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Abstract: Faith-based schools play an important role today in the provision of education globally. Are 
the schools likely to continue to play such a role in the future? If so, where is that role likely to be most 
prominent? This paper considers these questions on the basis of long-term demographic, religious, and 
school enrollment trends. The trends suggest that enrollment in faith-based schools will continue to 
grow rapidly, as has been the case over the last few decades. But there will also be a fundamental shift, 
with a rising concentration of students in faith-based schools located in Africa. This may have 
implications given the learning crisis affecting the continent.  
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The fact that faith-based organizations (FBOs) play an important role in the provision of 
education and healthcare globally has long been established (see for example McGilvray 1981, on 
Christian providers of healthcare in Africa using data from the 1960s). The role of FBOs is especially 
important in low income countries where public service provision is often weaker, in part due to conflict 
and fragility. In the case of education, examples of countries with large networks of faith-based schools 
include the Democratic Republic of Congo and Sierra Leone, two countries that suffered from long 
periods of conflict (Backiny-Yetna and Wodon 2009; Wodon and Ying 2009; Wodon 2019a). Faith-based 
schools do not necessarily aim to have a large market share, but a substantial footprint does not hurt for 
their evangelization mission, which they often consider a core part of their mandate. 

In many countries, faith-based schools receive only limited budget support from governments. 
This increases the out-of-pocket costs for households of sending their children to faith-based schools in 
comparison to public schools. And yet, global student enrollment in faith-based schools has grown 
substantially over the last 50 years and the schools have been able to maintain their market share, at 
least in the case of Catholic schools (Wodon 2018). Are Catholic and other faith-based schools likely to 
continue to play an important role in education systems in the future? If so, where is that role likely to 
be most prominent, and what are some of the potential implications? The objective of this article is to 
consider this question on the basis of long-term demographic, religious, and school enrollment trends.  

The basic argument is that student enrollment in faith-based schools can be expected to 
continue to grow in the future, as it has done in the past. But there will be a fundamental shift in terms 
of where faith-based schools will have the largest number of students, with a rising concentration of 
students located in sub-Saharan Africa. This in turn has implications for the challenges faced by faith-
based schools, since sub-Saharan Africa is the world’s region were learning in school is at its weakest (on 
the global learning crisis, see World Bank 2018; on Africa specifically, see Bashir et al. 2018).  

To provide a concise assessment of potential trends in future enrollment in faith-based schools, 
the first two sections of this article consider the two variables that affect such trends, namely (1) total 
student enrollment in school and (2) the market share of faith-based schools.  

The first section looks at trends in student enrollment globally and by region since 1980. These 
trends are driven by demography (specifically, the growing number of children in age of going to school 
in much of the developing world) and the rising share of children enrolled in school (after accounting for 
out-of-school children). High population growth and gains in educational attainment especially in low 
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income countries, have led to a large increase in the total number of students in school, especially in 
Africa. This trend is expected to continue, and even accelerate in the future. As a result, Africa and more 
generally developing countries will account for an ever growing share of total student enrollment. 

The second section considers the market share of faith-based schools. While data are lacking on 
the market share of different types of faith-based schools globally, insights can be gained from 
administrative data on Catholic schools available in the Catholic Church’s annual statistical yearbooks. 
The data are available for virtually all countries, and they suggest that the market share of Catholic 
schools has remained stable globally over the last 40 to 50 years, although there are differences 
between regions. This was not a given, since public school systems in the developing world have 
expanded to meet the needs of the population, and limited funding from the state as well as donors 
implies that the cost for parents of sending their children to Catholic schools is often higher than the 
cost of going to a public school. What about other types of faith-based schools? Although systematic 
data are lacking, illustrations for West Africa suggest that Islamic schools remain important providers of 
education (Dia et al. 2016; Wodon et al. 2019). Overall, and acknowledging the fact that the market 
share of private schools more generally is increasing globally, it seems likely that the market share of 
faith-based schools will remain substantial, and may even increase if the schools are perceived as 
providing a good quality education that also emphasizes the importance of faith and values.  

The third section of the article then considers some of the implications of the expected rise in 
enrollment in faith-based schools. First, using Catholic schools as an illustration, simple back-of-the-
envelope calculations are provided to suggest how enrollment in faith-based schools is likely to be 
concentrated in the future in the developing world, and especially in Africa. Next, some of the 
challenges that will result from this higher concentration are discussed. Much of the research on faith-
based schools focuses on the faith identity of the schools. This is natural, but except for schools 
dedicated exclusively or primarily to religious education, the first mission of the schools is to provide a 
solid education, including such fundamentals as literacy and numeracy at the primary level. 
Unfortunately, the learning crisis affecting much of the developing world and especially Africa suggests 
that, as is the case for public schools, faith-based schools are not succeeding in their core education 
mission. This challenge is only going to increase in the future as Africa and other developing countries 
account for an ever growing share of the students enrolled in faith-based schools globally. 

 
Trends in Student Enrollment 

Student enrollment in K12 faith-based schools is the result of the multiplication of two variables: 
(1) the number of children enrolled in school; and (2) the market share of faith-based schools. The first 
of these two variables is itself the result of demographic trends (changes in the number of children in 
age of schooling over time), and the trend in the share of children in school. Demographic trends are 
leading to large increases in the developing world in the number of children in age of going to school. As 
to the share of children actually enrolled in school, it is also increasing, even if many children in poverty 
in the developing world remain out-of-school, especially at the secondary level (UNESCO and Global 
Education Monitoring Report 2019). 

Data from the UNESCO Institute of Statistics on past trends on the number of students enrolled 
in school are available in the World Bank’s World Development Indicators at the country level (although 
not directly for groups of countries). Table 1, constructed from these data and adapted from Wodon 
(2018), shows that total enrollment in primary schools increased from 519.9 million students in 1980 to 
727.0 million in 2016, an increase of 40 percent. At the secondary level, enrollment more than doubled 
from 277.9 million students in 1980 to 581.0 million students in 2016, a gain of 109 percent.  

All regions except Europe saw gains in student enrollment (in Europe, some countries have a 
declining population, especially for children in age of schooling). The gains in enrollment were largest in 
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Africa, with the number of students enrolled in primary schools more than tripling on the continent over 
the period. In secondary schools, the number of students increased by a factor of seven in that region. 
These large gains in enrollment in Africa were related not only to population growth, but also to higher 
educational attainment resulting in a smaller share of children in age of schooling being out of school. 
While much remains to be done, this progressive transformation was achieved in part thanks to the 
Education for All initiative (the effort launched at the Dakar Forum in 1990 to achieve universal primary 
education by 2015) and international commitments that followed. In 1980, Africa accounted for 11.0 
percent of total enrollment in primary school. By 2016, that share was at 24.7 percent. Similarly, Africa 
accounted for only 4.2 percent of total enrollment in secondary schools in 1980, increasing to 13.8 
percent in 1980. As will be discussed in the next section, this is especially significant for faith-based 
schools because Africa is also a region where the market share of faith-based schools appears to be 
high.  

 
Table 1: Trends in the Number of Students Enrolled by Region, 1980-2016 (Million) 

 1980  1990  2000  2010  
2016 
 

Change (%) 
1980-2016 

 Primary Enrollment 
Africa 57.0 74.9 111.3 156.9 179.2 215% 
Americas 78.1 87.9 95.6 91.6 89.6 15% 
Asia 332.6 360.6 385.2 400.4 413.3 24% 
Europe 49.5 47.7 44.1 39.7 41.5 -16% 
Oceania 2.7 2.6 3.2 3.3 3.4 28% 
World 519.9 573.7 639.3 691.8 727.0 40% 
Africa’s share 11.0% 13.1% 17.4% 22.7% 24.7% - 
 Secondary Enrollment 
Africa 11.6 25.2 39.0 61.6 80.1 591% 
Americas 48.7 55.8 74.3 85.9 88.9 83% 
Asia 144.5 177.5 249.6 321.4 348.6 141% 
Europe 70.7 70.6 69.6 62.2 59.7 -16% 
Oceania 2.3 2.6 3.1 3.5 3.6 56% 
World 277.9 331.7 435.6 534.6 581.0 109% 
Africa’s share 4.2% 7.6% 9.0% 11.5% 13.8% - 
Source: Adapted from Wodon (2018). 
 

What can be expected for the future? By and large, the increasing role played by Africa, and 
especially sub-Sahara Africa, in total student enrollment globally is likely to continue for two reasons. 
First, Africa is the continent with the highest fertility rates, and the highest population growth. Globally, 
the fertility rate (the number of children that women are expected to have over their lifetime) was 
estimated at 2.44 in 2017. In sub-Saharan Africa, the fertility rate that year was estimated at 4.8. Apart 
from a higher fertility rate, Africa also has a younger population, with a larger share of that population in 
reproductive age. As a result, while the annual rate of population growth globally was estimated at 1.1 
percent in 2018, the corresponding value for Africa was 2.7 percent per year. This is leading to large and 
increasing cohorts of children being born in Africa, and thus higher demand for schooling in that region. 
While most other regions have completed their demographic transition toward slower population 
growth, or will soon complete it, Africa has not. Many African countries having annual population 
growth rates similar to those of decades ago. 

The second factor leading to high expected growth in the number of students enrolled in Africa 
in the future relates to further expected continued gains in educational attainment. Analysis by UNESCO 
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and Global Education Monitoring Report (2019) suggests that low income countries—most of which are 
located in Africa—still lag considerably behind in educational attainment and are not expected to 
achieve by 2030 the fourth Sustainable Development Goal (quality education for all up to secondary 
completion). However, at the same time, those are also the countries where the gains in percentage 
terms in the likelihood of completing primary and secondary schooling are likely to be the largest 
between now and 2030. In other words, both factors—population growth and gains in educational 
attainment—will continue to lead to faster growth in Africa than elsewhere. For example, Bashir et al 
(2018) project that by 2030, enrollment in secondary school may almost double in sub-Saharan Africa in 
comparison to 2015 levels. And if universal primary education were to be achieved, the increase in 
enrolment in secondary school would be even larger. 
 
Market Share for Faith-based Schools 

The second variable affecting the number of students enrolled in faith-based schools is the 
market share of the schools among all students enrolled in school. This is where less data are available, 
leading in some instances to problematic inferences. Often cited “estimates” that FBOs may provide up 
to half of all education and healthcare services in sub-Saharan Africa simply do not pass basic tests of 
reliability (see for example Olivier and Wodon 2012, in the case of healthcare). Estimates based on 
nationally representative surveys for 16 African countries provided in a previous issue of The Review of 
Faith & International Affairs were substantially lower on average (Tsimpo and Wodon 2014), and similar 
findings were obtained for healthcare (Wodon et al. 2014, 2015). Household surveys have advantages 
because they provide data not only on market shares, but also on the reach to the poor of various types 
of service providers, the out-of-pocket costs for households of using these services, and their 
satisfaction with the services provided. But the data remain tentative, in part because households may 
not know whether a school or a health facility is faith-based. In Africa especially, many faith-based 
schools were nationalized after independence, and while they may still be managed in part by faith 
networks, they are often considered as part of the networks of public schools.  

An alternative to household surveys is to rely on administrative data provided by governments 
on private schools as a whole. That is, data on the market share of private schools as a (rather 
imprecise) proxy for faith-based schools. Data on private enrollment from the UNESCO Institute of 
Statistics refer to students enrolled in institutions that are not operated by a public authority but 
controlled and managed, whether for profit or not, by a private body such as a nongovernmental 
organization, religious body, special interest group, foundation, or business enterprise (a much larger set 
of schools than faith-based schools only). Table 2 provides data on the market share of private schools 
by region, with the regions based on World Bank definitions (these regions are a bit more disaggregated 
than those in Table 1). Globally, 17.0 percent of students were enrolled in private schools at the primary 
level in 2017. At the secondary level, the proportion was even higher at 26.6 percent. The trends suggest 
that private schools are gaining in market share, especially in middle income countries. This reflects in 
part the rise of low-cost private secular schools (Heyneman and Stern 2014; World Bank 2017).  

 
Table 2: Market Share of Private Schools by Region, 1980-2016 (%) 
 Primary (%) Secondary (%) 
 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2017 2000 2010 2017 
East Asia and Pacific 4.8 3.4 3.6 4.4 7.4 9.8 - 15.9 18.0 
Europe and Central Asia 6.9 7.3 6.2 6.2 6.6 8.4 7.6 9.7 16.0 
Latin America and Caribbean 12.1 11.3 12.2 13.8 17.3 20.1 17.1 18.9 19.1 
Middle East and North Africa 8.0 4.7 3.9 5.3 8.3 10.2 6.5 7.8 9.4 
North America 17.2 14.1 11.2 11.1 8.7 8.7 9.4 8.3 8.8 
South Asia - - - 19.5 28.2 31.0 45.7 47.1 50.9 



 

 

5 

 

Sub-Saharan Africa 16.6 12.6 11.1 10.1 11.1 13.7 16.8 19.9 20.4 
World 9.6 8.4 8.9 10.1 14.7 17.0 19.2 22.6 26.6 
Source: Compiled by the author from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators. 
Note: Aggregate estimates by region are not available for secondary schools for previous years by decade. 

 
What about faith-based schools? While comprehensive data across faith affiliations are not 

available, data for Catholic schools are provided by the Catholic Church for virtually all countries through 
the Church’s annual statistical yearbooks. The data are available for nurseries and preschools, primary 
schools, secondary schools, and higher levels of education. The data are collected from the chancery 
offices of ecclesiastical jurisdictions through an annual questionnaire. As only about five percent of the 
jurisdictions (typically small ones) do not fill out the questionnaire, the data are fairly comprehensive, 
even though they may not be perfect (in low income settings, jurisdictions may not have the means to 
validate estimates through annual school censuses). Trends can be constructed going back to 1973. 

Estimates for 2016 suggest that at that time, 35 million children were enrolled in Catholic 
primary schools globally, with an additional 20 million children enrolled in Catholic secondary schools 
(Secretaria Status, 2018). As shown in Table 3, for that year, Catholic schools accounted for 4.8 percent 
of all students in primary schools globally, and 3.5 percent of all students in secondary schools. The 
market share of Catholic schools was however much higher in Africa, the region with the fastest growing 
enrollment. In absolute terms, enrollment is largest in India due to the sheer size of the country, but the 
next four countries with the largest enrollment are the Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda, Kenya, 
and Malawi. France and the United States come next, with Rwanda, Argentina, and Colombia rounding 
the top 10. In the Americas, the market share of Catholic schools declined, but this is mostly due to the 
United States where affordability constraints in the absence of federal support have played a major role 
in the 50 year decline in enrollment in Catholic schools (Murnane and Reardon 2018; Wodon 2019b).  

Note that Catholic schools have not made large gains in market share, as observed for private 
schools overall. This is not surprising given the limited resources available in parishes to invest in new 
schools, and the fact that the rise of low-cost private secular schools is a relatively new phenomenon. 
This also suggests that relying on trends in market share for private schools as a proxy for trends in the 
market share of faith-based school could lead to overestimating the growth in student enrollment in 
faith-based schools. 

 
Table 3: Market Share of Catholic Schools by Region, 1980-2016 (%) 

 1980  1990  2000  2010  
2016 
 

Change 
1980-2016 

 Primary Enrollment 
Africa 9.9% 11.2% 9.1% 10.1% 10.7% 0.8% 
Americas 8.8% 8.4% 7.9% 7.4% 7.0% -1.8% 
Asia 1.1% 1.2% 1.2% 1.3% 1.4% 0.3% 
Europe 8.0% 7.5% 7.0% 7.2% 7.1% -0.9% 
Oceania 17.9% 19.5% 19.5% 21.3% 21.8% 3.9% 
World 4.0% 4.2% 4.1% 4.5% 4.8% 0.8% 
 Secondary Enrollment 
Africa 7.0% 5.1% 5.8% 7.4% 7.4% 0.4% 
Americas 6.9% 6.3% 5.1% 4.5% 4.5% -2.4% 
Asia 2.2% 2.2% 1.6% 1.6% 1.8% -0.4% 
Europe 4.9% 4.8% 5.2% 5.9% 6.0% 1.1% 
Oceania 11.0% 12.1% 11.4% 12.1% 12.6% 1.% 
World 4.0% 3.8% 3.2% 3.3% 3.5% -0.5% 
Source: Adapted from Wodon (2018). 
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What about other types of faith-based schools? Data similar to those for Catholic schools are 

not available for other faith affiliations across countries, but insights can be gained by considering 
specific countries or regions. Consider the case of West and Central Africa where many countries have 
majority Muslim populations and where population growth and gains in educational attainment are 
expected to be larger in the future than for East and Southern Africa. As noted by Dia et al. (2016), Arab-
Islamic education in West and Central Africa encompasses a variety of institutions. One set of schools—
such as madrasas (or medersas)1 as well as Franco-Arab schools—often teach not only traditional topics 
in Arabic such as theology and Islamic law, but also secular topics such as mathematics, the national 
language, and topics from the natural and social sciences. The other set of schools such as Qur’anic 
schools (which also have different names such as daaras in Senegal), by contrast, emphasizes 
memorization of the Qur’an in Arabic and Islamic religious education often without secular topics.  

The size of Arab-Islamic networks of schools differs widely between countries, but there are 
indications that these networks will continue to play an important role even if formal public education 
expands. In Niger for example, various data sources suggest that between 5.0 percent and 15.7 percent 
of children aged 10 to 14 go to Qur’anic schools as opposed to the formal education system (Wodon et 
al. 2019). The share of children educated in Qur’anic schools has decreased over the last three decades, 
but only slightly. Most of the gains in formal education have come from a reduction in the out-of-school 
population. Qur’anic education appears to have some staying power even as formal education expands, 
which is why the government is considering ways to facilitate the transition from Qur’anic to formal 
schools, thus aiming to better integrate Qur’anic schools in the national education system. This strategy 
is also being considered by other countries, with pilot programs already being implemented in Senegal. 
As for other types of Arab-Islamic schools, there are indications that at least in some West and Central 
African countries, more such schools are being funded, in part with support from Gulf countries. 

This evidence suggests that Arab-Islamic schools may continue to play an important role in West 
and Central Africa, as well as in other regions and countries with majority Muslim populations. Also 
important is the fact that the share of Muslim populations is expected to increase globally and especially 
in Africa (Pew Research Center 2017), which could lead to sustained demand for Arab-Islamic schools. In 
2010, the number of babies born of Christian mothers, at 223 million, exceeded the corresponding 
values for babies from Muslim mothers, at 213 million. By 2035, the situation is likely to be reversed, 
with 232 million babies born of Muslim mothers versus 226 million from Christian mothers according to 
estimates from the Pew Research Center. In other words, even if Christians are expected to continue to 
be the largest population group until at least 2060, by 2035, Muslims will have a larger number of 
babies, and soon thereafter a larger number of students in age of schooling. 

Differences in fertility rates and thereby population growth rates for various religious groups 
lead to those outcomes. Muslim women have on average higher fertility rates than Christian women. 
This is the case not only when looking at differences between countries, but it is also often the case for 
differences between religious groups within countries. If children inherit their mother’s faith affiliation 
(or lack thereof) until young adulthood, at which time some children may choose to switch their 
religious identity, then indeed the share of the population that is affiliated with Islam is expected to 
grow faster than the share affiliated with Christianity. Women affiliated with most other religions, 
including Hindus, Jews, and Buddhists, also tend to have lower fertility rates than Muslim mothers. 
Finally, while the population of children who may not be affiliated with any given religion is expected to 
rise in many Western countries, this does not affect global estimates of the number of babies by faith 
affiliation very much. The analysis by the Pew Research Center also accounts for switching or conversion 

                                            
1 Literally, a madrasa in Arabic means a school, a place where learning and teaching takes place. 
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rates in adulthood which are available for 70 countries. Yet because conversion rates tend to be small in 
most countries, this does not affect the expected global trends in faith affiliations in a major way.  
 
Implications for Future Enrollment and Learning 

Forecasting the number of students enrolled in faith-based schools would be a complex exercise 
that is beyond the scope of this article. But using the case of Catholic schools for which more data are 
available, simple projections based on past trends (like a business as usual scenario) can suggest how 
the share of total enrollment by region may change in the future. As mentioned earlier, the number of 
students enrolled in faith-based schools is the product of the total number of students enrolled times 
the market share of faith-based schools. Therefore, mathematically and for small enough values, the 
annual percentage change in enrollment in Catholic schools is simply the sum of the annual percentage 
change in student enrollment and the annual percentage change in the market share of Catholic schools.  

Table 4 provides the estimates of those changes for Catholic schools from 1980 to 2016 based 
on the data in Tables 1 and 3. For primary schools, enrollment in Catholic schools is expected to decline 
in the Americas and Europe, and to increase elsewhere, with the largest increase in Africa given the 
weight of demography. For secondary schools, there could be a small gain in enrollment for the 
Americas and Europe, while gains are likely to be very significant in Africa, followed (at a distance) by 
Asia.  

 
Table 4: Market Share of Catholic Schools by Region, 1980-2016 (%) 
 Annual percentage change 

in student enrollment (1) 
Annual percentage change  
in Catholic market share (2) 

Annual percentage change in  
enrollment in Catholic schools (1)+(2) 

 Primary Schools 
Africa 3.2% 0.2% 3.5% 
Americas 0.4% -0.6% -0.3% 
Asia 0.6% 0.7% 1.3% 
Europe -0.5% -0.3% -0.8% 
Oceania 0.7% 0.5% 1.2% 
World 0.9% 0.5% 1.4% 
 Secondary Schools 
Africa 5.5% 0.2% 5.7% 
Americas 1.7% -1.2% 0.5% 
Asia 2.5% -0.6% 1.9% 
Europe -0.5% 0.6% 0.1% 
Oceania 1.2% 0.4% 1.6% 
World 2.1% -0.4% 1.7% 
Source: Author’s estimations from Tables 1 and 3. 
 

How would the location of students in Catholic schools change if future patterns of growth in 
enrollment are similar to patterns observed between 1980 and 2016? Table 5 provides the projections 
together with data on past trends for selected years. In 1980, Africa accounted for 27.2 percent of total 
enrollment in Catholic schools at the primary level, and only 7.3 percent of enrollment in Catholic 
secondary schools. By 2016, these shares had increased to 54.6 percent at the primary level and 29.5 
percent at the secondary level. Projections for 2030 suggest that by then, Africa could account for 
almost two thirds of all students enrolled in Catholic primary schools, and slightly less than half of the 
students in Catholic secondary schools. If projections with a longer time frame were conducted (which is 
not advisable for minimum accuracy), this trend would be further magnified. Similar projections cannot 
be made for other faith-based schools due to lack of comparable data. But since the Muslim population 
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is expected to grow much faster in Africa than in the rest of the world, trends in the location of students 
enrolled in Arab-Islamic schools may well be similar to what is observed for Catholic schools. 
 
Table 5: Past and Projected Shares of Students Enrolled in Catholic Schools by Region, 1980-2030 
 Actual shares Projection 
 1980 2010 2016 2030 
 Primary Schools 
Africa 27.2% 50.8% 54.6% 64.9% 
Americas 33.1% 21.7% 17.9% 12.8% 
Asia 18.2% 16.1% 17.0% 15.0% 
Europe 19.3% 9.1% 8.4% 5.5% 
Oceania 2.3% 2.2% 2.1% 1.9% 
World 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 Secondary Schools 
Africa 7.3% 25.5% 29.5% 43.7% 
Americas 30.5% 21.7% 19.9% 14.6% 
Asia 28.6% 29.7% 30.5% 27.2% 
Europe 31.2% 20.6% 17.9% 12.4% 
Oceania 2.3% 2.4% 2.3% 2.0% 
World 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
Source: Author’s estimations from baseline shares and Table 4 for projections. 
 

These trends may have implications for resource allocations by faith networks, to the extent 
that some form of reallocation from richer countries where enrollment is not growing rapidly to poorer 
countries where it is, is feasible. Another implication relates to what happens in school. Much of the 
research on faith-based schools focuses on the faith identity of the schools. This is the case for two 
other articles included in this symposium on faith-based schools in The Review of Faith & International 
Affairs of which this paper is also part. Glenn (2019) suggests that the issue of identity is fundamental 
for differentiating Catholic from public schools in the United States. D’Agostino et al. (2019) suggest that 
despite generally good relationships between the state and Catholic schools in Kenya, lack of control for 
staff selection and other issues hamper the ability of Catholic schools to maintain their identity. There is 
no doubt that faith-based schools must pay attention to their identity. Parents sending their children to 
faith-based schools emphasize the values that they impart to their children and the transmission of the 
faith (see for example Boyle 2014, Platas Izama 2014, and Gemignani et al. 2014, for Africa in a previous 
issue of this journal). At the same time, except for schools devoted primarily or exclusively to religious 
education, parents also require that the schools fulfill their role in providing a solid basic education and 
achieve fundamentals such as literacy and numeracy. Unfortunately, in the developing world, this is not 
always the case. This issue has not yet been emphasized sufficiently in the literature on faith-based 
schools as it has for public schools. 

Developing countries are affected by a learning crisis whereby schooling does not lead to 
sufficient learning (World Bank 2018). In many African countries, but also in rural India and many other 
settings, a majority of students in third grade cannot understand simple sentences or perform simple 
arithmetic operations (Bashir et al. 2018). There is often a perception – valid or not – that faith-based 
schools perform better than public schools, but this is not fully clear from the evidence. Much of the 
research to that effect focuses on developed countries, and the extent to which better performance, 
when observed, is linked to the characteristics of the schools as opposed to the characteristics of 
students and self-selection is not settled. In the developing world including sub-Saharan Africa, while it 
is clear that some of the elite schools are indeed faith-based, many faith-based schools do not perform 
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better than public schools. Data from the 2014 PASEC international student assessment for 10 countries 
in West and Central Africa suggest that students in faith-based schools have on average slightly higher 
test scores than students in public schools, but lower scores than students in private secular schools 
(Wodon 2020). Furthermore, when controlling for variables affecting student performance, there may 
not be a statistically significant benefit for students of attending a faith-based school (Nayihouba and 
Wodon 2019). Even if there were such a benefit, it could be too small to ensure proper learning.  

What could faith-based and public schools alike do to improve learning outcomes? There is no 
silver bullet, but literature reviews suggest a few pointers, including (1) teaching to the level of the 
students; (2) providing targeted, individualized, and repeated training to teachers, for example through 
scripted lesson plans; and (3) boosting school accountability, for example through information provided 
to parents and a role for parents in school management, as well as more autonomy to school principals.  

The World Development Report on the learning crisis also makes a number of broader 
observations that are as relevant for networks of faith-based schools as they are for public schools 
(World Bank 2018). Faith-based school networks need to regularly measure learning through student 
assessments in order to assess whether they are making progress. They need to rely on empirical 
evidence to assess what works to improve learning. And they need to ensure stakeholder engagement. 
While these three recommendations are clearly generic and could be made for many other topics than 
education, they are crucial steps in a positive feedback loop that can lead to better performance.  

This emphasis on the need to focus squarely on the lack of sufficient learning in many faith-
based schools beyond the issue of the identity of the schools may appear problematic to some in faith 
communities. Yet those communities would typically agree that ensuring that basic and fundamental 
cognitive skills are learned does matter. This does not imply in any way that faith-based schools should 
not also impart values and transmit the faith to their students. Both aspects may actually reinforce each 
other. Most schools, whether faith-based or not, aim to educate the whole person, including through 
socioemotional and noncognitive skills. But without basic cognitive skills, it is often harder for students 
to acquire the other skills that they will need at home, in their community, and on the labor market. 
 
Conclusion 

Are faith-based schools likely to play an important role in national education systems in the 
future as has been the case in the past? If so, where is that role likely to be most prominent, and what 
may this imply for the challenges that the schools will face? These are the two questions that this paper 
considered. Long-term trends related to demography, religious affiliations, and enrollment in school, as 
well as the available data on how faith-based schools faired in recent decades suggest that the schools 
should continue to welcome a growing student population. By and large, based on the available 
evidence, it seems that faith-based schools have been able to maintain their market share at a time of 
rapid expansion in the public provision of education. They may not have increased their market share as 
private secular schools have, but they continued to serve substantial parts of the student population.  

There has however been a geographic shift in their footprint, with (as expected) a rising 
concentration of students located in the developing world, and especially Africa. This trend will continue 
and even intensity in the future. In the case of Catholic schools, simple projections suggest that under 
business as usual conditions, Africa could account for almost two thirds of all students enrolled in 
Catholic primary schools globally, and slightly less than half of the students in Catholic secondary 
schools. Given that growth in Muslim populations will also be substantially higher in Africa than in other 
regions of the world, similar trends may be at work for where many students in Arab-Islamic schools 
may be located in the future.  

This may have implications given the severe learning crisis affecting Africa. While much of the 
research on faith-based schools focuses on the faith identity of the schools, there is also an urgent need 
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to engage in research—as well as programs and policies—that improve learning outcomes for students 
enrolled in faith-based schools. Apart from improving pedagogical practices, implementing smarter 
teacher training programs, and ensuring school accountability, networks of faith-based schools will need 
to measure learning to assess their progress, rely on empirical evidence to identify what works to 
improve learning, and ensure adequate stakeholder engagement. This does not mean that their core 
mission of imparting values and faith to students should be weakened. To a large extent, both missions 
should support each other. The message though is that the evangelical mission should not be pursued to 
the detriment of the basic education mission, and the challenges for the second may well loom larger 
than for the first in much of the developing world.  
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