
ñEvery Catholic Child in a Catholic Schoolò 

Historical Resistance to State Schooling, 

Contemporary Private Competition, 

and Student Achievement across Countries

Martin West

Education Department

Brown University

February 6, 2009



Private Competition and Education Quality: 

The Debate

ÅProponents:

- Competition from private schools enhances incentives for 
innovation and cost-containment within the public sector, 
lifting student achievement system-wide

ÅCritics:

- Educational benefits of competition are unproven 

- Greater reliance on private schooling may lead to increased 
segregation of students by ability, ethnicity, or class and 
ultimately to less equitable educational outcomes

ÅAdvantages of international evidence:

- More variation in private school shares than in case studies

- Opportunity to examine long-term systemic effects



Private Competition and Education Quality: 

Previous International Evidence

Å Modest (but robust) positive relationship 
between the share of students in private 
schools and student achievement on TIMSS 
and PISA 

Å But is this relationship causal?
1. Omitted variables: countries with larger private 

school sectors may have more resources or greater 
commitment to education Ą bias towards finding 
positive effects of competition

2. Endogeneity: low-quality public schools may 
increase demand for private schooling Ą bias 
against finding positive effects of competition



Estimating the Causal Effect of Private School Competition 

19th-Century Catholic resistance to state schooling

Private school competition today

Student achievement 

üHistory used as a ñnatural experimentò

- Share of Catholics in 1900 (in non-Catholic countries) used 
as an instrument for the share of students now attending 
privately operated schools

- Key assumption: Catholic share in 1900 not directly related 
to 2003 student achievement



Resistance to State Schooling in 19 th -Century Catholic Doctrine

ÅSyllabus Errorum = list of common beliefs 
condemned by Pope Pius IX (1864):

- ñCatholics may approve of the system of 
educating youth unconnected with Catholic 
faith and the power of the Church.ò

ÅEncyclical On the Religious Question in France(1884):
- The Church ñhas always expressly condemned 

mixed or neutral schools; over and over again 
she has warned parents to be ever on their 
guard in this most essential point.ò

ÅThe Catholic Encyclopedia(1912):
- ñState monopoly of education has been 

considered by the Church to be nothing 
short of a tyrannical usurpationò
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ñEvery Catholic Child in a Catholic Schoolò

Å3rd Plenary Council of Baltimore of officials of Catholic 
Church in United States (1884): 

- Widespread social conflict over  
instruction offered in (ostensibly 
non-sectarian) common schools

- Council reaffirmed ñabsolute necessity and obligation of 
pastorsò to maintain distinctively Catholic schools 

- Ordered that every parish open such a school within 2 years 

- Decreed that ñparents must send their children to such 
schools unless the bishop should judge their reason for 
sending them elsewhere to be sufficientò



Construction of Private Catholic School Systems in Several 

Countries in Late 19 th Century

ÅUnited States (14% Catholic in 1900): 

- Almost 5,000 parochial schools serving more than 1.27 million students 
by 1911 (Herbermann 1912)

- Accounted for almost 80% of enrollment in private schools as late as 
1980 (Hoxby 1994)

ÅBelgium (81% Catholic in 1900):

- 1879: Liberal party, viewing state schooling as ñthe primary instrument 
of popular enlightenmentò (Glenn 1989), banned subsidies for Catholic 
schools and required all municipalities to establish public schools that 
would replace religious instruction with secular moral training

- Belgian Catholics responded by removing their children from the public 
schools and erecting their own, parallel system Ą share of elementary 

school students in Catholic schools rose from 13% in 1878 to 61% just 
two years later 

- 1884: Catholic party regained legislative majority and allowed 
municipalities to adopt or subsidize Catholic private schools



Construction of Private Catholic School Systems in Several 

Countries in Late 19 th Century

ÅNetherlands (35% Catholic in 1900): 
- 1878: Liberal party established subsidies for municipal schools only

- 1889: Catholics and Calvinists allied to acquire a majority in Parliament 
and adopted the same 30% national subsidy for confessional schools

- 1917: Dutch Constitution amended to guarantee equal funding for any 
school meeting general enrollment and quality standards

- Share of students attending privately operated schools increased from 
25% in 1880, to 38% in 1910, to 73% in 1940 (Glenn 1988) 

Å Ireland (90% Catholic):
- 1831: British government financed the creation of a system of 
nondenominational ñNational Schoolsò in an unsuccessful attempt to 
assimilate the predominantly Catholic population

- 1850s: Catholic hierarchy decreed that ñonly schools under Catholic 
auspices could be regarded as satisfactory for the education of young 
Catholicsò (Akenson 1970)

- 1919: newly independent Irish Republic adopts public funding for 
private schools run by religious congregations (Glenn 1989)



Construction of Private Catholic School Systems in Several 

Countries in Late 19 th Century

ÅProtestants generally more accepting of state schooling

- ñAfter the reformation in Germany the primary schools in Protestant 
provinces passed over to the control of the local civil authorities. In 
Catholic communities the ecclesiastical authorities did not yield so 
readily to the aggression of the State.ò (Herberman 1912) 

- ñThere was little likelihood, during the 19th Century, of the Protestant 
churches ïcommitted to an alliance of Throne and Altar ïtaking an 
independent line in educationò (Glenn 1989). 

ÅCatholic position softened by Gravissimum Educationis, the 
Second Vatican Councilôs 1965 decree on education:

- ñThe Council also reminds Catholic parents of the duty of entrusting 
their children to Catholic schools wherever and whenever it is possible 
and of supporting these schools to the best of their ability and of 
cooperating with them for the education of their children.ò



This Analysis

ĄUse historical patterns to isolate current variation in private 
schooling otherwise unrelated to current student achievement

ÅKey assumption:

- Catholic share in 1900 not directly related to 2003 student achievement

- Note: Protestants traditionally place far greater emphasis than Catholics 
on the value of education (Becker/Wößmann 2007)

- Strong negative association of Catholic share with literacy rates in 1900 
(r = -0.75) and with GDP per capita in 1900 (r = -0.54)

ĄBias against finding beneficial effects of competition

ÅAdvantage of our use of historical variation in Catholic shares:

- Address concerns about any direct effect of Catholicism by controlling 
for contemporary differences in Catholic shares



International Data

ÅProgramme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2003

- Representative samples of 15-year-olds in 29 OECD countries tested in 
math, science, and reading Ą 220,000 students

- Detailed background information in student and school questionnaires

ÅWorld Christian Encyclopedia(Barrett et al. 2001)

- Catholic population share in 1900 and 2000

- State religion in 1900

ÅMeasure of competition: the share of PISA students enrolled in 
private schools (i.e. managed directly or indirectly by a non -
governmental organization)

ÅExtent of competition varies widely (SD = 21%)

- Less than 5%: Greece, Iceland, Italy, New Zealand, Poland, Sweden, 
and Turkey

- Greater than 50%: Netherlands, Belgium, and Ireland



Econometric Model

ÅCross-country education production function:

- T = student -level test score 

- P = country -level share of students attending privately operated schools

- X = control vectors: 4 -6 at country level, 9 school location and 

resource variables,31 student and family background

- Error terms clustered at country level 

Ą IV estimation, first stage: 

- Cath1900 = Catholic share in 1900 (interacted with indicator for 

Catholicism not being official state religion)

isciscscccisc PT 32101 XXX

icsiscscccc CathP 654
1900

2 XXX



Least Squares Results

Private school share 52.530** * 
: (13.573) 
:  

Observations (students) 219,794 
Clustering units (countries)  29 
R2  0.377 

 

Dependent variable: PISA 2003 math score. Least-squares regressions weighted by studentsô sampling probability. 
All regressions control for 44 control variables, imputation dummies, and interaction terms between imputation 
dummies and the variables. Robust standard errors adjusted for clustering at the country level in parentheses. 
Significance level: *** 1 percent, ** 5 percent, * 10 percent.



Instrumental Variable Results: 

Math Achievement

 OECD countries Predominantly Christian countries 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Second stage (Dependent variable: PISA 2003 math score): 

Private school share       
       

       
       
       

       

First stage (Dependent variable: share of students in private schools): 

Catholic share in 1900  0.477***       
   (no state religion) (0.130)      

       
       
       

       

Observations (students) 219,794      
Clustering units (countries)  29      
Instrument F-statistic 13.36      
R2 (first stage) 0.510      
       

 



The First Stage: Historical Catholic Share 

and Contemporary Private Schooling

AUS

AUT

BEL

CAN

CHECZE

DEU

DNK
ESP

FIN
GBRGRC

HUN

IRL

ISL

ITA

JPN

KOR

LUX
MEX

NLD

NOR

NZL

POL

PRT

SVK

SWE

TURUSA

-.
2

0
.2

.4

C
o
n
d
it
io

n
a
l 
P

ri
v
a
te

 S
h
a
re

 (
2
0
0
3
)

-.4 -.2 0 .2 .4 .6
Conditional Catholic Share (1900)

Added-variable plot of regression of share of PISA 2003 students enrolled in privately operated schools on 
Catholic population share in 1900 (interacted with indicator for no Catholic state religion) and all control variables. 
Based on a student-level regression that is then aggregated to the country level. 




