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Abstract

Introduction. One of the priorities of the modern educational policy of Russia is to ensure the academic
success of young students — schoolchildren and university students. However, the realization of this goal
is in conflict with other objectives of educational policy and factors in the development of Russian higher
education, including initiatives in the field of school education. Traditionally, academic failure is inter-
preted as an individual’s phenomenon related to the inefficiency of pedagogical approaches and techno-
logies. However, in fact, the social scale and context of the problem make it necessary to consider it as an
institutional phenomenon, the prerequisites of which are formed at the level of pre-university education.
The purpose of the article is to interpret the problem of academic failure of students in the context of edu-
cational policy.

Materials and Methods. The theoretical basis for studying the relationship between educational policy
and academic failure of young students is the theory of inequality in education and the concept of the po-
licy of “choosing winners”. The empirical basis of the article is the results of a study carried out using the
following methods: analysis of documents (scientific publications, regulatory documents, statistical and
monitoring research data), semi-formalized expert interviews with representatives of educational organi-
zations in Yekaterinburg and the Sverdlovsk Region (n = 30 people).

Results. Government initiatives aimed at reducing inequality in education are shown as an institutional
context for overcoming academic failure of young students, covering pre-university education. The contra-
dictions of such state initiatives in Russian education as the Unified State Examination, a project to support
schools with low learning outcomes and/or schools operating in difficult social conditions, and the Acade-
mic Olympics movement are revealed. It is proved that the problems of implementing institutional initia-
tives in school education serve as prerequisites for the formation of academic failure of university students.
Discussion and Conclusion. The practical significance of the research results is seen in the justification
of the directions for improving government initiatives and projects to support students to overcome their
academic failure. Further analysis of the latent contradictions of the Russian education system in the con-
text of the introduction of institutional measures to overcome the academic failure of schoolchildren and
university students seems promising.
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Annomayus

Beenenue. OHUM U3 IPHOPUTETOB COBPEMEHHOIT 00pa3oBaresibHON monuTuku Poccuiickoit deneparn
SIBISIETCSL 0O0ECIIeUeHNEe akaJIeMHUYECKOI YCIICITHOCTH y4aleiicss MOJIOICKH — IIKOJIBHUKOB U CTYACHTOB.
OpHako ero peanu3alys BXOOUT B MPOTUBOPEYME C APYTUMH 3aJadaMd 0Opa30BaTeNbHON MONUTHKH
1 (hakTopaMu pa3BUTHsI POCCUHCKOTO BBICIIETO 00pa30BaHus, BKIIFOYAsl HHUIIMATUBBI B 00JIACTH LIKOJIbHO-
10 00pa3oBaHus. TpaIUIIMOHHO aKaIleMHYECKasl HEYCIEITHOCTh HHTEPIPETUPYETCS KaK HHANBUIYaIIbHOE
sBJIeHHE, 00yciIoBIeHHOE HE3()(HEKTUBHOCTHIO MEJarorndeckux IMOIXOA0B M TEXHOJOTUH, HO COLMAb-
HBIA MacmTad ¥ KOHTEKCT MPOOJIEMBI BBI3BIBAIOT HEOOXOAUMOCTh PACCMATPUBATh €€ KaK MHCTUTYIHO-
HAIIBHBIN ()eHOMEH, MPEANOCHUIKA KOTOPOTO (hOPMHPYIOTCS €IIe Ha YPOBHE JOBY30BCKOTO 00pa30BaHUS.
Lenp nccnenoBaHust — MHTEPIPETHPOBATH MPOOIEMBI aKaIeMUYECKON HEYCIIEIITHOCTH YJallelcst MoJo/e-
KU B KOHTEKCTE 00pa30BaTeIbHOM OJIUTHKH.

Marepuabl 1 MeTOABL. TeopeTHYecKoll OCHOBHOW M3y4EHHS B3aUMOCBSI3U 00pa30BaTeIbHOM MTOTUTUKH
1 aKaJIeMUYECKON HEYCIEIIHOCTH CTYACHTOB BBICTYIAeT TEOPUS HEPABEHCTBA B 0OPa30BaHUU M KOHIIEH-
IUsI IOJIMTHKH «BBIOOPA MOOeTUTENeH. DMITUPUIECKYH0 OCHOBY CTAThU COCTABIISIOT aHAH3 JOKYMEHTOB
(Hay4HBIX TyOIHMKAIii, HOPMAaTHBHBIX JJOKYMECHTOB, JAHHBIC CTATUCTUYECKUX H MOHHUTOPHHTOBBIX HCCIIC-
JIOBaHUiA), motyhopMai30BaHHOE IKCIIEPTHOE HHTEPBBIO C MPEICTABUTEISIMU 00pa30BaTeIbHBIX OPraHu-
3anuii . EkatepunOypra u CepuioBckoii oonactu (n = 30 uen.).

Pe3yabTarsl ucciaenoBanus. [IpencraBieHsl rocylapCTBCHHBIC WHUIMATUBEI, HAPABICHHBIC HA CHU-
JKeHHE HEPaBEHCTBA B 00pa30BaHMU, MHCTUTYLHOHAJIBHBIM KOHTEKCT MPEOIOJICHUS aKaIeMUUECKOH He-
YCIENIHOCTH yYaIIeicsi MOJOICKH, OXBATHIBAIOIIHIA JTOBY30BCKOE 00pa3oBaHue. PaCKpPBITBI IPOTHBOpPE-
9yl TAKAX TOCYIapCTBEHHBIX WHHUIMATUB B POCCHUHCKOM 00pa3oBaHUM, KaK ENWHBIN rocynapcTBeHHBII
9K3aMEeH, IIPOEKT MOICPHKKH ILIKOJI ¢ HU3KUMHU pe3yJIbTaTaMu 00y4eHHs U/WIN KO, (PyHKIHOHUPYIOLUIUX
B CJIOJKHBIX COIMABHBIX YCIIOBHSX, U OMMITHATHOE JABIKEeHUE. O00CHOBAHO, UTO MPOOJIEMBI PeaTn3aliu
WHCTUTYIIMOHAJIBHBIX WHHUIMATHUB B IIKOJBHOM OOpa30BaHMHU CIYKaT MPENNOCHUIKAMU (OPMHUPOBAHUS
AKa/IEMHYECKOM HEyCIICIIHOCTH CTYCHTOB.

O0cy:xneHne u 3akiawdeHne. [IpakTuyeckas 3HAYMMOCTh HCCIICIOBAHUS 3aKII0YacTCsi B 000CHOBAHUH
HaTpaBJICHAH COBEPILICHCTBOBAHHSA TOCYIapCTBCHHBIX HHUIIMATUB U IIPOEKTOB TOICPKKU ydaIIeHcss Mo-
JIOZIEKU JUIsl TIPEOIOJIEHUS €€ aKaJleMUYEeCKON HeyClelmHOCTH. [lepCcreKTUBHBIM CUNTAETCS AadbHENIINI
aHaJN3 JIATCHTHBIX MPOTHBOPEUMI CHCTEMbI POCCUHCKOTO 00pa30BaHuUs B KOHTCKCTE BHEIPCHUS HHCTUTY-
[MOHAIBHBIX Mep MPEOIOTICHHUS aKaJIeMHUECKOI HEYCIIEITHOCTH IIKOJFHUKOB U CTYCHTOB.

Knrouesvle cnosa: rocyaapcTBeHHas 00pa3oBaTelibHas MOIUTHKA, IPEOI0ICHNE aKaJeMUYECKOM HeyC el
HOCTH, IPEO/I0JICHHE HEPaBEeHCTBA B 00pa30BaHUHM, OIUTHKA “BBIOOpa MOOeIuTeNeii”, Briciiee 00pa3oBa-
HHe, Pe3WILCHTHBIC IIKOJIbI, EMHBIN rocynapcTBeHHBIN 9Kk3aMeH, Beepocceniickas oauMmmmaa MIKOIbHH-

KOB, CTY/ICHTBI, IIIKOJIbHUKHU, YYUTCIIA
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Poccuiickoii ®enepanun (IIporpamma pa3Butust Ypasibckoro ¢enepaabHOr0 yHHBEPCUTETa UMEHH TIePBO-
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Introduction

One of the ways to achieve a decent
quality of higher education is to over-
come academic failure among university
students. Academic success provides gra-
duates with unique human capital' and high
salaries [1]. It has a positive impact on
countries’ social, economic, and innovation
development [2; 3], as well as being a factor
in the attractiveness and competitiveness
of national higher education systems [4].
Thus, overcoming academic failure is not
only an objective of individual students,
teachers, and universities, but also a priority
in national higher education policy.

However, academic failure is not suffi-
ciently addressed in the context of national
educational policy. It is often considered
only at individual/personal [5] and organi-
zational levels [6; 7]. Local solutions with
fragmented effects are developed from the
same perspective.

We believe that the study of this is-
sue cannot be limited only to the university
space and the actors involved (teachers,
psychologists, university managers, tutors,
parents). Based on the results of previous
studies, we suggest expanding the research
framework to an institutional scale. This
will make it possible to understand how the
quality and priorities of the state’s general
policy in the field of education affect aca-
demic success/failure. This research focus
allows us to consider how young students’
academic failure arises and intensifies or, on
the contrary, is overcome when their human
capital transfers from school to university.

The issue of academic failure has been
studied by researchers and policymakers in
many countries from different angles and
with varying degrees of relevance [8; 9].
It is sometimes viewed in the context of
academic success/failure in highly selec-
tive or non-selective universities [10; 11].
Some researchers associate it with student
dropout and engagement [12; 13]. In some
cases, researchers have based their studies
on Bourdieu’s thinking, focusing on the
influence on students’ academic success
of their social class’s social and symbolic
capital [14; 15].

' Case J.M., Marshall D., McKenna S., Mo-
gashana D. Going to University: The Influence
of Higher Education on the Lives of Young South
Africans. Cape Town: African Minds; 2018.
http://dx.doi.org/10.47622/9781928331698
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In this article, the research question is
the interpretation of academic failure in
the context of educational policy. We test
the hypothesis of whether overcoming stu-
dents’ academic failure is indeed a priority
for Russian educational policy and, if so,
which tools are effective or ineffective. The
purpose of the study is to consider the aca-
demic failure of students as a problem of
educational policy in Russia.

Literature Review

Inequality theory as a framework for
academic failure studies in the focus of
educational policy. We base our first re-
search perspective on the concept of edu-
cational inequality. Overcoming inequality
in education is a priority of educational
policies in many countries. Inequality and
academic failure are interrelated: on the one
hand, unequal educational opportunities
and unequal access to quality education
reduce students’ chances of high academic
achievements. On the other hand, differen-
ces in educational achievements are markers
of status differentiation and prerequisites
for discrimination against students in edu-
cational institutions. This is true for all
levels of education, including school and
higher education [16; 17]. Based on the ef-
fectiveness of institutional measures aimed
at reducing inequality in education, we can
predict the rate of young students’ academic
failure in a particular country.

Theories of inequality in education are
in the mainstream of education research.
Student class, gender, and ethnicity, as well
as their place of residence and migratory
status, are recognized as the main causes
of inequality in education. Their influence
on academic performance and educational
choice has been proven by researchers.
Thus, C. Buchmann argues that in many
countries, girls are on average more aca-
demically successful than boys [18]. In the
USA, UK, and most other countries, girls
enter universities more often than boys?.
Girls get higher grades at school and are less

2 DiPrete T., Buchmann C. Gender Dis-
parities in Educational Attainment in the New
Century: Trends, Causes and Consequences.
In: Logan J.R. (eds) Diversity and Disparities:
America Enters a New Century. New York:
Russell Sage Foundation; 2013. Available at:
https://www.russellsage.org/publications/diver-
sity-and-disparities (accessed 19.07.2024).

245


http://dx.doi.org/10.47622/9781928331698
https://www.russellsage.org/publications/diversity-and-disparities
https://www.russellsage.org/publications/diversity-and-disparities

S 5335 MHTETPALISI OBPA3OBAHIISL. T. 29, No 2. 2025 Bes63838sesesesssssss

likely to breach discipline. The results of
national and international tests show that
girls, on average, are noticeably ahead of
boys in reading tests and, in most cases,
outperform boys in math tests [19; 20].

Classical sociological studies have
proven the existence of the primary and
secondary effects of social origin on stu-
dents’ educational trajectories. P. Bourdieu
and R. Boudon were the first to suggest
that the reproduction of social inequality
in education should be considered as two
related processes®. M. Jackson analyzed the
primary and secondary effects of education-
al transitions at different levels in several
European countries and the United States®.
H. Troiano and M. Elias found that class
background still influences students’ educa-
tional chances, as the choice of university
and educational program seeks to minimize
the family’s risks and expenses [21]. At the
same time, one family strategy is to choose
schools and universities that match their
social status [22].

All these identified trends are also mani-
fested in Russian education® [23]. They
confirm the conclusions made earlier by
T.P. Gerber and M. Hout on the impact of
social background on unequal opportuni-
ties in education. Researchers believe that
the transition to a market economy only
intensified the reproduction of inequality in
Russia. Accordingly, the authors argued that
the influence of social class on educational
opportunities in Russia is stronger than in
European countries [24; 25].

3 Bourdieu P., Passeron J.C. La reproduction
¢léments pour une théorie du systéme d’en-
seignement. Paris: Editions de Minuit; 1970.
Available at: https://monoskop.org/images/5/5a/
Bourdieu Pierre Passeron Jean Claude La re-
production 1970.pdf (accessed 19.07.2024);
Boudon R. Education, Opportunity, and Social
Inequality; Changing Prospects in Western So-
ciety. New York: Wiley; 1974.

4 Jackson M. Determined to Succeed?
Performance vs Choice in Educational At-
tainment. Stanford: Stanford University
Press; 2013. https://doi.org/10.11126/stan-
ford/9780804783026.001.0001

5 Drobizheva L.M., Konstantinovskiy D.L.,
Mukharyamova L.M., Mukharyamov N.M.
Russia: Ethnic Differentiation in Education in
a Context of Debates on Cultural Diversity,
Autonomy, Cultural Homogeneity and Centrali-
zation. In: The Palgrave Handbook of Race and
Ethnic Inequalities in Education. London: Pal-
grave Macmillan; 2019. p. 885-930. https://
doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94724-2 21
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The theory of effectively maintained
inequality in education [26] has great ex-
planatory potential for our study. It sub-
stantiates the fact that the increased ac-
cessibility of higher education leads to
significant differences in the quality of
educational programs at universities. High-
ly selective universities are considered to
provide high-quality education and have
successful students who have a good school
background and achieve future success.
The quality of education in non-selective
(mass) universities is worse: they have
more students who are poorly prepared for
university studies.

At the same time, an important the-
sis of the theory of effectively maintained
inequality is that students with a high
socioeconomic status are more likely to
enter highly selective universities. Their
academic difficulties are compensated by
their parents’ investment in additional tui-
tion [27-29]. Students with low socioeco-
nomic status, even those with high academic
achievements, are less likely to enroll in
such universities [30].

Academic failure and the “picking
winners” policy: a theoretical conceptua-
lization. The concept of “picking win-
ners” has become the basis of selective
government policy in various areas — in-
dustry® [31; 32], science’ [33; 34], and
education [35]. According to this concept,
policymakers (government agents) provide
special support to selected beneficiaries —
research or educational organizations,
specific researchers — to enhance their
global competitiveness.

This concept justifies the distribution
of scarce resources among beneficiaries
who can quickly bring a return on public

¢ Ericson S. Picking Winners: Technology-
Specific Policies Can Be Welfare Improving.
Boulder: University of Colorado Boulder; 2020.
Available at: https://www.colorado.edu/econom-
ics/sites/default/files/attached-files/20-03 - er-
icson.pdf (accessed 18.06.2024).

"Trvine J., Martin B.R. Foresight in Science:
Picking the Winners. London, Dover, N.H.:
F. Pinter; 1984; Huang Y.H., Lin T.B. Respect and
Trust: A Case Study of the UK Higher Education
Personnel System and Its Implications for the
Recruitment of Academic Talent. In: Sung Y.T.,
Lin A.P., Chi M.C., Cheng M.H. (eds) The
Personnel System for Talent Development in
Higher Education. Learning Sciences for Higher
Education. Singapore: Springer; 2024. https://
doi.org/10.1007/978-981-97-6278-1 5
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investment. Their status of “winners”,
leaders in the sphere, is the criteria for
selecting beneficiaries. In Russia, in school
education, these are highly selective schools
and talented students. In higher education,
these are universities, groups of academic
staff, and students demonstrating outstand-
ing achievements in education and science.

The selective policy of “picking win-
ners” in Russian education has become pos-
sible due to the fact that most educational
organizations are funded by the state. Most
Russian universities are state-owned and
funded from the federal budget. Few univer-
sities are funded by regional or city budgets.

The policy of “picking winners” gives
rise to the “Matthew effect”, described by
R. Merton® and further developed in more
recent education studies’. The effect is
named after the biblical expression: “for
unto every one that hath shall be given,
and he shall have abundance: but from him
that hath not shall be taken away even that
which he hath” (Matthew 25:29). The es-
sence of the “Matthew effect” is the uneven
distribution of benefits so that some social
actors, already possessing them, continue to
accumulate, while other subjects, initially
deprived, are deprived even more and, there-
fore, have less chances for further success.

Merton’s concept and the concept of
the “picking winners” policy is a theoreti-
cal framework for interpreting university
students’ academic failure. This theoretical
framework has been applied in education
research to study academic underachieve-
ment of children with dyslexia or children
with functional illiteracy from disadvan-
taged and lower social class backgrounds.
However, these theories are rarely used in
higher education research [36; 37]; to our
knowledge, they have not been used to
study student underachievement.

8 Merton R.K. The Matthew Effect in
Science: The Reward and Communication
Systems of Science Are Considered. Science.
1968;159(3810):56—63. Available at: https://
garfield.library.upenn.edu/merton/matthew1.pdf
(accessed 25.06.2024).

9 Kerckhoff A.C., Glennie E.J. The Matthew
Effect in American Education. In: Research
Sociology of Education and Socialization.
London: JAI Press; 1999. p. 35-66; Bonitz M.,
Bruckner E., Scharnhorst A. Characteristics and
Impact of the Matthew Effect for Countries.
Scientometrics. 1997;40(3):407—422. https://
doi.org/10.1007/BF02459289
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Materials and Methods

This article’s conclusions are based on
the data of an empirical study conducted by
the authors. First, we used the method of
document analysis to study the following
scientific publications focusing on educa-
tional policy in Russia and other countries,
on educational inequality and academic
failure; the content of normative documents
regulating relations in education in Russia
and the documents on strategic planning
for the development of Russian education
(national projects, state programs).

Second, we analyzed data on Russian
education from statistical and monitoring
studies that characterize quantitative and
qualitative parameters of student activities
and those of educational organizations.
Third, we used the results of a semi-formal
expert interview (n = 30 people, 2020) with
representatives of educational organizations
of various types in Yekaterinburg and Sverd-
lovsk Region (schools, colleges, universi-
ties, private educational centers). One of the
main criteria for the selection of experts was
long hands-on experience (at least 10 years)
of working with underachieving students
(schoolchildren and university students).
All respondents were informed about their
participation in the study.

The last part of the study has certain
limitations in extrapolating data to all Rus-
sian inefficient schools due to the use of
a qualitative methodology, which provided
for the consideration of specific cases of
schools in one of the regions of Russia.

Results

State initiatives aimed at reducing ine-
quality in education. In this part of the ar-
ticle, we discuss whether the measures
designed by Russian policymakers to reduce
educational inequality has led to overcom-
ing educational underachievement. This
approach is substantiated by a theoretical
framework that establishes the correla-
tion between inequality in education and
academic failure. It is worth noting that
that the educational policy instruments
that we will analyze were developed by
Russian policymakers based on interna-
tional experience in solving educational
inequality. However, they have national
specifics and are implemented in specific
social and economic conditions. It should
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also be noted that we will consider the
issue in the context of the transition from
school to university education, since the
basic causes of educational inequality and
academic failure lie in school education and
manifest themselves when students move
from school to university.

The issue of inequality in education
was first discussed by Russian research-
ers in the late 1990s in connection with
the post-Soviet transformation of Russian
society. Policymakers responded to this
issue with several management initiatives
(Table 1).

Of all the initiatives presented in tab-
le 1, we chose to analyze the Unified State
Examination (USE) and the project aimed
at supporting schools with poor learning
outcomes and/or schools operating in ad-
verse social conditions. In our opinion,
examining these two tools will allow us to
give the clearest answer to our hypothesis.
The results of the initiatives proposed wit-
hin the framework of the national projects
“Education” and “Science and Universities”
are difficult to assess now, because the
cycle of implementation of these projects
has not yet ended.

The impact of the Unified State Exa-
mination on reducing educational ine-
quality and academic failure. The USE

was introduced in Russia in 2009 (it had
been tested in certain regions from 2001
by analogy with the Scholastic Aptitude
Test (SAT) in the USA, Abiturzeugnis in
Germany, Mature in Austria, Poland, and
the Czech Republic, Gakao in China, etc.
In the context of the issue under study, we
focus on two functions of the USE: over-
coming inequality in education due to ter-
ritorial differences and social background;
improving the quality of enrollment (that
is, providing universities with applicants
who are well-prepared for university stu-
dies). Both functions were integrated in the
objective of attracting successful, talented
school-leavers from provincial schools to
selective universities in the capital cities
(Moscow and St. Petersburg).

The statistics show a very mixed picture
of the results of the 10-year experience
with the USE in terms of reducing both
inequality and underachievement among
students.

The first result of the introduction of
the Unified State Examination: the edu-
cational mobility of school leavers from
provincial regions increased, but the quality
of school education is still higher in capital
cities. Among first-year students studying at
universities in capital cities, the proportion
of those who came from provincial cities

Table 1. State initiatives aimed at reducing the level of inequality in Russian education

Type of initiative

‘ Initiative Implementation Practices

1. Institutional transformation
programs

2. Programs aimed at equaliz-
ing educational chances of stu-
dents with special educational
rights

3. School Equalization Pro-
grammes

4. Federal project “Modern
School” implemented within
the framework of the National
project “Education”

5. Federal projects “Cadres”
and “Integration” implemented
within the framework of the
National project “Science and
Universities”

1.1. Introduction of the Unified State Examination (2009).

1.2. Introduction of an additional year of study (transition to 11 years
of study, (2007).

1.3. Adopting legislation that stipulates the geographical principle of
enrolling children in schools (2012).

2.1. Quotas for university places for students with special educational
rights (2012).

2.2. Organization of distance education for students from remote areas
(2012).

2.3. Measures to develop inclusive education (2012).

3.1. Projects to support schools with low educational outcomes and/or
schools operating in adverse social conditions (2018, 2020).

4.1. Provision of the opportunity for children to receive high-quality
secondary education in conditions that match modern requirements, re-
gardless of the place of residence of the child (2018-2024).

4.2. Organization of comprehensive psychological and pedagogical
support for participants in educational relations (2018-2024).

5.1. Provision of budget places in universities for at least 50% of school
graduates in all regions of the Russian Federation (2018-2024).

5.2. Organization of free of charge education for university students
in additional professional programs, obtaining additional qualifications
for students on a free of charge basis (2018-2024).

Source: Compiled by the authors.
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increased from 30% to 65% on average
compared to the early 2000s, when 70%
of first-year students were natives of Mos-
cow, St. Petersburg, and the adjacent areas.
However, these indicators do not directly
prove an increase in the level of educational
success of school leavers from provincial
regions, since universities in the capitals
(Moscow and St. Petersburg) received ad-
ditional state-funded places, which were
filled by the best school leavers from other
regions. An indirect indicator that school
leavers in capital cities are more competitive
than those in other regions is the results
of the rating of the 100 best schools in
Russia, compiled by the Expert RA agen-
cy since 2015 and based on the success
of school leavers entering leading (selec-
tive) universities. Ranking data from 2015
to 2022 indicate that schools in Moscow,
St. Petersburg, and the Moscow and Lenin-
grad Regions, dominate. In 2019, there were
54% of such schools, and only in 2022 did
their number decrease slightly to 48%.

When assessing the achievement of
the first objective — reducing inequality —
we rely on the findings of researchers who
have been monitoring this problem since
the late 1990s [38]. The conclusions, un-
fortunately, are as follows:

— the USE contributes to the reproduc-
tion of the existing forms of social ine-
quality and the emergence of new ones
while also restricting access to higher edu-
cation depending on geography, which dif-
fers in quality and future economic benefits
in the labor market;

— educational success has little effect
on the chances of children from low-status

families to enter prestigious universities:
their families’ low cultural and economic
capital is an obvious barrier.

The second result of the introduction
of the USE: a paradoxical combination of
a trend towards improving the quality of
the USE and university admission quality
and a trend towards a decline in the level of
readiness for university studies. The analy-
sis of data collected through Monitoring the
Quality of Admissions to Russian Universi-
ties for 2019-2021 shows a slight decrease
in the proportion of universities that enroll
school graduates with low USE scores and
an increase in the proportion of universities
that enroll applicants with average and high
USE scores (Table 2).

However, the results of our sociological
research have shown that an increase in
USE scores does not mean an increase in
readiness for university studies. To sub-
stantiate this claim, we will cite fragments
of interviews with faculty members from
Russian universities, which reflect typical
evaluations of the current situation. The in-
formants critically evaluate the USE as
a tool for adequate assessment of not only
the general readiness of school leavers for
university, but even the assessment of their
knowledge system: “In relation to the USE
and success, | can say that among students
in our program, there were applicants with
the highest USE scores. They really have
subject knowledge and skills. But their
personal qualities are not well-developed:
they are able to learn, but lack motivation.
I understand that schoolchildren know how
to master the rules of the game. Does the
USE assess all knowledge? It does not

Table 2. Dynamics of the quality of admission to Russian universities with a total

enrollment of 300+ people

2012 2019 2020 2021
Average | Proportion | Proportion | Proportion | Proportion | Proportion | Proportion | Proportion
USE score | of universi- | of universi- | of students | of universi- | of students | of universi- | of students
ties, % ties, % | enrolled, % | ties, % enrolled, % | ties, % | enrolled, %
Under 60 24.8 20.3 12.3 16.9 10.5 17.8 10.1
60-70 42.5 57.4 54.6 52.9 46.6 54.5 49.5
Over 70 32.7 22.3 33.1 30.2 429 27.7 40.4
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: For 2013-2018, there are no reliable data in the public domain; 2012 was taken as a reference
year, since the data for this year were available in full.

Source: Compiled by the authors based on databases monitoring the quality of admission to univer-
sities [Quality of Admission to Russian Universities: 2021] [Electronic resource]. In: Website of the
HSE University. Available at: https://www.hse.ru/ege2021/ (accessed 19.07.2024).
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assess communication skills. We can’t
assess motivation through the USE, either”
(female, 38 years old, associate professor,
head of a bachelor’s degree educational
program, teaching experience — 10 years)
(Hereinafter, the stylistics and grammar of
the respondents’ answers have been pre-
served. — Ed.).

As we can see, Russian policymakers
have developed a tool that measures some
subject knowledge. This is its major diffe-
rence from European or American exams,
which, in addition to subject knowledge,
measure abilities, creative potential, and
motivation for learning. It is no coincidence
that in foreign assessment systems, tests
are combined with submitting a portfo-
lio, and oral interviews, all of which test
the applicants’ psychological qualities and
abilities. Such sophisticated assessment
tools are mandatory in highly selective
universities. In Russian universities, only
some prestigious universities are allowed
to use this approach, but even they carry
out additional tests within specific areas
of knowledge.

The interviews conducted revealed ano-
ther dysfunction of the USE as an institu-
tional instrument. It manifests itself in the
so-called coaching of schoolchildren for
examination tests. This is evidenced by an
excerpt from an interview: “It is difficult
to say how success at school and success
at university are connected. Applicants are
enrolled according to their USE scores, and
success is not necessarily determined by the
scores. They get coached for the exam, and
it’s not always the smartest students that
get the highest scores. If a creative person
has applied a non-standard way of solving
a problem or presenting their ideas, they
may not get the highest score” (female,
42 years old, associate professor, teaching
experience — 22 years).

The introduction of the USE in Russian
education led to the emergence of a mar-
ket of tutors who prepare students exclu-
sively for the USE. According to a survey
by Rambler&Co and SberUslugi, 49% of
Russians with schoolchildren use the ser-
vices of private tutors (almost 1 million
people took part in the study), with 35%
doing so on a regular basis. The volume
of investment in tutoring naturally increa-
ses as children grow. In 2021, parents of
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children in grades 7-8 spent an average of
2,800 rubles per week, those with children
in grade 9 — 3,000 rubles, and those with
children in grades 10-11 — 3,500 rubles.

Thus, the final school year, toget-
her with private tutoring, is not a year of
full-value education, but a year of coaching
for the Unified State Examination. Existing
creative abilities, flexibility of thinking,
interest in knowledge, and motivation for
learning are destroyed as a result of “dumb
drills”. This situation is reflected in the
following interview fragment: “University
students need fundamental background
training. We used to have excellent system
of preparing schoolchildren for higher edu-
cation. To get the most out of university
education, one needed to prepare while still
at school. Now we often have applicants
who do not know the laws of mechanics,
trigonometric functions. When [ ask them
what they were taught in school, they say
that they were not taught, but coached to
answer the questions in the Unified State
Examination correctly” (male, 57 years
old, professor, director of institute, teaching
experience — 34 years).

Effectiveness of state support for
schools at risk in reducing educational
inequality and academic failure. In this sec-
tion of the article, we will consider another
institutional initiative of Russian policy-
makers — projects to support schools with
low educational outcomes and/or schools
operating in adverse social conditions.

Previously, schools where most students
were academically unsuccessful were sub-
ject to institutional stigmatization. In some
cases, even the municipal districts where
such “unsuccessful” schools were concen-
trated could be subject to stigmatization.
Such districts include the outskirts of large
cities, settlements of blue-collar workers,
and remote rural areas with low economic
potential, poor infrastructure, and limited
cultural and educational resources. Schools
in such areas teach a complex student body,
with a large proportion of children from
single-parent, low-income families with
alow level of education, migrant families,
and addicts.

The main objective for teachers in such
schools is to get their students through
at least 9 grades, and if there are talent-
ed children among them, to help them
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successfully complete 11 grades, although
only a few of them enter universities. Here
is an excerpt from an interview with a teach-
er from a school like this: “When I listen
to education officials with their rhetoric
of achievements, I really want to shout:
“Yes, you haven’t worked at a school in
Vtorchik'®! Work here for at least a year, and
you will understand what it is like. Strong
teachers don’t stay here. More or less pros-
perous families move to other districts, it’s
like a stigma” (female, 52 years old, school
teacher, teaching experience — 30 years).

Many of the grounds for social stigma-
tization at school, which manifestants itself
as described above, are generated by the
institutional context of Russian education.
The current educational policy in Russia
takes into account the burning issue of
the increase in the number of “inefficient”
schools. To address this issue, projects were
initiated to identify such schools and de-
velop programs to help them. In 2018, the
government devised the “Modern School”
federal project, focused on assisting schools
operating in adverse social conditions
and schools with low learning outcomes.
In 2020, another project was launched — the
“500+ project”. It also aims to improve the
quality of education by providing support
for schools with low educational outcomes
(LEO) operating in adverse socio-economic
conditions, as well as targeted support for
students with learning difficulties.

The social mission of these projects
was to overcome inequality in education
and improve the quality of the human capi-
tal of young people entering universities.
However, we can see that the majority of
graduates of “inefficient” schools cannot
overcome their academic failure. The ex-
ception is resilient schools, that is, schools
that, due to special state support based
on the School Effectiveness and School
Improvement model, were able to over-
come adverse circumstances and ensure the
quality of education and high USE scores.
A school falls into the category of resilient
schools if it has more than 30% of children
with a low index of family educational
resources and more than 10% of children
reach the third level of literacy (there are

10 Vtorchermet (Vtorchik) is the name of

a remote working-class district of Yekaterinburg
distinguished by a high level of social adversity.
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only six such levels). According to the
Federal Institute for Educational Quality
Evaluation, only 10% of resilient schools
are at risk.

Researchers at the HSE University
have studied the educational trajectories
of children from resilient schools. During
the transition to high school, a clear social
elevator is at play. More children make
it to grade 10 in resilient schools than in
completely dysfunctional schools and in
schools with “problem-free” children and
poor outcomes.

However, when moving from school to
university, graduates from resilient schools
still lag behind — the social elevator stops
working for them. More children from re-
silient schools than from disadvantaged
schools enter universities, but fewer than
those from schools for well-off children
with both good and poor learning outcomes.
Thus, resilient schools make it possible to
smooth out inequality, but only partially.
In this situation, the laws of low social
origin and poor family capital, which we
pointed out above when considering the
dysfunctions of the USE, apply.

The case of Russian LEO schools and
resilient schools demonstrates the short-
comings of an educational policy that does
not fully provide for overcoming the aca-
demic failure of schoolchildren from low-
resource schools, families, and territories.
The schools at risk, even with some sup-
port from the authorities, cannot provide
their graduates with motivation to continue
their studies, orientation towards higher
education, a sufficient level of knowledge
for studying at university, and, of course,
material resources. Accordingly, students
from such schools cannot be considered
academically successful.

In this part of the article, we have fo-
cused on the problem of Russian “ineffi-
cient” schools and those factors that af-
fect the situation of educational failure in
them. However, in addition to the locally
existing circumstances, it should be borne
in mind that such schools are also under
pressure from the general social context of
the educational failure of young students.
Recent studies show that Russian education
is steadily moving towards becoming a es-
tate education, and the institutional mecha-
nisms of transition from secondary school
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to higher education actively contribute to
this [38]. The considered case of “ineffi-
cient” schools is another proof of the inef-
fectiveness of the government educational
policy in terms of overcoming educational
inequality.

Moreover, many other government
initiatives aimed at equalizing education-
al chances paradoxically generate other
forms of educational inequality. Thus, the
digitalization of Russian education, ac-
tively implemented with the support of
the Federal project “Digital Educational
Environment”, leads to the emergence of
new forms of digital inequality, including
in the pedagogical environment. Despite
government support, Russian schools still
have different levels of development of the
material and technical base, the formation
of digital competencies among students,
teachers and their parents.

In the same perspective, it is possible
to evaluate the practices of competitive
selection of pupils in educational organi-
zations or classes implemented by Russian
schools. Despite the fact that such prac-
tices are not legally permitted, and school
enrollment is conducted according to the
priority principle of territorial registration,
the most prestigious schools often use se-
lective selection.

Expert interviews have shown that the
practice of dividing students into classes
(“strong class” with successful pupils,
“weak class” with unsuccessful pupils)
has signs of stigmatization. It manifests
itself in the linguistic labeling of classes:
“strong” classes are usually designated
by the first letters of the alphabet, “weak”
classes by subsequent letters, teachers call
classes with unsuccessful students “dif-
ficult”: “In schools, I often see the same
situation, when in each parallel there are
selected classes, “good” and weak, “bad”.
Of course, parents try to get their child
into a strong class. Someone understands
that for this, the student must be very well
prepared for school. If we are talking about
high school students, then you need to show
yourself a diligent student. As a rule, the
strongest classes are classes “A” and “B”.
The further down the alphabet, the more
often the class turns out to be weaker,
problematic” (female, 49 years old, school
teacher, teaching experience — 26 years).
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Stigma entails not only the linguistic
and semantic labeling of classes with un-
successful pupils, but also their inequality
in resource provision. So, in most cases,
not the strongest teachers work in a class
with weak pupils. Strong teachers prefer to
work with “good” classes. It is noteworthy
that teachers often support such a distribu-
tion of students and teachers themselves:
“I think it’s the right decision to divide
classes according to student performance,
because in a classroom where all the guys
are “even” it’s easier to work and achieve
results. The problem is that some colleagues
don’t want to work with difficult classes.
They are often assigned to new or young
teachers who are still adapting themselves.
Sometimes there are suggestions to mix
classes to “pull up” the laggards, but they
quickly fade away. Parents of students in
“good” classes are very indignant. And it is
not beneficial for the school administration
when the indicators decrease” (female,
54 — years old, school teacher, teaching
experience — 22 years).

The situation is aggravated by the fact
that lower requirements are deliberately
imposed on unsuccessful pupils, preventing
the very possibility of a “growth zone”.
As for the school administration, it sup-
ports such selection in order to ensure high
performance indicators of the institution
by concentrating educational success and
failure in different classes.

Thus, in the analyzed situations, the
“Matthew effect” is clearly manifested,
well described in the scientific literature:
“strong” educational organizations and
educationally successful students become
stronger, “weak” organizations and un-
successful students become weaker, the
gap between them grows catastrophically.
Government support measures ensure that
“inefficient” schools meet the minimum
level of their compliance with the require-
ments of “success”, while effective schools
receive additional impulses of accelerated
development.

The pitfalls of “picking winners”. Next,
we will analyze another institutional instru-
ment that influences the current problematic
situation. We are talking about special privi-
leges for university entrants who win prizes
in special intellectual competitions and
contests while at school. We will interpret
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this tool based on the concept of “picking
winners”.

The institutionalization and scaling up
of the “picking winners” policy took place
in the 2010s, when the Russian Academic
Olympics (RAO) became a mass move-
ment. Over 5 years (from 2018 to 2022), the
share of participants in the school stage of
the RAO" increased by 14%, and the share
of those taking part in the municipal stage
by 8%. On average, 23% of school-stage
participants take part in the municipal stage.
In 2022, about 7 million schoolchildren
took part in the school stage, and 6,000 high
school students took part in the final stage,
with 499 receiving winners’ certificates
and 2,436 prizes.

Winning the RAO still puts university
applicants at an advantage. However, the
functions of the contest as an institutional
instrument have changed significantly since
Soviet times.

For the state, the RAO ensures the
implementation of the “concept of a na-
tionwide system for identifying and deve-
loping young talents” (adopted in 2012).
The intellectual contest movement is part
of the state infrastructure for supporting
talent, which also includes the “Talent and
Success” foundation and the educational
centers “Sirius”, “Golden Ratio”, “Artek”,
“Smena”, “Orlyonok”, and “Ocean”. Eve-
ry month, 800 children from all regions
of Russia come to Sirius, which has the
status of a special federal territory'?. The
“Golden Ratio” foundation for support-
ing talented children and youth trained
1,423 people in 2020 and 2,088 people
in 2021%.

For universities, the institutional talent
management mechanisms developed in re-
cent years have become essential tools for
attracting applicants with good indicators
that reflect the quality of admission. In turn,

"'RAO is carried out in 4 stages: 1 — school
stage, 2 — municipal stage, 3 — regional stage,
4 — national (final) stage.

12¢Sirius”: Educational center [Electronic re-
source]. Available at: https://sochisirius.ru/o-siri-
use/obschaja-informatsija (accessed 19.07.2024).

3 Annual report of the “Golden Ratio”
Foundation for the Support of Talented Children
and Youth [Electronic resource]. In: Website
of the “Golden Ratio” Foundation for the Sup-
port of Talented Children and Youth. Avai-
lable at: https://zsfond.ru/o-fonde/missiya/ (ac-
cessed 19.07.2024).
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the quality of admission is a marker of
institutional effectiveness and reputation.
Since 2010, the Higher School of Eco-
nomics has been monitoring the quality of
university admissions, and the results act
not only as an information base, but also
as a tool for rating Russian universities
that applicants are guided by.

For students, participation in the RAO
has become a separate institutionalized
track for entering university, since winning
ensures admission without having to go
through the standard selection process. Pre-
viously, state-funded places in universities
were distributed in such a way that there
would be enough for both contest winners
and those who went through the standard
selection procedures. Now, there is very
often a situation when, after the winners
have used their right to preferential admis-
sion, there are too few or no state-funded
places left.

According to statistics, most of the
winners enter highly selective universi-
ties, especially universities in Moscow and
St. Petersburg (Table 3). The USE and RAO
thus stimulate the outflow of talented young
people from the regions and their concentra-
tion in the country’s prestigious universities.
The rest of the students with average and
low levels of educational achievements
are concentrated in universities located in
other regions of Russia.

In 2022, of the regional universities,
only the Ural Federal University named af-
ter the First President of Russia B.N. Yeltsin
(165 people) and Tomsk State University
became the most attractive for “winners
of RAO”'. In total, the share of winners
of RAO enrolled in regional universities
was 13.6%.

The question arises: do the USE and
the Talent Support System help overcome
educational inequality and academic failure
on a national level? The most likely answer
is no. They lead to successful students con-
centrating in prestigious, selective univer-
sities, which does not reflect the general
situation with students’ educational success
in the higher education system.

!4 Monitoring the quality of university ad-
mission — 2022 [Electronic resource]. In: Web-
site of the HSE University. Available at: https://
ege.hse.ru/rating/2022/91645021/all/ (accessed
19.07.2024).
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Table 3. The number of students enrolled in highly selective Russian universities

without entrance examinations

The number of
students enrolled

Number of students
enrolled without en-

Proportion of students
enrolled without

University in state-funded | trance examinations, | entrance examinations,
places, people people people, %

Lomonosov Moscow State University 3,931 491 12.5
HSE University 2,540 1,074 42.3
St. Petersburg University 2,173 333 15.3
Financial University under the 1,454 442 304
Government of the Russian Federa-
tion
ITMO University 1,301 609 46.8
People’s Friendship University of 1,090 159 14.6
Russia
Moscow Institute of Physics and 1,005 471 46.9
Technology
National Research Nuclear Universi- 1,055 297 28.2
ty MEPHI
National University of Science and 730 159 21.8
Technology “MISiS”
MGIMO University 401 86 21.4

Source: Compiled and calculated by the authors according to Monitoring the quality of universi-
ty admission — 2022 [Electronic resource]. In: Website of the HSE University. Available at: https:/
ege.hse.ru/rating/2022/91645021/all/ (accessed 19.07.2024).

It is worth summarizing the results of
four studies of students’ educational suc-
cess in highly selective and non-selective
universities: a study conducted at Moscow
State University (2011), a study conducted
at the International Institute of Economics
and Finance of HSE University (2011), the
interuniversity study “Academic success
of first-year university students in Rus-
sia” (2010), a joint study by Moscow State
University and RUDN University (2021).
It should be noted that there are no sys-
tematic or national comparative studies of
this issue in Russia. Our focus is on data
from local studies, which, despite their
limitations, provide insight into students’
academic success and difficulties. We draw
four conclusions based on the analysis of
the data of these studies.

The first conclusion suggests that the
winners and prize-winners of the contests
demonstrate significantly higher academic
achievements than students who were en-
rolled in universities based on USE scores.
Representatives of this group have pub-
lished research articles more often than
other categories (one in five), have mastered
information technologies, learn foreign
languages, and continue to participate in
intellectual competitions, achieving high
results at the national and international
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levels. Based on these data, the state initia-
tive to develop RAO as a tool for selecting
successful students could be considered
effective.

The second conclusion suggests that
the effect of the academic excellence of the
winners lasts only for 1 or 2 years; later,
the level of educational success becomes
equally high for the winners of national
contests and for students with high USE
scores. This indicates that the quality of
education in highly selective universities
makes it possible to equalize the level of
academic success among different groups
of students with the same initial educational
background. This conclusion means that
institutional initiatives at the university level
cease to play a significant role, yielding
to the influence of internal organizational
factors (strong human resource potential,
the university’s material and technical re-
sources, etc.).

The third conclusion emphasizes the
role of non-cognitive factors in academic
success. The first factor is the expulsion of
underachieving students in the first year.
The second factor is the personal qualities
of successful students, such as perseverance,
determination, a high level of motivation for
achievement and gaining knowledge, and
a focus on results. This conclusion does not
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prove the positive role of institutional initia-
tives, but evidences the great importance of
the university’s internal educational policy
and the students’ non-cognitive capital.
The fourth conclusion is that different
institutional grounds for entering a uni-
versity form a heterogeneous student
flow in terms of the quality of training,
the realization of individual abilities and
inclinations, and the level of motivation
and requirements. The prize-winners of
national contests for schoolchildren, indeed,
form the most promising, motivated, and
academically successful group of students.
However, the variable grounds for entering
a university and the heterogeneity of the
student body lead to conflicts and con-
tradictions within higher education. This
conclusion shows the dysfunctionality of
the institutional solutions that imply various
tracks of admission to Russian universities.

Discussion and Conclusion

Russian educational policy is focused
on solving global problems of education:
overcoming inequality in education, im-
proving its quality, and, through this, impro-
ving the quality of young people’s human
capital. As we can see, the declared goals
generally correlate with the UN’s susta-
inable development goals. Nevertheless,
this study shows that these goals are not
fully achieved, and educational policy in-
struments are not always effective.

The positive vector of Russia’s educa-
tional policy is reflected in the documents
for strategic planning for the development
of education (the national project “Educa-
tion”, the federal project “Success of every
child”, etc.). The state initiatives developed
by policymakers seem to be based on best
global practices in solving these problems
and should have led to success. In the final
part of the article, we will try to explain
the reasons for this problematic situation.

Interpretation 1. The institutional
instruments analyzed (the Unified State
Examination, the 500+ project, Russian
Academic Olympics) have a predominant-
ly selective function. They contribute to
the selection of “successful” and “unsuc-
cessful” students, but do not affect the
foundations of their educational success or
failure. The key to successful preparation
for the USE or RAO is not institutional or
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organizational resources, but the capital of
the family (financial, cultural, educational,
and social capital and family investments).
That is, educational success is not deter-
mined by state investment in education and
students’ educational success.

The positive effect of the 500+ project,
aimed at supporting schools at risk, was
that schoolchildren from disadvantaged
families and territories achieve success in
passing the USE and thus get at least a min-
imal chance of continuing their educa-
tion at university. However, students from
the risk group cannot realize this chance,
since neither the family nor institutional
elevators can provide them with upward
mobility when transitioning from school
to university. Nevertheless, the example
of this government initiative shows the
great potential of such support projects
for overcoming academic failure. These
projects can be viewed as the basis for
overcoming inequality in education at its
very basic levels. They are state investment
projects in the future of youth.

Meanwhile, Russian educational policy
to a greater extent cultivates and finances
selection mechanisms, thereby realizing the
dominant principle of “supporting winners”
or “skimming”. Thus, the “Matthew effect”
clearly manifests itself, which consists in
the uneven distribution of benefits to some
social actors who already possess them,
while other subjects, initially deprived, are
deprived even more and, therefore, have
fewer opportunities for further success.

Interpretation 2. Educational policy
in Russia has long ignored the very prob-
lem of the decline in the quality of school
education, which has negative effects on
higher education as well. Today, there is
a wide global experience of overcoming
the academic failure of various groups of
students — those from socially disadvantaged
families, those living in depressed areas,
those with disabilities, dyslexia, children
from migrant families, etc. This experience
is relevant for Russian school education,
since schoolchildren’s academic failure is
distinguished by its sources and causes.
Overcoming schoolchildren’s academic
underachievement is primary in relation to
university students’ educational success. And
this problem can be solved by taking into
account existing international experience.
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At the moment, the lack of systemic
institutional solutions for overcoming
academic failure makes mechanisms for
improving the quality of university ad-
missions ineffective. Such mechanisms
have a positive effect only on highly se-
lective universities. They do not solve
the problem of the concentration of aca-
demic failure in low-resource regional
universities.

The analysis of educational policy mea-
sures in the context of overcoming academic
failure reflects some latent contradictions in
the Russian education system. First of all,
there is inconsistency in the tracks of tran-
sition from school to university. There are
only five tracks: USE; winning the RAO;
use of the quota (ethnic minorities, children
with disabilities); admission sponsored by
enterprises; admission to a university after
a vocational college. This article examined
only two tracks, but even such analysis
showed the risk of heterogeneity in terms
of readiness for university studies. Since
there are no adaptive (“levelling”) programs
or courses for students of different levels at
Russian universities, such heterogeneity is
fraught with either a decrease in the overall
quality of education (in mass universities) or
an increase in dropouts (in highly selective
universities).

Another latent problem identified in this
study was the inadequacy of the tools for
assessing school leavers’ knowledge and
skills. A comparative analysis of the USE
with similar exams in other countries shows

its limited nature and low efficiency as an
assessment and selection tool. Studies of
the academic performance of students in
highly selective universities have shown
that the success of their studies is mediated
by such non-cognitive factors like motiva-
tion for achievement, cognitive interest,
and perseverance. However, the USE does
not assess these qualities, and preparing for
the exam turns into coaching for the tests.

This study’s general conclusion is the
following: the tools for overcoming aca-
demic failure should be developed (im-
proved) by policymakers by taking into
account the other issues that Russian edu-
cation is facing. Borrowed institutional
solutions must be adapted to the “depth and
breadth” of national characteristics in order
to unleash their potential and achieve the
most important goals of education.

The results obtained in the study are of
practical importance. They are important
for developing support measures for various
groups of students experiencing academic
difficulties. The study shows the directions
of improving the educational policy of
Russia in the context of overcoming aca-
demic failure at both the institutional and
organizational levels. The study indicates
the need for further consideration of the la-
tent consequences of ongoing government
programs and projects in the field of edu-
cation. In a practical sense, this will help
to increase the effectiveness of institutional
measures to overcome the academic failure
of students.
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