




 

 

is adapted from an article published in the Review of Faith & International Affairs and anal-

ysis conducted for the Global Catholic Education Report 2021. 

The third paper argues that education pluralism matters for the assessment of the 

fulfillment of the right to education. If education pluralism is indeed essential for the right 

to education to respect parental (and student) priorities for what should be learned in 

school, then the measurement of the fulfilment of the right to education should take ed-

ucation pluralism into account. Building on a measure of education pluralism proposed in 

the second paper in this study, this third paper suggests flexible indices to assess the ful-

filment of the right to education at the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels. The ap-

proach combines data on educational outcomes with estimates of education pluralism. 

The paper is again adapted from an article published in the Review of Faith & International 

Affairs and analysis conducted for the Global Catholic Education Report 2021. 
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Paper 1: 

Enrolment in Faith-based Schools and Universities Globally: 

Estimates for Catholic and Other Christian Institutions 

 

1.  Introduction 

In the context of efforts by the international community to achieve the Sustainable Develop-

ment 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 Chris-

tian, 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 healthcare, one prom-

inent example is that of the Christian Health Associations which provide care in many sub-Saharan 

African countries, and especially in East and Southern Africa1. In the case of education, large networks 

of schools are managed by Catholic dioceses and religious orders, especially in sub-Saharan Africa2.  

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 mil-

lion children enrolled at the preschool level3. In addition, 6.5 million students were enrolled in Catholic 

institutions of higher learning (tertiary education). 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.  

For communities and society at large, a robust network of Catholic schools may be beneficial 

in various ways. First, it is often believed that Catholic schools perform better than public schools in 

terms of learning 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 poor4, even if doing so in 

practice is difficult especially when the schools do not receive support from the state. Finally and per-

haps most importantly, Catholic and other faith-based schools provide valuable options for parents, 

                                                           
1 Olivier et al. (2015), Dimmock et al. (2017). 
2 Wodon (2018a). 
3 Secretariat of State of the Vatican (2020). 
4 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace (2004), Francis (2015), McKinney (2018). 
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Table 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. 
 

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 mil-

lion, 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 enrolment in absolute terms over the last few dec-

ades 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 enrolment 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 close11. 

 

                                                           
11 Wodon (2020a, 2020b). 
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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 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 high-

est growth rates are also observed for Africa, as was the case for absolute gains in enrolment. 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 enrolment, and from 1980 to 2018 for enrolment in preschools, 

are computed taking into account compounding. They are provided in Table 3 and visualized in Figure 

6. In Africa, the annual growth rates are estimated at 7.3 percent for preschools, 3.6 percent for pri-

mary schools, 5.3 percent for secondary schools, and 4.1 percent for total enrolment in Catholic K12 

schools. These growth rates are two to three times larger than those observed for enrolment in Cath-

olic schools globally. In Asia, growth rates in Catholic school enrolment are slightly above those ob-

served 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 enrolment 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 enrolment at the preschool levels. 
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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. 

Figure 7: Enrolment in Catholic Higher Insti-
tutes (Thousands) 

 

Figure 8: Enrolment in Catholic Universities: 
Ecclesiastical Studies (Thousands) 

 
 

Figure 9: Enrolment in Catholic Universities: 
Other Studies (Thousands) 

 

Figure 10: Total Enrolment in Catholic 
Higher Education (Thousands) 

 

Source: Statistical Yearbooks of the Church. 
 

Second, as shown in Table 6 and Figure 11, 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 enrolment, 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 
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Table 8: Top 15 Countries by Enrolment 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 enrolment 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. 
 
Box 2: Quality of Enrolment Data 
 

This paper relies on data from the annual statistical yearbooks to measure trends over time in enrol-

ment. 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 8, the estimate of enrolment in non-ecclesiastic university 

studies for Great Britain is too high and may not be correct given the small number of Catholic univer-

sities 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 paper, potential data errors at the level of indi-

vidual 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 enrolment 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 universi-

ties, 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. 
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4. Estimates for Christian Education 

The focus of this paper so far has been 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 enrolment 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 num-

ber 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-Cath-

olic 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 Chris-

tians, 874 million Protestants, and 31 million other Christians26. These values are slightly below esti-

mates 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 year-

book 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 esti-

mates 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 

                                                           
26 See Wodon (2020d) for details. 
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countries that were under communist rule not conducive to faith-based schools and universities. As-

sume 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 ed-

ucation 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 denomina-

tions also operate similar institutions. Overall then, including students in non-formal education pro-

grams, it seems legitimate to suggest that Christian institutions serve 100 million students globally, 

and possibly more. 
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Third, gains in enrolment 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 enrolment 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 decades28. 

The second section of the paper provided a similar analysis for higher education. Again, 

several key findings emerge from the data. First, enrolment in Catholic higher education grew al-

most 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 enrolment 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 enrolment 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 ed-

ucation networks. The United States still has the largest enrolment, but India is progressively catch-

ing 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 enrol-

ment (not including higher institutes).  

The last section of the paper provided a tentative estimate of total enrolment in Christian 

educational institutions. Based on a number of simple assumptions, the estimate suggests that 

                                                           
28 Another challenge is to build secondary schools in poor areas. See Wodon (2020e) on Uganda. 
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Christian educational institutions may serve 100 million students globally. This is a large sub-sector 

that warrants attention from policy makers. The other papers in this study as well as a separate 

background paper for the Global Education Monitoring Report by the author explore some of the 

challenges faced by Christian and other faith-based providers of education, and the importance of 

education pluralism for the right to education. 

 

 







 
 

29 

 

Olivier, J., C. Tsimpo, R. Gemignani, M. Shojo, H. Coulombe, F. Dimmock, M. C. Nguyen, H. 
Hines, E. J. Mills, J. L. Dieleman, A. Haakenstad, and Q. Wodon. 2015. Understanding 
the Roles of Faith-based Healthcare Providers in Africa: Review of the Limited 
Evidence with a Focus on Magnitude, Reach, Cost, and Satisfaction, The Lancet, 
386(10005): 1765-75. 

Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, 2004. Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the 
Church, Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana. 

Secretariat of State [of the Vatican]. 2020. Annuarium statisticum Ecclesiae 2018 / 
Statistical yearbook of the Church 2018 / Annuaire statistique de l'Eglise 2018. Vatican 
City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana. 

Wodon, Q. 2017. Catholic Schools in the Democratic Republic of Congo: Trends, 
Achievements, and Challenges, International Journal of Education Law and Policy, 13: 
55-66. 

Wodon, Q. 2018a. Enrollment in K12 Catholic Schools: Global and Regional Trends, 
Educatio Catholica, IV(3): 189-210. 

Wodon, Q. 2018b. Catholic Schools in the United States: Basic Diagnostic of Trends in 
Enrollment and Student Achievement, International Journal of Education Law and 
Policy, 14: 37-51. 

Wodon, Q. 2018c. Enrollment in Catholic Higher Education across Countries, Educatio 
Catholica, IV(4): 173-95. 

Wodon, Q. 2019a. Pluralism, the Public Purse, and Education: An International Estimate of 
Savings to State Budgets from K-12 Catholic Schools, Review of Faith & International 
Affairs, 17(2): 76-86. 

Wodon, Q. 2019b. More Schools, Larger Schools, or Both? Patterns of Enrollment Growth 
in K12 Catholic Schools Globally, Journal of Catholic Education, 22(1): 135-53. 

Wodon, Q. 2019c. Implications of Demographic, Religious, and Enrollment Trends for the 
Footprint of Faith-Based Schools Globally, Review of Faith & International Affairs, 
2019, 17(4): 52-62. 

Wodon, Q. 2020a. Covid-19 Crisis, Impacts on Catholic Schools, and Potential Responses, 
Part I: Developed Countries with Focus on the United States, Journal of Catholic Edu-
cation, 23(2): 13-50. 

Wodon, Q. 2020b. Covid-19 Crisis, Impacts on Catholic Schools, and Potential Responses, 
Part II: Developing Countries with Focus on sub-Saharan Africa, Journal of Catholic 
Education, 23(2): 51-86. 

Wodon, Q. 2020c. Enrollment in Catholic Higher Education: Global and Regional Trends, 
Journal of Catholic Higher Education, 39(1): 87-104. 

Wodon, Q. 2020d. How Many Students Do Christian Schools Serve Globally? Global Cath-
olic Education Knowledge Note. Washington, DC: Global Catholic Education. 



 
 

30 

 

Wodon, Q. 2020e. Are New Secondary Schools Built Where They Are Needed Most? Com-
paring Catholic with Public and Other Private Schools in Uganda, Review of Faith & 
International Affairs, 18(2): 44-60. 

Wodon, Q. 2021a. Global Catholic Education Report 2021: Education Pluralism, Learning 
Poverty, and the Right to Education. Washington, DC: Global Catholic Education, OIEC, 
IFCU, OMAEC, and UMEC-WUCT. 

 















 
 

37 

 

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 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 Faso35 

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 schools36. 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 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 

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 

                                                           
35 This section is adapted from Wodon (2020). See also Gemignani et al (2014). 
36 Gemignani et al (2014). 
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the poor46, 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. 

Table 4: Enrolment 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 (2021a). 
 
  

                                                           
46 On whether Catholic schools succeed in serving the poor for schooling and learning in sub-Saharan Africa, see 
Wodon (2019c, 2020).  





 
 

45 

 

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.  

 

5. Market Shares of Catholic Education47 

What do these estimates mean for the market share of Catholic schools and universities? In 

order to compute these market shares, enrolment data from the latest statistical yearbook of the 

Church are compared with data on total enrolment in primary and secondary schools from the 

UNESCO Institute of Statistics48. 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 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 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 enrolment 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 enrolment 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.  

                                                           
47 This section is based on Wodon (2021b). 
48 Estimates of total enrolment are not available for pre-schools, hence this level is not considered. 
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Table 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 (2021a). 
 

Figure 3: Market Shares of Catholic Education by Level, Regions and Income Groups (%), 2018 

 
Source: Wodon (2021a). 

 

6. 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 enrolment 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 

available49. Adding data for Catholic institutions enables more disaggregation, and therefore better 

estimates since three different providers are identified across all countries: public, private non-

                                                           
49 For some networks with relatively few schools, data may be available, but these networks would not make a 
large difference for measures of education pluralism. 
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Table 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 (2021b). 
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Table 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 (2021b). 

 

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 enrol 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.  

Based on the estimates of the HHI, the estimates of the normalized education pluralism index 

(NEPI) are provided in Table 7 and Figure 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 
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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 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. 

Figure 4: Education Pluralism Index by Level, Income Groups and Regions, 2018 

 
Source: Wodon (2021b). 
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Figure 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 (2021b). 

 

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 7 are normalized to take a value between zero and one.  
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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 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 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 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 



 
 

55 

 

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 for an illustration for the United States). 

When estimating education pluralism even with only three providers as done in this paper, 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. As just one example, 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 performance51.  

  

                                                           
51 Wodon and Tsimpo (2021). 
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Box 3: Country Estimates of Education Pluralism with Disaggregated Data: The United States 

Because of data limitations, the global analysis for this paper 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 enrolment 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 2017-1852. 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). 

                                                           
52 See Wodon (2021c). 
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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. 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.  

This last point is crucial. Indeed, while this is not the focus of this paper, 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 paper 

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.  
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Paper 3: 

Education Pluralism and the Fulfilment of the Right to Education:  

Suggestions for Measurement 

 

1.  Introduction 

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 (see the Annex to this paper).  

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 school53 

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 pandemic54. 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 are major and discussed in a separate background paper for the 

Global Education Monitoring report. In this paper, building on the measure of education pluralism 

suggested in paper two in this study and background work55, 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.  

How should we assess whether the right to education is being fulfilled? As was the case with 

the measurement of education pluralism, there is no unique way to answering this question. But our 

aim in this paper is to suggest a way to take seriously the provisions of Article 26 of the Universal 

                                                           
53 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. 
54 World Bank (2019, 2020). 
55 See Wodon (2021a). 
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this paper for how we define the fulfilment of the right to education in terms of consistency between 

estimates at the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels.  

Table 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 1: Estimates of Learning Poverty and Non-Completion Rates for Primary Education by 

Region and Income Group, Pre-COVID (%) 

 

Source: World Bank Development Indicators and Azevedo (2020). 
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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 gains67.  

Development targets are most useful when they not only are ambitious, but also SMART 

(Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-based)68. 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. 

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-poor69. By 2030, the effect of the current crisis should be lower70 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 were confronted 

with a major learning crisis71 apart from the fact that 258 million children of primary and secondary 

school age were out of school72. 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 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.  

                                                           
67 World Bank (2019). 
68 Christiaensen et al. (2002). 
69 Azevedo (2020). 
70 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. 
71 World Bank (2018, 2019). 
72 UNESCO Institute of Statistics (2019). 






































	TABLE OF CONTENTS

