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Introduction 

This brochure presents Switzerland’s educational institutions and pro-
vides an overview of how they are organised by educational level, re-
sponsible authority (public or private sector, government dependent or 
independent), size and territorial distribution. 

Data come from the educational institution statistics (SBI), the statistics 
on pupils and students (SDL, SIUS) and the school and university staff 
statistics (SSP, SIUS). They were based on the academic year 2013/141. 

Educational institutions are described by their educational level, from 
preprimary to tertiary level. However, given that tertiary level educa-
tional institutions are not uniformly defined across Switzerland, they are 
not considered in this brochure, except in the overview hereafter2.

 

Educational institutions

An educational institution is defined by its administrative level (the 
management) and by the educational site(s) (buildings) under its 
 authority. The figures presented in this publication refer to educa-
tional sites, except higher education institutions. The latter are gen-
erally located in different cantons and/or communes and conse-
quently cannot be presented at this level of detail. 

The concepts of school or establishment in this publication refer to 
educational sites.

1 Without three independent private schools from the canton of Vaud, which have not pro-
vided data.

2 Higher education institutions are only defined at the administrative level. Please also  refer 
to the box above.
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Overview

In autumn 2013 there were 10,630 educational institutions in Switzer-
land including all levels3. 

Most educational institutions are based within compulsory education 
(89%). They accommodate 58% of all people in education and 66% of 
teachers4. Only 7% of schools are for upper secondary level: they ac-
commodate 23% of all people in education and 19% of teachers. At 
 tertiary level, the proportion of educational institutions is 3%. They ac-
commodate 14% of teachers for 18% of persons in education. The bal-
ance corresponds to schools that cannot be differentiated by educa-
tional level («undefined level»). This category is essentially for international 
schools which offer foreign teaching programmes.

3 Without double counting; see explanation in the next chapter.
4 Teaching staff include personnel who directly teach in the schools (excluding special ed-

ucation personnel) and the professors and other teachers in higher education institutions. 
To allow comparison with the pupils/students, the figures relating to the teachers corre-
spond to full-time equivalents (FTE) and not persons.
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Educational institutions by educational level 

A school’s educational level is defined by its student population and the 
educational programmes in which the students are enrolled. Thus one 
school that offers an educational programme over several educational 
levels may be counted several times depending on the level of detail re-
quired by the analysis (double counting principle).

In 2013/14, the biggest share of schools within the compulsory educa-
tion system were pre-primary level (first learning cycle and kinder garten), 
accounting for 40%. This was closely followed by primary level (34%). 
Lower secondary level accounts for 12% of schools, while special 
schools make up 4%.

The other 10% include post-compulsory education schools (vocational 
education and training (VET), general education, professional education 
and training (PET) and universities) and schools of no defined level.

On account of the HarmoS Agreement5 which has come into force in 
most cantons, the 5,217 schools at pre-primary level are here after in-
cluded in the primary level, except in the chapter considering the size 
of schools.

5 «Intercantonal Agreement on Harmonisation of Compulsory Education». The HarmoS 
 Agreement incorporates the two years of kindergarten or the first two years of the first 
learning cycle into compulsory education.
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Particular case:  
special schools in compulsory education

Special schools make up a minority of schools in the Swiss school sys-
tem (4% of all educational institutions). They are a special case in terms 
of the authority that is responsible for their distribution and organisa-
tion in the cantons. This is why they are considered separately here.

In contrast to an ordinary school, a special school is an educational in-
stitution for compulsory education that provides teaching that is adapted 
to different types of disability or to pupils with considerable learning dif-
ficulties or severe behavioural problems.

In 2013/2014 there were 478 special schools in Switzerland. The can-
ton of Geneva had the greatest share of special schools (19%). In can-
tons with many special schools, those are usually smaller than in other 
cantons (fewer than 20 pupils per school on average). In seven cantons, 
the proportion of special schools was less than 3%. The canton of Ap-
penzell Inner Rhodes did not have any. The distribution of pupils in spe-
cial schools is to some extent intercantonal. In the canton of Appenzell 
Inner Rhodes, pupils attend mainly special schools in Appenzell Outer 
Rhodes, St. Gallen and Thurgau. Across Switzerland, the share of spe-
cial schools in compulsory education is 5%.
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Educational institutions by responsible authority

All levels combined, 88% of Swiss schools are public, 4% are govern-
ment dependent private schools and 8% independent private schools.

 

Responsible school authority

Educational institutions are either public or private. Furthermore, 
private institutions are classified between government dependent 
private (public funding of 50% or more) and independent private in-
stitutions (public funding of less than 50%). 

 
 
Primary and lower secondary level schools are mainly public (95% and 
83%). The share of the independent private sector among these edu-
cational levels is 5% for the primary level and 15% for the secondary 
level. The share of the government dependent private sector is virtually 
zero (0.3% and 2%). Special schools differ from other levels with a 
 majority of government dependent private schools (60%).

At upper secondary level, the share of the public sector is 61%, that of 
the government dependent private sector 14% and the remaining quar-
ter independent private schools. This distribution is valid both for voca-
tional schools and those providing a general education.

The share of government dependent and independent private sectors 
increases with educational level, with the exception of special schools.

Schools by educational level and responsible authority, 
2013/14

© FSO, Neuchâtel 2015Source: FSO – SBI
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The responsible authority of educational institutions varies not only with 
educational level but also by canton.

At primary level, the share of government dependent private schools in 
all cantons is very low (less than 3%) or zero. The share of independent 
private schools varies between 0.7% in Valais and 20% in the canton of 
Geneva. Five cantons do not have any schools of this type on their ter-
ritory (JU, GL, UR, NW, AI).
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At lower secondary level, the share of government dependent private 
schools reached or exceeded 10% in three of the ten cantons with such 
schools: Graubünden (10%), Schwyz (12%) and Jura (25%). The cantons 
of Geneva (46%) and Zurich (26%) had the greatest share of independ-
ent private schools.

Special schools also have a particular position in the Swiss school 
 system with regard to the responsible authority. In most cantons, the 
majority of these schools are government dependent private schools. 
Furthermore, in four cantons they have only this status. Only two can-
tons (TI and NW) do not have government dependent private special 
schools. In six cantons, there are no public special schools.
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The majority of upper secondary level schools are public in all cantons 
except for Graubünden. The share of independent private schools  varies 
between 45% in the canton of Geneva and 8% in Fribourg. Eight can-
tons do not have any independent private schools at this level.
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Educational institutions by size

The average size of a pre-primary school6 is 30 pupils, while a primary 
school has around 100 pupils and a lower secondary level school 
160 pupils on average. Special schools which cover both primary and 
lower secondary levels accommodate an average of 40 pupils. At up-
per secondary level, there are approx. 430 pupils in a vocational school 
and 370 pupils in a general education school. Apart from special 
schools, the size of schools also increases with educational level.

Size of educational institutions

An educational institution’s size is calculated by the number of  pupils 
educated in the educational institution.  

In compulsory education, more than 70% of special schools, 88% of 
pre-primary schools and 36% of primary schools have 50 pupils or less. 
Lower secondary level schools are distributed in a similar way between 
the different size scales.

At upper secondary level, the share of schools with more than 200 pu-
pils is 41% for schools with vocational education and training and 56% 
for general education schools. Among schools with 50 pupils or under, 
the share of vocational schools is greater (29%) than that of general ed-
ucation schools (16%).

6 The pre-primary and primary levels have been separated to avoid skewing the average 
with the high number of pre-primary schools (that are smaller than primary schools).
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Territorial distribution of educational institutions

The distribution of educational institutions on Swiss territory is based 
on the new definition of larger urban zones and other urban area cate-
gories7. The main distribution criteria used are population density, the 
number of jobs, the link of continuity of the developed area and the 
 minimum number of inhabitants and commuter flows. 

Three urban area categories were created for the analysis in this 
 brochure: 

– The urban centre areas: communes with high population and em-
ployment density; 

– The area under the influence of urban centres: communes with 
large commuter flows to urban centres;

– The area outside the influence of urban centres: communes with 
small commuter flows to urban centres;

In 2013/14 more than half of Switzerland’s educational institutions were 
located in urban centre areas (57%), almost one quarter were under the 
influence of urban centres (23%) and the rest in the area outside the in-
fluence of urban centre areas (20%).

7 Urban area in Switzerland in 2012. FSO (2014).

Schools by type of area and educational level, 2013/14
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The territorial distribution of schools varies by educational level. Around 
half of the schools at primary and lower secondary level (54% and 53%), 
74% of special schools and 88% of upper secondary level schools are 
located in urban centre areas.

The remaining schools are equally dispersed in the areas under and out-
side the influence of urban centres (26% and 22% for primary level 
schools, 21% and 25% for lower secondary level schools, 14% and 12% 
for special schools, and 5% and 7% for upper secondary level schools).

All levels considered together, half of schools with 100 pupils or under 
and around two thirds of schools with 101 to 200 pupils are in urban 
centres (60% for schools with 101 to 150 pupils and 63% for schools 
with 151 to 200 pupils). The 82% of schools with more than 200 pupils 
are located in this area.

In the area under the influence of urban centres, each size category rep-
resents around one quarter of schools, apart from schools with more 
than 200 pupils (11%). In the area outside the influence of urban cen-
tres, the greatest share is of schools with 50 pupils or under (25%) and 
the lowest share is of schools with more than 200 pupils (7%).

Schools by type of area and size, 2013/14

© FSO, Neuchâtel 2015Sources: FSO – SBI, Geographical levels
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Dispersed by responsible authority, more than half of public schools 
(53%), two thirds of government dependent private schools (70%) and 
the vast majority of independent private schools (85%) are located in 
urban centres.

The remaining schools are almost equally dispersed between areas un-
der and outside the influence of urban centres (25% and 22% for pub-
lic schools, 14% and 16% for government dependent private schools, 
8% and 7% for independent private schools).

Schools by type of area and responsible authority, 2013/14
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Sources 

Educational institution statistics (SBI)

The educational institution statistics describe educational infrastructure 
by canton, from pre-primary to tertiary level. All of the ordinary and spe-
cial educational institutions, public and private with at least one pupil 
are part of these statistics. The data are collected using the statistics 
on pupils and students (SDL, SIUS) and are complemented by informa-
tion from the Business and Enterprise Register (BER).

Statistics on pupils and students (SDL)

The statistics on pupils and students (SDL) group together pupils and 
students from pre-primary to tertiary level (excluding universities). All 
people who have followed an educational programme for at least half 
a year, either full or part-time, are surveyed. Private and public educa-
tional institutes are included in the survey.

School staff statistics (SSP)

The school staff statistics (SSP) collect information on those working 
in all public or private schools in Switzerland, from pre-primary to ter-
tiary level (excluding universities).

Swiss university information system (SIUS)

The Swiss university information system’s database (SIUS) contains data 
relating to students and personnel at universities (conventional univer-
sities, universities of applied sciences and universities of teacher 
 education). It provides information on the situation regarding courses 
of study, how they are run and on various socio-demographic factors 
concerning students and personnel.




