Growing in the Shadows: Private Tutoring on the Rise
Interview with Mark Bray, University of Hong Kong (July 3, 2012)

The recent decade has witnessed a new booming industry in Europe: a private tutoring business. Increased spending of parents, with those in both Germany and France spending more than €1 billion a year, is directed to additional tutoring lessons for their children. While Scandinavian countries are largely left untouched by this phenomenon, a rise is visible in both Western and Southern Europe, along with the post-Soviet Eastern Europe. Are Europeans becoming more eager in education, or is this a symptom of a declining public education quality? A recent report for the European Commission authored by Mark Bray “The Challenge of Shadow Education” sheds light on reasons and consequences of this rising phenomenon. Mark Bray agreed to speak with us about this hot issue.

Professor, why should the policy makers pay attention to private tutoring? Governments and education ministries are overloaded with caring for the education that takes place in traditional schools. Why should they care about private tutoring?

Private tutoring has major implications for social inequalities. Prosperous families can afford greater quantities and better quality tutoring, and low-income families are marginalised. Systems which claim to be egalitarian have hidden forces that promote social inequalities and disadvantage.
Ministries should also be concerned because the tutoring has a backwash on regular schools. Sometimes the curriculum in the tutoring is consistent with that in the schools, and supports the work of the teachers; but in other cases the curriculum in the tutoring conflicts with that in the schools and causes dissonance. Also, children may be tired from so much academic work, and lack a fully-rounded education and lifestyle. 

Tutoring may also undermine the school system by taking away good teachers. Or, if the tutors are also teachers, they may pay more attention to their private lessons than to their public ones. 

All these forces undermine the efficiency of school systems. So, it is not just a matter of social inequalities, it is also a matter of efficiency.

In your study, you are focusing on fee-paying private tutoring in traditional academic subjects, such as maths, languages and sciences. You call it shadow education as it shadows the official curriculum. Who is a typical student taking private tutoring lessons - a slow-learner that needs to catch up with peers, or a child of over-ambitious parents?

We see that if left to market forces, shadow education is more likely to be received by students who are already doing well than by students who are struggling. This is another factor underlying the tendency of private tutoring to exacerbate social inequalities. 

I see from your findings that the most frequent tutoring subject in many European countries is mathematics, followed by the national language. Is it because of importance places on these subjects in education progression and testing, or does it reflect low teaching quality or excessive demands in these subjects in traditional schools?

Yes, this reflects the importance of those subjects in the examinations for progression from one level to the next. The subjects may be taught well, but many families fear that the school provision is not enough and they seek supplementation outside the school.
Certainly there are issues of declining quality of schooling in many countries, as a result of economic crisis and budget cuts.  However, that is not the only factor. Increased competition in the context of a unified Europe and globalisation is among the other factors. Families are anxious, and anxiety causes them to seek supplementary help.

And who is a typical tutor? Are there different patterns in various EU countries?

The typical tutors are different in different countries. In many settings, teachers are also tutors. Other tutors may be university students who want to gain some extra pocket-money, or retired teachers who wish to remain active and make ongoing contributions to society.

In addition to the above set of categories, which mostly comprises individuals who are self-employed, is an increasing number of companies. Some of these companies operate locally, but others operate as international franchises. 
What happens if teachers are also hired tutors for some of their own classroom pupils?

This question points to some of the dilemmas associated with private tutoring. Such teachers can legitimately claim to know their pupils well, and thus to know not only their strengths and weaknesses but also what those pupils have and have not already covered. But the arrangement can cause a conflict of interest. Most problematic are circumstances in which teachers are tempted to reduce efforts during their regular classes in order to secure more clients in the private sector. 

The positive effect that private tutoring can bring to students is clear. Now, let us look at the negative sides. Which of them you think are the worst ones? Are some of these more typical for the Central and Eastern Europe?

Perhaps the worst aspects concern corruption of education systems: students find that they have to attend private classes in order to achieve the goals set for education systems, and have to pay substantial sums even in systems which claim to be fee-free. 
In your study, you cover tutoring in all the European Union countries. Where is private tutoring most widespread? 

The highest amounts seem to be in Greece and Cyprus, followed by Malta. This reflects long traditions in those countries, and social acceptance of the parallel system which has come to be seen as a normal part of life.
Tutoring is also widespread in many Central and Eastern European countries. To some extent this reflects patterns established in the early 1990s when economies collapsed and when teachers had to find additional ways to earn incomes for their families. Once those patterns became established, in some settings they remained even when the economies recovered.

Tutoring is also growing in Western Europe, especially as marketization by companies becomes increasingly acceptable. Perhaps only in Scandinavia do the old patterns, in which families have full confidence in the schools, remain robust. 

You are working for the University of Hong Kong. Students in Hong Kong and some other Asian countries are known for long days at school followed by private tutoring courses. On the other hand, Finland which along with Hong Kong is among the top performers in PISA testing, has a low number of hours in schools and a small private tutoring sector. Is there some lesson for us? Should we all go to Finland for inspiration how to be the best and spend least time at school and in tutoring? 
Well, this issue certainly deserves further exploration. The questions are how and why the Finnish schools seem to retain the confidence of families and continue to produce excellent results without tutoring. Certainly something can be learned from that.
Finally, what would you recommend to a public school principal and what to an education minister - what should they do with private tutoring? Regulate it? Ignore it? Take it as a useful source of information? 

First, I would recommend them to recognise the shadow education system. Ignoring it will not lead it to disappear.

Then, having recognised it, the principal and minister will have to address complex issues which lie outside the education system as well as within it. Insofar as one of the major causes lies in globalisation and competition, we can expect the pressures on families to increase rather than decrease. 

But principals and ministers can keep in mind the goal of the education system being fully adequate to meet families’ needs without supplementation; and they can take some regulatory measures to avoid some of its most serious consequences. One of these might be to prohibit teachers from providing private supplementary tutoring to their own students. Another measure might concern codes of practice for the tutors and their employers, to parallel those in the school system.

Finally, as you hint, principals and ministers can learn from the shadow. They can ask what families seem to need and want that they are not getting from the school system. If tutors seem to be more attractive than teachers for some functions, can the teachers improve, for example by becoming more client-oriented? And can the examination systems be modified to reduce the pressures on students at particular moments in their careers? 

Can you give a real-life example of a country where private tutoring regulation was successful?

Regulations to prohibit teachers from providing tutoring for their own students have been successfully implemented in Hong Kong and Singapore. The Korean authorities have also devoted much attention to regulations. Insofar as Asian societies have been grappling with these issues for longer than European ones, it could be useful for the European educators and policy makers to look at Asia as well as at the range of policies and practices in different parts of Europe. 
Thank you for the interview!

Martina Kubánová (kubanova@governance.sk), Slovak Governance Institute
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