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The purpose of this Report
• Presenting a structured reflection about the role of educational freedom of choice, within an
economic and social framework
• Providing a picture about the public funding options for families and schools in European countries
• Suggesting some reforms and/or interventions for increasing the degree of educational freedom of
choice in the Italian educational system
Notes
• The views expressed in this Report are those of authors, and do not involve their institutions
• The reforms and interventions suggestions, although general, must be interpreted in the light of the specific features of
the Italian educational system
• The material for this Report comes from the experience and knowledge of authors. The first draft has been produced for a
seminar organized by the Foundation for Subsidiarity, Milan October 16th, 2020
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1. Autonomy of schools, public-private parity and educational
freedom of choice: setting the stage
An «ideal» type of educational system
School autonomy
Public funding
Proposal for present times
Open issues
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An “ideal type” of educational system – principles
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• Educational pluralism
• Different educational identities are promoted (not only tolerated) and valorised
• Educational identities are explicit (including that of “State” school”)
• Autonomy for educational institutions in defining their identity and educational activities
• Very light accreditation system

• Role for family
• Freedom of choice according to the preferred criteria (values, culture, etc.)
• Support to socioeconomically disadvantaged families

• Subsidiarity
• Public authorities support educational pluralisms, funding supply and demand autonomously organised

An “ideal type” of educational system – features
• Variety of educational offer
• Entry barriers are removed – schools can be managed by public authorities, and private (for and not-for
profit)
• Ample autonomy of the schools in defining their educational offer, curriculum and extracurricular
activities

• Freedom of choice for families
• Removing economic disparities and information obstacles (including transportation, meals and other
ancillary services)

• Public funding
• Support to families and schools
• Access to education is free-of charge (eventually, fees for extra services)
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School autonomy
• Various dimensions of autonomy
Teaching autonomy

Curriculum, hours, teachers’ selection, operational teaching modes (also extracurricular ones)

Managerial autonomy

Legal status, collection and use of resources, relationship with the territory and social and
economic actors

Organizational autonomy

Internal governance (role of headmasters, teachers and collaborators) + external governance
(partnership and school coordination)
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Public funding
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• Educational “parity” does not exist without the economic dimension
• From the family’s perspective, the choice between a public or private school must be economically
neutral

• Public funding options: demand vs supply
• Under certain assumptions, the two methods are equivalent
• Precondition: determining a “standard cost”
Demand funding (vouchers to the families)

Supply funds (grants to the schools)

(+) Valorizing freedom of choice

(+) Managerial and organizational simplification

(-) Different perception of the available resources (spending vs
free-of-use)

(-) Legal details and bureaucracy

Some proposals for present times
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• Getting to a new system, step-by-step
• No national overall reform; potential for local experiments

• Selecting and remunerating teachers
• A single category, with a simplified access (eliminating differences between public and private schools)
• Deregulation and increase of schools’ autonomy (decentralized selection)

• Public funding
• All schools are funded through a unitary, national public fund
• Mode for allocation: number of students (no performance), with corrections for disadvantaged students
(disabled, socioeconomical fragility, immigrants, etc.)

• School autonomy
• Transferring operational and teaching budget from the State to the schools

Open issues
• Some issues must be discussed to verify the feasibility of a reform agenda
• Constitutional and administrative constraints (public funding for private schools, selection procedures
for teachers, legal value of degrees)
• Political consensus about the broad topic (educational freedom of choice) + public support
• Credibility of the Ministry of Education, and the strong role of unions
• Heterogeneity of the Italian educational system
• Geographical differences (which role for local public authorities?)
• Different necessities by educational level (primary vs secondary schools)

• Skills and abilities of school principals
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2. Independent education in Europe: evidence, data and
reflections
Independent education in Europe
Children in independent education, by level
Public funding of independent schools in Europe
Public funding of independent schools – key messages
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Independent Education in Europe
• 20 million European students are in
independent schools - 18,7%

• 50% of these are funded by the State –
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107.961.287 students
(pre-school - upper secondary)
18.7
State

the others pay tuition though they are in

Independent

compulsory education.

Source: Eurostat (2016)

Children in independent schools
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Early child-hood education
Highest %

Lowest %

•
•
•
•
•

Ireland 98,5%
Germany 67,0%
Cyprus 59,0%
UK 54,0%
Norway 49,0%

•
•
•
•
•

Bulgaria 1,4%
Czech Republic 3,5%
Serbia 3,5%
Romania 3,7%
Estonia 4,0%

Source: Eurostat (2016)

Children in independent schools
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Primary
Highest %

Lowest %

•
•
•
•
•

The Netherlands 68,0% (*)
Belgium 54,0%
Malta 43,7%
Spain 31,5%
UK 20,4%

•
•
•
•
•

Servia 0,1%
Croatia 0,5%
Slovenia 0,8%
Romania 0,9%
Bulgaria 1,1%

Source: Eurostat (2016)

Students in independent schools
• The Netherlands 79,3%

Lower secondary

• Belgium 57,6%
• Malta 47,2%
• UK 45,2% (*)

Highest %

• Spain 31,9%
• Serbia 0,1%
• Romania 0,5%
• Slovenia 0,5%

Lowest %

• Croatia 0,6%
• Iceland 1,1%
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Source: Eurostat (2016)

Students in independent schools
• UK 80,6%

Upper secondary

• The Netherlands 79,3%
• Belgium 58,7%
• France 29,5%

Highest %

• Hungary 27%
• Serbia 1,0%
• Romania 1,7%
• Lithuania 2,0%
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Lowest %

• Bulgaria 2,6%
• Denmark 3,0%
Source: Eurostat (2016)

Public funding of independent schools – Europe (i)
• In all European countries, civil society has the right to establish independent schools and parents
have the right to choose those schools for their children.
• In OECD countries (29) privately managed schools:
• receive on average 58% of their funding from government sources.
• in 10 countries, more than 80%
• in 8 countries, more than 50%.

• Countries where privately managed schools receive high levels of public funding:
• Sweden (+99%), Finland (97%), The Netherlands (96%), Slovak Republic (92%) and the partner
economy Hong Kong (China) (91%).

• Countries in which private schools receive low levels of public funding:
• Greece, Mexico, the United Kingdom and the United States (all below 1%)
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Public funding of independent schools – Europe (ii)
50% of students in independent schools in Europe are publicly funded.
Different situations in different countries
• Some countries have no funding at all (e.g., Greece)
• Some countries have small funding and only for some schools (e.g., Poland, Hungary, Italy)
• Some countries have very significant funding for most or all independent schools (e.g., The
Netherlands, Denmark, Finland)
• Other countries have significant funding for only some independent schools (e.g., Czechia, Spain,
Portugal)
• Some countries have a combination of the above (e.g., Portugal)
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Public funding of independent schools – Europe (iii)
• + funding for independent
schools = + equity
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Public funding of independent schools – Europe (iv)
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Models: (i) tuition tax credits, vouchers, lump sum (per student / per class), formula
• The formula based financing model is based on a mathematical/financial formula used to calculate
the amount due to each school, considering a number of different costs: teacher wages, non
teaching staff wages, investment in facilities, current costs, children with special needs, etc… The
formula may have more or less variables and each variable may be weighed in a different way.
• In the lump sum financing model, a fixed amount per student or class is used to calculate the total
amount due to each school (fixed amount * number of students or classes).

Public funding of independent schools – Europe (v)
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• Formula-based financing:
• incentives schools to use resources foreseen in the formula to optimize the amount received (irrespective
of real need)
• requires the existence of teams of State personnel to oversee the use of the money (make financial
maps, check the maps, redo the maps and negotiate interpretation of the formula)
• in times of financial constraint, puts pressure on the system (e.g., Spain and Portugal)
• schools have no incentive to keep costs under the level of the formula
• creates restrains on school autonomy limiting pedagogical innovation (money is to be spent according
to the formula and not to future needs or new ideas)
• creates incentives to spend according to the formula and therefore may be useful to the implementation
of targeted policies (e.g., acceptance of students with special needs, promotion of the arts, promoting
certification or continuous training of teachers)

• Often used for financing public schools

Public funding of independent schools – Europe (vi)
• Lump-sum financing :
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• has financial predictability – both the State and schools are able to foresee the exact amounts due in the
short and medium or long term.
• strengthens the relationship between funding and the students
• simplifies the funding and financial accountability system.
• is blind to the concrete reality of each school
• does not treat differently what is different
• incentives keeping salary costs low (this is not necessarily good in itself).
• strengthens the relationship between funding and the student, empowering families (per student / per
class)
• simplifies the funding and financial accountability system (no spreadsheets needed – just simple
school demographics)

• This model is very common: e.g., Czechia, Denmark, Finland, Netherlands, Portugal (vocational
education) or Turkey. The amount of the lump sum is calculated by the State with a formula.

Public funding of independent schools – Europe (vii)
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• Issues showing diversity and the importance of considering context:
• Denmark – independent schools only receive 75% of the cost in public schools and may charge a small
amount to parents. They do not want to receive more. Only not for profit are allowed;
• Sweden – political pressure has been put on banning religious schools though there is no problem with
for profit companies offering education;
• Spain – in times of financial constraint, the state only gave enough money for teacher salaries; the
schools had to find money for the rest (they could not charge parents);
• Portugal – though only a small amount of independent schools receive funding from the State, 5
different financing models are in place (possible case study);
• USA – it is worth looking at the US. Big increase in funding. Mainly tax models (education savings
accounts and tax-credits) and charter schools. But vouchers are also on the rise
(https://www.edchoice.org/school-choice/school-choice-in-america/).

Public funding of independent schools – key messages
Formula (incl.
salaries)

Lump sum
per student

Financial stability
of the school
Excessive surplus
Efficiency
Respect for
diversity
Promotion of
inovation
Positive
discrimination
Table1. Traffic light on models/outcomes

Lump sum
per class

Students /
families
Formula (incl.
salaries)
Lump sum
per student
Lump sum
per class
Table 2. Models/stakeholder interests

Principal / middle Teachers and State/ region/
management
other staff municipality
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3. Education Pluralism
Human rights declaration
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
European legislation
Public funding for education pluralism in Europe
Freedom of Education Index and public expenditures

26

Human Rights Declaration
• What is the nature of Educational Pluralism according to the International Human Rights Standards?
• Art. 26.3 Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children

• Findings (evidence)
• Only three countries expressly prohibit the setting up of non-governmental schools
• 84 out of 136 countries recognize in its constitution the freedom of education.

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
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• Art. 13. 3. The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for the liberty of
parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to choose for their children schools, other than those
established by the public authorities, which conform to such minimum educational standards as
may be laid down or approved by the State and to ensure the religious and moral education of their
children in conformity with their own convictions.
• Art,. 13.4. No part of this article shall be construed so as to interfere with the liberty of individuals
and bodies to establish and direct educational institutions, subject always to the observance of the
principles set forth in paragraph I of this article and to the requirement that the education given in
such institutions shall conform to such minimum standards as may be laid down by the State.

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
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• Art. 18.4 The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for the liberty of
parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure the religious and moral education of their
children in conformity with their own convictions.

European legislation
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• Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union
• Art. 14.3. The freedom to found educational establishments with due respect for democratic principles
and the right of parents to ensure the education and teaching of their children in conformity with their
religious, philosophical and pedagogical convictions shall be respected, in accordance with the national
laws governing the exercise of such freedom and right.

• European Parliament resolution of 12 June 2018 on modernisation of education in the EU
• 76. Encourages, with regard to increasing inclusiveness and ensuring freedom of educational choice,
the provision of adequate financial support for schools of all categories and levels, both state schools
and not-for-profit private schools, provided the curriculum offered is based on the principles enshrined
in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union and complies with the legal systems and
rules and regulations regarding the quality of education and the use of such funds in force in the
Member State concerned

Public funding for education pluralism in Europe
• Preview - main difficulties for educational pluralism
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Public funding for education pluralism in Europe
• Freedom of Education Index, Results – European Union
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Freedom of Education Index
• Most of the countries in the top
of the classification are from the
Region Western-Europe & North
America
• Exceptions: Chile, South Korea,
Israel, Peru
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Notes about public funding for NGS in the EU
• Most of EU countries provide some kind of funding for NGS.
• In most of these countries, parents and NGS feel that this funding is insufficient.
• Public funding is essential to guarantee the realization of this right for all families despite their
income.
• Public funding for NGS is essential for the survivial of these schools in the context of COVID
Declaration EUROPE MUST NOT FORGET INDEPENDENT EDUCATION AND EDUCATIONAL PLURALISM
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Trends in Europe
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• In Southern Europe (Spain, Italy, France, Portugal) There is still a huge debate going on concerning
the NGS funding, especially due to the hodgepodge that there is between NGS and Catholic Schools
• In Northern Europe (Nordic and Anglo-Saxon Countries) the debate public education – religious
schools is almost inexistent besides in Sweden.

Freedom of Education Index and public expenditures
• Freedom of Education Index and public
expenditure (world)

• Freedom of Education Index and public
expenditure (Europe and North America)
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Concluding remarks
• Freedom of education is an essential part of the right to education
• Freedom of education is a matter of political will and its realisation require public funding
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