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Abstract: This article is about shadow education in Denmark. Based on qualitative interview
data with families that purchase private supplementary tutoring, we analyse how this tutoring
is related to child-rearing strategies in the families. With theoretical inspiration from Annette
Lareau, we analyse the parents’ involvement in their children’s education as aspects of
concerted cultivation. With the concept parentocracy, we shed light on the role parents’
wealth and wishes play in their children’s educational life. Finally, we look to contemporary
educational youth research and the concept performance culture, to address implications such
as stress, pressure, competitiveness, and a strong focus on grades among students in Danish
upper secondary education.

Keywords: Shadow education, private supplementary tutoring, child-rearing strategies, youth
education, inequality in education

Introduction

In recent decades, the use of private supplementary tutoring, especially in East Asia, has
intensified and is now worldwide a part of many parents’ and students’ educational choices
(Bray, 2013). In the hope of improving their academic achievements and pass exams, students
who attend fee-free public schools sign up for private, fee-based tutoring. The phenomenon is
called shadow education, as it mimics, or shadow, formal schooling. The practice is popular at
all levels of schooling, especially in North America, West- and Central Asia, Europe, and
Africa (Bray, 2013; 2020). In the Scandinavian countries, private tutoring has not drawn much
research attention – though it may have substantial policy implications. It is a private market
for education growing (more or less) unregulated, in the shadows, where only the service
providers and their users know much about it. In this article, we will discuss the societal
implications, and reflect on whether shadow education reduces inequalities in education – or
whether it increases the gap between high and low achievers, with the socioeconomically
strongest pupils getting ahead (again)?

This article is based on newly initiated qualitative research, where we examine the scope
of shadow education in Denmark and how it affects the daily lives in Danish families,
including the child-rearing strategies parents choose. We ask the following research questions:
Which role does private supplementary tutoring play in child-rearing strategies? And which
personal and societal implications, if any, do parents and students see private supplementary
tutoring have?

This article is an extension of a prior work we conducted (Mikkelsen & Gravesen, 2021),
in which we reflected on the fact, that in Denmark, shadow education is growing at a slower
pace than in many other parts of the world. That work was primarily based on historical
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literature and we implied that due to a solid tradition of democracy, welfare and scepticism
towards competition in the Danish society, the conditions for growth in the private tutoring
business is limited. With this article, based on interviews with Danish families that purchased
private tutoring, we wish – from a qualitative perspective – to further examine the shadow
education phenomenon in Denmark.

The article has five sections. In the first section, we introduce the background and aim of
the project, as well as a status on Danish and international research on private supplementary
tutoring. In section two, we present our methodological approach, followed by section three,
in which we concretize our theoretical framework and analytical take. In the fourth section, we
bring our analysis, in which we investigate our research questions by examining our empirical
findings theoretically. The analysis is structured around three categories; respectively the
choice, the time and the money. Finally, we present our conclusion in which we discuss
implications and perspectives on further studies.

Section 1. Background, aim, and other research on private supplementary
tutoring

The background of this article is a growing research interest in private supplementary tutoring
in Denmark. Quantitative comparisons show that Denmark is among the countries with the
lowest use of so-called shadow education, with participation rates -over the last three decades
– well under, or just around, 10% (Baker et al, 2001; Southgate, 2009; Entrich, 2020).
However, during the last 5–6 years, the private tutoring market in Denmark has developed and
grown faster than before (Egmont Foss, 2019; Christensen & Williams Ørberg, 2015; Mik-
kelsen & Gravesen, 2021). This development follows an international tendency of a general
intensified use of fee-paying out of school tutoring (Byun, Chung, & Baker, 2018). Using data
from the 2012 Programme for International Student Assessment Byun et al. (2018) show that
approximately one third of all 15-year-old students in 64 countries across the world use private
supplementary tutoring.

Although the phenomenon is not new in Denmark, according to statistics, and private
tutoring companies enter the Danish educational stage at a fast rate, there is very little research
analysing and discussing the market and its users (Christensen, 2020; Mikkelsen & Gravesen,
2021). In his research paper From Homework Support to Learning industry?,1 Søren Chris-
tensen discusses how private supplementary tutoring in Singapore used to focus solely on
grades and exams, but today includes pedagogical principles that emphasizes personal de-
velopment and holistic values (Christensen, 2019). This, we believe, is important in trying to
understand the rise of private tutoring services in a Danish context, as international research
also emphasize that the specific local contexts of families and education are important in
understanding the use and parental involvement in private tutoring (Park, Byun, & Kim,
2011). Historically, Denmark has had a strong focus on unity, equality, democracy and a
child-centred, holistic approach in schools (Mikkelsen, Degn, & Dorf, 2018; Mikkelsen &
Gravesen, 2021). In the Danish welfare society, and among Danish parents, there is scepticism
towards competition and inequality in education (VIVE, 2000). The idea of the Danish
primary and lower secondary school system, dating back 200 years, is the notion that students

1 [In Danish: Fra lektiehjælp til læringsindustri?]
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