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Introduction
Singapore is among the global ‘hotspots’ for what is locally called private tuition, and
elsewhere is commonly called private supplementary tutoring, coaching, or shadow
education. A 2015 survey commissioned by the Straits Times newspaper reported
that 80% of Singapore households with primary school children paid for private
tuition, while corresponding figures were 60% for secondary education and 40% for
pre-primary education (Teng 2015). This picture matched patterns in some other
parts of Asia (Bray & Lykins 2012; Manzon & Areepattamannil 2014), and private
tuition has also become increasingly visible elsewhere in the world (Bray 2009; Aurini
et al. 2013; Jokić 2013). A major question for both policy-makers and families
concerns the impact of this private tuition. Is it necessary and/or desirable? What are
its implications for children, parents and wider society?
This paper addresses these questions by reference not only to Singapore but
also to other countries. Among the most obvious locations for comparison is Hong
Kong, which has cultural and economic similarities and also has high rates of private
tuition (Bray 2013; Zhan et al. 2013). The paper also makes comparisons with other
parts of Asia and beyond.
A starting point must be with definitions. This paper focuses on supplementary
tuition in academic subjects received in exchange for a fee. This tuition may be oneon-one, in small groups, and/or in large classes. Tuition is also now increasingly
provided over the internet. It is thus diverse in format and mode of delivery. The
paper begins with further information on private tuition in Singapore, before making
some comparisons with other places. It concludes with observations about the
implications of the scale and nature of private tuition for children, families and wider
societies.
Private Tuition in Singapore
The Straits Times survey was conducted by a research firm named Nexus Link,
which polled 501 households with children ranging from pre-school to postsecondary levels. The survey was part of the newspaper’s long tradition of focus on
private tuition (see e.g. George 1992; Toh 2008; Basu et al. 2010; Mokhtar 2013;
Soh 2014; Tan 2014). Two decades previously the newspaper had reported on a
similar survey of 1,052 households which suggested that 49% of families with
primary-aged children were investing in tuition and that 30% of families with
secondary-aged children were doing so (George 1992). These figures were
contrasted with government data from a 1982 household expenditure survey, and
showed marked expansion (Table 1). By 2015, private tuition appeared to have
become a normal feature of life for most families. Household survey data collected in
2012/13 (Singapore, Department of Statistics 2014, p.15) indicated that average
monthly expenditure on educational services had risen to $310 from $240 five years
earlier, i.e. an annual increase of expenditure of 5.7%. Expenditures on private tuition
________________
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and other educational courses averaged 1.8% of total expenditures across the whole
population (i.e. including many families without school-aged children); and they were
3.7% of household budgets remaining after expenditures on housing and food.
Table 1: Expansion of Private Tuition, Singapore, 1982-2015
1982
1992
Household
Straits Times
…
expenditure
4 April 1992
survey
Primary
27%
49%
Secondary
16%
30%

2015
Straits Times
4 July 2015
80%
62%

Sources: Straits Times, 4 April 1992 and 4 July 2015.
Other dimensions of the 2015 Straits Times survey shed light on related
features of the phenomenon. Table 2 shows the top three subjects in which tuition
was reported. Not unexpectedly, English, Mathematics and Chinese – which are
keys to learning in other domains as well as being subjects in their own right –
topped the lists. Families that do not speak English and/or Chinese at home may feel
that supplementary instruction in those languages is necessary to bridge the gap with
counterparts who have greater natural fluency.
Table 2: Top Three Subjects for Private Tuition, Singapore, 2015
Pre-school
Primary
Secondary
English
70.5%
Mathematics 73.5%
Elementary
65.7%
mathematics
Mathematics 38.6%
English
72.4%
English
49.1%
Chinese
34.1%
Chinese
43.6%
Additional
25.9%
mathematics
Source: Straits Times, 4 July 2015.
In turn, Table 3 shows the top three types of tuition, with the relative places of
one-on-one and group work. In Singapore most private tuition is provided by
individuals and commercial companies, matching patterns in many other parts of the
world. One distinctive feature of Singapore is the tuition provided by welfare groups
such as the Council for the Development of Singapore Malay/Muslim Community
(MENDAKI), the Singapore Indian Development Association (SINDA) and the
Chinese Development Assistance Council (CDAC). In addition, tutoring classes are
available in nationwide community centers run by the People’s Association. These
bodies receive government subsidies, but still usually charge (modest) fees for their
services. Tan (2009, p.98) observed that “the Singapore government, by providing
financial assistance to these organisations, is directly sanctioning the practice of
private tutoring (in contrast with its almost total silence with regard to the existence of
other providers of private tutoring”. As Tan remarked, this indirectly encouraged at
least some parents and students to seek private tuition.
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Table 3: Top Three Types of Private Tuition, Singapore, 2015
Pre-school
Primary
Private group
81.8% Private group
58.9%
tuition
tuition
Private one-on11.4% Private one-on-one 34.2%
one tuition
tuition
School group
9.1%
Welfare group
9.1%
tuition
tuition
Source: Straits Times, 4 July 2015.

Secondary
Private one-on-one
tuition
Private group
tuition
School group
tuition

43.5
%
38.9
%
11.1
%

As might be expected, according to the Straits Times survey families with
higher incomes invested more in private tuition than families with lower incomes
(Table 4). Related government figures from a 2014 household expenditure survey
suggested that total annual expenditure on private tuition amounted to S$1.1 billion
(Tan 2014). Lum (2015) compared this figure with the government’s entire budget for
education – for pre-school to tertiary – which was S$11.49 billion during the 2014
financial year. In other words, Lum pointed out, the expenditures by Singaporean
families on private tuition were equivalent to one tenth of the total expenditure by the
government for all levels including universities and polytechnics. These household
expenditures may have been significant financial burdens, especially for low-income
families with more than one child.
Table 4: Median Monthly Expenditures on Private Tuition (Singapore dollars), 2015
Monthly household
Pre-school
Primary
Secondary
income
$3,000 and below
$100
$125
$180
$3,001 to $6,000
$150
$215
$290
More than $6,000
$200
$300
$389
Note: One Singapore dollar was equivalent to approximately 0.72 US dollars or 5.57
Hong Kong dollars.
Source: Straits Times, 4 July 2015.
Patterns Elsewhere in Asia
Across the globe, South Korea is perhaps best known for its private tuition, much of it
provided in institutions called hagwons. According to a 2014 survey by the Korean
Statistical Information Service (KOSIS 2015), 81.1% of elementary school pupils
were receiving private tuition; and respective figures for middle school and general
high school were 69.1% and 56.2%. Private tuition has a long history in South Korea,
despite government concern (Seth 2002; Lee & Jang 2010). The phenomenon is
also longstanding in Japan which is known for its jukus (Harnisch 1994; Roesgaard
2006; Watanabe 2013), and in Taiwan where comparable institutions are known as
buxiban (Liu 2012; Chang 2013). Private tuition is also widespread in Vietnam (Ha &
Harpham 2005; Dang 2013), and growing fast in China (Yu & Ding 2011; Zhang
2014).
Among Asian locations, perhaps Hong Kong is the most easily comparable
with Singapore as a totally urban and relatively prosperous society, a majority
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Chinese population, and a British colonial heritage that has left an impact on the
education system. Indicative figures, while perhaps not altogether robust in precision,
show expansion of private tuition in Hong Kong comparable to that in Singapore. Lee
(1996) made a random telephone survey of 507 households and found that 44.7%
with children in primary school were paying for private tuition, while respective
proportions for Secondary 1-3, 4-5 and 6-7 were 25.6%, 34.4% and 40.5%. Eight
years later, a government expenditure survey of 6,100 households found rates of
36.0% in primary and 28.0%, 33.6% and 48.1% in each of the levels of secondary
education (Hong Kong, Census and Statistics Department 2005). Another seven
years later a 2011/12 survey of 1,646 students in 16 secondary schools indicated
that 53.8% of Secondary 3 (Grade 9) respondents and 71.8% of Secondary 6 (Grade
12) respondents reported having received tuition during the previous 12 months
(Bray 2013).
The findings of the 2011/12 survey deserve further comment because they
were the most detailed to date and shed much light on the phenomenon. As in
Singapore, the top subjects in demand were English, Mathematics and Chinese
(Table 5).
Table 5: Subjects in which Hong Kong Students Received Private Tuition, 2011/12
Subjects
English
Mathematics
Chinese
Sciences
Liberal Studies
Business
Humanities
Number of cases

All

Grade 9

Grade 12

65.2%
52.7%
31.8%
25.8%
9.2%
8.9%
6.1%

58.5%
68.5%
29.4%
19.5%
5.6%
4.7%
8.3%

72.4%
35.7%
34.4%
32.7%
13.2%
13.6%
3.6%

991

519

472

Note: Sciences are a combination of biology, chemistry and physics. Business is a
combination of economics, accounting and business. Humanities are a combination of
humanities subjects other than English and Chinese, including history and geography.

Source: Bray et al. (2014), p.31.
The types of tuition are shown in Table 6, and again resemble Singapore in a
mix of one-on-one and small group work. However, Hong Kong had a more
pronounced sector of large classes taught either live or by video. These classes are
commonly taught by ‘star’ tutors who attract considerable numbers of teenagers,
especially in their final year of schooling, and offer tips for examination success (Kwo
& Bray 2011; Koh 2014). The proportion of students who reported receiving online
tutoring was perhaps surprisingly low given that Hong Kong is a technologically
advanced society; and the absence of mention in the Straits Times report is also
noteworthy. Online tuition may be expected to grow in both locations.
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Table 6: Types of Private Tuition Received by Secondary School Students, Hong
Kong, 2011/12
All
Grade 9
Grade 12
One-on-one
38.0%
44.2%
31.1%
Small group
41.8%
53.5%
29.0%
Lecture style by tutor (live)
37.4%
22.1%
54.2%
Lecture style (video recording)
33.5%
7.9%
61.7%
Online tutoring
1.2%
0.8%
1.7%
No. of cases
992
520
472
Source: Bray et al. (2014), p.31.
A further point of comparison concerns costs. Among Hong Kong students
who reported having received private tuition during the previous 12 months, the
median reported monthly cost was HK$1,570. According to government data, the
median monthly domestic household income in 2010 was HK$18,000 (Hong Kong,
Information Services Department 2012, p.2). These statistics implied that for average
Hong Kong families, private tuition for one secondary student might consume about
8.7% of monthly incomes. As in Singapore, such expenditure would be especially
demanding for families with more than one child receiving tuition. Respondents to the
Table 7: Mean of Estimated Monthly Private Tuition Costs by Estimated Level of
Household Gross Monthly Incomes, Hong Kong, 2011/12
Estimated household
gross monthly income
<HK$4,000
HK$4,000-5,999
HK$6,000-9,999
HK$10,000-14,999
HK$15,000-19,999
HK$20,000-24,999
HK$25,000-34,999
HK$35,000-59,999
HK$60,000-79,999
HK$80,000-99,999
>=HK$100,000
Overall mean/Total
*

Mean of
estimated
monthly private
tutoring cost
HK$1,294
HK$1,218
HK$1,388
HK$1,519
HK$1,314
HK$1,199
HK$1,581
HK$1,729
HK$2,470
HK$2,261
HK$2,275
HK$1,589

Percentage
range*

Number of
cases

> 32.4%
20.3%~30.5%
13.9%~23.1%
10.1%~15.2%
6.6%~8.8%
4.8%~6.0%
4.5%~6.3%
2.9%~4.9%
3.1%~4.1%
2.3%~2.8%
<2.3%
-

20
12
51
126
134
128
118
110
60
32
40
831

The estimated average range of mean cost of private tutoring within the level of family income. It
only refers to families with children taking private tuition, and excludes families with children not
taking private tuition.

Note: One Hong Kong dollar was equivalent to approximately 0.13 US dollars or 0.18 Singapore dollars.
Source: Bray et al. (2014), p.31.
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questionnaire were asked to estimate their households’ average gross monthly
incomes. Secondary school students may not have good knowledge of their parents’
incomes, and the responses should therefore be interpreted with care. Nevertheless,
Table 7 shows the reported household incomes and the reported costs of tuition by
11 income bands. It suggests that the costs of tuition for students in the lowest
income band exceeded 30% of the household incomes. Disaggregation of Grade 9
and Grade 12 students showed that families in the lowest-income band made
particularly heavy sacrifices for Grade 12, with estimated expenditures reaching
36.6% of estimated household incomes. By contrast, for the high-income families the
estimated expenditures represented less than 3% of the estimated household
incomes.
Are the Expenditures Worthwhile?
Noting the investments that families make, not only in money but also in time, an
obvious question is whether the returns from the private tuition justify those
investments. Asking families why they paid for private tuition, the 2015 survey
reported in Singapore’s Straits Times found that the top two reasons were (i) to
improve grades, and (ii) to keep up with others. But when asked whether the private
tuition did improve grades significantly, only 30% of respondents replied affirmatively.
In other words, as many as 70% of families paid for private tuition but did not feel that
it resulted in significant improvement of grades.
Reasons why private tuition might not result in significant improvement could
include shortcomings in the orientation and quality of the tuition, competition for time,
and problems in the motivation and related behavior of the children. Some empirical
work on this theme in Singapore was presented by Cheo and Quah (2005) following
investigation of patterns in three premier secondary schools. The authors found
(p.280) that “having a private tutor may be counter-productive … [because]
excessive studying in the Singapore context may have resulted in diminishing
returns”. They added that the potentially positive influence of tuition in one subject
may lead to a decline in other subjects because of time taken away. The researchers
nevertheless recognized that their sample was small and that patterns were complex.
These facts may again be contrasted with patterns in Hong Kong. Table 8
records the perceptions of the sampled Grade 9 and 12 students in the 2011/12
survey. In general, these students (though not necessarily their families) felt that the
tuition did help to improve their grades. The students also reported in interviews on
related benefits including improved confidence in examinations, revision skills and
learning strategies (Bray 2013, pp.22-23).
Nevertheless, the question remains whether the private tuition really did
improve the grades of these Hong Kong students – and whether it would similarly
improve the grades of counterparts in other countries. This question, unfortunately, is
difficult to answer chiefly because it is too simplistic in a generalized form. Much
depends on the qualities of the tutors, the complementarities of in-school and out-ofschool work, and the receptiveness of the students. It is easy to find cases in which
tuition has really helped students, e.g. because it is personalized in a way that is
impossible in regular school classes of 30 to 40 students or because the students
were highly motivated and grasped the messages from ‘star’ tutors even though they
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were in classes of over 100. However, it is also easy to find cases in which students
were doing poorly in school, perhaps scolded all day by their teachers, and then
given ‘more of the same’ with scolding all evening by their tutors. It is also common
to hear of students working late in the evening with their tutors and therefore sleeping
during the daytime in school.
Table 8: Secondary School Students’ Perceptions of the Effectiveness of Private
Tuition, Hong Kong, 2011/12
Percentage %
Private tutoring has improved
Strongly
Strongly
No
Mean*
my …
Disagree Disagree Agree
Agree
opinion
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(2.5)
Examination grades
0.9
5.9
62.4
25.9
5.0
3.16
Relationship with school
2.35
8.9
38.3
21.9
4.5
26.6
teachers
Confidence in examinations
1.7
10.5
55.4
25.8
6.6
3.09
Revision skills
1.2
11.0
56.5
24.3
7.0
3.07
Confidence in school
2.84
2.6
20.1
50.1
15.4
11.8
performance
Learning strategies
1.4
11.9
53.0
24.8
8.9
3.06
N=992.
* In the questionnaire, 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree; 4 = strongly disagree; 2.5 = no
opinion. Thus, “mean > 2.50” implies that students in general agreed with the statement, and “mean <
2.50” implies that students in general disagreed with the statement.
Source: Bray (2013), p.23.

With this in mind, researchers, parents, policy-makers and others should avoid
simplistic questions like: “Does private tuition work?” Instead, they should ask
questions like: “What types, qualities and quantities of private tuition, with what
durations, intensities and back-up support, work in what types of learning domains
for what sorts of students in what sorts of circumstances?” (Bray 2014, p.387). This
question may seem disagreeably complex, but it fits reality more meaningfully. In any
case, many students and families seek private tuition as a sort of insurance policy,
uncertain that they will need it but fearing that they might lose out if they do not take
it.
The Backwash on Regular Schooling
Private tuition is not just a supplementary activity beyond school. It may have a
backwash on schooling, and in some respects may be subtractive as well as
supplementary. This is especially obvious when teachers provide supplementary
tuition. Teachers do not often provide private tuition in Singapore or Hong Kong (or in
South Korea, Japan and various other prosperous countries) since they are well paid
and do not feel a need to supplement their earnings. However, the provision of
private classes by serving teachers in regular schools is common in such countries
as Cambodia (Brehm & Silova 2014), China (Zhang 2014), and Georgia (Kobakhidze
2014). Especially problematic are situations when teachers provide extra classes to
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the same students for whom they are responsible in their schools, because the
teachers may be tempted deliberately to reduce the content during regular classes in
order to promote demand for private lessons (Jayachandran 2014). Yet even when
the private students are not in the teachers’ existing classes, teachers may still
devote more effort to private lessons than to the regular classes for which they are
paid regardless of the quality.
Further, private tuition may still have a backwash on regular schooling even
when the teachers are not involved. First, when rates of private tuition approach 80%
teachers are likely to assume that their students have supplementary help. They may
therefore not work as diligently to assist low achievers as when few or no students
receive supplementary help. Second, private tuition may increase disparities in the
classroom. Some tutors deliberately teach materials before the schools, which
means that those students may be bored during their schooling and the diversity
within the classroom increases; and students who do not receive tuition may lag
behind. Third, when students receive supplementary lessons late at night, they are
likely to be tired, inattentive and possibly disruptive during the day. And fourth,
students may be more respectful of their tutors, to whom they pay money and in
whom they have a choice, than of their teachers who are free of charge and over
whom the students have no choice. Indeed some tutors deliberately encourage
disrespect of regular teachers in order to promote their own market, asserting that
they are more knowledgeable and talented than the teachers. Such attitudes
inculcated in the students may add to disciplinary problems in schools.
The Hong Kong 2011/12 research mentioned above explored the views of
teachers towards private tuition, and particularly that provided by the commercial
sector. The study identified three main groups of teachers. One group had not
thought much about private tuition, viewing their main roles as being inside the
schools. A second group was offended by private tuition, considering it unnecessary
or even parasitic. These teachers felt that their work met the students’ needs, and
that private tuition was to some extent damaging and intrusive. The third group
welcomed private tuition, encouraging students to learn both in-school and out-ofschool. A few teachers even sought to improve their own lessons by borrowing the
notes that the students had received from the private tutors.
These patterns may also be understood from and ecological perspective.
Before the rise of private tuition, the main actors in the educational ecosystem were
the teachers, students and parents. The arrival of the private tutors has changed
balances in the ecosystem. Some teachers viewed the tutors as an invasive species
that had upset previous balances and to some extent competed with the authority
that the teachers had previously enjoyed (Bray & Kobakhidze 2015). Others were
more welcoming of the tutors; but both groups recognized that the ecosystem had
changed.
A growing phenomenon in Singapore is the blurring of public-private boundaries.
Schools allow for-profit tuition agencies to conduct lessons for subjects such as
English language and mathematics on school premises after the official day has
ended. Parents enroll their children for such lessons on a voluntary basis and pay
extra fees for the service. In effect the school authorities are directly endorsing the
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need for private tuition and vouching for the reliability of the companies that are
contracted to provide such services.
Intensification of Competition
The expansion of private tuition seems to indicate that families increasingly feel that
“schooling is not enough”, i.e. that they need to supplement schooling with additional
support of various kinds. Yet Singapore, Hong Kong, South Korea and many other
locations with much private tuition have strong public education systems. The
question then is why families feel that schooling is not enough.
The answer to this question chiefly lies in the forces of competition.
Singapore has always been conscious of its small size in a challenging environment,
requiring diligence and innovation to survive and prosper. To some extent similar
remarks apply to Hong Kong, and have become even more pertinent since the 1997
reunification with Mainland China which means that Hong Kong families are
competing for jobs and livelihoods not only with each other but also with counterparts
in the rest of China. Yet these feelings of competition are not confined to Singapore
and Hong Kong. The forces of globalization, with awareness that that factories can
move and that services can be outsourced at the click of a computer mouse, make
families in all countries mindful of competition. In the education sector, awareness of
competition is reinforced by rankings of education systems on the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) operated under the auspices of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (Niemann &
Martens 2015), by the rankings of universities (Sadlak & Liu 2007; Shin et al. 2011),
and in some countries by rankings of schools and even students (e.g. Nunes et al.
2015). Singapore’s education system is more stratified than most, with the highstakes Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) being used in a very open way
to determine students’ secondary education streams and subsequent life chances.
For this reason, rates of private tuition in primary education are higher in Singapore
than in Hong Kong and most other places.
In such competitive environments, families are naturally anxious – and are
encouraged to be anxious by the tuition companies who then offer ways to alleviate
the anxiety. Yet evaluation of whether the tuition really can meet the needs is
extremely difficult. The tuition companies may make bold claims about their students
scoring highly in public examinations, but a question may remain whether the high
scores result mainly from the companies’ work, from the students’ schooling, or from
the diligence and abilities of the students themselves. Both mainstream schools and
tuition companies claim the credit for students’ examination successes, while the
Ministry of Education remains silent on the matter. Because education is a ‘soft’
service with impact dependent on multiple factors, even trained researchers cannot
easily evaluate the quality and implications of private tuition, and ordinary families
are even less likely to be able to do so. Meanwhile, when rates of tuition become
ever higher, the families who do not receive tuition feel nervous and become more
likely to join the majority. Gee (2012) has written about the educational “arms race” in
Singapore, and his remarks have applicability also to many other countries.
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Conclusions
Private tuition has become a major phenomenon not only in Singapore but also in
many other locations. This paper has made particular reference to Hong Kong, but
private tuition is widespread and growing throughout the world (Bray 2009; Aurini et
al. 2013; Manzon & Areepattamannil 2014). Singapore and Hong Kong are
prosperous societies, but private tuition is also increasingly evident in low-income
and middle-income societies such as Bangladesh, Egypt and Greece (Nath 2008;
Hartmann 2013; Kassotakis & Verdis 2013).
The question remains whether the expansion of private tuition is on balance
beneficial or harmful to the children, their families and the wider society. On the
positive side, private tuition may contribute not only to personal advancement but
also to disciplined behavior and human capital for national development. Thus it can
be argued for example that investments in education, including shadow education,
were a major factor underpinning South Korea’s rise from an impoverished country to
a prosperous state during the decades following the 1950s Korean War (Seth 2002;
Shin et al. 2015). Private tuition may also have a child-minding role for parents of
young children who are both working; and even when there are doubts about the
effectiveness of private tuition for teenagers, it would not be difficult to think of more
problematic ways in which they might choose to spend their out-of-school time.
Nevertheless, the topic does deserve more research attention not only by
sociologists and economists but also by psychologists and others. The 2015 Straits
Times article indicated that even at the pre-school level 40% of households were
paying for private tuition (Teng 2015). An earlier Straits Times article (Soh 2014) had
focused on “tuition for toddlers”, highlighting the plight of a three-year-old child who
was receiving hour-long tuition lessons three times a week after his nursery classes
so that he could ‘keep up’ when his mother finally enrolled him at the coveted primary
school of which she was an alumnus. The journalist added that a quick search of
“preschool tuition in Singapore” yielded multiple results on home tutors and tuition
centres extolling the virtues of pre-school tuition and its necessity from the age of two.
Again, parallels are evident in Hong Kong where at least one centre offers
training to prepare children as young as 18 months for interviews when applying to
kindergarten. This centre has advertised with an image of a child in tears, with the
slogan “You don’t like competition? But competition will find you!” (Zhao 2015). The
centre seemed to have a ready market of ‘tiger mums’ anxious to do the best for their
children by giving a head start in life. But whether such training can deliver the
results that those parents seek, and whether it is good for the wider society, may
remain an open question deserving further investigation and debate.
This does not, however, mean that governments should simply leave matters to
market forces. The Singaporean authorities have for decades justified the highstakes examinations and stratification of the education system with arguments about
meritocracy and excellence. More recent times have witnessed growing official
acknowledgement and societal concern that the playing field is far from level. Signs
are evident of a ‘parentocracy’ in which parents’ financial resources and strategizing
are key to students’ academic success (Ong 2014; Phua 2012). The burgeoning
private tuition industry is one manifestation of this phenomenon. The Ministry of
Education responded to societal concern with a decision in 2012 to cease the public
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naming of top-scoring students in the PSLE examinations (Ng 2012) and with
discussion on whether the PSLE should be abolished altogether. This is arguably a
good approach which can help Singapore to move to the next phase of development
and reduce the stresses on families. Private tuition will not go away – either in
Singapore or in other countries – but all governments may usefully consider the
balances between competition and stress and the signals that they overtly or covertly
send about desirable family behavior.
Acknowledgement
The author thanks various people for comments on a draft, including S. Gopinathan
(HEAD Foundation), Ora Kwo (University of Hong Kong), and Jason Tan (National
Institute of Education, Singapore).
Note
This publication appears in The HEAD Foundation Working Paper Series©. The
views and opinions expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect
those of The HEAD Foundation.
References
Aurini, Janice; Davies, Scott & Dierkes, Julian (eds.) (2013): Out of the Shadows:
The Global Intensification of Supplementary Education. Bingley: Emerald.
Basu, Radha; Lim, Daryl & Sami, Sumita (2010): ‘Cramming for an A’. Special Report,
Straits Times, 28 August.
Bray, Mark (2009): Confronting the Shadow Education System: What Government
Policies for What Private Tutoring?. Paris: UNESCO International Institute for
Educational Planning (IIEP).
Bray, Mark (2013): ‘Benefits and Tensions of Shadow Education: Comparative
Perspectives on the Roles and Impact of Private Supplementary Tutoring in the
Lives of Hong Kong Students’. Journal of International and Comparative
Education, Vol.2, No.1, pp.18-30.
Bray, Mark (2014): ‘The Impact of Shadow Education on Student Academic
Achievement: Why the research is inconclusive and what can be done about it’.
Asia Pacific Education Review, Vol.15, No. 3, pp.381-389.
Bray, Mark & Kobakhidze, Magda Nutsa (2015): ‘Evolving Ecosystems in Education:
The Nature and Implications of Private Supplementary Tutoring in Hong Kong’.
Prospects: Quarterly Review of Comparative Education, Vol.45, DOI
10.1007/s11125-015-9353-2.
Bray, Mark & Lykins, Chad (2012): Shadow Education: Private Supplementary
Tutoring and Its Implications for Policy Makers in Asia. Hong Kong: Comparative
Education Research Centre, The University of Hong Kong, and Mandaluyong
City: Asian Development Bank.
Bray, Mark; Zhan, Shengli; Lykins, Chad; Wang, Dan & Kwo, Ora (2014):
‘Differentiated Demand for Private Supplementary Tutoring: Patterns and
Implications in Hong Kong Secondary Education’. Economics of Education
Review, Vol.38, No.1, pp.24-37.
Brehm, William C. & Silova, Iveta (2014): ‘Hidden Privatization of Public Education in
Page 11 of 15

What Is Private Tuition Really Doing to – or for – Education?
Cambodia: Equity Implications of Private Tutoring’. Journal of Educational
Research Online, Vol.6, No.1, pp.94-116.
Chang, Ying-Hwa (2013): ‘Academic Competition and Cram Schooling’, in Yi, ChinChun (ed.), The Psychological Well-being of East Asian Youth. Dordrecht:
Springer, pp.131-153.
Cheo, Roland & Quah, Euston (2005): ‘Mothers, Maids and Tutors: An Empirical
Evaluation of their Effect on Children’s Academic Grades in Singapore’.
Education Economics, Vol.13, No.3, pp.269-285.
Dang, Hai-Anh (2013): ‘Private Tutoring in Vietnam: A Review of Current Issues and
its Major Correlates’, in Aurini, Janice; Davies, Scott & Dierkes, Julian (eds.),
Out of the Shadows: The Global Intensification of Supplementary Education.
Bingley: Emerald, pp.95-127.
Gee, Christopher (2012): The Educational ‘Arms Race’: All for One, Loss for All. IPS
Working Paper 20, Singapore: Institute of Policy Studies.
George, Cherian (1992): ‘Time to Come out of the Shadows’. Straits Times, 4 April.
Ha, Tran Thu & Harpham, Trudy (2005): ‘Primary Education in Vietnam: Extra Classes
and Outcomes’. International Education Journal, Vol.6, No.5, pp.626-634.
Harnisch, Delwyn L. (1994): ‘Supplemental Education in Japan: Juku Schooling and
its Implication’. Journal of Curriculum Studies, Vol.26, No.3, pp.323-334.
Hartmann, Sarah (2013): ‘Education “Home Delivery: in Egypt: Private Tutoring and
Social Stratification’, in Bray, Mark; Mazawi, André E. & Sultana, Ronald G.
(eds.), Private Tutoring Across the Mediterranean: Power Dynamics and
Implications for Learning and Equity. Rotterdam: Sense, pp.57-75.
Hong Kong, Census & Statistics Department (2005): ‘Latest 2004/05-based Consumer
Price
Indices’.
http://www.censtatd.gov.hk/FileManager/EN/Content_908/cpi_slide.pdf,
accessed 29 January 2012.
Hong Kong, Information Services Department (2012): Hong Kong: The Facts. Hong
Kong: Information Services Department.
Jayachandran, Seema (2014): ‘Incentives to Teach Badly: After-School Tutoring in
Developing Countries’. Journal of Development Economics, Vol.108, pp.190205.
Jokić, Boris (ed.) (2013): Emerging from the Shadow: A Comparative Qualitative
Exploration of Private Tutoring in Eurasia. Zagreb: Network of Education Policy
Centers.
Kassotakis, Michael & Verdis, Athanasios (2013): ‘Shadow Education in Greece:
Characteristics, Consequences and Eradication Efforts’, in Bray, Mark; Mazawi,
André E. & Sultana, Ronald G. (eds.), Private Tutoring Across the
Mediterranean: Power Dynamics and Implications for Learning and Equity.
Rotterdam: Sense, pp.93-113.
Kobakhidze, Magda Nutsa (2014): ‘Corruption Risks of Private Tutoring: Case of
Georgia’. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, Vol.34, No.4, pp.455-475.
Koh, Aaron (2014): ‘The “Magic” of Tutorial Centres in Hong Kong: An Analysis of
Media Marketing and Pedagogy in a Tutorial Centre’. International Review of
Education, Vol.60, No.1, pp.803-819.

Page 12 of 15

What Is Private Tuition Really Doing to – or for – Education?
KOSIS [Korean Statistical Information Service] (2015): ‘Private Education
Participation Rate by School Level’.
http://kosis.kr/eng/statisticsList/statisticsList_01List.jsp?vwcd=MT_ETITLE&pare
ntId=C#SubCont, accessed 30 May 2015.
Kwo, Ora & Bray, Mark (2011): ‘Facing the Shadow Education System in Hong Kong’.
International Institute for Asian Studies (IIAS) The Newsletter, Vol.56 (Spring),
p.20.
Lee, Ching (1996): Children and Private Tuition. Youth Poll Series 34, Hong Kong
Federation of Youth Groups.
Lee, Chong Jae & Jang, Hyo-Min (2010): ‘The History of Policy Responses to Shadow
Education in Korea: Implications for the Next Cycle of Policy Responses’, in Lee,
Chong Jae; Kim, Seong-yul & Adams, Don (eds.), Sixty Years of Korean
Education. Seoul: Seoul National University Press, pp.512-545.
Liu, Jeng (2012): ‘Does Cram Schooling Matter? Who Goes to Cram Schools?
Evidence from Taiwan’. International Journal of Educational Development,
Vol.32, No.1, pp.46-52.
Lum Yin Peng (2015): ‘The Costs of Tuition … and Skipping Tuition’.
https://www.drwealth.com/2015/01/19/costs-tuition-skipping-tuition, accessed 21
October 2015.
Manzon, Maria & Areepattamannil, Shaljan (2014): ‘Shadow Educations: Mapping
the Global Discourse’. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, Vol.34, No.4, pp.389412.
Mokhtar, Maryam (2013): ‘Tuition not Needed under our Education System’. Straits
Times, 17 September.
Nath, Samir Ranjan (2008): ‘Private Supplementary Tutoring among Primary Students
in Bangladesh’. Educational Studies, Vol.34, No.1, pp.55-72.
Niemann, Dennis & Martens, Kerstin (2015): ‘Monitoring Standards of Education
Worldwide: PISA and its Consequences’, in Hayden, Mary; Levy, Jack &
Thompson, Jeff (eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Research in International
Education. Los Angeles: SAGE, pp.488-497.
Ng, Jing Yng (2012): ‘No more Naming of Top Students for National Exams’. Today,
21 November.
Nunes, Luis C.; Reis, Ana Balcão & Seabra, Carmo (2015): ‘The Publication of School
Rankings: A Step toward Increased Accountability?’. Economics of Education
Review, Vol.49, pp.15-23. doi: 10.1016/j.econedurev.2015.07.008
Ong, Andrea (2014): ‘Beware Growing “Parentocracy”: NIE Don’. Straits Times, 30
March.
Phua, Mei Pin (2012): ‘Levelling Playing Field for Kids’. Straits Times, 15 September.
Roesgaard, Marie H. (2006): Japanese Education and the Cram School Business:
Functions, Challenges and Perspectives of the Juku. Copenhagen: Nordic
Institute of Asian Studies Press.
Sadlak, Jan & Liu, Nian Cai (eds.) (2007): The World-Class University and Ranking:
Aiming Beyond Status. Bucharest: UNESCO European Centre for Higher
Education (CEPES).
Seth, Michael J. (2002): Education Fever: Society, Politics, and the Pursuit of
Schooling in South Korea. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press.
Page 13 of 15

What Is Private Tuition Really Doing to – or for – Education?

Shin, Jung Cheol; Touthoushian, Robert K. & Teichler, Ulrich (eds.) (2011): University
Rankings: Theoretical Basis, Methodology and Impacts on Global Higher
Education. Dordrecht: Springer.
Shin, Kwangcheol; Leem, Han Na & Lim Hyoin (2015): No Shadow, No Worry –
WWWSE: Helping a Nation Rethink its Approach to Education. Hong Kong:
Centre for Asian Philanthropy and Society.
http://asiacps.org/documents/CAPS_CS_WWWSE.pdf, accessed 28 October
2015.
Singapore, Department of Statistics (2014): Report on the Household Expenditure
Survey, 2012/13. Singapore, Department of Statistics, Ministry of Trade &
Industry.
Soh, Elizabeth (2014): ‘Tuition for Toddlers – Necessary or Over the Top?’. Straits
Times, 19 December.
Tan, Jason (2009): ‘Private Tutoring in Singapore: Bursting out of the Shadows’.
Journal of Youth Studies [Hong Kong], Vol.12, No.1, pp.93-103.
Tan, Theresa (2014): ‘$1 billion spent to tuition in one year’. Straits Times, 9
November 2014.
Teng, Amelia (2015): ‘Tuition Nation’. Straits Times, 4 July.
Toh, Mavis (2008): ‘Tuition Nation’. Straits Times, 17 June.
Watanabe, Manabu (2013): Juku: The Stealth Force of Education and the
Deterioration of Schools in Japan. CreateSpace Independent Publishing
Platform.
Yu, Hongxia & Ding Xiaohao (2011): ‘How to get out of the Prisoners’ Dilemma:
Educational Resource Allocation and Private Tutoring’. Frontiers of Education in
China, Vol.6, No.2, pp.279-292.
Zhan, Shengli; Bray, Mark; Wang, Dan; Lykins, Chad & Kwo, Ora (2013): ‘The
Effectiveness of Private Tutoring: Students’ Perceptions in Comparison with
Mainstream Schooling in Hong Kong’. Asia Pacific Education Review, Vol.14,
No.4, pp.495-509.
Zhang, Wei (2014): ‘The Demand for Shadow Education in China: Mainstream
Teachers and Power Relations’. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, Vol.34, No.4,
pp.436-454.
Zhao, Shirley (2015): ‘Tutoring Centre’s Founder Defends Kindergarten Interview Ad
Campaign that Went Viral’. South China Morning Post, 25 May.
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/educationcommunity/article/1808357/tutoring-centres-founder-defendskindergarten?page=all
Note on the Author
Mark Bray is UNESCO Chair Professor in Comparative Education at the University of
Hong Kong. He began his career as a secondary school teacher in Kenya and then
Nigeria, before taking posts at the Universities of Edinburgh, Papua New Guinea and
London. He moved to Hong Kong in1986, but from 2006 to 2010 took leave to work
in Paris as Director of UNESCO’s International Institute for Educational Planning. He
has written several books on private tuition, including The Shadow Education System:
Private Tutoring and its Implications for Planners (1999), Confronting the Shadow
Page 14 of 15

What Is Private Tuition Really Doing to – or for – Education?

Education System: What Government Policies for What Private Tutoring? (2009),
and, with Chad Lykins, Shadow Education: Private Supplementary Tutoring and its
Implications for Policy Makers in Asia (2012).
Address
Comparative Education Research Centre, Faculty of Education, The University of
Hong Kong, Pokfulam Road, Hong Kong, China. mbray@hku.hk.

Page 15 of 15

