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Abstract  
In the dynamic educational landscape, the transition to a profit-driven industry model has 
undermined the traditional conception of education as a public good (UNESCO, 2016). 
Adding to this shift is the recent surge of shadow education, a burgeoning billion-dollar 
coaching industry that originated in Asian countries and has since expanded globally. 
Shadow education, characterized by private supplementary tutoring conducted alongside 
regular schooling hours, has emerged as a significant influence. This paper aims to explore 
the impact of shadow education on the psychological and emotional well-being of students. 
Through empirical research conducted in Chandigarh City, India, the study focuses on 200 
12th-grade students concurrently preparing for All-India level entrance examinations in 
Medicine and Engineering streams. Employing stratified random sampling and descriptive 
survey methods, the findings uncover concerning patterns, with shadow education institutes 
enrolling students in extensive two-year programs and charging hefty fees for tuition and 
accommodation/transportation services. Consequently, many students forego regular school 
attendance in favor of coaching centers. The study observes that a majority of students 
experience heightened levels of anxiety, stress, isolation, and reduced emotional resilience. 
This research underscores the urgent need to address the complex interplay between shadow 
education, student well-being, and the evolving educational landscape, where profit often 
takes precedence over educational priorities. The ramifications extend beyond the individual 
level, impacting critical aspects of sustainable development such as quality education, equity, 
and social justice. 
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Introduction 
 
Shadow education, also referred to as private tutoring, cram schools or after-school learning 
programs, involves educational activities conducted outside of formal schooling that replicate 
the regular curriculum but require additional financial investment (Bray 2009; Stevenson and 
Baker 1992). Typically, those who seek tutoring do so to prepare for tests and enhance their 
children's chances of gaining admission to high-quality, academically selective schools (Bray 
1999; Kosunen et al., 2020). The literature reveals that shadow education primarily comprises 
of tutoring in academic subjects that are also taught in schools, but which occurs outside 
regular school hours and involves a fee (Zhang, 2021). Providers of tutoring services include 
teachers seeking additional income, university students, informal providers, and 
entrepreneurs running commercial enterprises (Bray, 2022; Duong & Silova, 2021). Tutoring 
comes in various forms and differs in scale and intensity based on demand and the offerings 
of different individuals and groups. Additionally, the timing of tutoring can vary throughout 
the day, week and year. It has been observed that certain forms of shadow education enhance 
efficiency by helping slower learners keep pace with their peers, while others offer 
personalized support to further develop high achievers. 
 
However, shadow education does not always yield positive outcomes, and a critical question 
is whether tutoring effectively enhances children's academic achievement (He et al., 2021; 
Omerogullari et al., 2020). In some cases, tutoring may conflict with formal schooling; for 
instance, students might become disengaged if they have already covered material in tutoring 
sessions and find school lessons repetitive (Guill & Bos, 2014; Zhang, 2019). Additionally, 
teachers who offer supplementary tutoring might become distracted from their primary 
responsibilities (Duong & Silova, 2021). There are also ethical concerns regarding current 
teachers providing tutoring to their own students, especially if they intentionally reduce 
content in regular classes to increase demand for private lessons (Ille & Peacey, 2019). 
Beyond these issues, research on shadow education often overlaps with regular schooling 
topics, such as administration, curriculum, pedagogy, tracking, personal skills, learning 
strategies, psychological well-being and classroom dynamics (e.g., Luo & Chan, 2022). As 
such, the research in shadow education research quite multilayered.  

 
As more Indian students seek private coaching, supplementary classes, and intensive exam 
preparation, the effects of this trend are becoming increasingly apparent. These changes are 
influencing not just individual learners, but also broader socio-economic and cultural 
dynamics across the nation. The extent of private coaching among high school students in 
India is notably high, with 83% enrolled in coaching classes, according to the Asian 
Development Bank (2012). This figure is supported by recent data from the National 
Statistical Office (NSO, 2020), which shows that one in three high school students receives 
private coaching. The NSO report, based on the 75th round of the National Sample Survey, 
indicates that 19.8% of students across all educational levels, from pre-primary to graduate 
studies, participate in some form of private coaching. For students in Classes 9 and 10, who 
are preparing for crucial board exams and entrance tests, this percentage exceeds 30%. Urban 
upper-class students have particularly high access to private coaching, with over half of urban 
upper-class boys attending, compared to just 13.7% of rural boys and girls from minority 
communities. Private coaching entails significant financial costs, accounting for over 18% of 
the average annual education expenditure for secondary school students, a trend also 
observed among higher secondary students. In states like West Bengal, students allocate 
approximately 27% of their education budget to private coaching (NSO, 2020). The coaching 
centers offer a range of service packages customized to meet students' needs and parents' 
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financial capacities, often with accommodation options included. Annual fees vary widely, 
from ₹50,000 to ₹1 lakh for year-long coaching, highlighting concerns about the 
commercialization and possible exploitation within the education sector. These coaching 
institutes, now functioning as corporate entities, actively engage in educational policy 
advocacy to shape policies that align with their commercial interests. Their clientele includes 
not only the middle class but also economically disadvantaged families who invest substantial 
amounts in coaching fees to support their children's educational ambitions (Spreen & Kamat, 
2018). 

 
Recent years have seen a growing recognition of the intersection between mental health and 
education (Humphrey, 2018). Researchers have documented that heightened study time and 
extensive engagement in shadow education can negatively impact student development (Mori 
and Baker, 2010). Literature indicates that a major factor contributing to the compromised 
mental health of students involved in coaching is excessive parental pressure regarding 
academic decisions, which increases stress and anxiety. This pressure can significantly 
impact children's learning abilities. Additionally, students are often found to neglect 
extracurricular activities. A study examining shadow education revealed that most 
participants described their experiences with it negatively, using strong terms such as "tiring," 
"exhausting," and "regretful." While there were some acknowledged positive aspects, the 
overall sentiment was negative, with stress identified as the primary cause. Participants 
reported that the additional coaching, combined with schoolwork and extracurricular 
activities, made their lives very busy and sometimes overwhelming. Some participants also 
noted an over-reliance on their tutor, which seemed to affect their approach to classroom 
lessons. Furthermore, a poor relationship between the tutor and the student may have 
contributed to the stress and mixed feelings surrounding shadow education. 
 
This paper examines the complex relationship between shadow education and student well-
being, with a particular focus on the psychological toll associated with the relentless pursuit 
of academic success. By analyzing dimensions such as stress, anxiety and mental health 
outcomes, the study aims to shed light on the nuanced effects of shadow education practices 
on students’ overall psychological welfare. Additionally, it explores the underlying factors 
driving participation in shadow education, including societal pressures, parental expectations 
and educational policies. Utilizing an interdisciplinary approach that combines psychological 
theory, educational sociology and policy analysis, this research seeks to deepen the 
understanding of the trade-offs between academic achievement and mental health in modern 
educational settings. By clarifying these dynamics, the study aims to help policymakers, 
educators, and parents create environments that support holistic student development while 
addressing the negative psychological impacts of excessive academic pressures. 
 
Research Questions 
 
1. What are the unseen costs and challenges linked to shadow education in India? 
2. How do shadow education practices affect students’ psychological well-being? 
 
Objectives 
 
1. To identify the unseen costs and challenges linked to shadow education in India. 
2. To analyse how the shadow education practices affect students’ psychological well-being.  
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Methodology 
 
The study comprised 200 twelfth-grade students preparing for national entrance exams in 
Medicine and Engineering streams in Chandigarh, India. It focused on examining the 
challenges and opportunities encountered by this specific demographic. The research 
unfolded in two distinct phases to provide a comprehensive understanding of their 
experiences. 
 
Phase 1 - Quantitative: Initially, a quantitative approach was employed. A structured 
questionnaire was crafted to gather data from the sample. This questionnaire encompassed 
various dimensions aimed at exploring different facets of the students’ educational journey: 

i) Socioeconomic Background: Information pertaining to the economic status, 
occupational backgrounds, and household conditions of the students’ families. 

ii) Access to Education: Investigation into factors such as school proximity, availability 
of educational resources, and transportation accessibility. 

iii) Parental Involvement: Assessment of parental engagement in their children’s 
education and their aspirations for their academic achievements. 

iv) Educational Challenges, Socio-economic and Psychosocial Factors, Gender 
Disparities and Access: Identification of specific hurdles encountered by students in 
their academic pursuits, including financial constraints, learning environments, and 
peer influences. 

 
Phase 2 - Qualitative: The subsequent phase adopted a qualitative approach. It involved 
conducting in-depth interviews with a subset of the sample, facilitating a deeper exploration 
of their experiences and perspectives. This phase employed open-ended questions to 
encourage participants to share personal experiences, challenges, and aspirations. 
 
Findings   
 
1. Unseen Costs and Challenges Linked to Shadow Education in India 
 
The findings reveal that the average fee paid to coaching institutes is approximately INR 8 
lakh over a combined two-year period, which highlights the financial commitment required to 
access shadow education services. This substantial expense underscores the perception of 
shadow education as a major investment by both parents and students, reflecting the high 
stakes associated with academic success in competitive fields. On top of this, the annual 
income range of parents also averages between INR 8-9 lakh, providing context regarding the 
economic background of the sample. While indicating a moderate financial standing, the 
allocation of a significant portion of household income towards coaching fees illustrates the 
prioritization of education within these families. The unseen costs and challenges linked to 
shadow education in India relate to the impact of shadow education on family dynamics, 
academic integrity, and students' overall well-being, which in turn reveals a complex 
interplay of factors that merit closer examination.   
 
i) Economic Disparities 
 
a) Unequal Access: Students from affluent families have better access to high-quality 

shadow education services compared to those from lower-income backgrounds. This 
disparity reinforces educational inequalities and limits opportunities for less privileged 
students (Kumar and Chowdhury, 2021). 
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ii) Impact on Family Dynamics 
 
a) Financial Strain on Families: The significant expenditure on private coaching can strain 

family finances, leading to economic stress and impacting other areas of family life. The 
pressure to fund expensive coaching can lead to familial conflicts and increased parental 
stress, affecting overall family harmony (Mahmud, 2021). 

 
iii) Impact on Academic Integrity 
 
a) Unethical Practices: Some coaching institutes engage in unethical practices, such as 

inflating success rates or offering misleading promises, which can compromise the 
integrity of the educational system. 

b) Academic Dishonesty: The competitive nature of shadow education may encourage 
dishonest practices among students, including cheating and plagiarism, as they strive to 
meet high expectations (Eaton, 2020). 

 
iv) Decreased Engagement in Traditional Education 
 
a) Reduced Classroom Participation: Overemphasis on shadow education can lead to 

disengagement from regular classroom learning, as students may rely more on private 
coaching than on their school education. 

b) Curriculum Discrepancies: Shadow education often focuses on exam-specific content, 
which may not align with the school curriculum, leading to gaps in knowledge and 
understanding (Kumar and Chowdhury, 2021). 

 
v) Impact on Long-Term Educational Goals 
 
a) Narrow Focus: The focus on passing exams and achieving high scores in shadow education 

can narrow students' educational goals, limiting their broader intellectual and personal 
development. 

b) Pressure-Induced Career Choices: High-pressure environments may influence students to 
choose career paths based on external expectations rather than personal interest or 
aptitude, affecting long-term career satisfaction and success (Yu and Zhang, 2022). 

 
vi) Quality of Coaching Services 
 
a) Variability in Quality: There is significant variability in the quality of coaching services, 

with some institutes offering inadequate or ineffective instruction, which does not justify 
the high fees charged. 

b) Lack of Regulation: The coaching industry often lacks stringent regulation, leading to 
inconsistent standards and potential exploitation of students and parents (Bray, 2024). 

 
vii) Community and Social Impact 
 
a) Social Fragmentation: The emphasis on private coaching can create divisions within 

communities, as students and families with different levels of access to coaching may 
experience varying levels of educational success. 

 b) Decreased Community Involvement: As students focus more on private coaching, they 
may have less time to engage in community and social activities, reducing their 
involvement and contribution to communal life (Entrinch, 2021). 
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2. Analysing How the Shadow Education Practices Affect Students’ Psychological Well-
being 
 
By delving into dimensions such as stress, anxiety and mental health outcomes, and 
investigating the mechanisms driving participation in shadow education, such as societal 
pressures, parental expectations, and educational policies, the study seeks to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of the complex trade-offs involved.  
 

Domain Sub-domain Percentage 
of students 

Factors 

Stress Academic pressure 83% High expectations of 
parents, competitive 
academic environment, 
Pressure to achieve top 
grades 

Time management stress 94% Balancing multiple 
responsibilities (school, 
coaching, extracurricular 
activities), tight schedules 
and deadlines, overlapping 
academic and personal 
commitments 

Anxiety Performance anxiety 88% Fear of underperforming in 
exams or tests, Anxiety 
about meeting personal or 
external expectations 

Fear of failure 74% Worries about not 
achieving academic goals, 
concerns about future 
prospects and opportunities 

Burnout Physical exhaustion 68% Physical strain from 
continuous academic 
activities, insufficient rest 
and recovery time 
 

Emotional exhaustion  71% Emotional drain from 
constant academic 
demands, feelings of apathy 
and lack of motivation 

Fatigue  Mental fatigue  86% Cognitive tiredness from 
continuous learning, 
difficulty in maintaining 
focus and concentration 

Sleep deprivation 93% Inadequate sleep due to 
late-night studying or early 
classes, disrupted sleep 
patterns from academic 
stress 
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Self-esteem Academic self-perception 54% Self-worth tied to academic 
success and grades, feelings 
of inadequacy based on 
academic performance, 
Influence of academic 
achievements on self-image 

Comparison with peers 65% Feelings of inadequacy 
when comparing oneself to 
high-achieving peers, 
Perceived failures in 
relation to others' 
successes, Impact of peer 
comparisons on self-
confidence 
 

Social isolation Limited social 
engagement 

86% Reduced opportunities to 
interact with peers due to 
time constraints, impact of 
academic commitments on 
social interactions 

Loneliness 77% Feelings of isolation from 
not having enough time for 
social activities, impact of 
busy schedules on 
emotional connections 

Cognitive 
overload 

Information overload 73% Difficulty in processing and 
retaining large amounts of 
information, impact of 
extensive study materials 
on cognitive capacity 

Decreased concentration 56% Struggles with focus and 
attention due to excessive 
study demands, impact of 
cognitive overload on 
concentration 

Learning fatigue  79% Reduced effectiveness in 
learning due to constant 
academic pressure, impact 
of continuous study on 
learning efficiency 

Table 1: Psychological Well-being of Students Enrolled Into Shadow Education 
 
Table 1 provides insights into how shadow education practices impact students' psychological 
well-being, revealing significant stressors and challenges. Key findings show that a majority 
of students experience substantial stress from academic pressure and time management 
issues, with 94% struggling to balance school, coaching, and extracurricular activities. 
Anxiety is prevalent, with 88% of students feeling performance-related anxiety and 74% 
fearing failure. Burnout is evident in 68% of students who face physical exhaustion and 71% 
who experience emotional exhaustion from constant demands. Fatigue affects 86% due to 
mental tiredness and 93% due to sleep deprivation. Self-esteem issues are prominent, with 
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54% of students' self-worth tied to academic success and 65% comparing themselves 
unfavorably to peers. Social isolation is significant, with 86% having limited social 
engagement and 77% feeling lonely. Cognitive overload impacts 73% of students with 
information overload, 56% with decreased concentration, and 79% with learning fatigue. 
These findings highlight the complex interplay between academic pressures and students' 
overall psychological well-being. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The exploration of shadow education's impact on student well-being underscores a 
multifaceted and often unseen toll associated with the pursuit of academic success. The 
analysis reveals that while shadow education aims to enhance academic performance, it 
simultaneously imposes significant psychological burdens on students. The data shows 
pervasive stress and anxiety related to high academic expectations, performance pressures, 
and time management challenges. Additionally, students experience substantial burnout and 
fatigue from continuous academic demands, leading to physical exhaustion, emotional drain, 
and cognitive overload. Issues of self-esteem and social isolation further compound the 
psychological strain, with students' self-worth closely tied to academic success and limited 
opportunities for social engagement. These findings highlight the urgent need to address the 
hidden costs of shadow education by fostering supportive educational environments that 
balance academic ambition with mental health considerations. To mitigate these adverse 
effects, policymakers, educators, and parents must collaborate to create more holistic 
approaches to education that prioritize students' overall well-being alongside academic 
achievement. 
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