - - - - - - - 
Sweden 7 140 3 573 3 466 - - - 
Switzerland 3 110 8 834 26 6,642 - 330 - 
Ukraine 47 1,815 6 790 7 707 1,368 211 35 
Total Europe 22,066 1,890,043 15,677 3,126,746 9,400 3,657,666 308,453 89,202 787,953           
Oceania          
Australia 363 17,113 1,607 388,529 472 362,379 321 6,478 30,932 
Cook Islands 1 25 1 181 1 160 - - - 
Fiji 19 591 44 11,211 19 4,222 107 - - 
Guam 11 402 7 2,367 3 1,095 - - - 
Kiribati 83 2,633 - - 9 3,519 - 109 - 
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Data for 2018 Preschools Primary schools Secondary schools Post-secondary (students) 
 Schools Students Schools Students Schools Students Higher Inst. Ecclesiastical Others Univ. 
Marshall Islands 3 110 3 530 2 160 - - - 
Micronesia 2 29 3 664 4 573 211 - - 
Marian Islands 2 66 2 276 1 288 - - - 
Nauru 1 112 1 500 1 114 - - - 
New Caledonia 15 2,417 42 10,187 24 7,511 - - - 
New Zealand 10 487 188 36,047 48 30,276 388 13 - 
Niue - - - - - - - - - 
Palau 1 7 1 214 1 121 - - - 
Papua New Guinea 827 46,020 2,170 299,162 83 71,051 6,807 98 3,000 
French Polynesia 11 1,744 11 3,661 10 6,622 282 - - 
Samoa 13 720 9 2,599 6 5,700 - - - 
Samoa, American  2 80 2 300 1 200 - - - 
Solomon Islands 80 2,050 6 1,776 15 5,635 40 42 3,000 
Tokelau 1 16 1 88 1 16 - - - 
Tonga 7 603 2 270 4 1,931 394 - - 
Tuvalu - - - - - - - - - 
Vanuatu 58 2,069 56 8,452 19 7,992 - - - 
Wallis & Futuna Island 11 960 11 700 - - - - - 
Total Oceania 1,521 78,254 4,167 767,714 724 509,565 8,550 6,740 36,932           
Overall Summary          
Africa 18,871 2,326,995 44,745 19,365,093 15,841 5,462,756 137,160 49,596 177,503 
North America 4,684 186,319 6,629 1,747,602 1,740 853,389 358,873 40,751 890,542 
Central America 3,605 192,950 3,521 738,573 2,873 558,176 42,991 30,496 230,058 
Antilles 2,367 114,508 4,047 614,298 916 322,912 31,379 15,838 58,714 
South America 6,155 741,551 8,173 3,043,223 6,618 1,949,483 158,640 146,020 1,007,690 
Americas 16,811 1,235,328 22,370 6,143,696 12,147 3,683,960 591,883 233,105 2,187,004 
Asia - Middle East 486 62,749 518 177,787 341 90,080 11,247 1,119 39,367 
Asia - South, East, Far East 13,409 1,783,489 15,669 5,430,963 11,088 5,903,271 1,194,307 128,160 478,800 
Asia 13,895 1,846,238 16,187 5,608,750 11,429 5,993,351 1,205,554 129,279 518,167 
Europe 22,066 1,890,043 15,677 3,126,746 9,400 3,657,666 308,453 89,202 787,953 
Oceania 1,521 78,254 4,167 767,714 724 509,565 8,550 6,740 36,932 
World 73,164 7,376,858 103,146 35,011,999 49,541 19,307,298 2,251,600 507,922 3,707,559 
Source: Secretariat of State (2020). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Global Catholic Education Report 2021: Education 

Pluralism, Learning Poverty, and the Right to Education 

         

 

 


	Trends in Enrollment



