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Iveta, why should we pay attention to private tutoring? Teachers and others in the education sector are overloaded with caring for education that takes place in mainstream schools. Why worry about private tutoring?
Private tutoring does not happen in a vacuum. It directly reflects changes occurring in public schools. Today, private tutoring is much more than a form of supplementary education, which is used to meet the individual needs of students, whether for remedial or advanced learning. Private tutoring has developed into a complex system, which affects the very nature of public education. Anyone who is concerned about the future of public schools - and the principles of education quality and equity that public schools uphold - should pay attention to the increasingly complex dynamics between public schooling and private tutoring. Let me use two examples to explain this further. 
First, the tightening of education expenditures has negatively affected public school curricula in many countries across the world. Arts, music, drama, and physical education have been systematically eliminated from public school curricula. Nonetheless, families perceive these subjects as vital to the holistic education of their children and therefore seek supplementary, extra-curricular education outside of schools. In this context, private tutoring provides the type of comprehensive education that is no longer available in public schools. The problem is that such education is only accessible to families who can afford to pay for it, leaving many children without access to quality education. Private tutoring thus functions to reproduce inequality and privilege, undermining education’s main purpose of equalizing society.  
Second, private tutoring exemplifies a larger problem affecting public schools - an increasing privatization of the public education sector. What we see is an almost seamless merging of public schooling and private tutoring. In some countries, such as Azerbaijan and Cambodia for example, it is practically impossible to complete the state-mandated curricula without enlisting private tutoring services. In these countries, only part of the state curriculum is available during the official school hours; the rest of the state curriculum is being unofficially “sold” through private tutoring lessons. While the reasons for such a “merging” of public schooling and private tutoring vary across different contexts, the outcomes are the same. The complete public school curriculum is available only in combination with private tutoring. Increasingly, the expectation is that education can be bought and sold like a commodity putting into jeopardy the very idea of education as a “public good.”
To preserve education as a public good, we need to be aware of the changing scope and nature of private tutoring. We also need to seriously examine the implications of private tutoring for quality and equity in public schools. 
How widespread is private tutoring in Azerbaijan?
Private tutoring is very widespread is Azerbaijan. According to the 2006 comparative study, Education in a Hidden Marketplace: Monitoring of Private Tutoring, the percentage of surveyed students who reported taking private tutoring lessons was the highest in Azerbaijan compared to other countries in Southeast/Central Europe and the former Soviet Union. Of all surveyed first year university students in Azerbaijan, 93 percent reported that they had received private tutoring in the form of lessons or courses during their final year of secondary school. We also surveyed school students and found that approximately 62 percent received supplementary private tutoring in addition to learning in mainstream schools. This indicates that it is practically impossible to enter higher education institutions without attending private tutoring lessons or preparatory courses in secondary school. 
Who is a usual Azeri student taking private tutoring lessons - a slow-learner that needs to catch up with peers or a child of over-ambitious parents?
In Azerbaijan, a typical private tutoring client is a student who wants to successfully pass state examinations in order to enter higher education institutions. In fact, the majority (87 percent) of students we surveyed reported that they were “good students,” typically getting the highest marks in school, which is four and five based on a five-point grading scale. They are not taking private tutoring lessons for remedial purposes, but rather to better prepare themselves for university examinations. It is also important to note that many students believe that public schools are unable to prepare them for examinations. As a result, they seek private tutoring to compensate for the perceived shortcomings of the public education system.
And who is a typical tutor in Azerbaijan? How frequently are teachers hired to tutor their own classroom students?
In Azerbaijan, private tutors are typically school teachers who offer private tutoring lessons to compensate for their low wages. In our sample, over 70 percent of surveyed students reported that their private tutors were teachers. In fact, approximately half of the surveyed students reported that their private tutors were teachers from their own schools.
In a 2006 study you edited, Education in a Hidden Marketplace: Monitoring of Private Tutoring you mention several unfair practices in private tutoring in Azerbaijan. For example, popularity of the most expensive private tutors who are affiliated with the State Student Admission Commission (SSAC) as test writers, or forced private tutoring when teachers threaten students by worse grades so that they take these extra lessons for a fee. How widespread are these corrupt practices? Was there some legal action in case of corrupt cases? Has the situation changed over the past years?
Tutoring by SSAC test writers is a rare occurrence. If it happens at all, it is limited in scope, because of a limited number of test writers themselves and, more importantly, because it is unaffordable to the majority of the population. Tutoring by school teachers is much more widespread and it may easily turn into a corrupt practice, especially if teachers offer only a part of the official curriculum during school hours and “sell” the rest of the curriculum through private tutoring lessons. I am not aware of any legal action in Azerbaijan, but I know that my colleagues from the Center for Innovations in Education in Baku have actively engaged in raising public awareness about private tutoring, especially the unethical use of private tutoring, through a media campaign in Azerbaijan.     
There was an interesting quote in your study about a typical day of a student taking private tutoring. The burden on the student in terms of time she spent at school and tutoring classes, as well as on her family in terms of costs was extreme. The student ends her story by saying that "Looking back, I think going to school was a waste of time. I would have been better off studying with private tutors only." What in your opinion does it say about traditional public schools in Azerbaijan?
In my mind, this story is a clear illustration of a student losing hope in the public education system. What is more alarming, however, is that it is not a rare story in Azerbaijan. During our study we observed entire classrooms that were empty during school hours because students and their teachers were leaving schools en mass to attend and conduct private tutoring lessons instead. Although it is unclear how widespread this phenomenon may be, it is obviously an indication of a lack of public confidence in the mainstream education system.
It is quite clear that private tutoring may have some positive effect on students, like individualized and tailored approach, but let us look at the negative effects in Azerbaijan - which of them you think are the worst ones?
For students, the most negative effects associated with private tutoring have to do with the rise of education inequities. What it means is that quality education is accessible only to those students who can afford to pay it. If you are poor or from a rural area, you are unlikely to receive “full” education that your peers are getting through a combination of public schooling and private tutoring.  
From your findings, it seems clear that the problems of quality public education in Azerbaijan are alarming. In your study, you gave a couple of recommendations that could help solve the situation. Could you summarize, what would you recommend to a public school principal and an education minister in Azerbaijan - what should they do with private tutoring? Have any of these recommendations been already implemented?
First and foremost, we need to understand the phenomenon of private tutoring much better. It is a rapidly growing and constantly changing phenomenon and we need to carefully examine its effects on students, teachers, and the educational systems more broadly. Currently, the information we have is spotty and incomplete. For example, we have conducted a lot of research on students in Southeast/Central Europe and the former Soviet Union, but we do not really know much about teacher perspectives on private tutoring. Are teachers engaging in private tutoring only because of financial reasons? Or, are there other factors related to their changing professional status? We also do not know much about parents and their opinions about private tutoring. For example, do parents perceive private tutoring as corruption? Or, do they see it as their obligation to support underpaid teachers? Finally, what exactly is happening in private tutoring lessons and how different are they from what is happening in public schools? 
The better we understand how private tutoring functions and how it affects different education stakeholders - students, teachers, and parents - the better we will be able to respond to the private tutoring phenomenon.
In terms of recommendations for Ministry officials, it is important - first and foremost - to put private tutoring on the policy agenda. Once we better understand the factors driving the demand for private tutoring, we will be able to formulate appropriate policies to address the private tutoring phenomenon. For example, if the main reasons are economic (for example, related to low teacher wages), then it is critical to consider raising teacher salaries. If the reasons relate to the deteriorating professional status of teachers, then perhaps it is important to consider how teacher professionalism could be redefined and what professional development opportunities may contribute to making the teaching profession more attractive and meaningful. Ministry officials could also play a critical role in monitoring the issues of education quality and equity, as well as regulating some of the unethical use of private tutoring.   
For UNESCO, you wrote a study on private tutoring in three Central Asian countries: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Could you summarize the main issues and challenges linked with private tutoring in these countries?
The study of private tutoring in Central Asia was an extension of our earlier research on private tutoring in nine countries of Southeast/Central Europe and the former Soviet Union. Given that we used the same conceptual approach and methodological tools, the study offers very useful comparative data on private tutoring in twelve countries. Central Asia stands out from the rest of the region because of the large number of school teachers tutoring their own students. It highlighted similar problems facing educational systems across the region such as deteriorating public trust in public education systems, declining professionalism of teachers, and growing corruption in the public education sector. Furthermore, it has confirmed the growing, yet largely invisible, privatization of the public education sector, which needs to be urgently addressed through raising public awareness and placing private tutoring on the policy agenda.  

Thank you for the interview!

Martina Kubánová, Slovak Governance Institute
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