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Abstract 

Shadow education, commonly known as private tutoring or supplementary education, plays a significant role 
in Hong Kong's educational landscape. In recent years, the Hong Kong government and authorities have 
recognized the importance of shadow education and have taken proactive steps to support its development 
and ensure its quality. This research article explores the initiatives and strategies implemented by the 
government and authorities to pave a brighter path forward for shadow education in Hong Kong. Through 
interviewing 10 private tutors in Hong Kong, they have expressed the need of government supports to the 
industry. By examining these efforts, this article seeks to shed light on the evolving landscape of private 
tutoring and its potential future impact on the education system. Future research may also focus on whether 
there is enough support and awareness to this part of shadow education in Hong Kong. 
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Introduction 

Hong Kong's education system has long been known for its rigorous academic standards and competitive 
environment. However, in recent years, the rise of shadow education has been a cause for concern among both 
parents and educators (Liu, 2012; Bray, 2013). Shadow education, also known as private tutoring, has become 
increasingly popular as families seek to give their children an edge in an already competitive environment. But 
with concerns about the quality and accessibility of such education, Hong Kong's government and authorities 
have taken steps to regulate and improve the industry. Shadow education is an education system that operates 
outside of formal schooling. It is an industry that provides private tutoring to students. It has become 
increasingly popular in Hong Kong, with many parents seeking to give their children an edge in an already 
competitive environment (Xue and Ding, 2008, p. 3). In Hong Kong, shadow education is not just limited to 
academic subjects but also includes extracurricular activities, such as music, art, and sports.  
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The rise of shadow education in Hong Kong has been a cause for concern among both parents and 
educators. Some parents worry about the quality of education their child is receiving, while others worry about 
the cost and accessibility of such education (Cheng, 2021). Educators are concerned about the impact of 
shadow education on the formal education system and the widening gap between students who can afford 
private tutoring and those who cannot (Davies and Guppy, 2010). In recent years, Hong Kong's government 
and authorities have taken steps to regulate and improve the industry, ensuring that students receive quality 
education regardless of their financial background (Bray, 2011). However, there is not enough evident to show 
those policies and schemes can significantly impact This paper explores how Hong Kong’s government can 
and authorities are paving the way for a brighter future for shadow education. From new regulations and 
licensing requirements to initiatives aimed at improving the quality of private tutoring, there are signs of 
progress that could have a profound impact on the education landscape in Hong Kong.  

The current status of Shadow Education in Hong Kong 

Shadow education is a booming industry in Hong Kong, with parents spending billions of dollars 
annually on private tutoring for their children. According to a survey conducted by the Hong Kong Federation 
of Youth Groups in 2019, more than 70% of primary and secondary school students in Hong Kong received 
some form of private tutoring. The cost of private tutoring varies depending on the subject and the level of 
education. Some tutors charge up to HKD 1,000 per hour for their services. The high cost of private tutoring 
has raised concerns about the growing inequality in Hong Kong's education system.  

Most of the Hong Kong parents fully understand the results of their children in public examination will 
shape their future. Education is one of the main keys that leads to success in Hong Kong, and many believe that 
those who performed well in public examination will have a higher opportunity to enroll in a prestige 
university or even accept by some big organizations (Bray, 2013). This kind of concept brings a lot of stress to 
children in Hong Kong, and it has become one of the reasons why shadow education becomes more demanding 
throughout the years (Davies and Guppy, 2010). Bray’s study on Hong Kong secondary students’ time use on 
shadow education indicated that students in Hong Kong need to take extra classes to fulfill the “no loser” 
principle (Bray, 2013). According to Bray (2013), Form six (Grade 12) students in Hong Kong tended to spend 
4.76 hours per week in tutorial centre during the examination season. Furthermore, there were 71.8% students 
in 1,624 participants expressed they had tutorial classes during the previous 12 months (Bray, 2013). The 
results implied that the demanding numbers of private tutoring is a result of the high competitiveness nature in 
Hong Kong society. The education system and the reality will create the winners and losers, and students try 
not to be the losers in this game (Bray, 2013). As a result, they would invest a lot in shadow education. 
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Hong Kong Government's initiatives for regulating shadow education 

To address the concerns about the quality and accessibility of shadow education, the Hong Kong 
government has taken several initiatives to regulate the industry. In 2019, the government introduced new 
regulations that require private tutors to obtain a license from the government. The regulations also require 
tutoring centers to register with the Education Bureau. This move was aimed at ensuring that private tutors are 
qualified and meet certain standards before they can provide their services.  

In order to maintain the quality of education in Hong Kong, Hong Kong government sets up some 
regulations since 2003 (HKSAR, 2020). Those who choose to open tutorial centres in Hong Kong need to be 
approved by the Hong Kong Education Bureau (Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2013), and those who have 
been employed by a registered learning centre need to meet the requirements of a “registered or permitted 
teacher” (Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2013). By doing these actions, the Hong Kong government tries to 
maintain the quality of Hong Kong shadow education. Further actions was taken to carry out the regulations. 
For example, 27 people had been prosecuted between 2011 and 2013 because of violating the regulations 
(Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2013). This shows that there are some actions that has been taken by the 
government to make sure education in Hong Kong is well-organized. 

However, there are some loopholes in the regulations. For example, not all tutorial centres are required to 
register as a learning centre or ‘school’ in order to provide education. According to Hong Kong Education 
Bureau (2022), if an organization or establishment provides lessons for more than 20 people during any one 
day or 8 people at any one time, then that organization or establishment will need to register. There are a 
number of tutorial centres in Hong Kong do not follow strictly to the regulations, and these rules do not apply 
to private tutors who conduct one-on-one lesson at student’s place or even fast-food restaurant. As a result, the 
impact of the regulations are limited. Other than setting up regulations to standardize shadow education in 
Hong Kong, the government does not involve a lot in this issue. They would rather put more resources on 
developing curriculum for mainstream schools. Bray and Kwo (2014) state that authorities in Hong Kong have 
not spoken for private tutors, especially about the roles of private tutors and the roles of tutoring companies. It 
has made shadow education in Hong Kong somewhat disorganized and heavily depended on teacher’s 
execution. This has opened a gap for researchers to discuss. Whether Hong Kong government can help to 
balance the status of shadow educators and mainstream school teachers, and improve the current status of 
shadow education in Hong Kong. 

Research Questions 

Most of the research on shadow education focuses on students and teachers’ opinions, but there are 
other stakeholders’ opinions that may need to be discovered. As Zhang and Bray (2018) discuss, there are 
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still a lot of areas for education researchers to discover in the world of shadow education.  
 

This study investigates how Hong Kong government can help tutors in Hong Kong, since it has been 
little research on this topic. As suggested from Yung’s research in 2019, tutors often focus on results in exam 
rather than the process of learning. There may be questions about the choice of this are due to the lack of 
resources from the government or a selection by the company or maybe there are other reasons behind this. 
As mentioned in Yung, Bray and Zhang’s works, more in-depth data is needed to complete the picture of 
shadow education in Hong Kong (Zhang and Bray, 2018; Yung, 2020). The following questions are the 
focuses of this research. 
 

1) What is the role of tutors in Hong Kong? 
2) What kind of government supports that tutors or learning centres would like to have or any kinds of 

government supports that are useful for the industry? 
3) Do you think shadow education in Hong Kong is too exam-oriented? 

Methodology 

This study aims to explore the ways that Hong Kong's government and authorities are paving the way for 
a brighter future for shadow education. As a result, it is essential to gather opinion from private tutors who are 
the front-line educators in this industry. Their opinions can help government to know what they need to 
implement and assist the industry. Qualitative approach is suitable for this topic since it allows researchers to 
gather in-depth data from subjects (Punch & Oancea, 2014). It can also help to reveal how social actors make 
sense of the world around them and make this visible to the audience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Furthermore, 
the flexibility of qualitative studies can highlight how the world is changing and how people are responding 
to social change (Bryman & Bell, 2011). It can lead the public to understand a particular process, such as 
social change or cultural change, happens in a specific setting (Connolly, 1998; Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 
2007). In this research, I encouraged private tutors to express their opinions towards the areas that 
government can help in Hong Kong shadow education. This can help the authorities to understand what can 
be done in this field. 
 
Participants and settings 

In this study, 10 private tutors were recruited and they are from local franchise learning centres (i.e. 
famous brand companies) and small learning centres. For private tutors, they have at least 2 years of private 
tutoring experience in Hong Kong, so they should have enough experience to express their opinions about 
shadow education in Hong Kong (Yung, 2019). Tutors’ opinions are very important in this research since 
their suggestions can provide some in-sights for Hong Kong authorities.  
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Snowball sampling was used in this research, as this has been applied in many shadow education research 
studies (Bray, 2013; Yung, 2019). Snowball sampling starts with a small number of people to help recruit 
more similar participants for the research, and this type of sampling can show a chain of related participants 
to this topic (McLean & Campbell, 2003), and this process can accumulate. In the end, there would have 
been enough participants for the research. Most of my participants were referred by my friends and parents. 
As for the education background, all of the tutors have at least a bachelor's degree and some of them have a 
master's degree. They are all currently working as a tutor at a learning centre in Hong Kong, and they have 
experience in teaching form 6 students.  
 
 
Interviews 

Semi-structure interview was used as major data collection method in this research. Semi-structured 
interviews can allow participants to express themselves during the interview, and this method allows 
researchers to find useful information during the interaction (Schmidt, 2004). During the interviews, 
participants expressed a lot of their self-experience and came up with new ideas towards the research topic, 
such as how they feel about the Hong Kong education system. As for the mode of the interview, the 
face-to-face interview can allow the interviewer to observe the changes of the interviewees, such as body 
language (Savin-Baden, Gourlay, & Tombs, 2010). Each interview lasted from 45 minutes to 1 hour. For the 
interview questions, I divided them into three sections. The first part of the interview is about the background 
of the participants. The participants were required to provide their educational background and personal 
particulars in this section. This can help to understand more about the participants and compare participants' 
experiences later in this research. Questions such as "participant's academic background", and "How often 
did you conduct a lesson at a tutorial centre?", During the interview, participants were encouraged to 
elaborate more on their answers, so the answers would be clear. There were some follow-up questions during 
the first half of the interview, such as "Can you elaborate more about the policy that you wish the 
government can implement? The second part of the interview focuses on the participant's impressions of 
shadow education. This is the main section of this research since it can help to answer the research questions. 
Participants answered their opinions towards shadow education. For example, "whether shadow education 
can help students to improve their academic performance?" For this section, participants used their 
self-experience and impressions to answer the questions, and pop-up questions occurred as well. I tried to ask 
participants to further elaborate on topics about “What is the difference between mainstream school and 
shadow education?”, “Do you think Hong Kong needs private tutorial classes for children?” and “Do you 
think shadow education is more important than mainstream school classes? Why?”, since this can help to 
answer my research questions about the expectation of shadow education and the functions of shadow 
education in Hong Kong. The final part of the interview focuses on students’ life chances. This is about 
whether participants think shadow education can be the key to changing the education situation in Hong 
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Kong and whether shadow education can help participants achieve their goals.  
 

Cantonese was used throughout the interview. Since Cantonese is the native language of all the 
participants, it allows participants to express their thoughts easily. During the interview, an audio recorder 
was used to record the participant's opinions.  
  
Data analysis 

In analyzing qualitative data, thematic analysis was used to analyse the interview data. Thematic 
analysis can identify patterns and map out the similarities and differences within the data set (Braun and 
Clarke, 2006). Furthermore, it can cover cultural, social and structural contexts in qualitative data (Kiger and 
Varpio, 2020), so it is a very comprehensive method to analyse interview data. The data was analysed 
through several steps, and they follow Clarke and Braun's model. There are two reasons for choosing Clarke 
and Braun's model in this research. First, it is a widely used method in qualitative research (Clarke and Braun, 
2015; Kiger and Varpio, 2020). Second, Clarke and Braun's model allows researchers to go back to earlier 
steps if they find new ideas later in the analysis. This can help to maintain the quality of the data and include 
everything related to this study. 
 

Thematic analysis allows researchers to look into “affective, cognitive and symbolic” areas in the topic 
(Joffe, 2011). As this can help researchers to look for information relating to these areas, this can make the 
data results more comprehensive as well as considering all parts of this topic. For this research, through 
interviewing tutors, I can compare and contrast their opinions and validate the data inside this research. 
Thematic analysis helps with organizing the data into different areas, such as the impression, expectations 
and current situation in Hong Kong society. Similar to other qualitative methods, thematic analysis allows 
researchers to understand the meaning of the collected data and organize them into groups according to 
people's perceptions, emotions and cognition (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Joffe, 2011). 
 

Another important advantage of thematic analysis is the flexibility of this analyzing method. Thematic 
analysis is flexible in most qualitative research(Clarke et al., 2015) since it allows researchers to develop 
themes and codes which are related to their theoretical framework. In this research, because of the flexibility 
of this method, I can look at all three groups of data and compare them by using the steps in thematic 
analysis. The accessibility of this method allows me to get access to different groups and find similar and 
different patterns in data. For example, during step 3 and step 4, I went through data and then I went to see 
other group’s data. In the end, I was able to come up with a new theme for categories. As mentioned by Terry 
et al., (2017), due to the flexibility and accessibility of this method, it should be for most of the cases in 
qualitative research and it is also helpful for new qualitative researchers to analyse their qualitative data. 
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Findings 

The themes from the data are shown in Table 1. The themes indicate the responses from private tutors 
in this research. 

Government funding Workshops Collaborative platform 

Standardized materials Tutor’s qualifications Tutor’s status in Hong Kong 

Quality assurance   

Table 1: Themes 

Most of the tutors in this research mentioned the Hong Kong government did not provide any funding 
or assistance to private tutoring industry. As a result, their responses were about governmental supports to 
this industry. Some of the participants suggested that the government could provide workshops and standard 
materials for private tutorial centres to share their ideas and improve their teaching qualities. Furthermore, 
since most of the materials are provided by the government, they can maintain the quality of their services. 

As for those who are working in big learning centres (i.e. franchise centres), they focus more on the 
status of private tutors in Hong Kong. They often indicate it is difficult to recruit new graduates into the 
industry, since they would rather work at the mainstream schools. In mainstream schools, graduates feel they 
have a better career prospect and stable salary. Compared to private tutoring, their social status and salary are 
not the same as mainstream schools.  

As for those who are working in local centres, they tended to focus more on materialistic assistance. 
For example, they proposed to have workshops, materials and trainings for them. However, they are not 
worried about the status of private tutoring. They understand this is just a part-time job, and they have other 
full-time positions, such as a clerk. They admitted that there is a difference between mainstream school 
teachers and learning centre tutors. 

Some of the tutors mentioned that the government can help to connect different tutorial centres, since 
this may help the industry to grow. For example, a collaborative platform for tutors to share ideas and help 
each other. This can bring different impacts to the industry and may promote positive competitiveness in 
society.  

Discussions 

The responses from both groups mentioned the lack of support from government. As mentioned by 
Bray (2021), the situation is similar in other parts of the world. Shadow education is referred as the “the 
hidden secret” in society, which government usually do not touch on this area. Nevertheless, it is important 
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for policymakers to adjust the policies and recognize this area. In Hong Kong, the needs of shadow education 
are obvious, since more than half of the secondary students need to take extra classes (Bray, 2013; Yung, 
2019; Cheng, 2021). Policies should focus on several areas to help the industry, such as funding, status of 
tutors and materials for reference. These are the areas that participants expressed in this study. To be more 
specific, government can provide some related schemes for private tutorial centres to apply, and those 
schemes can help to improve the quality of education and the learning environment of the centre. 
 

One of the prominent themes that emerged from the data is the lack of government funding or 
assistance to the private tutoring industry. Many tutors expressed their dissatisfaction with the government's 
lack of support, which they believe hinders the growth and development of the industry. This finding 
highlights the need for the government to recognize the importance of private tutoring and consider 
providing financial support or incentives to private tutorial centers. In the following, there are some 
suggestions that were suggested by participants in this research. 

Government financial incentives for private tutors 

Grants for Professional Development: The government can offer grants or subsidies specifically 
designated for private tutors to pursue further education and professional development. Tutors can use these 
funds to attend workshops, conferences, or training programs that enhance their teaching skills, subject 
knowledge, or pedagogical approaches. These grants can help offset the costs associated with professional 
development and encourage tutors to invest in continuous learning. 

Tax Incentives: The government can provide tax incentives to private tutors as a means of financial 
support. For example, tutors may be eligible for tax deductions or credits for expenses related to professional 
development, instructional materials, or teaching resources. By reducing the financial burden on tutors, the 
government can encourage them to invest in their professional growth and provide high-quality education 
services. 

Subsidies for Teaching Resources: The government can offer subsidies or grants to private tutors to 
support the purchase of teaching resources, instructional materials, or technological tools. These subsidies 
can help tutors access up-to-date and effective teaching resources, which can enhance their teaching 
methodologies and improve student engagement and learning outcomes. 

Health Insurance Subsidies: The government can offer health insurance subsidies to private tutors, 
particularly those who work independently or do not have access to employer-sponsored health insurance. 
These subsidies can help tutors afford quality healthcare and reduce their financial burdens, contributing to 
their overall well-being and job satisfaction. 
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Educational resources and supports 

Another theme that emerged from the data is the suggestion for the government to organize workshops 
and provide standardized materials for private tutorial centers. Tutors believe that these initiatives would not 
only enhance their teaching abilities but also promote collaboration and sharing of ideas among tutors. The 
availability of standardized materials would ensure consistency in teaching quality and help maintain high 
standards of education provided by private tutors (Yung, 2019; Cheng 2021). Therefore, it is crucial for the 
government to consider implementing such initiatives to improve the overall quality of private tutoring in 
Hong Kong. 

The status of private tutors in Hong Kong was also a significant concern raised by tutors working in big 
learning centers. They noted that it is challenging to attract new graduates to the industry, as graduates often 
prefer to work in mainstream schools due to better career prospects and stable salaries (Bray, 2013; Zhang & 
Bray, 2018). The lower social status and salary of private tutors compared to mainstream school teachers 
were identified as factors contributing to this preference. To address this issue, the government could 
consider initiatives to elevate the status of private tutors, such as recognizing their professional qualifications 
and providing them with better career prospects and remuneration. Here are some suggested policies from 
participants in this research.  

Professional Recognition: The government can establish a certification or accreditation system for 
private tutors, similar to the qualifications required for mainstream school teachers. This system can 
recognize tutors' professional expertise and validate their qualifications. It can include criteria such as 
educational background, teaching experience, and professional development. By providing official 
recognition, the government can raise the status of private tutors and enhance their career prospects. 

Career Development Opportunities: The government can collaborate with private tutorial centers to 
develop career development programs for tutors. These programs can include training workshops, seminars, 
and mentoring initiatives that focus on enhancing teaching skills, pedagogical knowledge, and subject 
expertise. By investing in the professional development of private tutors, the government can improve their 
teaching abilities and provide them with opportunities for career advancement. 

Collaboration with Mainstream Schools: The government can facilitate partnerships between private 
tutorial centers and mainstream schools. This collaboration can involve joint projects, sharing of resources 
and expertise, and opportunities for tutors to work in mainstream schools as guest lecturers or subject 
specialists. By integrating private tutors into the mainstream education system, the government can enhance 
their professional standing and provide them with exposure to a wider range of teaching opportunities. 

Public Awareness and Recognition: The government can launch public awareness campaigns to 
highlight the importance and value of private tutors in the education system. These campaigns can educate 
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the public about the role of private tutors in supporting students' academic progress and emphasize the 
contributions they make to the education sector. Recognizing the efforts of private tutors publicly can help 
elevate their status and increase appreciation for their profession. 

Collaborative Policies and Regulations: The government can work closely with private tutorial centers 
to develop policies and regulations that ensure high standards of teaching and learning. This can include 
guidelines for curriculum development, assessment practices, and student-teacher ratios. By establishing 
clear standards and regulations, the government can enhance the professionalism of private tutors and 
promote a sense of accountability in the industry. 

Moreover, tutors mentioned the potential benefits of a collaborative platform for tutors to share ideas 
and support each other. This idea aligns with the concept of a learning community where tutors can exchange 
best practices, discuss challenges, and foster a sense of camaraderie. A collaborative platform could facilitate 
knowledge sharing, promote positive competition, and contribute to the overall growth and improvement of 
the private tutoring industry. The government could play a role in establishing and maintaining such a 
platform to support tutors and foster a sense of community. It is important to note that implementing these 
strategies would require collaboration between the government, private tutorial centers, and other 
stakeholders. By working together, they can create an environment that recognizes the value of private tutors, 
supports their professional growth, and provides them with better career prospects. 

 
Conclusion 

In conclusion, Hong Kong's government and authorities should take steps to regulate and improve the 
shadow education industry, paving the way for a brighter future for education in Hong Kong. While private 
tutoring will continue to be popular among parents, the government's initiatives to improve the quality and 
accessibility of education may reduce the demand for private tutoring in the future (Bray, 2013). The 
government will need to continue to monitor the industry and take measures to ensure that students receive 
quality education regardless of their financial background. As mentioned in this research, private learning 
centres in Hong Kong did not have enough to support for their programmes. This may increase the social 
inequality in Hong Kong, since those who have more resources may gain more than the others (Zwier et al., 
2020). By supporting the shadow education industry, it allows smaller tutorial centres to maintain their 
teaching standards and benefits the students in a long run. This can also help to balance the educational 
resources between mainstream school and tutorial centre. 

To effectively regulate shadow education, the Hong Kong government will need to take a multi-faceted 
approach. This includes introducing regulations to ensure that private tutors meet certain standards and that 
students receive quality education (Yung, 2019). The government should also continue to support students 
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from low-income families and find ways to reduce the cost of private tutoring for all students. The government 
should also work closely with schools and educators to reduce the need for private tutoring. This includes 
improving the quality of teaching in schools, providing support for struggling students, and offering 
extracurricular activities that can supplement formal education. As for the limitation of this research, only 
tutors’ opinions have been discussed in this research. It would be very interesting if the government officials 
could have provided their responses and opinions to this issue. This can help to crystalise the picture and able 
to help with this issue. 
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