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Abstract

The article analyzes the giving of private lessons, viewed 
as part of the informal economy. The problem is discussed in 
several aspects: private lessons in the context of the informal 

economy; the environment in which the private lesson system functions; the es-
sential characteristics of this type of activity; private lessons as a mechanism for 
producing clientele dependencies; the features of this activity in the past, etc.
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The article aims to present an aspect of the informal economy in Bulgaria: 
the giving of private lessons, in which a considerable share of schoolteachers in 
the country are engaged, mainly in order to gain additional income. These teach-
ers thus take part in preparing pre-high school and high school students applying 
for elite secondary schools and universities. The article also attempts to define the 
most essential characteristics of this activity, which, after research, proves to be, 
on the one hand, quite diverse and, on the other hand, persistent over the years 
despite the radical changes that have taken place in Bulgarian society in the last 
quarter of a century. These most general features of the problem under study de-
termine the combined synchronic and diachronic approach applied here.

The choice of this topic has been largely determined by the fact that infor-
mal economic activities on a global scale account for a significant portion of the 
production and redistribution in the world. According to surveys, since 2012, the 
share of the grey economy is estimated at approximately 23 % of the world GDP, 
while informal economies represent an important share in the lives of the poor.1 
1   Bonnet, Venkatesh 2016: 637.
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According to data of the European Commission, Bulgaria is in first place with 
respect to the share of the grey economy in its GDP, which is traditionally above 
30 % (in 2005 – 34,4 %; in 2008 – 32,1 %; 2010 – 32,9 %; 2011 – 32,3 %; and 
in 2012 – 31,9 %)2. Against this backdrop, it is understandable that, for decades, 
private lessons have been perceived in Bulgaria as a legitimate informal practice 
accompanying formal education in our country. 

General characteristics of the environment  
in which private lessons function 

When dealing with a problem related to production, consumption and distri-
bution, the researcher is obliged to focus foremost on the character of the social 
environment that provokes this type of economic activity – specifically, private 
lessons. Two essential aspects stand out here. First, the shortcomings of the edu-
cational system, in which there is a mismatch between the standards of teach-
ing and the examinations that measure the achieved results at the end of the two 
educational degrees (basic and high school); secondly, Bulgarian teachers need to 
supplement their usually low incomes. Combined, these two elements create the 
ideal environment for the private lessons system. 

Although this article will not focus on the problem of educational discrep-
ancies (teaching mode and examination format), it is necessary to stress that the 
topic is obviously relevant to education but is also plainly sociological inasmuch 
as education is one of the reliable mechanisms for change of social status, for ris-
ing upward in society, and for surmounting the visible and invisible borderlines 
between social strata. In other words, the system of “national education” should 
normally ensure a high degree of free use of education products, an advantage 
that would be basic to decreasing the distance between low social status and low 
scholastic performance versus high living standard and high educational results. 
What may be claimed with certainty is that the Bulgarian educational system does 
not promote overcoming the social segregation of large groups of the Bulgarian 
population. To the contrary, the system is to a great extent provoking social differ-
entiation (Center for Control and Assessment of the Quality of School Education 
“Challenges to School Education”: 91 – 953).

It is nevertheless necessary to point out that the growing difference of educa-
tion quality between the low and the high social strata is not due to the fact that 
the former are being obstructed but rather that the system does not offer adequate 

2   http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/occasional_paper/2012/pdf/ocp114_en.pdf 
3   http://www.ckoko.bg/upload/docs/2013–12/PISA_2012.pdf 
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solutions to their educational problems, and also, that the high strata have the eco-
nomic liberty to find solutions by themselves. An essential part of these solutions, 
perhaps the most important part, is the system of private lessons. Concrete data 
indicate there is a dependency between social stratification and the possibility 
to obtain an education. While statistics show that in 1999 out of the total share 
of poor people in Bulgaria, 57,1 % were with basic education or less, and 42,9 
% were people with secondary and higher education, in 2007 the share of poor 
with secondary and tertiary education had decreased to 25,9 %.4 Kolev draws the 
conclusion that, “What is happening is that the highly educated strata are find-
ing their place in the new economic relations, while the low-educated strata are 
becoming marginalized (especially the people without education)”. 5

These observations are confirmed by the World Bank’s report based on anal-
ysis of the 2012 PISA results6 (How can Bulgaria improve its education system?: 
An analysis of PISA 2012 and past results (Bulgarian7), one of the main conclu-
sions of which states: “The characteristics of classmates and the differentiation 
of schools based on the ability of their students is one of the driving forces deter-
mining the results of the Bulgarian educational system”. The results of Bulgarian 
schoolchildren are considerably lower than the average for OECD (Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development) countries according to the PISA 
study.8 Researchers explain this fact by the particularities of the Bulgarian educa-
tional system, in which the guiding principle is that students with a similar social-
economic status are sorted into separate schools; this “...places Bulgaria among 
the states with the most highly stratified educational system among all countries 
participating in PISA” (ibid).

4   Kolev 2008: 43.
5   Ibid: 44.
6   Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA): “The Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) was elaborated by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) in the 1990s for the periodical international standardized assessment 
of 15-year old schoolchildren. It appeared in response to the need for indicators with which 
to compare the quality of education in the different states. The programme is implemented 
jointly by OECD and by states that are not members of the organization. It began in 2000, 
when the first stage of the project – PISA 2000 – was conducted. It included 43 states. PISA 
has been conducted every three years: 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2015. Assessment 
covers three areas: reading, mathematics, and natural sciences. At each stage, the emphasis is 
on one area, while the other two are presented more generally. More than one million 15-year 
old schoolchildren from the whole world have taken part in the programme until now.” (http://
www.ckoko.bg/page.php?c=11&d=22&page=1)
7  http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2014/09/20289139/can-bulgaria-improve-
education-system-analysis-pisa–2012-past-results
8   http://www.ckoko.bg/upload/docs/2013–12/PISA_2012.pdf
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Secondly – and this is the main issue of the present article – there is the prob-
lem of private lessons as a kind of informal economy that serves to overcome the 
disparity between the high social status of teachers (whose profession is respected 
by society) and their low income: teachers giving private lessons are able to main-
tain a high living standard. At the same time, the high feminization of the teach-
ing staff in Bulgarian schools orients research in this field toward gender studies. 
According to data of the National Statistical Institute, the total number of teachers 
employed in general education schools in Bulgaria in 2015 – 2016 is 45,288, of 
whom 38,399 are women, and 6,889 men9. It should be pointed out that the high 
share of female teachers giving private lessons is a phenomenon determined by 
the long feminization trend in Bulgarian schools. Thus, the profile of teachers giv-
ing private lessons is predominantly feminine. 

These preliminary remarks on the problem are relevant in providing a most 
general idea about the environment that provokes the private lessons system. As 
mentioned above, the discussion requires a look back to the past, when private 
lessons were already a functioning practice, as well as a synchronic analysis of the 
present-day situation and an outline of the framework of preliminary theses that 
may define the direction for future research on the topic.

Definition of the concept of informal economy

Since private lessons are an economic activity that is part of the informal 
economy, it is necessary to define the concept of informal economy, and to do this 
in terms that will make it possible to see the phenomenon from as many angles 
as possible. Informal economy is a changeable term that is made amorphous by 
the rather loose boundaries of the economic activities that can be defined as lying 
outside the formal economy. 

According to François Bonnet and Sudhir Venkatesh, “Most definitions [of 
the informal economy – V. B.] usually refer to the non-regulated production of 
revenues, which de jure are illegal, or are legal but have a regime of work not fall-
ing within the range of any official regulatory organ”.10 In her article “Informal 
Labor and Gender Equality in Post-socialist Bulgarian Society”, Ana Luleva ac-
cepts Tanya Chavdarova’s definition that the informal economy is alternative to 
the formal, and “...the volume of the informal economy is defined by all the activi-
ties that are not regulated legally or administratively, and are not reported in the 
national system”. 11 Luleva also points out that “legal and illegal activities” fall in 
9   http://www.nsi.bg/bg/content/3463/преподавателски персонал (teaching staff)
10   Bonnet, Venkatesh 2016: 638.
11   Luleva 2008.



76

the category of informal economy. This feature should be specially noted, since 
the legal activities in the informal economy have shaped (and continue to shape) 
attitudes towards them – in the past, the attitude of the socialist state, and today, 
that of the state that has undergone changes. Luleva believes the most effective 
definition is that offered by the International Labor Organization: “all economic 
activities of workers and economic units which are not regulated by law or in 
practice, or are not sufficiently regulated by formal agreements”.12

The informal economy is a specific part of the economy; essentially, it falls 
into one of the four economic categories: “official economy (legal and reported); 
informal economy (legal and not reported), which includes natural production 
and domestic labor, voluntary unpaid labor and neighborly mutual aid, part of the 
activities of the self-employed, and small economic units that are not obliged to 
declare their activity, etc.; illegal (black) economy (illegal and not reported) [...]; 
undeclared (grey) economy (legal and not reported) [...].13 It should be stressed 
that the ILO has a special attitude to the informal economy, expressed in Recom-
mendation No. 204, 2015, concerning the Transition from the Informal to the 
Formal Economy14, which refers primarily to decreasing the percentage of the 
alarming share of the grey economy in the GDP of the European Union countries. 

As mentioned above, the traditional practice of private lessons has existed 
since the 1970s15 as a supplementary component of the Bulgarian education sys-
tem; thus, it preceded the changes that took place after 1989 and was part of the 
past socialist economy. It may be said that, in the socialist period, there was a tacit 
agreement that certain activities that did not represent a “threat” to socialist in-
dustry, and rather fell into the sphere of small artisanry, would be allowed to exist 
on the labor market, though – of course – not in its official range. In the time of so-
cialism, private lessons fell to a great extent into this category of unregulated and 
non-administrated labor, which was known to exist, but “the government closed 
its eyes” to it. Below, we will discuss how the government took advantage of this 
type of activity. 

A similar attitude exists today too towards certain categories of informal ac-
tivities, and private lessons are among them. Usually, the issue of private lessons 
is highlighted and adduced as a counter-argument in connection with the periodi-
cally arising question of teachers’ salaries. Thus, the expected public solidarity 

12   http://www.ilo.org/public/english/standards/relm/ilc/ilc90/pdf/rep-vi.pdf, cited in Luleva 
2008.
13   Nonchev 2011: 14.
14   http://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/104/texts-adopted/WCMS_377774/lang--en/index.htm
15   It may be presumed that the growing share of private lessons in the Bulgarian education 
system coincided with the almost complete urbanization of the country and the attainment of 
a large percentage of urban population. 
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is weakened on the basis of three features that are persistently ascribed to the 
teacher’s profession: private lessons, working half day, and a long annual vaca-
tion (45 days). The government authorities are conveniently using these features 
as counter arguments; besides, they are unable to “formalize” private lessons, 
since these take place in an unofficial location – at home. At the same time, there 
is some connection between these various facts: working half day and the long 
annual leave enable conducting informal work activities. 

It should be mentioned that private lessons are an informal activity that is not 
equally practiced by all teachers or in all settlements. At the top of the pyramid 
are usually teachers of Bulgarian language and literature, mathematics, of biology 
and chemistry (to a lesser degree), and, as a small percentage, of music and draw-
ing. In more than a few cases, students prefer using the services of teachers from 
the big cities, mostly for psychological reasons: the fact that the teacher works in 
an elite school in the city often determines the demand for his services. 

Specific features and methods of the fieldwork

The research combines different kinds of empirical data. It is guided by the 
understanding that a problem that has both sociological and ethnological dimen-
sions should be approached with both qualitative and quantitative methods. This 
article is an initial stage in a wider study, and the statistical data used in the 
framework of a kind of quantitative method will be supplemented by surveys on a 
representative sample of the community of teachers who give private lessons and 
of users of this service – parents and students. Of course, as this study is situated 
primarily in the context of ethnology, qualitative empirical methods hold a leading 
place in it. I should stress that the fact I myself belonged for a certain period of 
time to the community of teachers of Bulgarian language and literature, and that 
I myself have given private lessons, has complicated my position as researcher, 
insofar as my position of unbiased observer with a distanced viewpoint may be 
questioned. In other words, my research has moved from the emic perspective 
of my immediate experience to an etic perspective. As a counterweight to this 
specific research difficulty, my professional background gives me detailed knowl-
edge of the research topic.

What exactly was my personal experience? Giving private lessons in Bulgar-
ian language and literature was an activity that I began immediately after starting 
work as a regular schoolteacher in Sofia (1996/97). Giving additional lessons was 
perceived as a necessary practice, and not as an exception, given the absurdly 
low salaries of teachers in the period under study and the political and financial 
crisis that occurred in Bulgaria in 1997. On the other hand, my wife is currently a 
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teacher in Bulgarian language and literature, so giving private lessons has always 
been a means of providing an additional, and significant, part of our family bud-
get. The schooling of our children has also involved (and still does) their taking 
additional lessons in mathematics, history and drawing. One may say I know the 
process from both sides: as one who has given private lessons, and as a user of the 
services of private teachers. 

Of course, my having worked in the education system for twenty years now, 
and my numerous meetings with teachers in Bulgarian language and literature in 
all district cities and in smaller settlements (in connection with the presentation 
and advertising of textbooks16), have enabled me to acquire a comprehensive and 
in-depth notion of private lessons and an integral view on the problems of Bulgar-
ian education at the primary and secondary (high school) level. It may be said that 
the problem of reflexivity (after Bourdieu) is fully displayed here, insofar as there 
is a quite evident risk that my personal attitude to the problem may be projected 
saliently on my study. 

The desired objectivity, i.e., the construction of an object of analysis differ-
ent from my own participation in the type of activity under study, is achieved by 
means of the twelve semi-structured interviews with teachers having long years of 
practice in giving private lessons, three biographical interviews, and a particularly 
interesting “document” (reflecting a particular case of personal observation of the 
family budget in the 1970s and 1980s by one of Sofia’s most famous teachers giv-
ing private lessons in Bulgarian language and literature – the notebook of M. M., 
who for years carefully documented the timetable of the private lessons she gave 
and the sums she received). 

Central to the accumulated empirical data is the biographical interview given 
by V. M.17, who has worked as a teacher for almost 30 years (and given private 
lessons for as long a period), and who is the daughter of the teacher M. M.18. An 
interesting point is the information she gave about her father, who had held spe-
cific positions related to education and, according to the daughter, belonged to the 
middle level socialist nomenklatura. Her father’s professional career (which went 
on in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s), included the positions of: counselor of the Minister 
of Education; head of the Education Department for Sofia district; head of the 
Department of post-graduate qualification of school principals; lecturer on theory 

16   The author (V. B.) has worked for eleven years (2005 – 2016) as editor and author of 
textbooks in Prosveta Publishing House.
17   In compliance with the interviewee’s desire, she is presented under her initials in this 
article.
18   Since teachers are basically public figures, as their long years of work have made them 
familiar to hundreds of people, and as the well-known teachers are usually present on the 
public scene, the names of the respondents will be substituted with initials. 
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of management in the framework of the Georgi Kirkov lecture series. Despite all 
these occupations, according to V. M., her father’s revenues formed only a small 
part of the family budget compared with the income from private lessons given 
by his wife M. M. 

What is specific about V. M. is that she is also a co-author of textbooks on 
Bulgarian language for the 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th grades, which have the largest print 
runs in Bulgaria, and the author and co-author of a very large number of school 
guidebooks. This characteristic (which is also true for most of the interviewed 
respondents) shed light on the important connection between the high social pres-
tige of a teacher and the amount of private lessons he/she gives; this is somewhat 
in contradiction with the view that giving private lessons is a necessity stemming 
from the low economic status of teachers.

Another important part of the gathering of empirical data was observation 
and recording data in the field; the observations took into account the way giving 
lessons is practiced: they are given in a specific environment in which only the 
teacher and student are in direct contact with each other. In this case, I was aided 
by my observations on the process of giving private lessons practiced by my wife: 
setting the price, fixing the time and place of the lesson, recommending private 
students and teachers (the recommendation is given in both directions), etc. Of 
course, thanks to my work as editor and author for Prosveta Publishing House, I 
had the opportunity of mediating, or observing mediation, in the search for “rec-
ommended” teachers giving private lessons. 

It may most generally be said that I have used various approaches to field-
work, which include a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods that 
provide a good research perspective on the topic of this study. 

Private lessons within the scope of ethnology

It cannot be said that private lessons have regularly been a topic of ethno-
logical research in Bulgaria. They usually figure as parts of studies related to the 
restructuring of the economy of the country in the post-socialist period of the 
1990s. In Luleva’s study on private lessons, cited above, the practice of private 
lessons is set in the broader context of education19 as a specific form of occupation 
of women practicing informal labor. 

We find another interesting approach to private lessons in Milena Benovska-
Sabkova, who, again in the context of socialism and the post-socialist period, 

19   Luleva 2008: 57.
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views education as “one of the priority spheres of clientelism”.20 In her study 
on “Political Transition and Everyday Culture”, Benovska-Sabkova takes into 
consideration the shortcomings of the education system that largely underlie the 
practice of private lessons. Because of the vantage point of her observation, this 
activity is seen by her in relation to the formation of clientele dependencies and 
practices that serve to bypass the legal forms of entry into the elite high schools 
and universities. The emphasis is put mostly on the understanding that private 
lessons are not so much a means of acquiring additional knowledge but primarily 
a way to bypass the law. 

Of course, being a kind of work activity (though an informal one), private 
lessons could be the object of study for the ethnology of labor, though the latter, 
as a science of human communities, usually focuses on labor organizations. The 
basic argument for this view is that, “precisely in the process of physical and men-
tal work, a person achieves self-realization and has the possibility of unfolding 
his creative potential”.21 On the other hand, one should not forget that ethnology 
studies the visible and invisible ties between people or social networks that build 
seemingly imaginary communities which, in fact, are quite real social objects. At 
the same time, private lessons represent an aspect of a different, and stable, con-
cept of labor ethnology: the labor world; the person giving private lessons, for his/
her part, can do so insofar as he/she has the necessary social capital, which is far 
from limited to the attained educational degree. In this sense, a successful teacher 
with a private practice is one who has a relatively ample social network that can 
serve as a source of social capital, which in turn, can turn into a successful labor 
resource. 

The work environment (also an aspect of labor ethnology) is also quite spe-
cific here, inasmuch as private lessons are given in the teacher’s or the student’s 
home, a fact that establishes a different type of work relations, or rather, elimi-
nates a certain type of dependency typical for the customary work environment, 
and makes people accept a different, new kind of dependency. 

Main points after the interviews were conducted 

Most of the respondents, who began work in the 1980s, indicated that the 
amount of private lessons given was smaller compared with today, but neverthe-
less was an informal part of the socialist economy at that time. The payment ob-
tained for private lessons formed a significant part of the household budget. 

20   Benovska-Sabkova 2001: 190 – 194.
21   Petrova 2010: 7.



81

This raises an important question related to the time of socialism and how 
the socialist nomenklatura lived and obtained realization in the sphere of edu-
cation. There is a traditionally widespread opinion that the children of the no-
menklatura easily passed the administrative obstacles when applying for the elite 
high schools and the universities, because they took advantage of their parents’ 
privileges. Contrary to this view, most of the respondents who had offered their 
services to the Communist Party elite (and to people from the higher ranks of gov-
ernment) claimed that most of the Party nomenklatura under socialism had a dif-
ferent attitude to the education of their children. Most of the children of the people 
in the middle and top ranks of power took lessons from well-established and expe-
rienced teachers who trained them for enrolment competitions, usually for foreign 
language high schools or for certain specialties in the universities. According to 
the respondent V. M., her mother, a teacher in the Russian Language High School, 
was one of the eminent teachers who prepared the children of Party functionaries 
for the entry examinations. Some teachers in Sofia University St. Kliment Ohrid-
sky were also “trusted” private teachers (mostly teachers in Methods of training 
in Bulgarian language and literature) who gave lessons to the children of the Party 
elite or to people with good financial resources at that time. We should remember 
that the 1980s was the time when a Party elite of economically successful and 
trusted people was formed, who would later prepare and carry out the political 
changes. Since the grade received on a foreign language was one of the elements 
forming the total score for entry into the attractive university specialties, parents 
used the services of well-known and reliable teachers from the foreign language 
high schools. In the more distant past, the study of foreign languages had not 
been popular, so there was a limited number of foreign language teachers. Yet 
the Party nomenklatura oriented its children precisely to foreign language high 
schools. One of the respondents, a graduate of a foreign language high school in 
Sofia, talked with great admiration of her father’s loyalty to the Party (her father 
had been the director of a geological investigations enterprise with a staff of more 
than a thousand people) but also shared that her father was the one to orient her 
to studying a Western language, a circumstance that indirectly determined her 
future interests. 

Here, I will point out a curious case, the information on which was con-
firmed by an associate professor of Training Methods in Bulgarian language and 
also supported by V. M. The case is that of M. V., who had prepared Evgeniya 
Zhivkova for the university entrance examination. Evgeniya was the granddaugh-
ter of Todor Zhivkov, the Communist state leader, known as “Number One”. This 
instance indicates at least two things. First, that the highest ranking holder of 
power knew about the existence of an informal economy amidst the “non-capi-
talist socialist economy”, and, moreover, had used the services of this informal 
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sector. Second, this is an example of the formation of clientele dependencies at the 
highest possible level. Commenting on this case, V. M. shared: “One doesn’t send 
children to random [teachers]. People know who the good teachers are”.

The private lessons of Todor Zhivkov’s granddaughter concern another im-
portant aspect relevant to the dependencies between those offering and those using 
private teaching services. The question is how the granddaughter’s lessons were 
paid. In this concrete case, M. V. did not demand any remuneration. In private 
conversations, she shared that Evgeniya Zhivkova’s success on the examination 
in Bulgarian language and literature for Sofia University St. Kliment Ohridsky 
was celebrated at a special dinner with “Number One” himself, at which Zhivkov 
behaved too informally, demonstrating he was erasing the social distance between 
himself and the teacher. A revealing detail about the dinner was that, when M. V., 
a heavy smoker at that time, asked to be allowed to smoke in Zhivkov’s presence, 
he not only gave his generous permission but asked for a cigarette himself, “to 
keep her company”. As for the remuneration, it may be said the payment con-
sisted in the great symbolic trust shown by a person in power, which essentially 
represented priceless publicity at that time. M. V. did not indicate to me that her 
“favor” had been reciprocated by any other favor on the part of “Number One”, 
but the information that she had trained his granddaughter was indirectly to her 
advantage. 

Another respondent confirmed that clientele circles were formed. “A cir-
cle of clients was formed. I have trained whole extended families. I have taught 
the children of my former students. I train the whole extended family, cousins, 
nephews”.22 It should be pointed out that the word “clientele” was used spontane-
ously by the respondent and not prompted by my questions. In other words, we 
may say the linguistic unit was of en emic kind, produced and understood in a 
“natural context”. It should be pointed out that the respondent did not attach to 
the word “clientele” the same meaning as Boissevain gives to the concept.23 In 
other words, in the respondent’s view, “clientele” does not refer to the mecha-
nism of formation of a network of mutual relations that ensure transaction and 
exchange. Basically, the respondent is has a conscious understanding of what kind 
of dependencies are formed between students, their parents, and the teachers – 
dependencies that may be represented as reciprocal supply of, and payment for, 
a given service. It is the most frequent mechanism used in the practice of private 
lessons, as it is in any offer and use of a favor. Specific networks are formed, and 
information on certain teachers is spread along their channels. Of course, the net-
works are based not only on kinship ties but consist mainly in a circle of friends 
or colleagues working at the same place. None of the respondents ever mentioned 
22   Personal archive.
23   Boissevain 1974.
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he/she had found students through an advertisement. In all the cases, respondents 
referred to a different kind of channel, along which information flows and “con-
tacts” are made in order to reach a specific teacher. 

In some cases, efforts were actually made to use “personal contacts” in order 
to “fix one’s child up” with a certain teacher. In such cases, the children are put 
on a list starting from the previous school year, and the payment asked for is not 
negotiable. All this guarantees success on the examination. Indeed, the efforts 
made are almost always crowned with success, since the parents who are prepared 
to invest large sums of money for their children have usually already taken suf-
ficient care for their education; the private lessons simply put the already acquired 
knowledge in the proper order corresponding to the format of the examination. 

Of course, it should be underscored that “personal contacts” often suggests 
a contrary meaning stemming from the social reality it signifies. The thought of 
“contacts” is situated between the pole of the pejorative and the disapproval and 
the pole of approval and the understanding that this is a supreme degree of pos-
session of social capital. At the same time, “contacts” are different from “clien-
telism” discussed above, insofar as clientelism is an “asymmetric power relation-
ship aimed at concealed distribution of resources.24 To the contrary, “contacts” are 
realized as long-term relationships between two equal parties.25 

The networks for finding private students have one other characteristic. A 
very popular practice is for teachers in one elite high school to send students for 
private lessons with teachers in another. This solves the difficulty of having to 
give lessons to your own student (a practice that is prohibited by law), but is an 
obvious form of corruption and clientelism. Mutual sending of students is able 
to successfully mask the clientele dependency without abolishing it. Usually, the 
teacher giving private lessons takes care that his/her student will have no prob-
lems with his grades from the teacher who sent him. Because of the specific con-
nection between the examinations on mathematics and Bulgarian language and 
literature when competing for an elite high school, the exchange in question is 
often between teachers in these two disciplines. 

The functioning of the network model creates a very particular community 
of people offering and taking private lessons, a community that proves far more 
functional than even the most modern forms of publicity. In almost all conversa-
tions, the students who went to private lessons remembered their teacher in a 
special way: he/she is given the highest recognition for his/her assistance for the 
person’s scholastic success. Of course, there are exceptions to this trend, but these 

24   Chavdarova 2016.
25   Ibid.
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are almost always complemented by recognition that the student had not been 
diligent, which is a sort of justification of the teacher. 

However, it would not be true to say that the networks send one-way sig-
nals – from former users (students and parents) to their friends and acquaintances. 
The network is an environment in which people seek the appropriate teacher, who 
is chosen on the basis of various criteria. The network is a mechanism used to 
realize the social capital of an individual in the form of contacts and acquaintance 
with certain teachers. 

In the biographical interview taken from V. M., a concept appears that al-
most fully overlaps with the problem of “informal labor”. She spontaneously re-
marked, “I do not agree that private lessons are informal labor”. This opinion 
about clientelism was not provoked by any questions of mine or any preliminary 
probing discussions. V. M. defends the view that the conditions under which the 
Bulgarian teacher is placed, and the honestly performed activity (the honesty is 
demonstrated by the examination success rate of the students) are justifying argu-
ments in her favor. In other words, the informal activity is a response to an imper-
fect system of inadequate pay for the teacher’s work. On the other hand, it should 
be stressed that the respondent thinks of “informality” in a pejorative aspect, so 
that qualifying her work as “informal” means underestimating it both with respect 
to its quality and with respect to the meaning it holds in public consciousness.

The recognition of a teacher’s high professionalism is especially important; 
in this respect, a teacher’s above-mentioned additional activities define him/her as 
a good choice. The foremost consideration in almost all cases is the school where 
he/she teaches. The criterion that this is a teacher in an elite school usually has 
the greatest weight in the client’s choice. The view of respondents who are users 
of private lessons is that choosing such a teacher is like “capturing the fortress 
from inside”. Although respondents qualified various forms of advertising as in-
effective for the offer of services, we see here a kind of concealed advertising in 
the form of direct advertising, and specifically of the kind done through personal 
contact (direct personal advertising). Of course, it may be said that the product 
itself is being advertised, and the usual two sides of the advertisement stream – 
sender and receiver – are missing here. 

It should be added that, in some cases, the above-mentioned criterion is in-
deed effective, and the school where a given private teacher works is not with-
out importance. Such is the case of teachers in art schools (schools attached to 
the Ministry of Culture, which conduct entry examinations after seventh grade), 
whose quality as teachers is measured not by their actual teaching skills but by 
the specificity of the exam, which is usually administered and controlled by the 
teachers themselves. Thus, choosing a teacher who works at the very school for 
which the student is applying is the main guarantee of success on the entrance 
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examination. Apart from that, there are teachers who specialize in preparing stu-
dents for a specific school. Taking lessons from those teachers is a condition for 
success on the examination. This case points to another means of realization of 
teachers giving private lessons – their narrow specialization, in contrast with the 
kind of universal teachers who prepare students for all schools. Such specializa-
tion increases their competitive capacity on the labor market and ensures higher 
income for them. 

The author’s observations, and the opinions expressed by respondents, indi-
cate that the second most important criterion in choosing a teacher is the price of 
the lessons. This is directly related to the change of the teacher’s social status. A 
complex mechanism of mutually effected conditions is established: the teacher 
sets high prices on his/her lessons (often unaffordable for most users), which re-
duces the number of his/her students, as well as their quality (in social terms); 
this, in turn, enhances the social status of the teacher, which, for its part, is related 
to the choice of a location where the lessons are given. It is not without impor-
tance which neighborhood the teacher lives in, or where his/her office, where the 
private lessons are given, is located. 

Not rarely, some teachers team up and rent an apartment in the center of the 
city (in my cases, in Sofia), which in itself ensures prestige. In this case, another 
resource comes into play: the teachers’ contacts and circle of friends, which are 
decisive when teachers associate. Of course, this is, again, not a legally regulated 
activity. Such formations provide highly optimized work and services. Usually, a 
few groups of students are formed (most often three or four), which have morning 
activities on Saturdays and Sundays in one of the examination subjects (for in-
stance, Bulgarian language and literature) after which the groups continue study-
ing a few more hours (three or four) on some other examination discipline (for 
instance, mathematics). This enables the student to take the necessary number of 
hours per week in a single day, and leaves the teacher free on weekdays. Thus, the 
additional activity of both student and teacher is concentrated in the weekends. 
Very often, such successful “cooperatives” grow into legally regulated schools, 
which brings them into the light and makes them more visible for a greater num-
ber of people. Although this seems like a shift from informal to formal labor 
activity, still, there remain a great number of individual players on the market, 
depending both on the demand for individual training and on the preference for 
individual work and personal independence. 

An important share of teachers practicing informal labor are pensioners. The 
people in question are well-known, reputed teachers, who supplement their small 
pensions with good income from private lessons. They are a particularly inter-
esting ethnological subject insofar as they provide a good example of how the 
clientele networks function. The services of this type of teachers are proposed and 
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found primarily within the community of people who have already used them; the 
rule that applies to them to the greatest degree is that the private teacher of the 
parent is later the teacher of the parent’s child and, not rarely, of the grandchild 
as well. In addition to the vertical generation direction, contacts are also made 
horizontally – through relatives and friends. 

Clientelism in these networks has several aspects. First, a certain teacher’s 
services are obtained, who is thought of in society as an “exclusive territory for 
the chosen”, so that it is almost impossible to sign up your child with that teacher, 
as there is an unwritten rule that “one must be recommended”. In this case, the 
“network ensures” finding a place with the teacher. At the same time, the already 
built network is a mechanism that provides the visibility of the retired teacher who 
has left the school system. If this network is lacking or does not work adequately, 
after retiring, the teacher will fall out of the informal labor market.

Not rarely, teachers with a good private practice prefer to retire early, though 
they will thereby loose a percentage of their pensions, because private lessons 
provide greater financial stability, and in some cases, prosperity. 

A similar group is that of private teachers who, having developed a suffi-
ciently good clientele network, and being highly popular, leave their jobs in school 
and move entirely to private practice. In this case, they begin insuring themselves 
under the Social Security Code, selecting a fictive freelance profession. In some 
cases, when his/her spouse has a firm, the teacher is fictively appointed to a po-
sition for which he/she is insured, while his/her real activity is giving private 
lessons. In both cases, the main occupation (private lessons) remains within the 
sphere of the informal economy, as the received income is not declared and re-
mains informal. 

The practice of giving private lessons has proven quite viable. On the one 
hand, it is based on a combination of systemic deficit in the formal version of edu-
cation and of the incapacity of students to meet the high standards (and in some 
cases the varying standards) for entering the elite schools after seventh grade and 
when applying for universities. On the other hand, it is maintained by the teach-
ers’ need for additional income; teachers find it hard to maintain their social sta-
tus, as they live near the poverty line: the normal monthly salary of a rank and file 
teacher is 600 leva, which is 250 leva less than the average salary in the sector of 
education. (See: Supplement No. 1 to Art. 4, par. 1 of Decree No. 1 of 4 January 
2010 on the salaries of staff in the units of the system of national education26 ). In 
other words, private lessons are an informal legitimate practice that is important 
for the upward social mobility of the students and that raises the social status of 
the teachers involved in the practice.
26   See: Supplement No. 1 to Art. 4, par. 1 of Decree No. 1 of 4 January 2010 on the salaries of 
staff in the units of the system of national education, http://lex.bg/en/laws/ldoc/2135657866
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Private lessons as a kind of informal economy have many aspects. As men-
tioned above, these features concern both those who offer and who receive the 
service. This type of labor activity reflects to some degree on the image of the la-
bor market in terms of women’s participation. It has social dimensions insofar as 
private lessons are a means for maintaining social status but at the same time are 
an unfamiliar territory for certain circles of Bulgarian society. To some degree, 
they reflect the formation of a specific community of parents who are socially and 
educationally active. This community is made up of micro-communities in which 
there is active communication regarding the education of the children. A deeper 
study would certainly connect this community to the “dreamed of ” middle class 
and the formation of an adequate civil society comprised of active parents and 
highly educated children. In this sense, the present article is only an initial step 
towards future research on issues that were mostly touched on here, rather than 
examined in detail. 
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