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CHAPTER 1

HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE
FORMER SOVIET UNION

Recommendations for Reform in 1990—
Were They Right?

Stephen P. Heyneman
Vanderbilt University

Az the time of independence, the structure of higher education, curriculum
content, governance, and admissions procedures were identical across the 15
republics of the former Soviet Union. Since independence there have been
multiple changes, but often these have been quite similar in nature. There
has been a move toward standardized testing as a criterion for admissions.
There has been a restructuring away from sector ministerial control. There
has been a diversification of provision and of sources of finance. There has
been a decentralization of governance, salary, and tuition structures. Why
have the changes to higher education been so similar? Is it because globaliza-
gion is so powerful and the local institutions on the periphery are so weak?
k it because of the irresistible pressures from international agencies such as
the World Bank? Or are the requirements for excellence in higher education
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in a market economy sufficiently similar to make these changes inevitable
anywhere? This chapter will support the latter argument.

BACKGROUND

The Soviet Union is widely credited as having invested heavily in education.
School attendance through secondary education and adult literacy were
universal. Though differences remained across specializations, gender par-
ity had been achieved in higher education. And there were widely acknowl-
edged achievements in science, art, and the humanities. Less widely known,
however, is that public investment had been on the decline for decades.
The Russian Federation devoted 7% of its GDP to education in 1970, but
this had declined to 4.4% in 1994. Prior to the transition in 1990, physical
infrastructure was beginning to crack, maintenance was spotty, and equip-
ment was antiquated (Heyneman, 1998; World Bank, 1995).

In 1970, the average teacher in the Russian Federation was paid 81% of
the average industrial wage but by 1980 that had fallen to 73%, by 1989 to
67% and by 1994 to 66%. The salary of an assistant professor fell from 123%
of the average industrial wage in 1960, to 70% in 1980, 54% in 1991, and
37% in 1993 (Heyneman, 1997a). Not only had the value of teacher salaries
declined by comparison to other professions, but they had become erratic,
varying month to month, and delayed in delivery. In August of 1993, teach-
er salaries were 44% of the industrial wage and by June of 1994, they con-
stituted 90% of the industrial wage. Teacher strikes were common. In 1991,
there were 58,000 Russian teachers on strike at 1,177 locations. In 1992, the
number of teachers on strike had increased to 992,100 at 4,929 locations.
By contrast, only 15, 900 industrial workers were on strike at 324 locations.
Teacher strikes accounted for 62% of all individuals and two thirds of all
strike days lost in 1992 (Heyneman, 1997a; World Bank, 1995).

Between 1991 and 1992, per student financing in the Russian Federation
declined by 35% in preschools, 29% in compulsory education, 17% in voca-
tional education, and 9% in higher education. Declines in finance affected
student demand. Between 1991 and 1993, student enrollment declined by
9% in the technikums and 7% in vocational education (Heyneman, 1997¢).
Since the demand for products and services from state-owned enterprises
were dropping precipitously, declines in student demand were particularly
clear in the specializations. Student demand fell in machine building and
electronics by 28%, in automation by 26%, in radio technologies by 31%,
and in food processing training institutes by 34%. Demand for entry into
extension programs for mid-career professionals fell by 32% between 1980
and 1993. Higher education enrollment declined by 14% and applications
declined by 11% between 1990 and 1994 (Heyneman, 1998, 2000).
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Many categories of budgetary expenditure ceased being funded or were
offloaded to become a responsibility of the local regional authority which
did not have authority to tax. This was characteristic of textbooks, official
wavel, pedagogical equipment teacher upgrading, student health, clothing
for needy students, capital investments, as well as maintenance and repairs.
In effect, real expenditures per student declined from $804 per student in
1990 to $27 per student in 1995. By 1995, recurrent expenditures in edu-
ation were about 5% of what they were in 1990. Declines in quality were
evident in all fields—equipment, reading materials, consumable supplies,
and building maintenance. The purchasing power of teacher salaries in
1995 (about $10 per month) was insufficient to cover the rapidly rising cost
of public transportation to and from work (Heyneman, 1998).

In the wider environment, GDP declines were precipitous throughout
the former Soviet Union but were particularly problematic in Kyrgyzstan
1=5%), Latvia (-7%), Lithuania (~12%), and Moldova (-18%; Heyneman,
1994, p. 11).The collapse of the Soviet Union and the emergence of the 15
republics precipitated a series of unprecedented changes in government,
the economy, and social affairs. Crisis was experienced in every sector. The
population was elderly, but the value of pensions collapsed; rates of poverty
immediately spiked. Nuclear power plants were in danger of leakage. Coal
mines were bankrupt. Even petroleum and gold mines were unprofitable.
Above the arctic circle the mines and petroleum fields were opened in con-
junction with artificial cities for the workers instead (as in OECD coun-
tries) of flying workers in and out from residences further south. Because of
declines in public finance, state-owned industries began to collapse. Since
thev were now expected to make a profit, state-owned industries immedi-
ately off-loaded social responsibilities—health care, worker housing, and
kindergartens. Land was privatized. Collective farms were abandoned. Tra-
ditional trade relationships across boundaries were severed. Cotton from
Uzbekistan could no longer be imported for textile mills in Ukraine; the
price of petroleum from Russia and Kazakhstan in Belarus began to re-
flect 2 world price. People whose ethnic group was listed in their identity
card had to decide whether they were to be a Lativan citizen of Russian
ethnicity or a Russian citizen returning “home.” Migration across national
boundaries rose. Ethnic Russian outmigration was particularly heavy from
Turkmenistan to other parts of Central Asia, but outmigration was common
to many ethnic groups. Economic prospects were draconian. Due in part
to past educational accomplishments and in part due to the compelling de-
mands from other sectors, common across all 15 republics was the decision
to place education last on the list of priorities to address. While ministers of
education in 1990 were quick to acknowledge the need for budgetary sup-
port, they were largely skeptical that their systems needed improvements.
This was the situation in 1990.
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When the Berlin Wall came down, I was the division chief in the World
Bank, responsible for education and health in the Middle East and North
Africa region. Without warning, 26 new countries applied to become mem-
bers of the World Bank. I was given a choice: remain where I was or transfer
to this new region. I chose the latter. It was an unprecedented opportunity.
On the other hand, I had had no academic preparation, spoke none of the
regional languages, and had no background in the nature of the challenges
faced. 1, and many others, were newcomers, novices.

I was privileged to lead the first education sector work on the Russian
Federation during this era, and this constituted the first time that Russian
education had been analyzed without control by the Communist Party. My
first impression may be worthy of mention. In the discussions with ministers
of education I was not the only novice. Few of the ministers had travelled
outside of the Soviet Union or had seen an education system anywhere else.
What they knew of how education was financed and managed in France,
Britain, Germany, Japan, or the United States was superficial. What they
knew of how skills were provided, how standards were maintained, how insti-
tutions were governed, how curriculum was designed, how educational insti-
tutions adjust to changes in the labor market was determined by stereotype
and naiveté. Newcomers were on both sides of the table (Heyneman, 2016).

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR REFORM IN 1990

The first task was to open a discussion of what to do about education in the
transition (Heyneman, 1991). For national authorities, the highest priori-
ties consisted of macroeconomic management, the financial sector, public
sector management, protection against nuclear power leakages, nuclear
disarmament, unemployment compensation, the collapse of pension sys-
tems, environment, and public health. Education was considered to be
of low priority both within the countries and within the World Bank. As
a result, there were no resources to finance education discussions. How-
ever, with generous assistance of the government of the Netherlands each
minister of education and a representative of each ministry of finance was
invited to a meeting in the Netherlands to discuss education reform. Each
nation had declared they wished to have a market economy and wanted to
know the educational requirements. I had 2 weeks to prepare for the meet-
ing. There was no time for research and no opportunity to gather data.
The speech was limited to 30 minutes and translated into Russian. Since
that meeting in 1991, that address has been republished (Heyneman, 1995)
and later formed the essence of regional education strategy. But it should
be emphasized that it was the product entirely of intuitive guess work and
without the slightest local experience. On the other hand, it was based on
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E 2decades of professional experience in other parts of the world. And it was
t gmded by the professional dicta—one never advanced an idea from one’s
eam country. Instead, so far as one is able, one raises ideas based on global
| experience. Was it a “Western orientation”? Of course, but then it was the
| pmoduct of experience drawn from all regions of the world except the one
 wader discussion. The question was what about higher education in the for-
mmer Soviet Union would have to change given that each of the 15 republics
wmished 1o shift away from a planned to a market economy?

. Four elements were highlighted. The first was structure. Higher educa-
@ in the former Soviet Union was organized by sector ministry. This was
| mmique to a planned economy and we guessed would be deeply problematic
i the structure of higher education were to continue while the economy
Bad shifted. The entire economy had been administered by a bureaucracy
| michout consideration either to demand or prices. Labor markets were sepa-
: melv controlled within each sector. Educational institutions, faculties, and
| omrricula were governed within each sector. Goods and services were manu-
| facrured within sectors. The education sector, for instance, was responsible
| fior the manufacture of pencils, blackboards, desks, and education/farms
| weere responsible for the production of food for students. Students were as-
| signed to jobs according to the sector of their particular school. Thus, the
| flrst suggestion was to place universities under a single ministry and allow
 wem to provide the training in highest demand without the constraint of
| a sector ministry. What we foresaw was the inefficiency generated when a
wmxiversity, identifying local demand for skills, was prevented from respond-
| #mg 10 that demand by the sector ministry which “owned” it.

Second was the system of university entrance examinations. Examinations
| awe an importantinstrument to help insure an equality of opportunity. Since
| WWII the technology of designing and administering examinations had
ssbstantially changed in OECD countries. They were graded by computer,
| gwwen identically in multiple sites often with frequency, inexpensive to man-
ape. and relatively free of corruption. In the Soviet Union examinations
| were predominantly oral and administered independently by each depart-
ment in each university. In the Russian Federation, for instance, each of the
| wrn faculties within the universities offered an exam; hence, there were over
3000 examinations used for university entry. Exams were given orally even
| m physics, chemistry, history, and foreign languages and in written form in
| mathematics and Russian language. The entrance examinations were un-
| #hair because they penalized those who could not travel to the test site. They
discriminated against those without sufficient information to know when
an exam was to be given. They were inefficient because students had to take
anew examination for each faculty to which they applied and, because insti-
mmons were situated in widely dispersed areas across multiple time zones,
andidates unable to sit for a particular exam in one location had to wait
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for a year or two for another opportunity. This raised the opportunity cost
of higher education admissions and provided significant advantages for
students from family backgrounds where testing information was common
knowledge. Because exams were oral, bribery was an additional risk. While
itis true that computer graded standardized entrance examinations do not
eliminate all of these problems, it is the case that they lessen them and it is
also the case that no modern higher education system outside of the Union
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) fails to employ them. So our second
suggestion was to modernize university entrance examinations.

Third was the diversification of income. In the USSR, higher education was
available free of private cost. It was considered a public good and, like all pub-
lic goods, it was entirely financed by government. Its availability was treated as
a human right, as was housing, health, and public transportation. However,
across large parts of the world, universities, both public and private, generate
income from multiple sources. This tendency has two potential rationales.
One is based on philosophy of the argument that it is right to ask wealthy
families to help pay for post compulsory education and because it is more
efficient when universities have access to their own income.

The other rationale is based on necessity, because university survival and
certainly prosperity, requires it. We chose the latter of the two arguments
as our principle rationale. Universities in 1990 were starved of public re-
sources and because of the demand from other priorities, universities were
unlikely to achieve their ambitions for quality improvement without access
to their own resources. The sources which were discussed were eclectic.
They included: rental or sale of land, income from research or consulting
services, investments in the equity or bond markets, and of course from
tuition. But income derived from savings were also considered important,
and saving could be obtained through many mechanisms considered radi-
cal at that time. They included the rationalization of specializations and the
inter-institutional coordination of facilities such as libraries, dormitories,
and administrative services with other universities.

Fourth was the ownership of land. In the USSR, all land belonged to the
state. With the privatization of agriculture and industry however, private
ownership of land was becoming the norm. But who owned university land?
The municipality? The region? The national government? And which sec-
toral ministry? Our recommendation was that all public universities should
be given clear ownership of their own land for fiscal reasons. Universities,
we reasoned, cannot compete in quality without a strategic plan. But it is
not feasible for a plan to rely on public financing alone. Most sources of
financing, such as tuitions are insufficient to cover large capital expendi-
tures. These can be covered by borrowing, but banks will not loan without
sufficient collateral. Land is sufficient as collateral. Thus we reasoned, uni-
versities which did not own land could not borrow, and universities which
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d not borrow, could not develop, hence land ownership is necessary for
sitv development.

These four issues constituted our primary recommendations. Of course
discussed other issues but did not lay emphasis on them because it was
- ous that the university sector was undergoing a revolution in that di-
scxson anyway. Private universities were opening almost daily and in no
nurv did the government any more have a monopoly on the provision
migher education. Our concerns were how to legally distinguish between
profit and nonprofit universities and how to tax the former but not the
. We discussed curriculum, but it was obvious that none of the repub-
s had any intention of maintaining Marxism and Leninism requirements
amd all were busily adding business and economics, and the long neglected
| smcial sciences of sociology, political science, and professional training in
| B public policy, and journalism. Rather than how to inaugurate new sub-
| jocrs in line with universities in other parts of the world, our concerns cen-
| mered on how to eliminate the lengthy list of professional “specializations”
which would have no place in a future economy and for which there were
wested interests of teaching personnel with little hope of being retrained to
| weach subjects in higher demand.

DISCUSSION

These were the problems as foreseen in the early 1990s. What has hap-
pened in the interim? Each of the issues as outlined 15 years ago has proven
0 be prescient. Standardized examinations, in one form or another, have
been widely introduced. And although in no country is higher education fi-
mancing adequate, 2 diversity in the sources of finance is the norm. In many
countries universities have been given ttle to the land which they own,
but few universities have yet to use land as collateral. Many countries have
restructured their universities so that they are less frequently managed by
sectoral ministries. On the other hand, some sector ministries have allowed
aniversities under their purview to expand curricular offerings beyond
their particular sector. The effect of this latter strategy may well accomplish
the same goal of being able to quickly respond to changes in the labor
market without sectoral restriction. As a result, the long list of outdated
specializations has typically been replaced by modern academic disciplines
and programs of professional training.

Two issues have taken us by surprise. First has been the character of pri-
vate education. As McLendon (2004) points out, private education has little
resemblance to the private education known in North America. Kainar, a
for—proﬁt university in Kazakhstan, is not Stanford. With the exception of
those institutions owned and managed by international foundations such
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as the Soros/Open Society Foundations, most private institutions are really
proprietary schools. These are family owned and operated for profit. They
concentrate on teaching and ignore research. They utilize underpaid fac-
ulty from public institutions who seek extra income. They concentrate cur-
ricular offerings where there is immediate vocational demand (business, ac-
counting, and English language) and ignore others. Given the inadequacy
of the public sector in terms of size and flexibility, these proprietary schools
serve a needed function. But in terms of quality they are a problem. More-
over, they sometimes help spread a counter-productive ethos. They offer a
degree to students who can pay, but student responsibility to perform ma
be under-emphasized. Studentz are sometimes led to believe tl?at if they paz' fere Heneman & Anderson, 2008) . (.)tI.ICIZ |
enough the higher education institution should be required to offer them @mmership of reform away from tht.a VlCl;:tu 9:;
a degree. This attitude adversely affects the reputation of the entire sector. ives (Steiner-Khamst, 2004; Stemert-ak amsl
Corruption was anticipated in many public services and functions, but ime of view is credible :.md ShO.ul(.i be ;f;;‘;
the spread of corruption in the education sector has been a shock. No one a» be clarified and that 1s tk}e distinction :1—
in 1991 anticipated the depth to which this disease would take over or the [ ame the method or mecharflsm for‘ achieving l;
impact which it would have on the reputation of the higher education sys- L A counuy may agree with an 1nteI:hlat10f;IiC
tems. This is particularly true in Central Asia. Payment for grades, bribery fisr-performance scheme to augm'emB etlfe -
for entry, corruption in accreditation and licensing now threaten the social sciweme currently operates in I_Snt.am. ut tead
cohesion of several Central Asia nations (Anderson & Heyneman, 2005; Si- meed not mirror t@gt of Britain; 1t r:llaydlns fe
lova, Johnson, & Heyneman, 2007). Education corruption has been found more sensitive ‘to local stan 'ar S O ple
to raise the cost of hiring, it has been found to lower graduate salaries, and | asministered standardized test. As m&mo
it has reduced the economic returns expected to higher education invest- Sl e T x only one of many po's.mble me hich
ments (Heyneman, 2004b, 2004c, 2013; Heyneman, Anderson, & Nurali- | dihere MAY be a dozen 'addmonal ways ‘-}hci
yeva, 2008; Heyneman & Skinner, 2014), and may in fact bring the Bologna | winch have no international preced‘ent;ﬂ ) eti
process to a halt (Heyneman, 2009). mekapons between 19ca1 anc.l }nternagon : llnS
But there has been another surprising trend as well, and this has been 1 nce and Pl'iO_mY.Of raising efficiency. IL1s
the resistance to corruption demonstrated by individual faculty with strong smechanism for brmgmg it a‘t>.out. o
professional standards (Heyneman, Kraince, Lesko, & Bastedo, 2007; Seaff members of international orgamzatl(f
Heyneman, 2007a; 2009). These leaders exist even in the most austere and o~ more than they actually do. In some G
debilitating of environments. Some lead by virtue of moral principle. Oth- | modest about what. th.ey know' (Heynemat
ers rise to the occasion and lead on the basis of practical assessment. Re- . W5 DO staff member in lptemauonal‘orgam
gardless of the source of their strength, given this commonality, there isa JBevneman, 2012). They may present ideas
universal standard of the professorate. The standard is parallel to the char i Base wied to manage analogous pFoblem.s, 2
acteristics as identified by Braxton and Bayer (1999). It includes the prom- | Weipful. Butas to th'ell' e,'(penence m, for 1[1::
ise to treat all students with fairness and impartiality. And it includes select- aasition now required in Turkmenistan tae
ing a common hierarchy among differing moral principles. In particular, it Here is where 10c.a1 experience 1s require:
requires that faculty choose the principle of fairness (to students and col- are 2ood for one thing, and that1s help“m'tgl
leagues) over the principle of loyalty to family and friends. In this small but s Iuis the why but not the how. The “why
important way, certain faculty in Central Asia and the Caucasus may be lead-
ing the way for other local organizations in government, business, and the
not-for-profit sector. These “quiet heroes” of the university classroom, those
who stand up for their principles without legal or administrative support,

o one knows which changes should come
~varges should come about and the sequen
gurview of local experience. Thus this debc'_'
‘ooosite sides—local as opposed to internatk
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| their own way are upholding the principles associated with development
| amd freedom. They do this without the promise of reward; on the contrary,
e do this in spite of making enemies and enduring the criticism of their
| eorrupt administrative superiors. They do this for one reason: That it is the
- mght thing to do.
L Debates over the origins and directions of change. It is popular to argue that
edocation reform should be based on local priorities. Klees (2008) suggests
 ikar reforms proposed by the World Bank or other international organiza-
| wons are loaded with neoliberal assumptions and should not be trusted.
| The flaws in this view have already been noted and need not be repeated
| Were (Heyneman & Anderson, 2008). Others point to the need for local
| esmership of reform away from the vicissitudes of global trends and per-
spectives (Steiner-Khamsi, 2004; Steiner-Khamsi & Stolpe, 2006). This latter
point of view is credible and should be taken seriously. But one thing needs

' w0 be clarified and that is the distinction between the direction of reform

- and the method or mechanism for achieving that direction.

' A country may agree with an international organization to try a pay-
for-performance scheme to augment the efficiency of teachers. A similar
scheme currently operates in Britain. But the mechanism for such a scheme
aced not mirror that of Britain; it may instead be operated by local social
groups more sensitive to local standards of performance than a centrally-
administered standardized test. As important as pay-for-performance may
be. it is only one of many possible methods to raise teacher efficiency. And
there may be a dozen additional ways which could be identified locally
which have no international precedent. The key point with respect to the
refations between local and international institutions is to agree on the im-
portance and priority of raising efficiency. Itis not necessary to agree on the
mechanism for bringing it about.

Staff members of international organizations are sometimes thought to
know more than they actually do. In some cases they may be insufficient-
™ modest about what they know (Heyneman, 2004a). In the final analy-
ss, no staff member in international organization knows how to reform
'Hevneman, 2012). They may present ideas and experiences on how others
have tried to manage analogous problems, and these experiences may be
helpful. But as to their experience in, for instance, how to manage this new
transition now required in Turkmenistan they are without knowledge.

Here is where local experience is required. International organizations
are good for one thing, and that is helping to suggest the direction of re-
form. It is the why but not the how. The “why” does not include sequence.
No one knows which changes should come first and which second. How
changes should come about and the sequence of change are all under the
purview of local experience. Thus this debate should not be between two
opposite sides—local as opposed to international ideas for reform. Rather it
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should be a discussion of appropriate roles, one of the directions of reform
and the other of the many divergent and legitimate methods of achieving
that direction.

It is true that policy borrowing is delicate and can be counter-productive.
But it is also true that no nation, including an OECD nation, is immune
from the need to improve and to study how other nations address similar
problems. For instance, recent evidence suggests that countries with higher
education systems with more diverse sources of finance may have greater
equity (Heyneman, 2008). This suggests that over time one can assess the
general credibility of the suggestions made long ago. I would conclude that
if a country has decided on the direction of change, such as a market econ-
omy, then these four educational changes suggested in 1991—institutional
structure, university entrance examinations, diversification of income, and
ownership of land—have turned out to be helpful.
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