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    To the “silent heroes” of the Russian higher education system: to those ordinary university teachers who managed to preserve their integrity despite low salaries, pressures from higher authorities, and other unfavourable circumstances.

  


  
    1              Introduction


     


     


     


    1.1.      The problem


     


    Along with several other countries, Russia is often mentioned when discussing where corruption and other malpractices in education are widespread[1]. It is commonplace to argue that higher education is a very corrupted sphere in Russia. According to the results of an opinion poll held in 2011 by the Public Opinion Foundation, universities were ranked third in the list of everyday corruption after drivers’ relations with car inspectors and child care[2]. Corruption, traditionally understood as an abuse of power for obtaining private gain[3], is not the only kind of malpractice that is pervasive in Russian higher education: indeed, various forms of cheating (such as plagiarism, cribbing, and receiving unauthorised hints during exams, etc.) are probably even more widespread than bribery, clientelism, embezzlement, or shadow paybacks.


    It should be specifically stressed that not everything in the Russian higher education system is corrupt: the government takes some measures periodically, some universities pursue more consistent anti-corruption and anti-cheating policies than others, and, not least, there are still many principled teachers and students who avoid resorting to malpractices. Yet, as is argued in this book, the overall pervasiveness of malpractice is so great that it can lead to disastrous consequences, such as the devaluation of diplomas, the prevalence of corruption and dishonest behaviour in the younger generation, degradation of academic integrity, and the underfunding of crucially important education and research activities, etc. The current measures, taken against corruption and cheating by federal agencies and universities, are not sufficient; thus, the question “what should be done to combat malpractice more efficiently?” lies at the core of the current research.


    It is worth mentioning that I had a strong personal motivation for conducting this research. I worked in an average provincial university for more than ten years, and witnessed many instances of malpractice personally and heard even more about them from my colleagues. I never took bribes (though I was offered them sometimes), but unfortunately was not always impeccable in terms of academic integrity: in particular, I sometimes gave undeservedly high marks to some well-connected students, yielding to the pressure of higher authorities, though there were some colleagues who had enough courage not to do it. In the last years of my employment in the Russian higher education system I faced plagiarism more and more often: on average about written work I checked contained large blocks of plagiarised text; thus, my work checking students’ texts became increasingly mechanical and decreasingly meaningful. Even worse, I (and some of my colleagues also) started to be regularly pressurised by higher authorities who required high marks to be given for evidently plagiarised works[4]. It were cases of this kind that finally prompted me to try to obtain revenge not on specific people but on the entire vicious system. Thus, I decided to start policy-oriented research on malpractice in Russian higher education, and this finally resulted in the writing of this book.


     


     


    1.2.      Existing works on the topic


     


    Internationally, corruption in education (including higher education) is considered in a relatively large number of scholarly works. However, the number of works trying to conceptualise the worldwide experience is relatively small. In this respect, publications that resulted from the International Institute for Educational Planning’s research project “Ethics and Corruption in Education” and especially the Hallack and Poisson book[5] should be mentioned. Another notable work is a volume edited by Heyneman[6]. Some other relevant works, such as Eckstein’s paper dealing with academic cheating[7] as well as Heyneman, Anderson, and Nuraliyeva’s article focusing on the cost of corruption[8] also proved to be especially useful in the course of the current research.


    Though corruption in Russian higher education is sometimes considered as a too hackneyed subject, the number of fundamental works related to this topic is a very small. Leontieva’s D.Sc. thesis[9] should be mentioned first of all, but it has a somewhat broader focus, as the range of informal practices includes not only corruption and cheating but also legitimate and semi-legitimate practices. There are also a larger number of articles conceptualising one or several key aspects of corruption in Russian higher education: marginalising the status of university teachers and commodifying the demand for diplomas[10], rapidly developing corruption culture[11], and legal treatment of bribery in universities[12], etc.


    There are a lot of publicistic and blog entries written by those scholars who focused on individual malpractices: plagiarism[13], procurement and competition machinations[14], and exam-related machinations[15], etc. Many of these articles have been published in the Troitskii variant, which is a newspaper established as an informal initiative of academic activists.


    Finally, there is one more kind of academic and publicistic entries that are written by scholars and these deal with those factors and trends that indirectly create a breeding ground for malpractice: massivisation[16], overbureaucratisation[17], and authoritarianism of university management systems[18], etc.


    Thus, while there is a relatively large number of scholarly and publicistic works devoted to corruption and cheating in Russian higher education, there is a need for a large policy-oriented study that would conceptualise malpractice, evaluate current achievements of governmental and non-governmental actors trying to combatting the malpractice, and take into account the relevant international experience. I hope that this book could be considered a modest contribution to the research in this direction.


     


    1.3.      The approach


     


    This book is primarily policy oriented. While I make an attempt to conceptualise the set of factors creating a breeding ground for malpractice, the main focus is related to examining the prevalence of malpractice, evaluating the efficiency of measures taken by various kinds of actors to combat it, and on proposing new measures aimed at improving this efficiency. The proposed measures take into account international experience of combatting corruption and fraud in the education sphere.


    While analysing trends related to corruption and cheating, I had to rely largely on anecdotal evidence (news and stories told to me by my colleagues), my personal experience, and those online discussions I had with academic activists, e.g. with activists from the anti-plagiarism Dissernet network. Apart from this, I also analysed hundreds of biographies of Russian top officials and politicians as well as the principals of Russian universities, with the focus primarily on evaluating the circumstances in which they defended their doctoral theses[19].


    In the course of writing this book I had to refer to accusations that, though being reasoned and not properly responded to, cannot be considered as clearly proven. For instance, an accusation of plagiarism, even if based on the comparison of two coinciding pieces of texts (provided that the text of an accused person was written later), can be considered to be not sufficiently grounded as literally coincided phrases theoretically can be commonly used by many and have no clear primary source, or can be plagiarised from some accused person’s even earlier work. Taking also into account that the purpose of my book is not in identifying specific persons or institutions but rather in analysing common trends; I tried to minimise references to not explicitly proven accusations in the main text while providing references to this kind of cases in the footnotes.


    Moreover, as a Russian citizen, I should be cautious while using the very term “plagiarism” with respect to specific cases. As will be mentioned in the third part, according to the Russian Criminal Code, an accusation of plagiarism is an accusation of a crime that can easily be considered as ungrounded (and thus qualify as libel) by Russian courts even if the considered texts evidently coincide. For this reason, I deliberately use substitute wordings (such as “illegitimate textual borrowings”) in many of these cases when specific accusations of plagiarism are considered.


     


     


    

  




  
    1.4. Book structure


    


    The current part characterises the scope of the problem, describes the range of existing works on the topic, and outlines the author’s general approach and the approach towards covering some specific sensitive issues.


    The second part, after describing the key features of the Russian higher education system, examines the negative trends of its development that created a breeding ground for various malpractices. Among such trends are massivisation, commercialisation, overbureaucratisation, growing authoritarianism of university management combined with reduction in the autonomy of universities’ self-governance, and marginalisation of the position of ordinary university teachers. Apart from this, the role of the external environment in provoking malpractice in the Russian higher education system is also considered.


    The third part focuses on corruption and cheating practices. In the beginning I consider some issues related to their conceptualisation, including the problem of delimitation between corruption and cheating. In the subsequent two sections I then examine specific kinds of corruption and cheating practices. After this I consider the consequences that the prevalence of malpractices entails both for the Russian higher education system and also for Russian society.


    The fourth part assesses the measures taken to combat these malpractices. First, it examines the worldwide experience of fighting corruption and cheating. Second, it evaluates the relevant efforts taken by official Russian actors: the Ministry of Education and Science, and individual universities, etc. Third, it considers the efforts of non-governmental actors, especially the recently emerged movement for revealing dissertation fraud. Fourth, it focuses on the actual and potential influence of international actors and institutions, such as inter-university partnerships, international agreements, and global university ratings.


    In the concluding chapter I summarise and analyse the previous findings and offer some recommendations on what should be done to combat malpractice in the Russian higher education system more effectively.


    

  


  
    2              Vulnerabilities of the Russian Higher

    Education System


     


     


     


    The malpractices that are pervasive in the Russian higher education system are largely a by-product of the system’s development during the Soviet and especially post-Soviet periods. Though the history of Russian higher education began at the end of the 17th century, it was only during the time of the USSR that the majority of current universities were founded and the bulk of present-day management norms and practices were introduced. In the post-Soviet period the Russian higher education system experienced a dramatic transformation, including such processes as commercialisation, de-ideologisation, and impressive extensive growth.


    Taking these considerations into account, I examine in this chapter first the key features of the higher education system, including its structure and management. After that I consider those key trends of the system’s development in the Soviet and post-Soviet periods that created favourable ground for corruption and cheating. As the range of such trends is not caused just by internal processes within the higher education system, I focus finally on some relevant features of the system’s interaction with social, political, and information environments.


     


     


    2.1.              Russian higher education system at a glance


     


    Despite the negative influence of the “demographic hole” of the post-Soviet period, the Russian higher education system remains one of the largest in the world, being in the top five countries[20] both by the number of universities[21] and by the number of university students[22]. As of 2012, some 6 million students were enrolled in 2.65 thousand universities: more than 5 million in 1.38 thousand state universities and the remaining 1.27 million in private universities. These students were taught by more than 271 thousand university teachers[23]. It should be taken into account that the number of Russian universities and their students are diminishing because of both an unfavourable demographic situation and current governmental policy aimed at reducing the number of universities and merging some of them.


                  The top national specialised agency supervising the Russian education system is the Ministry of Education and Science (MES). The key responsibilities of the MES include certification of universities and individual academics, monitoring of universities’ key activities, elaborating and developing educational standards, strategic planning, and managing universities directly subordinated to the MES[24]. Among the bodies subordinated to the MES, Federal Service of Supervision in the Sphere of Education and Science (Rosobrnadzor) and the Higher Attestation Commission VAK perform especially important functions in light of the current research: the former is responsible for, among other matters, certification of universities and (together with local authorities) control over the Unified State Exam (USE)[25]; while, the latter is responsible for certification of universities’ dissertation councils and for awarding the D.Sc. degree[26] as well as the academic ranks of Docent and Professor.


                  MES has different powers towards Russian higher education institutions (universities, institutes, and academies, etc.[27]) of various kinds. It has the widest range of powers towards those universities that are directly subordinated to it: not only certifying these universities and individual programmes but also seriously influencing such universities’ management by appointing acting principals, vetoing candidates for a principal’s position, confirming the results of principals’ elections, and by dismissing such principals on some grounds. At the same time, the MES has lesser powers towards universities controlled by other stakeholders (by higher federal authorities, provincial or municipal authorities, other governmental agencies[28], or private persons), which are related to still certifying and monitoring such institutions but not significantly influencing their governance.


                  As mentioned above, there are 2.65 thousand higher education institutions, many of which are autonomous branches subordinated to other higher education institutions[29]. In the 2000s and 2010s several universities were assigned the status of “federal university” that certifies an especially high quality of teaching and research within these institutions[30]. By the end of 2013 there were also 29 national research universities, which were selected on the basis of national competitions as universities capable of combining high-quality research with teaching. Federal and national universities obtain increased governmental funding and have some special privileges, such as the right to develop and use their own educational standards, while other universities should use the standards of the MES. At the same time, the federal universities’ governance systems are less autonomous than the governance systems of the majority of other state universities as their rectors are not elected by their academic councils but appointed by the president of the Russian Federation (for Moscow State University and St. Petersburg State University) or by the federal government (for other federal universities).


                  Universities themselves are headed by principals, who are usually called rectors, directors, or (in military or paramilitary institutions) chiefs[31]. In some cases principals are elected by special assemblies (formed from representatives of a given university’s staff and students) while in other cases they are appointed by higher authorities. Universities’ governing bodies also include vice rectors and chief accountants. Many universities also have the position of president, but this position being nominally of equal level to the rector’s post is mainly just ceremonial. The supreme representative body of a university is an academic council, consisting of a rector, vice rectors, heads of institutes and departments, prominent scholars, and representatives of students. Academic councils make decisions on key questions of a university’s functioning and strategic development as well as recommend MES to award the rank of docent or professor to a university’s employees, etc. The internal structure of universities usually consists of institutes (typically called fakul’tety and headed by deans) and departments (typically called kafedry).


                  The hierarchy of faculty positions in Russian universities typically includes the following positions: assistent (teaching assistant), starshii prepodavatel’ (assistant professor), dotsent (docent, associate professor), and professor (full professor). There are also similar lifetime academic ranks of dotsent and professor awarded by the VAK to those who meet specific qualification requirements.


                  Like the majority of other countries, Russia now has a two-tier system: first-level graduates obtain the bachelor’s degree while the second-level graduates obtain the master’s (magister’s) degree. At the same time, the specialist degree (which was the only graduate degree in the Soviet times), awarded to those graduates who successfully finish at least a five-year full time study programme, still also exists. The vast majority of students entering bachelor or specialist programmes after finishing secondary school have to get a sufficient score on the USE.


    There are also two levels of post-graduate academic degrees—C.Sc. (roughly equivalent to the Ph.D. degree) and D.Sc. (approximately equivalent to the Habilitation in some EU countries) that are typically awarding for defending a thesis, provided that a candidate also meets some other qualification requirements (such as publishing a sufficient number of articles in eligible journals mentioned in the so-called “list of the VAK”). To qualify for defending a C.Sc. thesis a candidate should apart from publishing a smaller number of articles in journals included on the “list of the VAK” also pass three exams, the assortment of which depends on the field of the thesis. The majority of candidates for the C.Sc. degree finish post-graduate training programmes (aspirantura).
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