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ABSTRACT

Private supplementary tutoring in school subjects, which takes place outside of regular school
classes and is paid, is not unfamiliar in many education systems. However, it has become
more prevalent and widespread today than it was previously and is now discussed as a global
phenomenon. The term “shadow education” is commonly used to describe private tutoring in
academic literature. This paper provides an overview and analysis of the conceptualization of
shadow education, its prevalence in practice, the factors influencing this phenomenon, and
the effects it generates in education systems worldwide. It also highlights the characteristic
responses of education authorities to the rise of private tutoring. Given the significant impact of
private tutoring on individuals, education system, and society as a whole, the paper emphasizes
the need for educational authorities, as well as the academic and professional community,
to address this issue rather than ignore it. Furthermore, the paper examines the emergence
of private tutoring in Serbia and advocates for the need to establish a proactive approach to
understanding and addressing this issue.
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I INTRODUCTION

Private supplementary tutoring in academic school subjects, provided with monetary
compensation, is often referred to in academic literature as “shadow education™
(Bray, 2009; Bray & Hajar, 2023; Bray & Silova, 2006a; Stevenson & Baker, 1992;
Zhang, 2023). Although it has been present in many education systems, it is becoming
significantly more prevalent and widespread in recent times. A considerable number
of students worldwide utilize private tutoring during their primary and secondary
education to improve their academic performance and/or increase admission chances
to desired educational institution at the next education level. Private tutoring was
perceived as an exotic phenomenon thirty years ago, primarily associated with East
Asian countries (notably Japan). However, it is now recognized as an unavoidable,
universal phenomenon that is likely to continue intensifying (Baker, 2020; Zhang,
2023).

Although it might be mistakenly assumed that private tutoring is a personal
family matter unrelated to educational authorities and society as a whole, it is
undoubtedly an education policy issue. It represents a highly complex phenomenon
influenced by various educational, cultural, and economic factors, impacting students
and the quality of teaching and learning in schools while producing broader societal
and economic implications as well (Joki¢ & Risti¢ Dedi¢, 2007). Consequently, one
would expect private tutoring to be a challenging issue for researchers, education
policymakers, the media, professional associations, and the broader public (Ibid.).
However, this phenomenon was neither thoroughly scrutinized, widely discussed
in professional circles, nor has it attracted the education policymakers attention in
most countries for a long period of time (Bray et al., 2013). It is only over the past
two decades that interest in the causes, characteristics, and implications of so-called
shadow education has grown.

A significant contribution to understanding this phenomenon has been made
by authors who analyzed the prevalence and characteristics of private tutoring from
a comparative perspective across different social, economic, and cultural contexts,
highlighting certain similarities and differences depending on the local context
specifics. The first major cross-national study of this phenomenon was conducted
by Mark Bray under the auspices of UNESCO in 1999 (Bray, 1999) and which was
followed by a series of studies in individual countries and various regions of the
world, such as former socialist countries (Silova et al., 2006); Central Asia (Silova,
2009); Europe (Bray, 2011, 2021a); the Mediterranean (Bray et al., 2013); East Asia

' Other terms are also used in denoting shadow education in English-language literature, such

as “private tutoring”, “supplemental education”, “parallel education”, and “after-school tutoring”,
among others.
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and the Pacific (Bray, 2022; Zhang & Yamato, 2018); Africa (Bray, 2021b); and the
Middle East (Bray & Hajar, 2023).

Relying on the literature review, this paper aims to provide an overview and
analysis of shadow education conceptualization, its prevalence in practice, the
factors influencing it, and its effects on worldwide education systems. Additionally,
it examines the typical responses of educational authorities to the shadow education
phenomenon. Furthermore, the paper addresses private tutoring in Serbia,
highlighting a desirable approach for educational authorities in addressing this
issue. Given that the private tutoring phenomenon has not yet attracted significant
attention from researchers and education policymakers in Serbia, we hope this
paper may inspire professional discussions and analyses of this topic within the local
context as well.

Types and Forms of Shadow Education

The now well-known “shadow education” metaphor highlights the fact that this phe-
nomenon would not exist without formal schooling and the adoption of private tu-
toring to formal education demands, i.e. it keeps up with changes and evolves based
on what is taught in schools and what is expected of students (Bray, 2003, 2009; Bray
& Silova, 2006a).

Regardless of how individual authors define shadow education or private
tutoring, there is general agreement on the key determinants of this phenomenon.
In fact, in existing empirical and comparative studies, shadow education is usually
operationalized in the following manner: a) it encompasses supplementary tutoring
in relation to that taking place in school, i.e. an addition to what is provided by
formal school education; b) it is fee-charging (excluding fee free assistance provided
by friends, relatives, or teachers as part of their regular school activities); c) it refers
to school subjects (typically the ones covered by national tests and exams, whereas
private lessons aimed at satisfying a child’s interests or developing their potential—
such as playing an instrument, drawing, or sports training— do not fall under this
phenomenon, although they are paid for) (Bray & Silova, 2006a; Bray & Hajar,
2023).

Private tutoring can be provided for in various ways, conducted by different
actors, and encompass varying numbers of students. Two main types of private
tutoring are most common among many countries: a) private lessons conducted
by individuals and b) courses/preparatory classes that are typically offered by
market-oriented private companies or organizations?, but can also be provided by
public educational institutions or even individuals. In the first case, the service is

2 Such private tutoring centres are known, for example, as juku in Japan, frontistiria in Greece, and

dersane in Turkey (Bray & Silova, 2006a).
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mainly provided individually or possibly in a small group, while in the second case,
it primarily involves larger groups of students, which may consist of, for example,
twenty students, but can also be much larger, even exceeding one hundred, with
students following the instructor’s presentation on a screen in a large auditorium
(Bray & Silova, 2006a; Bray & Hajar, 2023). Following the COVID-19 pandemic,
the online tutoring share has increased as well, and online sessions were also being
conducted individually or in small or large groups, either in real-time (synchronously)
or asynchronously.

Individuals implementing private tutoring are typically qualified teachers,
professionals in a particular field, or students who engage in this activity in order
to provide (additional) income. In many countries, their work operates in a gray
area, often without contracts and tax payments. Commercial informal education
providers sometimes are smaller, locally oriented companies, but there are also
large organizations operating globally, having branches in diftferent countries and a
significant number of employees (Joki¢ & Risti¢ Dedi¢, 2007).

Although both types of private tutoring are present in almost all countries, their
prevalence varies. For example, a comparative study which was carried out in 12
Eastern Europe and Central Asia countries found that in some countries (including
Mongolia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Lithuania), students more often utilized
individual private lessons in their final year of secondary school education, whereas
in others (such as Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Slovakia), group courses
offered by institutions, such as university entrance exams preparation, were more
common (Silova, 2010; Silova et al., 2006).

Examining the types and forms of private tutoring throughout the entire school
education period, it could be said that individual private lessons are more prevalent
in European countries, while group tutoring within educational centers is more
characteristic of East Asian countries.

Furthermore, distinctions are also made regarding the purpose and reasons
for utilizing private tutoring, as well as the schooling periods during which the
demand for this service is more pronounced. For some users of private tutoring,
the primary motivation is mastering what they missed during regular classes and
improving their academic performance. In such cases, private tutoring serves a
“remedial” i.e. “corrective” function (Silova & Bray, 2006a). Although it might be
expected that students with poorer academic performance, i.e. those in need of
additional learning support, are predominantly the ones seeking private tutoring
services, the situation is not entirely as anticipated (Bray, 2021a). A larger group,
especially in education systems with highly selective exams and intense competition
for enrollment in desired educational institutions, comprises of high academic
performers and a wish of maintaining or enhancing their position in the future
(Bray, 2011). In this case, private tutoring activities serve as an “enrichment”
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function, i.e. aimed at knowledge expanding and deepening and/or preparing for
high-stakes exams/tests.

Prevalence of Shadow Education

Findings from previous studies on private tutoring in specific environments, as well
as comparative studies in this field, provide insights into the prevalence of this phe-
nomenon globally while highlighting local specificities shaped by particular social
contexts (Bray, 2009, 2013; 2021a; 2021b; Bray et al., 2013; Silova, 2009; Zhang &
Yamato, 2018).

From a regional perspective, there is no doubt that East Asian countries/
territories have the highest participation rates in private tutoring, with Japan, South
Korea, Hong Kong, and Taiwan standing out in this regard (Bray, 2022; Zhang,
2023). Attending private educational centers after regular school hours is a common
activity for large numbers of children and young people in this part of the world.
For instance, it is estimated that Japan has approximately 55,000 private educational
centers (juku), with 33.7% of primary school students, 51.9% of lower secondary
school students, and 29.3% of upper secondary school students attending these
centers for additional tutoring (Yu & Zhang, 2022). Around seven million children
attend private educational centers in South Korea (hakwon), including 80.9% of
primary school students, 70.6% of lower secondary school students, and 50.7% of
upper secondary school students (Kim, 2016, cited in Yu & Zhang, 2022). A survey
conducted in Hong Kong involving 1,624 secondary school students showed that
53.8% of final-year lower secondary school students and 71.8%of final-year upper
secondary school students participated in some form of private tutoring within the
previous 12 months, as well as spending an average of 4.76 hours per week on these
activities (Bray, 2013).

The picture is motley when it comes to European countries. Private tutoring
is more prevalent in Southern European countries compared to other regions. This
is particularly true for Greece, Cyprus, and Malta (Bray, 2011, 2021a), where the
inclusion rate among students is quite high. For example, a survey conducted in
Greece with a sample of 1,508 final-year upper secondary school students (lyceum)
found that 90.2% of them had engaged in some private tutoring form during their
schooling — 30.2% in group-organized activities, 20.3% were involved individually,
and 39.7% in both forms (Katsillis, 2020).

On the other hand, with a strong public education trust, the private tutoring
prevalence in Nordic countries is the lowest, although indications of private
tutoring expansion are noticeable there as well (Bray, 2021a; Christensen et al.,
2021). The education systems of Western European countries have traditionally not
been featured by a high share of shadow education, but it has grown significantly
in the recent years due to the promotion of competitiveness and the increasingly
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socially acceptable marketization of education (Bray & Kobakhidze, 2014). Thus,
for instance, data shows that 18% of students aged 11 to 16 in England had used
private tutoring at some point during their schooling 30 years ago, whereas that
figure has risen to 30% today, and it is as high as 46% in London (Cullinane &
Montacute, 2023).

In Eastern European and former socialist countries, shadow education
experienced significant growth during the 1990s, following the Soviet bloc collapse
and the social and economic changes faced by post-socialist societies (Silova, 2010).
For example, in Polland 52% of 3,479 surveyed final-year secondary school students
attended private lessons (Dlugosz, 2017, as cited in Bray, 2021a). Research carried out
in Croatia revealed that 54.5% of second-year secondary school students and 56.4%
of final-year secondary school students attended private tutoring (private lessons,
preparatory courses, or both types) (Joki¢ & Risti¢ Dedi¢, 2007). Findings from 2021
research, based on a representative sample (6,353 students), revealed that 24.5%
of final-year secondary school students attended preparatory courses with private
providers for the purpose of preparing for the state graduation exam and university
entrance, 19.9% participated in school-based preparation, and 11.6% utilized both
preparation modes (Joki¢ & Risti¢ Dedi¢, 2022).

Shadow education is expanding in the Middle East as well. It is estimated that
about half of primary and secondary school students in Bahrain, Kuwait, Lebanon,
Oman, and the United Arab Emirates use private tutoring services, with the
percentage rising to 85% toward the end of schooling (League of Arab States, 2012,
as cited in Bray & Hajar, 2023).

On the African continent, private tutoring’s notable presence and growth is
recorded in countries such as Algeria, Angola, Egypt, Ghana, Nigeria, Tunisia, and
South Africa (Bray, 2021b). In Latin America, private tutoring is of relatively modest
scope, except at the upper secondary school education level (Bray, 2009). Actually,
the private tutoring rate tends to increase during periods leading up to significant
transitions, national assessments, or exams in most education systems.

Factors Influencing Shadow Education Phenomenon

When addressing the question of what determines the private tutoring scope and in-
tensity, the emphasis is usually placed on educational, cultural, and economic factors
(Bray, 2003, 2006; Bray & Silova, 2006a).

Factors related to the education system. Private tutoring is, quite naturally, linked
to the organization of mainstream schooling and the education quality within a
society. Shadow education is considered to be more widespread in education systems
that: (a) are highly competitive; (b) have limited places available for progression to the
next education level, with a strict selection criteria; (c) implement differentiation of
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students by achievement and abilities at earlier ages; (d) show significant disparities
in the prestige of educational institutions and the programs they offer (Joki¢ & Risti¢
Dedi¢, 2007: 25).

Education systems implementing high-stake exams or tests for admission to
desired schools or academic programs, where high academic achievements provide
individuals with advantages within the education system and the labor market,
constitute fertile ground for shadow education development. In such cases, private
tutoring can contribute to a more successful mastery of material, the expansion and
deepening of knowledge, and thus facilitate the attainment of educational aspirations
and the professional opportunities broadening (Bray & Silova, 2006a). Thus, high-
stake tests/exams increase the likelihood of opting for additional tutoring, which in
turn drives higher demand and leads to shadow education proliferation (Katsillis,
2020).

A favorable climate for shadow education development is also associated with
fostering competitiveness within the education system, underpinned by the belief
that this enhances education sector efficiency and the knowledge-based economy
(Bodroski Spariosu & Duhanaj, 2024). For instance, such practice is evident in the
United Kingdom, where the public ranking of schools based on results from national
student performance assessments is a standard.

The quality of the teaching process in mainstream schools in some regions
also acts as a trigger for using private tutoring. Findings from the aforementioned
comparative study conducted in 12 Eastern European and Central Asian countries,
involving nearly 12,000 young people, affirm that students opt for private tutoring
because of dissatisfaction they feel with the teaching and learning process in schools,
i.e. to compensate for the poor teaching quality (as seen Central Asia countries) or
to be able to cope with an overly extensive curriculum and to master the prescribed
content (for example, in Eastern European and Central European countries) (Silova,
2010).

Cultural Factors. Dominant societal values often stand out, along with the
perception of the importance of effort in achieving educational outcomes are usually
among the cultural factors influencing shadow education (Bray, 2003). In East Asian
societies, where the Confucian heritage has left its mark, education and academic
success are highly valued, alongside individual diligence, dedication, and self-
discipline. Success in education is primarily attributed to effort rather than existing
abilities. Many authors cite this as an explanation for why shadow education is so
widespread in East Asian cultures (Bray & Silova, 2006a). Furthermore, it should be
emphasized that the high prevalence of shadow education is often identified as a key
determinant of the remarkable performance of East Asian students in international
assessments of educational achievement (OECD, 2011a; Singer & Braun, 2018),
rather than the quality of public schooling.
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The prevalence of shadow education is linked to the degree of competitiveness
fostered within a society, as well. Private tutoring is considered more widespread
in cultures with higher competitiveness levels in both education and society at
large, where it is viewed as an investment providing an advantage over others and
facilitating achieving desired educational and economic outcomes (Joki¢ & Risti¢
Dedi¢, 2007).

Economic factors. The income range among individuals with varying educational
levels is not uniform across societies. In some regions (such as the Far East), there
are significant differences in economic and social status between highly educated
individuals and the ones with modest education levels, whereas in other regions (such
as Western countries), these differences are less influenced by education levels (Bray
& Silova, 2006a; Joki¢ & Risti¢ Dedi¢, 2007). In societies where living standards and
social prestige are conspicuously dependent on educational credentials, investing
in education becomes worthwhile, as it is expected to yield a substantial return in
the future. Consequently, the private tutoring rate tends to be quite high in such
societies.

The up growth in private tutoring in Central and Southeast European countries
and the former Soviet Union is also attributed to the economic and social changes
initiated in the 1990s. Investment in education, including private tutoring, was
seen as an opportunity in facilitating the path to obtaining a degree and increasing
chances for securing better-paid jobs (Ibid.).

It is important to emphasize that these factors are not equally prominent in all
contexts. On the contrary, certain educational, cultural, and economic features are
attributive only for specific countries or some parts of the world.

Shadow Education Effects

Shadow education can obviously be classified neither as an absolutely desirable phe-
nomenon nor as something completely useless or harmful. Experiences from various
parts of the world indicate that it generates both positive and negative effects.

Educational achievements. It is reasonable to expect that private tutoring has a
positive impact on students’ academic achievement (Bray, 2009, 2023). For students
progressing more slowly in learning or the ones who have missed certain lessons for
some reason, additional tutoring helps them master the required material, make up
for missed content, and catch up with their peers. The benefits for students are not
limited to achieving the expected learning outcomes more easily, but these tutoring
activities can also positively influence their motivation to learn.

Private tutoring has beneficial outcomes for high-achieving students as well,
as it helps them maintain high academic performance, prepare thoroughly for tests/
exams, and thus provide a comparative advantage over their peers. The positive
relationship between private tutoring and students’ educational achievements
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has been confirmed in numerous studies such as the ones conducted in Greece,
Kenya, Germany, and Mauritius, notwithstanding there are instances where no
such link was found, such as in Egypt (Bray & Silova, 2006a). The extent to which
students benefit from private tutoring depends, certainly, on their motivation,
the tutoring type and form, the tutoring process quality itself, its duration, and
tutoring intensity etc.

Pressure on students. In education systems where spending a significant
amount of time in private educational centers for additional tutoring is a common
practice for students, little free time is left for other activities important for the
optimal development and well-being of a child. For example, in Macau (China),
it is not unusual for students to spend an additional two to three hours daily in
private educational institutions, in addition to regular classes (Bray, 2009). On
the other hand, most students spend significantly less time on private tutoring
activities in many European systems, typically one to two hours per week (Bray,
2021a).

Social inequalities. Considering the fact that private tutoring is not free, it is
evident that not all parents can afford the financial resources required for it, or at least
cannot provide the same quality and intensity of this service for their children. This
raises the issue of fairness in education and the equality of educational opportunities
for children from different social backgrounds. Taking into account the instrumental
value of private tutoring for students’ academic success and advancement, as well
as the fact that children of wealthier parents are in a better position in this regard
than their peers from lower socio-economic standing, private tutoring becomes a
mechanism for maintaining and increasing social inequalities (Bray & Hajar, 2023).
Research coveringvarious education systems show thata higher percentage of children
from families of privileged social status participate in private tutoring compared to
children from families of socio-economical disadvantaged environments (Entrich,
2021; Park et al., 2016; Zwier et al., 2021). In addition to being able to afford private
tutoring for their children, they tend to have high expectations regarding their
children’s academic achievements, they are being more involved in their education,
and are better informed about the different offers and potential benefits of private
tutoring (Bodroski Spariosu & Duhanaj, 2024; Zwier et al., 2021). Thus, not only do
they have the means to pay for such type of activities but they can also ensure that
their children receive more intensive and higher-quality private tutoring.

Differences in the prevalence of private tutoring are also noticeable along the
urban-rural dimension, which is also being discussed in social inequalities context.
A higher private tutoring rate is marked down in urban areas compared to rural
ones, which is attributed to better financial capabilities of the local population, richer
service offer, as well as a more competitive environment, in which the labor market
requires a higher level of qualifications (Bray, 2009).
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Corruption in education. In some countries, legal regulations prohibit
teachers from providing private lessons to students attending the schools teachers
are working in (e.g., Austria, England, Portugal) (Bray, 2009), in others, this is not
formally prohibited but is rare, whereas in some places, it is a common practice
(e.g., Cyprus, Indonesia, Lebanon, Nigeria, Russia) (Bray, 1999).The practice of
teachers tutoring students to whom they also teach in regular school settings is
particularly concerning for several reasons — apart from the fact that teachers may
feel less motivated to invest adequate effort in regular teaching, prepare thoroughly
for their work, and provide sufficient learning support to students during school
hours itself - such a practice may also contain a kind of covert blackmail. For
example, this occurs when teachers suggest to the students that achieving good
grades or passing tests will be difficult unless students attend private lessons. Also,
from an ethical and anti-corruption perspective, the practice is also questionable
when public universities organize preparatory courses for their own admissions,
since this raises doubts about the fairness of the classification procedure itself due
to the possibility of favoring those who use the services provided (Joki¢ & Risti¢
Dedi¢, 2007; Silova, 2010).

Financial consequences. Shadow education represents a significant industry in
many parts of the world, indicating substantial financial expenses for families using
these services. Say, total household expenditure on private tutoring in South Korea is
estimated at 2.8% of GDP, at 1.6% in Egypt, and at 0.96% in Turkey (Bray, 2009). The
average family in South Korea spends nearly 20% of their earnings on extra tutoring
for their children (Kim, 2016, cited in Yu & Zhang, 2022). Data originating from
Greece show that half of those who use private tutoring allocate between €300 and
€400 per month for the said purpose, and a fifth of them more than €400 (Kelpanidis
& Polymili, 2012, according to Giavrimis et al., 2018).

For self-employed teachers or students, providing private tutoring services
can represent their sole source of income. For already employed teachers, it is an
opportunity to earn additional income, which may even exceed their salary in some
cases. However, this can lead to reduced dedication to their regular job or even
intentional inefficiency in teaching, in order to increase private tutoring demand, as
confirmed and evidenced by experiences from India (Bray, 2009, 2023). On the other
hand, private tutoring, which is rarely regulated by domestic legislation, usually
takes place as an informal activity and, as such, remains beyond the reach of state
tax authorities.



PRIVATE TUTORING AS SHADOW EDUCATION: COMPARATIVE OVERVIEW | 213

Reactions of Educational Authorities to Shadow
Education

Despite the fact that shadow education is a complex phenomenon which, much
like any shadow, is difficult to grasp, it should not be and should not remain under
the radar of the educational authorities. If private tutoring takes off and its vol-
ume increases significantly, and the competent authorities only then decide to take
some steps, it may turn out that such efforts are too late and that the phenomenon
can no longer be controlled, which is confirmed by the experiences of some coun-
tries (Zhang, 2023).

Comparative insights and analyses of education policies in various education
systems reveal that the responses of educational authorities in regard to shadow
education most often fall into one of the following approaches (Silova & Bray,
2006b):

a) Ignoring private tutoring. This is the most common response of education
policymakers to shadow education phenomenon. On one hand, in
some systems, educational authorities lack the resources or capacity in
regulating this sector (e.g., Sri Lanka, Nigeria). On the other hand, there
are those with the capacity but who do not consider this within their
responsibility domain, either because the phenomenon is present to
a small extent or because they advocate this issue should be left to the
free market of educational supply and demand, which will self-regulate
through the balance between service quality and its cost (as is the case in
Canada and the United Kingdom).

b) Regulating private tutoring. In some countries, efforts have been made
to regulate the functioning of shadow education, primarily focusing on
private tutoring centers or organizations. In certain cases, regulations
pertain only to more general conditions (e.g., procedures for business
registration, physical and safety requirements) and a broader range of
issues is addressed in others, which may incorporate service pricing, group
sizes, the curriculum to be followed, banning teachers from tutoring their
own students, control mechanisms, and similar measures.

c) Active private tutoring encouragement. Policies promoting private tutoring
are based on the belief that it can address the individual students needs
more efficiently, as well as contribute to the development of human capital,
which subsequently has advantageous effects on both students and society
as a whole. Additionally, this approach is beneficial for some educational
authorities, as it provides extra income to underpaid teachers or contributes
to reducing unemployment rates. In some cases, such incentive policies
remain merely declarative, whereas in others, they are being implemented
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through measures, such as tax incentives, co-financing of private tutoring,
providing information to connect service providers with users, etc.

d) Ban on private tutoring. This rather extreme approach entails banning any
private tutoring form which is commercially based, with the argument that
it contributes to increasing social inequalities. It is rarely implemented,
and even when it has been (e.g., in South Korea and Mauritius), it has not
yielded results due to enforcement challenges.

It is apparent that education policymakers approach the shadow education issue
in different ways, which should not be surprising given that each system operates
within a specific local context. It is certain that policies and measures implemented
will not, nor should they, be identical in systems where, for instance, the dominant
motive for using private tutoring services is maintaining individuals’ competitive
positions, or in ones where weaker students require additional support, due to issues
related to the mainstream schooling (an overloaded curriculum, teaching methods
not tailored to students’ needs, etc.) (Joki¢ & Risti¢ Dedi¢, 2007). Similarly, different
strategies are applied in countries where private tutoring operates mostly in the
informal economy compared to environments where it is a legally regulated and
profitable activity (Ibid.).

Private Tutoring in Serbia: Current State and Education
Policy Recommendations

Regardless of the fact that shadow education has attracted the attention of academic
and professional communities, as well as educational authorities in numerous edu-
cation systems, there are countries where this has not occurred, as is the case in Ser-
bia. Not only is private tutoring entirely unregulated by the current legislation, but it
is also noticeable that educational authorities show no concern regarding this issue;
neither in their statements and reports nor in education policy documents is this
topic even referred to. Such a situation cannot be explained by assuming that private
tutoring is a marginal phenomenon in Serbia and thus not deserving of attention.

Little, but nevertheless available, data indicates that private tutoring is still
present, even among younger age groups. For instance, 22% of students aged 10 to
14 attend private lessons in school subjects, with an additional 18% taking foreign
language classes (UNICEF, 2022). It is likely that the percentage of high school
students who receive private tutoring or attend preparatory courses offered by
commercial providers is even higher.

As evidenced by other countries’ experiences, private tutoring in Serbia is also
more common among students from wealthier families. For instance, PISA study data
show that nearly half of students from high socio-economic backgrounds attended
private individual lessons (with teachers outside school), compared to just over a
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quarter of students from low socio-economic backgrounds (OECD, 2011b). When
the formal education system fails to provide necessary support and assistance to
students - either through regular or supplementary lessons - this disproportionately
impacts students from poorer families, whose parents cannot afford private tutoring,
and consequently, educational inequalities are being further exacerbated.

Although there is no data on the dominant reasons for using private tutoring
in Serbia, it makes sense to assume that these reasons are closely linked to the
teaching quality and learning in current school practice. Particularly, overloaded
curricula and traditional teaching methods dominate, with a focus on teacher’s
lectures and assessments, individualized approaches are rare, the material is covered
too quickly, and there are limited opportunities for meaningful engagement,
understanding, or critical thinking, students are often disengaged and lack interest
in classroom activities (Group of Authors, 2024). According to PISA 2022 data,
between 35% and 43% of 15-year-olds fail to reach basic literacy levels (OECD,
2023), with these indicators remaining relatively unchanged over several recent
cycles. In order for students to master the missed material and/or better prepare
for final exams at the end of compulsory education, and for university entrance
exams, a quarter of parents of school-age children in Serbia opt to pay for private
lessons, which at the same time represents the most common form of private
education investment (OECD, 2012).

The employed teachers’ motivation to offer private tutoring is easily
understandable given that their average wages are about 70% of the wages of
other employees with higher education in the public sector, as well as the fact that
almost every other teacher is employed part-time (UNICEF, 2022). In order to
increase their workload percentage, teachers often work at multiple schools, which
can negatively impact the quality of the services provided (such as their ability to
consistently provide additional or remedial classes). Additionally, nearly half of
primary and secondary school teachers are not in permanent employment (Ivi¢
et al., 2021), contributing to feelings of uncertainty and the need to secure income
elsewhere. University students and unemployed teachers provide private tutoring
as well, which is not surprising given that only 69% of individuals aged 20-34 with
a higher education degree have managed to find employment (UNICEF, 2022). The
reluctance of educational authorities to address the private tutoring issue may also
stem from a desire to mitigate social peace and the general dissatisfaction of school
staff.

Given the private tutoring implications, educational authorities, as well as the
academic and professional community in Serbia, more attention should dedicate to
this phenomenon instead of ignoring it. Two key questions for Serbia’s education
policy is why there is a need for additional, private tutoring in addition to formal
schooling and why parents are willing to dedicate funds for this purpose. Answering
these questions requires a comprehensive analysis of private tutoring in order to
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determine who uses these services, when and why are they used, which school
subjects are most in demand, with what frequency, and at what cost. It would also
be crucial to investigate who provides private tutoring services, where they are being
offered, motivations, pricing, and the quality thereof (Bray, 2021b).

It would also be important to examine the private tutoring implications
arising thereof. Such analysis would help in providing insights into the extent to
which weaknesses in mainstream schooling drive private tutoring services demand.
Subsequently, it would clarify whether private tutoring primarily serves struggling
students who lack adequate support within own schools or those who already
perform at high levels. Ultimately, it would shed light on the extent to which private
tutoring, as a covert form of education privatization, poses a threat to equity in
education. The shadow education regulation and oversight should be focusing on
establishing a balance between meeting students’ private tutoring needs, on one
hand, and maintaining fairness and equity in education, on the other hand (Yu &
Zhang, 2022).

Prior to deciding on specific measures, it would be prudent for education
policymakers to thoroughly evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of potential
actions, with the goal of determining the optimal approach to addressing this issue
(Joki¢ & Risti¢ Dedi¢, 2007). Comparative studies can be highly beneficial in this
regard, not for uncritical adoption of other contexts’ solutions, but for gaining
descriptive and explanatory insights enabling for diverse approaches in vastly
different contexts (Spasenovi¢, 2013).

B CONCLUSION

Shadow education is widespread today in various countries and regions worldwide,
and is increasingly being discussed as a global phenomenon. This paper provides
an overview of current knowledge on prevalence, types, and implications of this
phenomenon, as well as education authorities’ approaches taken in confronting it.
It is determined that complex phenomenon is reflecting on students, the education
system, and society as a whole, and that as such it should not be neglected, either
by policymakers or researchers. Grappling with this phenomenon should not begin
only after it becomes a deeply rooted practice, since it may then already be too late.
Serbia is among the countries where private tutoring is recognized by the
general public but ignored in education policy. Furthermore, comprehensive
research on this issue is lacking. In this context, the paper advocates for a need
of attitude shift towards private tutoring phenomenon in Serbia and for taking a
proactive approach to understanding and addressing this issue. The first step for
policymakers in Serbia in this regard could be to start collecting and analyzing data
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on the prevalence, characteristics, and effects of private tutoring. Subsequently,
solutions should be sought in providing students with the learning support they
need without compromising equality and equity in education. The other countries’
experiences can be invaluable in this regard.
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