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Rationale and Objectives

 Almost all of the few studies on PT in England have 

been conducted quantitatively and/or rely heavily on 

data collected from teachers and parents (e.g. Holloway 

& Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Ireson & Rushforth, 2011, 

2014; Tanner et al., 2009).

 Year 6 pupils’ perceptions and experiences of attending 

PT during their primary school education in England.

 In Kent, the context of this study, a selective secondary 

school system exists where there is competition for 

places in the remaining 163 grammar schools in 

England.
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Definition and Modes of PT

What do we mean by PT?

Academic subjects

for financial gain

additional to the provision of mainstream 

schooling       (Yung and Bray, 2017)

May be one-to-one, in small groups, large 

classes, or huge lecture theatres; and 

now includes internet tutoring
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Costs

 United Kingdom: between £ 1 and £ 2 

billion (US$1.3–2.6 billion) (2016)

Greece: €1.7 billion (2007)

Germany: €1.5 billion (2009)

Turkey: US$2.9 billion (2004)

Korea: US$24 billion (2006)

Kazakhstan: ??   
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Bray’s (2011, p. 21-23) assessment of the scale of PT across 

Europe revealed that more than half of school students in 

six European countries received PT: Cyprus (86%), Malta 

(78%), Lithuania (62%), Hungary (61%), Slovakia (56%) 

and Portugal (55%)

 In England and Wales: 27% of state-educated 11-16 year 

olds (2018, annual Sutton Trust survey )

 In Kazakhstan: 60% of 1,004 first year university students 

received PT in the last year of secondary schooling 

(Kalikova and Rakhimzhanova, 2009)

Yet the topic remains under-researched

Scale



Review of PT research in England

West et 
al. (1998)

Interviewing 107 
parents’ involvement in 
their children’s education 
in London and south-
east England

preparing for examinations (37%)
catching up with the class syllabus (24%)
supplementing what was being taught at 
school (21%) 
overcome learning difficulties (18%)

Ireson 
and 
Rushforth 
(2011, 
2014)

Quantitative study with 
3615 students and 1170 
parents

Students: 
(71%) help them do well in examinations 
and tests
Parents: 
help them understand their subject better 
followed by examination scores
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PT is ‘the hidden secret of British education’ (Kirby, 2016, p. 1)



Research Questions

 To what extent does attending PT facilitate 

Year 6 pupils’ access to grammar schools?

 Are the benefits of attending PT confined to 

academic achievement? 

 What are the disadvantages of PT?
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Background information on 

the participant
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 The data were collected in spring term from 

14 Year 6 pupils between 5 December 2016 

and 24 March 2017

 The study took place in three state-

maintained primary schools in the East Kent 

region. All were Ofsted registered and 

admitted children aged from 4 to 11 years.



Data collections

 Method 1: semi-structured group 
interviews

Interviewing pupils in groups would be an opportunity 
for them to listen to each other and to themselves, 
and ‘to counter unequal power relations between 
adult researcher and child participant’ (Huser, 2010, 
p. 38).

 Method 2: children’s drawings

 Data Analysis: Clark and Braun’s (2013) thematic 
analysis
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Motives for receiving 

private tutoring

Pass a grammar 

school entrance 

examination

Other 

reasons

Evaluation of private 

tutoring

Disadvantages

Pressure on 

children and 

their parents

An unfair 

advantage in 

competition

Benefits 

Hard, tangible benefits
Soft, intangible 

benefits

Test 

familiarisation 

and practice 

Paying more 

attention to 

one’s academic 

weaknesses 

Boost one’s self-

esteem/confidence 

and social 

interactive skills

An increase 

interest in and 

enthusiasm for 

learning



Key findings 

I feel private lessons are 
quite good. My tutor gave 
me tips to do better and 
faster in the Kent test. My 
tutor was a teacher at 
another school, a Year 6 
teacher, and she found some 
of the old Kent test and I had 
to do those. This was useful. 
(Pupil 4 in School B, 12 
February 2017)

Kent test was really 
hard, but I 
remembered some 
tips that my tutor 
taught me….I 
couldn’t pass the test 
without my tutor’s 
help. (Pupil 2 in School 
C, 20 March 2017)
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12 out of 14 pupils conceived tutoring as an effective 

means to empower them to pass the grammar school 

entrance exam and thus avoid failing or foiling their 

parents’ expectations (hard tangible benefits)



Interviewer: Can you please 
describe your drawing? 

Pupil 5: my drawing shows the 
difference between having and 
not having a tutor. Without 
tutoring, you fail the Kent 
test. 

Interviewer: Why? 

Pupil 5:  this is because I 
passed the Kent test only with 
the help of my tutor. She taught 
me many useful tips for the test. 
(School A, 12 January 2017)
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Key findings 



“Here my tutor gave 
me some important 
tips for the Kent test. 
There were practice 
test papers and blank 
papers on the table. I 
was happy here as I 
got a high score in that 
test.” (Pupil 2 from 
School B)
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 Almost all participants mentioned that they had 
attained more individual attention from 
tutoring sessions than their classrooms.

 The noise in school classrooms constituted a 
distraction for their learning

Interview Extracts: 

Pupil 2: I prefer working with a tutor because I get 
to work at my own pace instead of doing it at 
the pace of the whole class.

Pupil 3: I really enjoyed learning with my tutor a bit 
more. There’s a lot of noise here.
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Soft benefits 

Interview Extracts: 

I will definitely encourage people to go to private 
tutoring…with time I felt more confident and better … it 
boosted my self-esteem up when I went there. I felt 
more into the learning and really happy… my tutor made me 
enjoy the work and inspired me, because she used to 
make learning in fun ways where you got to use resources, like 
the computers and all of that. (Pupil 5 in School C, 24 March 
2017)
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These benefits are associated with raising their 

self-esteem/self-awareness, self-confidence in 

speaking out aloud, and socialising with others 

inside and outside the classroom.



Soft benefits

 I’ve been going on the internet a lot. Sometimes
my tutor gave me homework related to
watching videos on YouTube. I found new
words, so I asked my tutor what the words
meant, and then my tutor told me what they
meant, then that knowledge helped me to
interact with my brother and friends as well.
(Pupil 4 in School A, 8 January 2017)
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Key findings 
Interviewer: Can you please 
describe your drawing?

 Pupil 2:  I was happy here 
as I was playing maths on a 
computer. My tutor stepped 
in only if I needed any 
help…I’ve become more 
confident and 
enthusiastic with learning 
maths and that stuff.. 
This is the place I enjoyed 

having my work done.
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School teachers need to consider using 

technology resources in class as ‘an essential 

activity’ rather than as merely ‘an available 

option’ (Ljung-Djärf, Aberg-Bengtsson, & 

Ottosson, 2005, p. 29).



What are the disadvantages of PT?

Pupil 4: “I think it’s good in 
some ways but in other 
ways I think that you should 
learn by yourself. For the 
Kent test some people 
think of it as a form of 
cheating because you 
had a tutor to help you 
with it.” (Pupil 4 in School 
B, 20 February 2017)

Pupil 3: “Kent test can be a 
big achievement but you can 
only pass this test with 
the help of other people 
and not by yourself. So I 
do not think passing or 
failing on this test and 
going to grammar school 
means you are at that 
particular level.” (Pupil 3 in 
School C, 24 March 2017)
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an unfair advantage in competitions with counterparts for

grammar school places



What are the disadvantages of PT?

“I used to go to a 
private institute. Now I 
don’t, because it’s 
really expensive; my 
mum couldn’t afford 
it for a long time.” 
(Pupil 2 in School A, 8 
January 2017)

“Passing the Kent test is 
important for my family. 
My older cousin failed the 
Kent test badly although she 
practised 15 hours a day… I 
want to pass the Kent 
test. so my family can be 
proud of me.” (Pupil 1 in 
School C, 24 March 2017)
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PT apparently created a pressure on parents and 

children



Implications 
 There has been little detailed evidence available about the 

intangible gains of attending PT and their significance 
on pupils’ overall achievements. This is partially due to 
the lack of empirical studies conducted from pupils’ 
perspectives along with the over-dependence on 
questionnaires as the primary, if not sole, method of data 
collection in PT research.

 Helping students without tutoring ( equity issue): 
Some researchers (e.g., Bartley, 2017) call for replacing the 
remaining grammar schools with ‘comprehensive’ education 
(i.e. schools taking pupils of all ability levels).

 Kirby (2016) suggests that the government could expand non-
profit and state tuition programmes such as the Tutor Trust, 
to offer the advantages of tutoring to more disadvantaged 
students. Further, the grammar school entrance test could be 
developed to be less susceptible to preparatory tutoring. 22



Implications 

 Future qualitative studies which include pupils 
with and without tutoring, parents and 
practitioners, using both verbal and non-verbal 
research methods would enrich the database 
available.

 The perceptions and feelings of pupils without 
tutoring towards non-participation in PT and its 
impact on their academic and psychological 
aspects deserve further research attention
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Implications 

 Although drawings offered the opportunity to listen 
to the voices of young children with different 
personalities and validated the interview data, 
further research is needed to investigate the 
viability of using this research method with 
older children attending PT.
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/figure/10.1080/03054985.20

18.1430563?scroll=top&needAccess=true
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/14693518



Forthcoming project

The Association between Private Tutoring and 
Access to Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools: 
Evidence from Five Mainstream Schools in 
Kazakhstan
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