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Tutoring - the Shadow Education Sector 
 
Synopsis 
 
Tutoring is a large and important part of the UK's education economy (£1.6bn+), but as a sector seems to be 
hidden in the shadows. Estimates of the number of students being tutored and the number of tutors vary widely, as 
does the economic value of the sector and its educational impact. 
 
Information about this sector is scant. There are two main reasons for this. Traditionally tutors have worked below 
the radar of both the educational establishment and government sources. 
 
Educators and politicians have been loathe to discuss tutoring because it's the elephant in the room in terms of its 
impact on educational outcomes. In the last decade England has seen a raft of expensive educational initiatives 
which have supposedly driven up standards (e.g. Reading Year). However, analysis of the 'success' of these has 
pointedly avoided even considering whether any of the outcomes could in fact have been due to tutoring.   
 
Secondly, most tutors are self-employed and have other main occupations. Many do not disclose some or all of 
their income, because having to pay additional tax and National Insurance would significantly reduce the benefit of 
this work. However, the predominance of self employment is not just driven by tax avoidance, it is a structure that 
also suits tutoring agencies. Agencies generally do not employ tutors, and the tutors who they work with are 
classified as self employed. 
 
Data sources 
 
There have been several studies that have looked at this sector in the past decade. They have been by educational 
researchers, charities, merchant banks, VC funds (and their advisors) and more recently by the DCSF, or the 
Department of Education as it is now known. 
 
Most of these studies focused on tutoring agencies who represent the public face of the sector but who actually 
only account for a small part of overall activity.  
 
Demand 
 
On the demand side the most authoritative information published to date was a study published in 2005 by 
Professor Judith Ireson of the Institute for Education, University of London. This report looked at the level of 
tutoring in Years 6,11 and 13. Overall it found 27% of government school students had received private tutoring. 
While statistically robust the results of this study are very conservative, not least because they do not include any 
data from the independent schools sector.  
 
Another survey carried out by BMRB Social Research for the DCSF in 2008 claimed only an average of 11% of 
government school students had been tutored. It dismissed the I.O.E. results as being too high/unreliable, as it 
claimed they were based on a small  sample size. Unfortunately, this research is probably less credible particularly 
as it says in the synopsis that it was  'conducted as part of a larger unrelated study of the cost of schooling'. Further 
undermining this report is the political dimension of the findings which were spun by the DCSF and their then 
political masters as a way of showing that improvements in educational outcomes were due to policy initiatives.  
 
Supply 
 
On the supply side getting accurate numbers of tutors from official sources is even more difficult. The Office of 
National Statistics NOMIS Official Labour Market Statistics Service could not provide any data nor could their 
Labour Force Survey Data Service. The latter have been contacted as recently as two months ago for this 
information and concluded that any data that may developed from their existing sources would not be statistically 
significant or robust enough. They are currently reviewing this decision, but it looks unlikely that they would invest 
in such a project unless they can discern a commercially viable market for such data. 
 
The Inland Revenue is also aware of the sector and the issue of non-compliance, but would not specifically say 
whether they will be targeting the sector. Their Law Enforcement team have been quoted as saying, 'Being paid in 
cash is perfectly legal so long as you declare it. We don’t flag up specific groups we are targeting, but the 
consequences of not declaring any type of income, whether from tutoring, driving a cab at night or whatever are 
significant and include not just repaying the missed tax, but interest and penalties’. Given the current financial 
situation, particularly in relation to government spending and tax receipts, it is inevitable that the tutoring sector will 
come under renewed focus by the Inland Revenue.  
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In 2009 the DCSF began a project looking at tutoring agencies. This was  done after the announcement of another 
of the government's education 'initiatives' (since abandoned) that promised to provide tutoring for 300,000 children 
in England who had fallen behind in maths and English.  
 
Given the paucity of official data there are other indicators that can be used to extrapolate the size of the sector. 
One source are reports in various media about the sector and another is to look overseas at countries who have 
similar systems. 
 
Overseas data 
 
Overseas the best source of data comes from Australia who looked into the tutoring sector at a high level when 
they were planning for the implementation of their Goods and Services Tax (equivalent of VAT). This involved close 
analysis of the sector by the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) and the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). While 
the internal results of the ATO study have not been made public, information from the ABS drawn from an analysis 
of labour market statistics highlighted that there were 76,000 tutoring businesses and that the sector was estimated 
to turnover A$1.5bn p.a. (£0.6bn). While there are some fundamental differences between Australia and the UK (for 
example the former having state-based curricula and fluctuating exchange rates) there are enough similarities for 
this to provide a yardstick for England, where the education system is roughly three times larger. Extrapolating 
these figures for England indicate that there may be 228,000 tutoring-related enterprises with a turnover of up to 
£1.8bn p.a. A private report by a well-known mergers and acquisitions advisory firm, commissioned to look at the 
sector for a client interested in buying a major UK tutoring company, estimated the sector at £2bn p.a. in 2007.  
 
Media data 
 
In the media, the growth in tutoring has been covered in several private reports, trade media and in the mainstream 
press. Most coverage has been driven by perceived problems in the education sector, particularly the failure of 
schools to meet government targets. However, the growing profile of tutoring has attracted interest from respected 
business publications like The Financial Times who in a recent article wrote, 'the levels of informality and discretion 
make figures hard to come by, but the Good Schools Guide estimates there may be as many as 1.5m private tutors 
working in the UK'.  
 
Summary 
 
So while the data about the economic size and impact of the sector may be weak, what is clear is that tutoring: 
 

• has a positive impact on educational attainment 
• is widespread and pervasive in all stages and sectors of UK education 
• has some direct correlations to factors such as parental educational outcomes ,socio-economic status and 

ethnicity 
• is a growth sector within the education market 
• is a fragmented sector with the larger agencies only accounting for a small part of provision 
• there shows significant seasonal variation in demand. 
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Key Drivers in the UK tutoring market 
 
Customer segmentation 
 
Key 
Stage 

Ages Years Assessment Subjects Time Amount 

EYFS 3 to 5  Pre school 
and 

Reception 

Within the Early Years Foundation 
Stage framework 

N/A N/A N/A 

1 5 to 7 1 & 2 Teacher assessment in English, 
maths & science 

No data No data No data 

2 7 to 
11 

3 to 6 National tests and teacher 
assessment in English, maths and 
science (Key Stage 2 tests) 

English16% 
Maths 17% 
Science 8% 

>1hr 7%  
1hr 50% 
2hrs 27% 
3hrs+ 16% 

1 term 44% 
2 terms 11%  
3+ terms 45% 

3 11 to 
14 

7 to 9 Ongoing teacher assessment  No data No data No data 

4 14 to 
16 

10 & 11 GCSEs English 10% 
Maths 18% 
Science 6% 

>1hr 7% 
1hr 53% 
2hrs 29% 
3hrs+ 11% 

1 term 26% 
2 terms 12%  
3+ terms 59% 

Post 
comp 
(KS5) 

1 to 
18 

12 & 13 A Levels, IB, Pre U, SATs etc. English 19% 
Maths 8% 
Science 3% 

No data 1 term 45% 
2 terms 40%  
3+ terms 15% 

 
Delivery mechanisms in the UK tutoring market 
 

Type Structure Delivery % 

1 to 1 Tutor works with the student 
directly 

Student/tutor's home or specialist premises 70% 

Group Tutor works with several 
students 

Student/tutor's home or specialist premises. Includes 
term time, school holidays and residential courses 

15% 

Centre 
based 

Students  Specialist premises – inc. schools, in shopping centres 
and offices 

5% 

Technology 
delivered 

Software and online Internet (inc. video, audio etc.), centre based and on 
DVD  

5% 

 
Competition for places in good schools and universities 
 
Regardless of what politicians and educationalists claim, parents from across the spectrum seek to 'game the 
system' (particularly at stages of schooling associated with high-stakes testing) for the educational benefit of their 
children. 
 
Of all the options available, tutoring stands out as the single most popular and accessible way for parents to seek 
to assist their children's education. Tutoring tends to be most prevalent at the end of Key Stages 2, 4 ND 5 (years 
12 and 13). However, competition for school and university places is not just a parental concern, increasingly the 
demand for tutoring is coming from students themselves.  
 
Parental drivers for tuition 
 
The I.O.E report highlighted the main reasons parents gave for paying for tuition. 
 
Reason % 

to improve understanding of the subject  71% 

to increase self confidence  68% 

to help achieve the highest examination grades 59% 
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Other important factors are: 

• parents' concerns about their abilities (or lack thereof) as a barrier to helping their children with subjects 
like English and mathematics 

• a lack of time - greater demands at work and changing family structures mean parents have less time with 
their children 

• the use of league tables to differentiate school performance 
• widespread dissatisfaction with school choice 
• former government policy goals such as the minimum 'six good' GCSEs target and the target of getting 

50% of students to attend university. 
 
Socio economic status and parental education 
 
Socio economic status is a key differentiator in the tutoring market. The I.O.E study says that there is a 9% 
difference between the amount of tutoring for students in government schools who were eligible for free school 
meals (the key government index of social deprivation in schools. Tutoring for students receiving free school meals 
was 19% compared to 28% for the rest of the cohort. 
 
It also shows a direct correlation between parental education and tutoring. While unsurprisingly there are high 
levels of tutoring amongst children of professionals (up to 39%) the study shows that even amongst parents with no 
post-compulsory education, approximately 18% of their children had been tutored. The DCSF's study shows a 
greater disparity, however this is also predicated on their claim of much lower rates of tutoring than the I.O.E. study 
(11% compared to 27% of students being tutored in government schools). The DCSF study was based on social 
grades (A, B, C1, C2, D & E) whereas the I.O.E study looks at indices of social deprivation and levels of parental 
educational attainment and employment. 
 
Ethnicity 
 
Ethnicity seems to be a major factor in the tutoring market. While this is widely acknowledged anecdotally, the 
I.O.E. study highlighted that amongst students who had been tutored, the rates for students from minority 
backgrounds was considerably higher1. 
 

Ethnicity % tutored 

White European 25% 

Indian 45% 

Chinese 35% 

African 31% 

Other Asian 29% 

Pakistani 28% 

Caribbean 27% 

Other White 27% 
 
 
Growth in the number of tertiary graduates 
 
It is clear that there is a direct correlation between the percentage of parents with tertiary education and the amount 
of tutoring their children receive. If this link continues there should be sustained growth in the demand for tutoring 
services, as the current large cohort of tertiary students moves into parenthood. 
 
Also, as the general rate of educational attainment rises, competition for good grades and educational places will 
probably see greater use of tutors and supplementary education services by students. 
 
How do parents find tutors? 
 
Outside the agency system, it is clear that the majority of tutors are found by parents via personal recommendation 
(I.O.E. 50%+ of respondents). Less than 8% came through agencies and only 13% via advertisements. 
 

                                                      
1
  The number of white European students in the overall I.O.E. study was 2268 of the 3504 respondents 
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Market Structure 
 
As a market it is probably very close to the model which economists describe as Imperfect/Monopolistic 
Competition in that there are few barriers to entry, many competitive suppliers, differentiated products and a large 
number of consumers. 
 
Within the tutoring market there are two key sectors – agencies and individual operators. While agencies are the 
public face of the sector they seem to account for a modest amount of activity. This conclusion is based on looking 
at the turnover of the best known agency and two franchised centre operators – respectively Fleet Tutors (agency) 
Student Support Centre (franchise) and Kumon (franchise). Their reported turnovers are: 
 

• Fleet £3.2m (for the year to Aug. 2009) – claim 8500 tutors on their books 
• Student Support Centre £13.3m (for the year to Dec 20062) – 9 regional centres 
• Kumon £16.6m (for the year to Dec. 2008) – 625 study centres in the UK 

 
If we take the market as being a conservative estimate of £1bn, this indicates that their combined turnover is less 
than 3.3% of the market. Being even more conservative and using a baseline of £0.5bn (less than the known 
Australian market), would indicate these companies would have a combined market share of less than 7%. With  
more than 500 agencies in England alone this is a fair indication that in total  agencies account for less than 25% of 
the market for tutoring services.  
 
Self-employment 
 
One of the reasons it is so hard to get accurate data about this market is that most tutors are self-employed even in 
the agency sector. This means their activity is not picked up in any official labour market or taxation statistics. We 
estimate that this sector is approximately 80% of the overall sector. 
 
Key drivers for tutors to remain outside the agency system 

• ability to set competitive fees 
• no agency commissions payable 
• clients can avoid the introduction/arrangement fees typically charged by agencies 
• more likely to be paid in cash 
• low overheads (no premises, normally lack insurance and any business structure) 
• ability if paid in cash to avoid paying tax and National Insurance on earnings. 

 
Agencies  
 
There are more than 500 agencies in England and of these over 200 have websites. In almost all instances tutors 
used by agencies are classified as self-employed, which is beneficial to agencies because it shifts almost entirely 
responsibility for compliance issues (tax and National Insurance). However, there is a grey area in the agency 
market. This occurs where websites claim to act as advertising exchanges. Not being an agency removes a raft of 
legal responsibilities, such as the need for Commercial Agency Agreements, individual contracts, the need to 
comply with the Commercial Agents (Council Directive) Regulations 1993, etc. 
 
Structures 
 

• Traditional (60%) – have a database of registered tutors. No details of individual tutors are provided and 
they are allocated to clients on the basis of availability and some sort of match with the student's 
educational needs. The agency vets applicants (CRB, qualifications, references etc), manages the client 
relationship and provides back office accounting functions (billing to clients and payments to self employed 
tutors) 

• Individuals and small groups (10%) – these are small operations that often do not maintain a register of 
tutors. Excess work is often shared via personal and informal networks. There is some evolution in this 
sector via the use of the internet with single tutors having multiple websites, one for their own 
specialism/business and other separate site(s) which they refer clients to. These sites act like traditional 
agencies and are often designed to channel overflow work where the owner is trying to build a larger 
business (or create the impression of one) 

• Centres (20%) – teaching at a designated location such as an agency office, supermarkets/shopping 
centres and in schools after hours. Normally group rather than individual tutoring, although some venues 
are designed to provide individual instruction but using computers 

• Online matching services (10%) – these are web-based operations who fall into two categories. The first 
                                                      
2
 This is the last date at which we were able to obtain accurate figures for SSC. At the time SSC claimed an EBITDA of £2.2m and that their 

turnover was 13% greater than Kumon with 3.5 times as many students. 
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are simple advertising exchanges where a tutor can list their details and clients contact them directly. 
Technically these are not agencies and so avoid some of the complications related to agency law. In this 
structure the site normally makes no representations about a tutor's qualifications and responsibility is 
vested directly with the client. The second type function like traditional agencies – albeit online. They 
provide no specific details about individual tutors (who are required to register) and then normally database 
match the tutor to the client. Communication is always through the agency (for both clients and tutors), and 
is exclusively via email and telephone. 

 
Regional distribution 
 

• 85% of agencies are regionally based with only 14% being national 
• Key markets in descending order are the South East, London, Birmingham and Manchester 

 
Region  Est. number of agencies 

South East (Home Counties) 140 

Greater London 98 

East 68 

North West 50 

South West  42 

Humberside and Yorkshire 32 

East Midlands 30 

Greater Manchester 18 

West Midlands 16 

North East 10 

Total 504 
 
Business model 

• typically charge commission (10-30%) for each hour worked by tutors 
• often charge introduction/arrangement fees 
• a minority (the larger) often provide additional services like testing, assistance with school selection, 

university applications 
• a small number run exam preparation courses (GCSE, A level, SATs etc.) normally on weekends or in 

school holidays (non-residential) 
• some provide resources and professional development activities for their tutors but the majority do not. 

 
Franchises 
 
The franchise sector is dominated by one local (Student Support Centres) and two foreign companies, Kumon 
(Japan) and Kip McGrath (Australia). They operate on very different educational and business models. 
 

• Student Support Centre – has 10 semi autonomous franchised regional centres 
• Kumon – has 625 study centres in the UK 
• Kip McGrath – has 180 franchises in UK 

 
 
Student Support Centre who claim to be the largest tutoring organisation in the UK use content delivered to 
students on DVD. The content has been developed by, and is owned by the master franchise holder, although 
previously content was licensed from Future School. Content is mapped around the various UK curricula. 
Promotion to parents is done via primary schools with sophisticated telemarketing follow up. Agents (not teachers) 
then visit the home and do a 'diagnostic test'. Parents are then sold a package of DVDs which are typically paid for 
by finance which is provided by  the same organisation. Regional centres are run by franchisees who are also 
teachers (normally retired) but the marketing is done by non-educationalists.   
 
Kumon franchises are low cost to buy into (typically less than £500), have relatively low business overheads but 
high franchise management fees (45% of each child's tuition fees in the first year. Franchisees are not required to 
be qualified teachers or to have any specific qualifications. Instruction is drill and practice, using paper based 
materials delivered in a class setting. There is no specific curriculum mapping. There is no online version and only 
a very basic correspondence service based on books and printed material. 
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Kip McGrath is listed on the Australian Stock Exchange. Their franchise buy-in fee in the UK is more than £40,000. 
Franchisees are required to be qualified teachers. Most content is delivered using proprietary software that has 
sophisticated reporting and testing functionality. All content is tightly mapped around the various UK curricula.   
 
Business model 

• typically monthly fees by subject with an emphasis on English, mathematics and science 
• materials vary from print (Kumon) to using software as the primary instruction method (Kip McGrath) 
• provision of financial services to support the purchase of services (Student Support Centre) 
• professional development, content, marketing and support activities managed centrally and funded from 

franchise fees 
• upfront and ongoing franchise fees these vary from £40K (Kip McGrath) to 45% of sales (Kumon monthly 

franchise fee in year one) 
• often provide assistance to franchisees who need premises 
• variable investment in content and mapping to syllabi. Kumon has the lowest content investment with those 

developing their own software and content typically investing the most (Study Support Centres and Kip 
McGrath). 

 
Companies 
 
There are a small number of companies who operate directly in this sector. They business models range from 
running centres in high street locations (ExploreLearning), online services (Examstutor, Future School and 
Mathletics) to residential exam revision centres (Justin Craig). 
 
With the exception of Justin Craig, most of the players in this sector deliver their services via software (on and off-
line). For example ExploreLearning licence SuccessMaker, a Pearson product, whereas Future School and 
Mathletics have developed their own software which they sell into the tutoring and schools markets internationally. 
In the UK Examstutor are an interesting specialist online service provider who aside from their direct clients also 
sell their service to a significant number of revision centres who offer this as their online offering to students. 
 
Another interesting player is Justin Craig, who provide day and residential revision courses. Until recently Justin 
Craig ran a small number of Easter revision courses, since the company was acquired two years ago by Piper 
Private Equity, an investor who specialise in consumer brands, they now have 22 outlets. The company does not 
own any venues, rather it rents space and facilities from schools, mainly in the independent sector. 
 
Two Indian companies TutorVista and Transweb Tutors have tried to enter the UK online market but both have 
been relatively unsuccessful. In July 2009 the UK's largest education company Pearson purchased 17.2% of 
TutorVista. The old TutorVista.co.uk site now redirects users to the international .com site and since the acquisition 
there has been no announcement by either company as to whether the UK will remain a target market. 
 
Business Model 
 

• for software oriented businesses most students pay a monthly subject fee. These fees include testing, 
reporting and in some cases access to live tutors  

• sales of online services directly to clients and via third parties (Examtutor) 
• build sales of online services from schools into the home market (Mathletics) 
• ExploreLearning has grown to over 30 high street outlets. It has yet to pay a dividend to its investors and at 

the end of 2009 had an accumulated loss of £4.8m 
 
Tutorial Colleges 
 
Tutorial colleges are independent schools, and as such form a small but distinct sector on the edge of the wider UK 
tutoring ecosystem. Not all colleges run revision courses or provide tutoring but Davies Laing and Dick College 
(part of the Alpha Plus Group) has run Easter revision courses for over 30 years. 
 
Most courses are run during weekends and holiday periods. This allows institutions to make full use of their staff 
and facilities (sweat their assets). The sector is dominated by for-profit operators like Alpha Plus, however 
charitable independent schools who run courses typically do so via their commercial arm, with any profit being 
returned to the charity.  
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Provider Matrix 
 
Sector Players 

Agency 
 
- most cover 
both primary and 
secondary 

Fleet Tutors (8500 tutors nationally) 
Select Tutors (800 tutors. Midlands focused) 
Alpha Tutors (claim 68,000) 
Bonas McFarlane (high end) 
Bright Young Things 
De Silva Tutors (small but work internationally) 
Elite Tutors (small but seen as a possible Fleet) 
Enjoy Education (good website and use of social media) 
Gabbitas (possibly UKs oldest agency – part of Prospects Group 
Harrison Allen (small well regarded London agency) 
Greater London Tutors (specific focus on children in care linked to Holland Park) 
Holland Park Tuition (claim 2500 tutors 
Imperial Tutors (linked to Imperial College. High intro fees) 
Kensington & Chelsea Tutors (1000 tutors. Parents pay agency) 
Keystone Tutors (interesting London firm. Links to dyslexia site. Some CSR) 
Saturday Tuition School (small traditional firm with two London venues) 
Tutors International (high end & big fees. Claim 10000 tutors on books) 
Westminster Tutors (long established and right at the top end) 

Franchise 
 
- mainly primary 
some early 
secondary 

Kumon 
Study Support Centre 
Kip McGrath 
ComputerXplorers (international. Slightly different model) 

Companies 
- secondary only 

Justin Craig (fast growing specialist. VC backed. Lack of IP & uses Examtutor) 

Companies 
(online) 
  
- cover both 
primary and 
secondary 
 
 

FutureSchool 
Examtutor 
Mathletics 
Education City (large but mainly school focused) 
Home Tutoring Online (£15 per hour min and offer tutoring in 15 min chunks) 
My Own Tutor (innovative local company who also work with schools) 
TutorVista (Indian company 17% owned by Pearson) 
Transweb Tutors (Indian company who claimed a UK focus) 
Global Scholar (USA – owned by Knowledge Adventure) 
Blueteach (France – listed by Red Herring tech magazine as a company to watch) 

Centre based 
- cover both 
primary and 
secondary 

ExploreLearning (growing but not profitable. Similar US companies have closed 
centres) 

Colleges 
 
- secondary only 

Davies Laing & Dick (Alpha Plus) 
Mander Portman Woodard (BPP) 

Virtual Schools 
 
- secondary only 

Nisai (focus on excluded students and developing a virtual school) 
Accipio Learning (excluded focus)  
Direct Education (distance learning via video conferencing) 
Interhigh Education (interesting local provider)l 
International Correspondence School (part of Corneson a large German company) 
National Extension College (now part of the Learning & Skills Network) 

Advertising 
platforms 
 
- cover both 
primary and 
secondary 

A+ Tutors 
First Academic Tutors (good website and only an intro fee) 
Home Tutors (allows users to contact via email, phone & SMS) 
Local Tutor 
The Tutor Pages (fees for registering tutors. In Good Schools Guide) 
Gumtree 

 


