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Observational Study on Parental Decision-Making in Cram School Selection
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This paper examines the decision-making processes of parents when selecting cram
schools and tutoring services, and the resulting differences in academic outcomes, drawing
on the author's 16 years of observational experience as a high school science teacher. The
central argument is that the success or failure of cram school attendance is not determined
by the school's reputation or scale, but is largely shaped by two axes: the degree of student
participation in the decision-making process, and the degree of alignment between the
learning format and the student's current situation.
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"Why isn't my child improving despite attending a cram school?" is a question frequently
heard in educational settings. When results fail to materialize despite significant investment
of time and money, the cause tends to be attributed to the quality of instruction or the



student's ability. However, the author's observations suggest that a more fundamental
problem often exists at the stage of decision-making itself.

Over 16 years as a teacher, the author has observed the learning selection behaviors of a
diverse range of students and parents. What has repeatedly emerged is that it is not "which
cram school to choose" but rather "who decided and how" and "whether the current situation
has been accurately assessed" that determines outcomes.

This paper aims to organize failure and success patterns based on multiple observational
cases, and to clarify the decision-making errors that parents commonly fall into when
selecting cram schools.
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Two Axes That Determine the Success or Failure of Cram School Selection
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Axis 1: Decision-Making Process (Parent's Unilateral Decision vs. Parent-Child Agreement)
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The first fork in the road of cram school selection is who made the decision. When
enrollment is decided unilaterally by parents, students often begin attending without having
developed any intrinsic motivation for learning. In contrast, when agreement is reached after
parents and students share their understanding of the current situation and challenges,
students are more likely to engage with their studies as something personally relevant.

This difference directly affects the continuity and agency of learning. The quality of
absorption from the same class is fundamentally different between a student who is "made
to attend" and one who "decided for themselves."
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Axis 2: Degree of Match with Learning Format (Large Group / Small Group / Individual)
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Cram schools can broadly be categorized into three formats: large-group instruction,
small-group instruction, and individual tutoring. These are not a matter of superiority or
inferiority, but of suitability for the student's current situation and objectives.

If these elements are ignored when choosing a format — current academic level, areas of
weakness, self-management ability, and suitability for a competitive environment — the
effectiveness will be limited regardless of how prestigious the school is. The assumption that
"a famous school means peace of mind" is one of the most common biases that undermines
rational format selection.
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Observations of Failure Cases
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Case A: The Misconception That "Attending a Cram School Equals Academic Improvement"
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This is the case of a third-year junior high school girl. Her mother decided to enroll her in a
large cram school on the basis that "her friends attend there." The student herself was not
enthusiastic but was unable to refuse.

The student, who was already struggling just to keep up with school homework, now had
cram school assignments added on top. Unable to manage both, her grades actually
declined after three months.

The problem in this case was not the quality of the cram school's instruction. The issue was
that enroliment was decided without confirming the student's own wishes, and that no careful
assessment was made of her existing workload. Attending a cram school does not simply
increase productive study time; the feasibility of managing it alongside existing schoolwork
must be considered in advance.

EHIB:FILIRIE. BIa5HER
Case B: The Same Environment, Different Outcomes
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Two students preparing for high school entrance exams enrolled in the same cram school
with a promise to "work hard together." They were in the same club, attended the same cram
school, and on the surface maintained the same daily routine — yet after several months, a
clear difference in their grades had emerged.

One improved while the other stagnated. The difference lay in how each approached classes
and homework. This case illustrates that even if cram school attendance continues in form,
whether or not the student receives learning as something personally relevant has a major
impact on its effectiveness.
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Case C: Temporary Improvement and Subsequent Stagnation
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A male student who had just entered public junior high school began attending a cram
school because those around him were doing so. Because he had almost no habit of
studying at home, simply engaging with the homework assigned by the cram school was
enough to increase his study volume relative to before, and his grades temporarily improved.

However, he became satisfied with simply completing his homework and did not develop an
active stance toward addressing areas of insufficient understanding. As a result, his
academic improvement plateaued before long.

Behind the phenomenon of "grades improving slightly after joining a cram school," there can
be a hidden reality: that the student's original study volume was simply insufficient. In this
case, the grade improvement is less the effect of the cram school itself and more the effect
of securing a minimum level of study time. Without a fundamental change in study habits,
there is a ceiling on academic improvement.
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Case D: Misjudging Study Volume and Target Level
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This is the case of a student who enrolled in a current-student course at a major prep school
simultaneously with entering high school, aiming for national university entrance. Because it
was a top regional school, the amount of homework from school was incomparably greater
than in junior high, and managing just that consumed the majority of each day.

The state of half-heartedly managing both school and prep school assignments became the
norm, and the student lost the ability to recognize this situation as a problem. Grades
gradually declined.

Even when the sheer volume of effort is maintained, it can fail to translate into meaningful
outcomes when spread too thinly. This case illustrates the risks of juggling multiple learning
environments without accurately understanding one's current capacity for study and the level
required to achieve one's goals.
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Observations of Success Cases
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Case E: Identifying Weaknesses and the Role of Professional Intervention
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This is the case of a first-year high school student who was engaged in class and submitted
homework on time, yet whose grades were not improving. The parent and student shared
their understanding of the situation and, after discussion, jointly agreed to engage a
professional private tutor.



After several sessions, gaps in understanding that even the student had not recognized were
identified. By intensively addressing these areas, comprehension deepened and grades
improved.

There are two important points in this case. First, the decision was made with the mutual
agreement of parent and child. Second, rather than opting for individual tutoring without a
clear rationale, the format was selected after identifying the specific problem with the current
situation. When format selection is the result of a diagnostic process, its effectiveness
increases.
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Case F: Strong Motivation Aligned with an Appropriate Environment
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A high school student at a top school, with the clear intention of aiming for admission to one
of the most selective universities, enrolled in a well-known prep school after discussion with
their parents. Although the volume of school assignments was large, the student had a firm
grasp of the school curriculum, which meant that prep school learning functioned as an
effective addition rather than an overload.

Suitability for a competitive environment and a strong competitive drive also worked in the
student's favor, enabling the maintenance of high standards in both school and prep school.
Grades improved steadily, and the academic ability needed to pursue the target was
developed.

The success factors in this case are not simply high ability. The outcome was the result of
the convergence of several elements: school learning was established as a solid foundation,
the student's own intention was clear, and the format and objective were aligned. It should
not be interpreted as "improved because it was a famous prep school," but rather as
"improved because a student with a solid foundation engaged in an appropriate format with
their own motivation."
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Discussion: Three Elements That Determine Success in Cram School Selection
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Analyzing the observed cases across the board, the elements that determine the success or
failure of cram school selection can be distilled into three points.

@ Accuracy of Current Situation Assessment

What the success cases have in common is that, at the stage before enrollment, it was
made clear "what is currently lacking." Without accurately grasping the student's current
academic level, the presence or absence of study habits, and the limits of their manageable
study volume, errors in format selection are likely to occur.

@ Rational Selection of Learning Format

Selecting a format on the basis of "it's famous" or "my friends go there" is irrational in the
sense that it has not been preceded by a situational diagnosis. Students for whom
large-group instruction is effective differ from those who require individual tutoring. Format
should be selected in relation to objectives and current circumstances; reputation and scale
are only secondary criteria.

@ Student Participation in Decision-Making

Student participation in decision-making directly affects the formation of motivation.
Enroliment decided unilaterally by parents deprives students of the opportunity to take
ownership of their learning. Even if the parent's judgment is correct, the effect is halved if the
student is not convinced. The very process of sharing the current situation between parent
and child and reaching an agreed approach constitutes part of the learning outcome.
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Based on the insights gained from these observations, four questions that should be
addressed before selecting a cram school are presented.

Question 1: What is the current challenge? If grades are not improving, what is the
cause? Is it insufficient study volume, inadequate understanding of specific areas, or an
undeveloped study habit? The appropriate response differs depending on the cause.

Question 2: Is there capacity within the current study load? When a student is already
struggling just to manage school assignments, adding cram school attendance may not
increase total productive study but rather decrease its quality. Before adding a cram school,
it is necessary to objectively evaluate the current study load.

Question 3: What does the student themselves want? Confirming whether the student
wants to attend a cram school, and if so, for what purpose, is fundamental to the
decision-making process. Skipping this confirmation is the most direct path to later
disengagement.

Question 4: Is the format being considered appropriate for the current situation? Each
format — large-group, small-group, and individual instruction — has a student profile for
which it tends to be most effective. Rather than selecting based on reputation or cost,
selection should be made by matching the format against the student's current situation.
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The act of selecting a cram school may appear, on the surface, to be a simple consumer
decision, yet behind it lies a complex structure of decision-making. Asking what this
particular student needs right now is far more important than answering which cram school is
superior.

What the author has repeatedly felt through 16 years of field observation is this: most failed
cram school selections were not cases where "the cram school was bad" but cases where
"the selection approach was wrong." And in most cases, that error in approach occurs at the
very entry point of decision-making.

The author hopes that this paper will serve as an aid to more rational decision-making for all
parents and students involved in the selection of cram schools.
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