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Abstract

This article examines the issues of the low quality of knowledge, reflected in the results of the last State Unified
Exam (SUE), in the context of the shift of the national economy of the Russian Federation towards innovative
national development. A special focus is on the analysis of recent years’ changes in SUE results and the low
effectiveness of the use of relevant resources in the educational system. The author proposes integrating the
principle of continuing individualized education with the financial capabilities of the state and the population
through the use of the mechanism of a universal electronic card.
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1. Introduction

The State Unified Exam remains one of the most challenging subjects in terms of Russian education reform. The
recent 12-point decrease in the threshold SUE minimum in Russian sparked a wave of both criticism and support
on the part of the public.

However, we should approach the exam results with care not just in terms of the present-day state of Russian
education but rather in terms of prospects in the development of society itself (Gorin et al., 2013; Trukhacheyv,
2013; Zaitseva & Popova, 2013). It is the latter, in our view, that there is a lack of.

When it comes to arguments behind the criticism, the most common ones suggest that the current system of
knowledge control is destroying its content and the very secondary school, whose graduates are keen on not so
much acquiring knowledge but being able to pass tests, rather. Many colleges are unable to enroll the right
students, with the list of those instituting additional entrance trials increasingly growing.

Reform proponents, those in favor of reforming the SUE in particular, are talking about easing entering the
capital’s colleges for children from remote regions.

But the question arises as to what particular facts have to do with future social-economic development, whether the
development of education in Russia is oriented towards improving the quality of selection of future students or
whether education has to fulfill major social-economic functions, and where the issue of selection fits here then, in
the first place.

It should be noted, above all, that amid the transformation of modern society into a knowledge society the
educational system is becoming a central organizational-economic instrument for the formation of a new quality of
human capital (Bobryshev et al., 2014; Gerasimov et al., 2014). Furthermore, educational services themselves
have turned into an object for the formation of new economic and financial relations, which will be the basis of the
entire social-economic system.

In this context, all employed instruments for reforming education ought to be oriented not towards enhancing and
developing existing economic relations (Trukhachev et al., 2014; Gerasimov et al., 2013; Berezhnoy et al., 2014)
but be adapted to the relations of the knowledge economy.

At the same time, the major objectives in the development of the educational system, established for the near future,
do not address the most crucial point-raising the issue of the making of a new system of funding education, the
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hour for which is intrinsically ripe right now and which is crucial to the shift to a knowledge society (Sklyarov &
Sklyarova, 2009).

2. Methods

An increase in the share of science-intensive production, inherent to the knowledge economy, provides a rationale
for increased demand for a highly qualified workforce. In a market economy, people who are more educated have
the opportunity to receive a higher remuneration for their work. Furthermore, human capital accumulated as a
result of going to college translates into not just economic benefits but an improvement in the quality of life.

A top priority for state policy makers in the sphere of education is boosting the quality and level of education for all
strata of the population regardless of the citizen’s descent, income, and place of residence. Over recent years, the
overall number of those attending educational institutions of all levels has been an average of 29 million per year,
i.e. over 20% of the population of the Russian Federation. The overall number of those attending institutions of
preschool and general learning is about 19 million people, while the number of students going to institutions of
professional learning is about 10 million people (Saprankov, 2013).

Over 70% of the total volume of funding from the federal budget is directed into the sphere of higher education.
Furthermore, all allocated funds are aimed at boosting the quality of education and preparation of specialists and
human resources whose competence will fully meet the requirements of the present-day labor market.

Higher education governs the immediate increase in the economic and social effectiveness of individuals. Thus,
education acts as an investment sector and a source of growth in human capital, which is something other areas of
activity cannot accomplish (Toffler, 2002; Coombs, 1985). The aim of the modern educational system is to
develop the overall cultural level, ensure the acquisition of fundamental knowledge, and foster the ability to study
and develop personal competencies, on the basis whereof practical skills are formed.

The operation of the modern educational system is aimed at boosting the overall cultural level of man, the
acquisition of knowledge by him, as well as the formation of practical skills in him. These days, employers are
setting quite high requirements on the level of training of specialists, demanding from them a broad spectrum of
both professional and personal competencies. The formation of a highly-educated individual is grounded in the
development of the following competencies:

- social, which deal with the individual’s ability to make responsible decisions, work in a team, and resolve conflict
situations;

- intercultural, which are about respecting others as well as the ability to interact effectively with representatives of
other cultures, languages, and religions;

- communicative, which deal with having a competent command of speech and more than one language;
- information, which are about the ability to apply information-communications technology;

- the capacity for continuing education.

The above competencies serve as instruments for the accumulation and development of human capital.

Investing in human capital is closely linked with issues in the operation of the market of educational services,
which play a central role in the process of formation of a qualified workforce and reflect the investment character
of expenditure on education on the part of students. Education in Russia remained free for students for a long
period of time. Today the opportunity to study on a paid basis is provided by both commercial and state-run
colleges. Investing money in education, the individual thereby takes an active part in the formation of human
capital.

Besides, over the last decade we have seen a substantial increase in the number of students attending universities,
institutes, and academies in Russia. Note that according to the annual overview of major OECD indicators in the
sphere of education, Canada, Korea, and the Russian Federation are leading the OECD member states and the
G-20 on the share of young people (25-34 years of age) with a higher education.

By facilitating the build-up of human capital, the developed market of educational services makes a tangible
impact on the labor market. A key issue in present-day higher education is the mismatch between curricula and the
needs of business. Enterprises are often in need of additional training for their personnel, in terms of not just issues
related to a specific narrowly professional sphere but in terms of basic education, as well as relevant qualifications.
In this regard, an objective of educational institutions becomes forecasting trends in the development of the labor
market and adapting curricula in accordance with those trends.
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3. Results

A great impact on the development of innovation activity in the system of higher education has been made by the
implementation of innovation programs as part of a priority national project entitled “Education”. As a
consequence, through budget funds a substantial number of colleges managed to substantially augment the
innovation component, which deals with developing and commercializing scientific-technical achievements.

With the implementation of the project, colleges that won received an opportunity to use additional funding and
the engaged funds depending on the potential they already had as well as their field of activity. Technical and
classic universities directed the major volume of funds at upgrading the instrument base of science and education,
and colleges specializing in humanities and social sciences at developing new learning methodologies and training
human resources, including those for innovation entrepreneurship.

The implementation of educational programs helped augment the crucial elements of colleges’ innovation
infrastructure, such as  student business incubators, technology transfer centers, and
academic-scientific-innovation complexes. The specificity of the latter lies in a combination of scientific,
educational, and production resources, which in the future facilitates ensuring a new quality of education, the
development of scientific research, and commercialization of the results of scientific-technical activity.

Furthermore, one of the more known mechanisms for assessing the quality of education in Russia is the State
Unified Exam (SUE). The SUE is an examination conducted in a centralized fashion in secondary educational
institutions based on secondary general education curricula. It serves simultaneously as a final examination and an
entrance examination to enter a college. The application of the SUE throughout the country involves using
single-type assignments and grading methods.
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Figure 1. The distribution of the total number of SUE participants across subjects, %

In 2014, the SUE was taken by about 757 thousand people. Out of those, 94.6% were graduates in that year. The
rest, 5.4%, were retaking the exam. To compare, in 2013 graduates in that year accounted for 86.1%. Note that, on
the whole, the number of SUE participants was greater-863 thousand people. Figure 1 provides a diagram
illustrating the distribution of the overall number of SUE participants across subjects over 2013-2014. The
diagram indicates that virtually all participants took Russian and Mathematics, which are compulsory subjects
needed to be taken to receive a diploma. The rest of the subjects were sat for on a voluntary basis, in any number,
in accordance with which specialty (training field) the student was planning on receiving a professional education
in. Among voluntary subjects, the majority of the participants-over a half-were sitting for Social Science. A much
lower number of graduates picked Physics, History, and Biology. And an even lower number picked English,
Computer Science, Literature, and Geography. Very few sat for German, French, and Spanish. Note that the
structure of distribution of subject preferences among participants in 2014 did not change much relative to 2013.
Out of 757 thousand participants in 2014, the SUE was failed by 5 thousand students (0.7%), and in 2013 out of
863 thousand it was failed by 6.5 thousand (0.8%).

Despite all the advantages, right from the moment the SUE was introduced, as an experiment first and a fully
instituted exam later on, it became a subject of heated debate. The major issues of debate were the objectiveness of
grading students’ knowledge and result rigging. The first issue involved the argument that based on the SUE
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methodology the likelihood of a well-prepared graduate getting a high score was higher than that of he/she getting
a low score. By the same token, there was talk of the likelihood of poorly prepared graduates getting low scores
(Shakhariyants, 2010). Regarding the second issue, the holding of the SUE has been accompanied by a slew of
headline-making cases over all of the last years. Thus, in July, 2013, a major leak of monitoring/measuring
materials (MMM) triggered the dismissal of the Deputy Minister of Education and Science of the Russian
Federation, who supervised the SUE (Fursenko, 2013). However, 2014 proved exceptional in that respect. No
cases of a leak of MMM s prior to the exam were recorded. Besides, the fair holding of the exam locally was
ensured through unprecedented control measures-the examination classrooms had been equipped with metal
detectors and surveillance cameras.

Tougher control measures led, on the one hand, to a substantial increase in expenditure on organizing the SUE.
Thus, in 2013 it cost 500 million rubles. In 2014, the SUE was funded on all respects at the level of the previous
year. Besides, additional funds were expended on installing video-cameras (600 million rubles) and implementing
tougher control measures regarding the delivery of monitoring/measuring materials to some regions (63 million
rubles). Note that the additional activities cost the budget more than all the major expenses.

4. Discussion

In an information society, science becomes a sort of generator of human capital. The scientific-technical
component of human capital, thus, becomes one of the top national priorities. The development of human capital,
the technological modernization of production, and the shift to the innovative path of economic development are
the basis for future economic growth and a real alternative to the country’s raw-materials specialization.

The country’s modernization potential directly depends on a consistent shift to innovative economic development
(Tatuev, 2013). An important factor in this shift is the formation, development, and accumulation of human capital.
The interaction of development processes could be pictured as a helix (education-human capital-innovative
economy-education). Education ensures the accumulation of human capital; a high level of human capital governs
the successful flow of innovation processes within the economy, which, in turn, determines the implementation of
new technology in the educational process and facilitates the development of human capital, etc. This helix reflects
the onward progress of the innovative knowledge economy.

Science and higher education ought to be in line with the needs of modern society and emerging trends in its
development. Currently, the adaptation capabilities of the educational system are lagging behind the pace of
economic transformations-primarily, in terms of the dynamics of demand for specialists. Knowledge acquired in
educational institutions does not match knowledge required of specialists in the labor market. There are various
ways to overcome this gap: through internships, career enhancement, getting additional education, retraining,
self-education, etc. In present-day conditions, all of the above ways ought to be put into practice on a constant basis,
i.e. in the continuing education mode. However, all of them require substantial expenses, including financial
expenditure.

Today we can assert that the human potential of Russia’s scientific-technical and educational sphere is being
reproduced quite inefficiently, which, among other reasons, is due to a lack of young human resources. In large
part, this is associated with a number of material reasons-low salaries, trouble resolving housing issues, outmoded
jobs and equipment. Besides, many researchers are noting changes in the cultural status of science in Russia-once
a supreme value, science is now getting transformed into quite an ordinary, value-wise, social and cultural
phenomenon.

The Concept of the Long-Term Social-Economic Development of the Russian Federation through to 2020 sets out
the major dimensions of the shift to the innovative, socially-oriented path of national economic development. The
Concept-2020 states that shifting Russia’s economy to the innovative path of development will require forming a
globally competitive national innovation system and a complex of legal, financial, and social institutes, which
would ensure the interaction of educational, scientific, entrepreneurial, and non-commercial organizations and
establishments in all spheres of the economy and social life (Gerasimov et al., 2013). The formation of a national
innovation system capable of ensuring the effective integration of higher education and science can ensure the shift
from the export/raw materials model to the innovation model for economic growth.

According to the Concept, a crucial characteristic of the shift to the innovative, socially-oriented path of national
economic development is the need for the simultaneous resolving of the objectives of both catch-up and advanced
development. The conditions of global competitiveness and open economy make it impossible for the Russian
economy to reach the level of developed countries on indicators of welfare and efficiency, which cannot be
achieved without ensuring the advanced development of those sectors of the Russian economy which determine its
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specialization within the global economic system and ensure the most effective realization of national competitive
advantages.

Among the issues with the existing model for economic growth is the increase in the population’s income, which is
outstripping the pace of growth in the GDP, which, in turn, is accompanied by the augmentation of economic
differentiation.

Consequently, the shift from the export/raw materials model to the innovation model for economic growth ought to
be based on the formation of a new mechanism for social development, which should be predicated on a balance
between entrepreneurial freedom, social justice, and national competitiveness. Regarding the development of
Russia’s human potential, the Concept speaks of the need for a shift from the system of mass education, typical of
industrial economies, to the system of continuing, individualized education for all, which is crucial to creating an
innovative socially-oriented economy, the need for the development of a type of education that will be indissolubly
linked with global fundamental science and oriented towards the formation of creative, socially responsible
personality.

However, the development of innovation activity in the system of higher education is impeded by a set of internal
and external factors (Tatuev, 2012). The internal factors are:

- the low innovation activity of instructors, as well as a lack of specialists in the area of innovation management;

- the outmoded material-technical base of colleges, outmoded testing and experimental operations, and, as a
consequence, the absence of a full cycle of innovative product creation;

- the low development level of college infrastructure;

- poor cooperation between universities, as well as between universities and regions’ industrial, economic, and
social spheres.

The external factors for the low innovation activity in the sphere of education are:
- the lack of mechanisms for active government support of small innovative enterprises under colleges;

- the ineffectiveness of government support of innovation infrastructure facilities.

Table 1. The dynamics of change in the average SUE test scores in the subjects over the period from 2013 to 2014

Subject 2013 2014 Index of gain in results. %
Spanish 69.3 72.3 43
French 69.8 69.9 0.1
Russian 63.9 62.5 -2.3
German 59.7 55.1 -7.6
Geography 57.6 53.1 -7.7
Biology 59.1 54.3 -8.1
Literature 59.9 54.1 -9.8
Computer Science and ICT 63.5 57.2 -9.9
Social Science 60.1 53.1 -11.7
English 73.0 61.3 -16.1
Physics 54.6 45.8 -16.3
History 55.9 45.7 -18.2
Chemistry 68.7 55.7 -18.9
Mathematics 49.6 39.6 -20.1

Here we get to the most complicated issue-towards what and how to orient the system of management of higher
education. First and foremost, we need to resolve the existing contradiction whereby, on the one hand, higher
education has become a key factor in the development of human capital, while, on the other, the system of
management of its development is increasingly oriented towards redistribution relations-which has been
demonstrated by the results of the last SUE.

It is in this context that we may find interesting other results of having made control measures tougher-a substantial
decrease in scores. Table 1 provides information that lets us assess the dynamics of change in the average SUE test
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score in the subjects over the period from 2013 to 2014. The table provides values for average test scores recorded
in 2013 and 2014 and contains an index of gain in results (obtained through dividing the difference between the
2014 value and the 2013 value by the 2013 value and multiplying the result by 100), which is expressed in %.

We can see from the table that the average score has increased only in Spanish and French. However, considering
the low number of SUE participants who sat for those subjects, those values are not representative. The most
representative is the situation with Mathematics, where the average score has dropped from 49.6 to 39.6-a 20.1%
decline. There is an 11.7% decline in Social Science-the average score has fallen from 60.1 to 53.1. There have
also been quite negative changes in the results in Physics, History, and Biology. In Physics, the average score has
dropped from 54.6 to 45.8-a 16.3% decline. In History, the average score has fallen from 55.9 to 45.7-an 18.2%
decline. In Chemistry, the average score has dropped from 68.7 to 55.7-an 18.9% decline.

Table 2. The dynamics of change in the number of SUE participants who scored 100 points in the subjects over the
period from 2013 to 2014

Subject 2013 2014 Index of gain in results, %
Russian 0.31 0.33 9.3
Literature 1.03 0.56 -45.8
French 0.32 0.15 -53.9
Physics 0.23 0.08 -65.0
Geography 0.93 0.27 -71.1
Biology 0.29 0.08 -72.3
History 0.30 0.07 -76.8
Chemistry 343 0.60 -82.6
Social Science 0.10 0.02 -85.4
Mathematics 0.07 0.01 -86.5
Computer Science and ICT 0.95 0.06 -93.2
English 0.78 0.02 -98.0
German 0.14 0.00 -100.0
Spanish 0.00 0.00 -

Against the backdrop of the declining average score, we observe a rather negative dynamics with the situation
involving a decrease in the number of 100-pointers-SUE participants who scored 100 points on the exam in a
subject. Table 2 provides information that lets us assess the dynamics of change in the number of SUE participants
who scored 100 points in the subjects over the period from 2013 to 2014. The table provides values for the shares
of participants who scored 100 points in the subjects over 2013 and 2014 and an index of gain in results (obtained
through dividing the difference between the 2014 value and the 2013 value by the 2013 value and multiplying the
result by 100), which is expressed in %.

The table shows that in some subjects there are no longer any 100-pointers whatsoever (German), while in other
subjects the number of such participants has declined considerably. Thus, for instance, in Mathematics there is a
drop from 0.07 to 0.01%-an 86.5% decline. In Social Science, the decline is 85.4% (from 0.1 to 0.02%), in Physics
65.0% (from 0.23 to 0.08%), in History-76.8% (from 0.3 to 0.07%), and in Chemistry-82.6% (from 3.43 to 0.6%).
The only improvement here has been recorded just in Russian, a 9.3% gain-from 0.31 to 0.33% of the 100-pointers.
The total number of participants who scored 100 points has dropped from 9 to 3.5 thousand.

In the meantime, even the above dynamics does not reflect the entire picture, since the overall decline in SUE
results has been counterbalanced in an artificial way-by lowering the minimum number of points in the
compulsory subjects-Russian (from 36 to 24 points) and Mathematics (from 24 to 20 points). It is this step that
made it possible to smooth over the negative exam results-as a matter of fact, the same step led to making the
unsatisfactory result stand. Thanks to this step, the number of those who failed to pass the assessment in the
compulsory subjects and will not be able to receive a secondary general education diploma in 2014 has decreased,
as has been stated above, to 5 thousand people. However, the real figures could have been a lot higher. Thus,
according to some data, if the passing score had not been lowered, just the exam in Russian could have been failed
this year by as many as 30 000 graduates. According to other data, if it had not been for the reduction in the passing
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score in both subjects, as many as 20-25% of graduates could have failed to get a diploma-and that considering the
fact that, on the whole, as many as 4/5 of graduates, technically speaking, received 3s or failed the assessment
altogether (Burmatov, 2014).

Table 3. The differentiation of the population of different populated localities by the average SUE test score in the
subjects in 2013, %

Type of populated locality Index of differentiation, %

rural urban
Spanish 39.0 69.3 77.6
German 44.1 60.7 37.7
English 57.9 73.7 27.3
Computer Science and ICT 523 64.8 24.1
French 57.3 70.0 22.0
Physics 50.2 54.4 8.2
Russian 59.8 64.5 7.9
Geography 54.6 58.3 6.7
Social Science 56.7 60.3 6.3
Chemistry 64.8 68.9 6.2
Mathematics 46.8 493 53
Biology 56.6 59.5 5.2
Literature 56.8 58.7 33
History 53.6 55.2 2.9
Total 54.4 58.5 7.5

Besides, holding a fair SUE illustrated the scale of one other issue-differentiation in the quality of work by
different schools. Table 3 provides information based on which we can assess the differentiation of the population
of different types of populated localities by the average SUE test score in the subjects in 2013. More specifically,
the table provides values for average SUE test scores in the subjects among SUE participants who attended rural
and urban schools. Then, based on this data, the differentiation index was calculated (through dividing the
difference between the average score achieved in the subject by participants from urban schools and that by
participants from rural schools by that by participants from rural schools and multiplying the result by 100).

As we can see from the table, the average score in all the subjects taken together achieved by urban school
graduates is 7.5% higher than that achieved by rural school graduates. Note that urban school graduates lead in all
the subjects. That is, as a rule, urban schools prepare students for the SUE better. When it comes to the compulsory
subjects, the differentiation is at the following levels: Mathematics-5.3%; Russian-7.9%. For Social Science it is
6.3%. The highest is the level of differentiation in the foreign languages and Computer Science-from 22.0 to
77.6%.

On the whole, the results of the SUE held in 2014 characterize most eloquently the fundamental issue faced by the
national educational system-the low level of the quality of its performance. This fact has been confirmed by the
Minister of Education and the President, as well as other competent persons, with modernization stated to await the
educational system. That said, modernization will again be carried out through targeted, pinpoint measures. Thus,
for instance, there are plans to reconsider academic programs related to teaching Russian and requirements on the
quality of work of instructors. For that purpose, on the initiative of the Federal Service for Supervision of
Education and Science there will be set up a task force to deal with issues related to enhancing teaching Russian,
which will focus on improving teachers’ level of qualification (Chernykh, 2014).

However, the efficiency of the activities proposed was immediately called into doubt (Kovalenko, 2014). More
specifically, there is an argument whereby the across-the-board use of the SUE mechanism to assess the quality of
education has led to the reorientation of secondary general education from the imperatives of preparing “worthy
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members of modern society” to the imperatives of “cramming students for tests” (Privalov, 2014). Besides, there is
the issue of using the SUE to assess the quality of work done by governors and various executives in the system of
education. Note that, in point of fact, the entire blame for someone’s low grades has been put on the instructors, as
a result of which there emerged talk of the latter’s low level of qualification, the lack of young human resources,
and the insufficient level of motivation.

The same year saw the abolition of the criterion of assessing governors based on SUE results. Besides, they
instituted a ban on condemning instructors and schools whose students got the lowest exam scores (Privalov, 2014),
since such approaches are deemed absolutely nonsensical, particularly considering the fact that the preparation
level at the capital’s high schools is much higher than that at rural schools. However, the measures planned, in
company with the attempt to raise teacher salaries, are not likely to change things much, since they are not aimed at
resolving fundamental errors laid down in the national educational system over the last years of reform. Most of
the measures are aimed exclusively at improving the SUE mechanism, which, in essence, is a mechanism for
control of the quality of the educational system. Even when we are talking about altering the programs, enhancing
instructors’ level of qualification, and engaging young specialists, it is still primarily about achieving the best
results in the exam in the future. However, virtually no attention is given to problems faced by the educational
system per se amidst the realities of a new society-a knowledge society wherein it is man and his knowledge that
become the major element of production capital, his capacity for learning and applying his skills in practice. The
results of the 2014 SUE have demonstrated that it is this issue that most graduates had serious trouble with. 4/5 of
graduates (those who had 3s or failed the attestation altogether) possess zero knowledge and have not been taught
the skills of self-education. Therefore, the likelihood of graduates having learned anything major on leaving school
is quite low. Consequently, this 4/5 of graduates cannot already become the basis for the development of a
knowledge society in Russia. In other words, 4/5 of all resources expended on students in the educational system
have virtually been wasted.

5. Conclusion

In our view, we should focus our high education management priorities on building a new system of economic and,
principally, market relations encompassing both corporate and national levels. The object of these relations should
be the formation of integrated and targeted investments in human capital in the form of specific funding of the
system of higher education. Furthermore, it is expedient to form criteria for the effectiveness of this type of
investment taking account of the immediate interests of the population as the major consumer of higher education
services.

At the same time, these activities will not presuppose the immediate material interest of the very students and
institutional establishments at all levels.

The technological vista of realizing the immediate priority of motivational factors is opening up at the modern
stage of effectuating administrative reform, as part of which there was passed the Federal Law # 210-FZ of July 27,
2010 “On Organizing the Provision of State and Municipal Services”, which provides for the issuance of universal
electronic cards for citizens.

Such a card will be a material carrier containing digital information on the owner and his/her rights to consume
state and municipal services. Accordingly, such universal electronic cards can be used by RF citizens as well as
foreign citizens when provided for by federal laws.

The universal electronic card will become an informative document that will serve as proof of a citizen’s identity,
the rights of an insured person in compulsory insurance systems, and other rights of a citizen to consume state and
municipal services, including in the sphere of education. Thus, users of universal electronic cards become
immediate participants in budget-administration relations. In this regard, it is important to work out principles that
would make it possible to organize, through universal electronic cards, the administration of monies in budgets and
non-budget funds at different administrative levels and direct them towards payment for educational services,
including with the possibility of adding personal funds by citizens and corporations.

On this basis, there is being formed a new structure of economic relations associated with the provision of
educational services. These relations will help to substantially increase the revenue of institutions of higher
learning and form more equal conditions for access to quality higher education for people from all walks of life. In
this context, there are additionally developed the motives of increase in personal expenditure on acquiring
knowledge, which determine the primary specificity of corresponding systems of management and the trajectory
of the development of higher school management.
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