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Abstract

By examining how Russian students really study and how university professors really work, we can
obtain insight into the extremely widespread practice of employing informal means to obtain passing
grades in Russia. University grades have become a unique kind of commodity redistributed via
informal networks in exchange for various other commodities: money, other grades, services,
friendly treatment from colleagues and supervisors, etc. This form of educational corruption causes
numerous negative effects: unequal access to education, a decrease in the quality of education, the
unfavourable selection of elites, the weakening of grades as an instrument for evaluating student
performance, and so on.

This paper focuses on the problem of personal ties in the university environment within the frame of
the network approach. To this end, it concentrates on how personal ties between students and
university staff are organized and on the nature of the ties themselves — strong or weak, long-term or
short-term. The following sources of data were used to research the main thesis:

e The Educational Economics Monitoring project carried out by the State University — Higher
School of Economics since 2002, whose results are published in statistical digests and
information bulletins;

e (Case studies of the content and labour intensity of academic subjects, including the
examination of the standard curricula and academic programmes for humanities and
engineering students at one of Khabarovsk’s tertiary institutions, as well as opinion polls of
the students who were taught these curricula;

e Interviews with tutors and staff of Khabarovsk high schools (n=52) held in 2007—-2009 as the
result of the research conducted on the topic ‘The institutionalization of informal practices in
the field of higher education’;

e Opinion polls of students of Khabarovsk tertiary institutions (n=485) held in 2008 as part of
the research on the topic ‘The influence of corruption in the field of higher education on the
level and quality of educational services’ in three tertiary institutions of Khabarovsk; the polls
were held by means of random route sampling according to quotas distributed between
three main Khabarovsk high schools.

It should be noted that only a few main regional high schools located in the same city took part in the
research. Given the variety of Russian high schools in terms of status and level as well as the
existence of first-class universities and old universities with unchangeable traditions, we cannot claim
that the results of our research are universal. However, for the last ten years there has been an influx
of students from regional high schools into the educational field, especially in extramural and
abbreviated training programmes. This means that even if the situation at the top level is favourable,
the statistics of Russian higher education are being shaped by regional large-scale high schools.
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1. External factors determining the growth of informal practices at
universities

Students and professors at Russian universities nowadays are finding it necessary to deviate from the
formal rules of obtaining and providing an education (and thus to deviate from curricula, study plans,
programmes). Due to increasing competition among universities for students and their tuition money,
teachers have to provide favourable conditions to attract these students, e.g. by reducing the
programme requirements and demands, inflating grades, simplifying the study material, etc. The first
part of the paper is devoted to the analysis of the influencing factors that have given rise to informal
practices, which are becoming increasingly acceptable. To this end, three factors will be highlighted:
the surge in the number of students, the emergence of student strategies that are not oriented upon
studying per se, and the ‘closed’ academic environment.

For the last ten years, the number of students in Russian universities has more than tripled, for an
increase of more than seven million people in 2006." Several factors contributed to this surge. First of
all, starting in 2002—-2003, the number of new, first-year students began to exceed the number of
secondary school graduates. Nearly every secondary school student had decided to enter a higher
education institution: according to estimates made in 2002-2003, 82-83% of secondary school
graduates, 74-80% of technical school graduates and 39-60% of technical training college graduates
planned to enter higher education institutions. Finally, since 1998, the ratio between state-budget-
funded and so-called ‘commercial’ slots for students (i.e. the places reserved for self-paying students)
has steadily fallen at state universities; due to their shrinking budgets, they are taking more and
more self-payers. These trends indicate that since 1998, swarms of students have been taking the
opportunity to study on a commercial basis, i.e. are paying their own way. This means that students
who have a low level of schooling — and who have not even taken the entrance examination — can
enter universities. Academic administrations tend to support such students because they are the
main source of extra-budget university funds.

Not surprisingly, the average base level of initial knowledge is falling as the number of paying
students increases. At the same time, university programmes and curricula have not officially
changed in terms of complexity and content. The curricula are supposed to conform to the high level
of the state educational standard and should require students to master a broad scope of material in
order to fulfil the minimum hours. Therefore, faced with the problem of training low-level students
according to these high-level standards, teachers have only two choices, both of which entail bending
the rules: they can adapt the programme materials to the decreasing quality of the students or they
can use informal arrangements of a different character. Simply speaking, the choice is to make the
educational material easier or to ‘sell’ grades in exchange for something else. It should also be noted
that the boom in students has resulted in increased teaching loads. Our respondents reported this to
be the case and statistical data distinctly support their assertion. In other words, the increase in the
number of students in Russian higher educational institutions has not been accompanied by a
corresponding increase in the quantity of teachers. For example, from 2001-2006, the number of

Education in Russian Federation: Statistical yearbook, Moscow: State University of Higher Economic
School, 2006.

Zaborovskaya, A. / Klyatchko, T. / Korolyov , I. et al.: Higher Education in Russia. Rules and reality,
Moscow: Independent Institute of Social Policy, 2004, pp. 11-12.
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students increased from 5.42 million to 7.06 miIIion,3 while the quantity of teachers increased from
265,200 thousand to only 322,100 thousand.* But if in 1995 there were 2.79 million students and
240,200 thousand teachers, or 12 students per teacher, then in 2006 the number of students per
teacher nearly doubled, to 22 students per teacher. This increase was accompanied by a jump in
teaching load: according to the same research, in 2006-2007 teachers were saddled with 22-23
educational hours per week. The surcharge for this excessive academic load is therefore the most
common kind of additional payment in academia: according to the results of the Educational
Economics Monitoring project, about 60% of teachers receive it. And, in spite of the fact that the
majority of teachers are willing to work under these conditions, the heavy teaching loads
undoubtedly erode their desire and ability to follow the rules.

The second factor is the emergence of non-study-oriented student strategies. Because almost every
Russian secondary school student wants to enter university, the number of those who are focused
not on learning but on simply obtaining diplomas and grades is constantly increasing too. According
to various estimates, the share of such students now ranges from 15% to 30%. Basically, this figure
includes those who go to university just to get a diploma, or, in other cases, ‘university plays [the]
role of a social refuge for [a] certain circle of youth, relieving them both from army service and from
low-skill work [in] manufacture and trade [or] in [the services sector]'.5 As a rule, the lack of
motivation goes hand in hand with a low initial level of knowledge, and these students have neither
the desire nor the ability to study. This means that from the moment students enter university, the
contingent of those intent on obtaining good grades by informal means has already formed.

The next factor is the so-called ‘closeness’ of the academic environment. The academic environment
itself can be defined as ‘a set of norms and rules of academic activity typical for the academic
community, and also a set of resource, expert and status networks caused by these norms’.®In a
2008 study, E. Sivak and M. Yudkevich’ developed the criteria for distinguishing between an ‘open’
and ‘closed’ environment: the hiring policy, the teachers’ publication strategy and the structure of
professional communications. First of all, a ‘closed’ environment is characterized by a hiring policy
that is directed at attracting graduates of the same university. A second feature of a closed
environment is that teachers publish papers primarily at the same university. Thirdly, ‘professional
communications are based mainly within the framework of the local community. [...] [Another
parameter] of the closed academic environment is the significant distinctions in behavior of the
teachers who [attended] the same university (‘insiders’) and who [attended another] (‘outsiders’)’.?
In a closed academic environment, the university management tends to employ their own graduates;

Education in Russian Federation: Statistical yearbook, Moscow: State University of Higher Economic
School, 2006.

Teachers in the Market of Educational Services: Information bulletin. Moscow: State University of
Higher Economic School, 2006.

Leybovitch, O. / Sushkova, N.: On Seven Winds. Institute of Higher Education in the Post-Soviet Epoch.
The New Phenomena in the Russian Higher Education, in: Journal of Sociology and Social
Anthropology, 2004 (Vol. VIl), No. 1, pp. 149-156, here p. 151.

Sivak, E. / Yudkevich, M.: ‘Closed’ Academic Environment and Local Academic Conventions, in:
Foresight, 2008 (Vol. 8), No. 4, pp. 32-41, here p. 33.

Sivak, E. / Yudkevich. M.: ‘Closed’ Academic Environment and Local Academic Conventions, in:
Foresight, 2008 (Vol. 8), No. 4, pp. 32-41.

Ibid., here p. 35.
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meanwhile, the teachers are mostly published by the same university and tend to pursue
professional contacts in the immediate environment. All of these features support the author’s
assumption that Russian universities exhibit a closed academic environment. However, it is possible
to add one more criterion: the intention of university employees to have their own children attend
the same university at which they work.

Various means of attracting the teachers’ and staffs’ children to the universities (such as privileges
and quotas) serve to perpetuate the closed model. In addition, this model reinforces the employees’
motivation to engage in informal network interactions. As A. Osipyan argues,
In countries where access to higher education and the financing of higher education are limited, high school
teachers strive to enrol their children, grandsons, nephews, nieces and other close relatives in a given

university, which promotes the transformation of some state and non-state universities into a kind of family
business.’

According to our data, more than 90% of Khabarovsk university teachers and staff members who
have adult children teach them (or have recently taught them) in the same universities where they
work. Last year, in fact, a special research project was conducted on the three largest faculties of one
Khabarovsk university. Eleven departments were surveyed, whereby it was established that 77 of 253
members of these faculties (including teachers and other staff) had children between 17 and 30
years old; 115 of these children were studying (or had recently finished studying) at the same
university. Only 13 children were studying (or had recently finished studying) elsewhere in the city,
and only three children were studying at a university in a different city. Even this small sample
reveals a strong tendency: 69 of the 77 teachers chose to have their children study at the university
where they work. This figure does not include the faculty members’ many other relatives studying at
the university.

The majority of regional Russian universities tend to favour the closed academic community model,
which generates a great deal of informal activity. It is probably not too much of an exaggeration to
compare the management of academia by informal means to clan networks. These structures are
organized as horizontal networks, and each position of this community is characterized by its own
multi-role combination. In the closed environment generated by these sorts of network structures,
all kinds of informal interactions take place.

2. Violating the rules. Informal ways of obtaining grades

This section focuses on the concrete informal practices of obtaining grades that are shaped by the
factors analysed above. These informal methods were generated in the context of a specific strategy.
Based on the information collected during the empirical phase of research, it is possible to divide
these practices into two large groups: ‘informal’ and ‘corrupt’. These groups differ with respect to
the strategies employed for obtaining grades. ‘Informal’ practices are based mainly on the use of
personal communications or connections and network capital. ‘Corrupt’ practices entail obtaining
grades in exchange for monetary bribes or gifts. This distinction is not accepted in international

Osipyan A.: Corruption as a Legacy of the Medieval University, MPRA Paper No. 13250, pp. 23-24,
http://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/13250/
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research on corruption,10 however; the use of personal connections is also considered a form of
corruption by most scholars. Nevertheless, in the Russian tradition, the differentiation between
‘informal’ and ‘corrupt’ practices is deemed valid because it better reflects Russian reality.

The division of these strategies is relative, however, since in reality they are often used in
combination, i.e. both personal connections and bribes are employed at the same time. Some of the
most interesting cases for research are the situations in which the corrupt strategy is represented as
informal to some participants of action. This occurs when arrangements between a student and a
teacher are carried out through a middleman, which could be another teacher or university
employee, etc. In this scenario, the middleman takes money from the student but presents him- or
herself as the student’s friend or family member. This strategy has two advantages. First, such
arrangements increase the profit for the middleman, who executes the action with minimal
transaction costs. Second, this method serves to cloak the bribe in a socially acceptable framework.
As researchers of corruption in Russia have shown, help that is given in response to personal
requests is not condemned by the majority of Russians (i.e. it is not perceived as bribery), and
frequently these practices are not associated with corruption in the mass consciousness. In the
following, each of the designated strategies, including the most typical forms, will be examined in
detail.

2.1. Guardianship as an informal strategy. The use of personal ties for obtaining

grades

Personal ties are used everywhere, including in the educational arena. In addition to the phenomena
of ‘trusteeship’ and patronage, which will be discussed here, many other forms of personal ties come
into play. Everyone knows someone who entered university and studied ‘under the insurance’ (i.e.
with the help of powerful connections) or passed exams ‘on a bell’ (i.e. with help from above).
Indeed, in a country where status and position are everything, dropping a name can solve any
problem. A similar Soviet-era phenomenon, referred to as ‘blat’ in Russian, has been

1 4glat’ entailed bypassing formal rules and using

comprehensively investigated by A. Ledeneva.
personal ties, contacts and networks to obtain access to resources, including goods, services, and
even income. Ledeneva’s works on educational establishments confirm that all modern practices,
including trusteeship and patronage, have old traditions and a fundamentally social base. Obviously,
‘blat’ did not disappear after the Soviet epoch came to an end. It is still very much alive, and modern

guardianship is embedded in the living ‘tissue’ of its networks.

In this paper, ‘guardianship’ above students is understood as a complex of informal services for one
person (or group of persons) to sidestep the requirements of the educational process which another
person (or group) realizes on a regular basis. It entails steady and repeated contacts between the
‘“trustee’ and his or her student. The guardianship consists of a standard set of ‘services’ — grades,
credits, privileges, etc. — which are obtained as a result of an arrangement with colleagues.

We will now scrutinize some types of guardianship ties according to special criteria. Before the
reform of education and the transition to a market economy, guardianship and patronage had a

10 Hallack, J./ Poisson, M.: Corrupt schools, corrupt universities. What can be done?, Paris: IIEP, 2007.

Ledeneva A.: Russia’s Economy of Favours. Blat, Networking and Informal Exchange, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998; Ledeneva A.: Unwritten Rules. How Russia Really Works, London:
Center for European Reform, 2001.
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different specificity. Their most important characteristic was the absence of market transactions and
the mainly closed character of communications between the ‘trustee’ and student. Often the trustee
was a friend or relative with a personal interest in the activity. Thus, such arrangements made use of
pre-existing ties. ‘Trusteeship’ also took place via middlemen, but less frequently. For example,
phenomena such as the ‘loyal attitude’ and the system of indulgences for students connected to a
top party or administrative official have already been documented. The system of privileges dictated
the rules of the game in higher education to a great extent.

In modern conditions, these practices have changed. It is obvious that they have become more
widespread, and there is a reason for this: the mass requirement for higher education has triggered
mass demand for similar sorts of services. The main difference is that in adapting to the market,
these practices have become more differentiated with respect to the social roles involved. This
differentiation, frequently expressed in subtle, vague details, determines whether the interaction
falls under the category of traditional, relative- or friend-based personal participation or a corrupt
interaction. That is why it is possible to assign different labels to what is externally the same
phenomenon, but expressed in various role combinations: from ‘participation’ and ‘sympathy’ to
‘under the roof’ (i.e. under someone’s protection).

To meet the increasing demand for higher education, the old ‘blat’ relations have to be modernized,;
the former, usual mode of communication is no longer sufficient. The ‘trustee’ strategy is thus
becoming more and more popular, involving not only old ties, but also the active creation of new
ones, which are directed to the realization of this purpose. V. Radaev has named this phenomenon

the ‘monetization the Soviet blat’.*?

For the purpose of classifying informal services, including the services of guardianship above students,
we will utilize M. Granovetter’s concept of strong and weak ties.” All informal practices emerge on
the basis of personal ties according to one of these two strategies. In the case of strong ties,
participants usually connect through existing relations and thus do not need to make special
arrangements for a ‘guardian’. Here problem-solving is carried out in clear and transparent
conditions of mutual assistance for participants of a network.

If the guardianship arrangement is based on weak ties, cooperation between participants is based on
an oral agreement in which the conditions, volume of services and costs are fixed. In this scenario,
the difference between the informal practice of guardianship as a form of personal participation and
the mixed strategy connecting corrupt contacts is clearly apparent. The problem is that these
features can be clearly drawn only theoretically; in reality, it is nearly impossible to distinguish
between these two interactions. Therefore, we can only draw a rough border between informal and
corrupt practices, which have the basic character of a tie between a guardian and his or her ward.

In the event that the contacts between a ‘trustee’ and a ‘ward’ are based on strong ties, it is possible
to characterize the guardianship as an informal practice. The purpose of the guardian’s work is based
on a sincere desire to solve a problem as if it were his or her own. If the arrangement is based on
weak ties, however, something akin to an unwritten contract is made, whereby access to the

12 Radaev, V.. Is it possible to overcome corruption in education?, 21. June 2006,

http://www.strf.ru/organization.aspx?Catalogld=221&d_no=10082
Granovetter, M.: The Strength of Weak Ties, in: American Journal of Sociology, 1973 (Vol. 78), No. 6,

pp. 1360-1380.
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guardian’s social networks requires a sum of money (or some other good) to change hands. In this
case, the guardian is motivated by material gain rather than by personal interest.

In our definition of guardianship, we identified the regular, systematic character of the services.
Hence, repeatability and stability determine the time parameters and can also be considered as
necessary attributes of this practice; they should therefore be included in the typology. Taking into
account the frequency of contacts between the guardian and his or her ward, their communication
can be periodic or continuous. Periodic contacts occur from time to time; their main feature is their
suddenness and spontaneity. At first, such meetings arise spontaneously and according to necessity,
acquiring a systematic character only after some time has elapsed. Contacts that take place on a
continuous basis are distinguished by their initially well-thought-out character and scheduled
arrangement. In this case relations are stable and meetings are planned throughout the arrangement
period.

The above-mentioned criteria allow us to illustrate the types of guardianship services in a table based
on examples taken from interviews.
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Table 1: Classification of guardianship

Characteristics of a

Characteristics of social roles (depending on the types of connection)

network (Kinds of ties

according to type and

frequency)
Strong (relatives, close friends); Weak (acquaintances, distant friends, etc.)
the role of the guardian: insurer, | the role of the guardian: assistant (frequently
sometimes assistant paid)

Periodic (occurring | Typical situation: from time to | Typical situation:

spontaneously;
unpredictable, from time to

time a family member asks for
assistance on behalf of a student

o am f askedffourelpby | y

) i ] o di fferent peopl e.
time) WhO.IS struggling with his or her agree with the request, but I try
studies. to hel p. For the
sometimes agreed to help so that
she woul dn’ t f a
subjects.’ (Seni
female, 42 years old)
Constant (scheduled, | Typical situation: a  family | Typical situation:
designed for a long-term | member helps to teach the g decided to take a
period) student under the guarc.iianship. correspondence  course  only
Frequently, acceptance into the because | earn wel, and

university was due to the family
member’s clout.

although money is not a problem
for me, it is still necessary to
have time to get the diploma, i.e.
I expected that | would come to
an agreement with the teacher.
But then our girls informed me
that it is possible to approach
teaching assistants and to talk.
And they make the arrangements
with the teach
more convenient that way.

ers

Last session | worked so hard and
there was no time to go to
university; so only documents
wi t h money wer e
(Correspondence course
student/accountant, female, 32

years old)
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3. Corruption strategy. University bribery

A great deal of empirical research on corruption in Russian universities has been conducted in recent
years. Most of it provides a general picture of bribery and explores the issue by relying on
guantitative data — such as the size of the corruption market, the motives for corruption, actual and
potential participants, and so on. But these studies fail to explain how real corruption networks are
organized, how they operate, what kinds of resources are exchanged, etc. These questions can be
answered with qualitative data gathered from case studies. The following section presents a typical
scheme of bribery interactions based on interviews with students and professors at universities in
Khabarovsk.

The most clearly defined actors in corrupt interactions in the educational arena are teachers (tutors,
professors) and students. One side has a resource; another is interested in getting it. The corrupt
arrangement is initiated by the side that is more interested in obtaining the resource. Our research,
as well as research conducted by some other authors, confirms that students tend to be the more
interested party. In other words, the majority of contacts are initiated by students. In reality,
however, the situation is a bit more complicated.

Assuming that the student is the more interested side of the equation, i.e. the initiator, we consider
his or her position as forming a demand. The student is the consumer of services; accordingly, he or
she acts as the tutor’s or teacher’s customer. In this case, the tutor is an executor. We will consider
these roles as the main components of corrupt interactions.

Essentially, professors give students a choice: they can study (i.e. do the work necessary to pass
courses) or they can pay to obtain grades (and thus not do the work). In other words, academically-
inclined students can obtain their grades in the traditional way: by studying and taking exams. As for
students who cannot or simply do not want to put in the effort, they can pay bribes in various ways.
Professors often look to lower-level (i.e. less gifted) students as potential payers. Interestingly,
students do not condemn professors for this practice; in fact, they even approve of it.

On the other side of the interaction is a student who is interested in obtaining a resource held by the
executor. The student thus plays the role of the customer and consumer. Behavioural models of this
side of corrupt interactions incorporate the course of study and speciality, the age of the student,
employment, etc. Students combining work with study and students taking correspondence courses
are more inclined to choose a corrupt strategy. As mentioned earlier, there are cases of students
pursuing a higher education simply because they can afford to do so. In any case, the wholesale
demand for grades boosts the demand for the guardianship services described above.

Corrupt arrangements come in two basic variants: direct arrangements and those involving a
middleman or ‘go-between’. According to the survey data, services involving a middleman are
currently more popular. However, direct contacts are by no means rare; they are mainly established
in cases when the teacher proposes a corrupt arrangement.

Teachers and students (executors and customers, respectively) are necessary links of the chain, but
they are not the only ones. Employing middlemen is the most widespread approach to corrupt
arrangements. The generalized data of all surveys show the distribution rate of corrupt contacts as
follows:
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- 49% of the students surveyed, speaking about known cases of bribery, reported that
the executor and the customer had found each other through a middleman;

- 31% of the students surveyed reported that contact was initiated by students;
- 20% of the students surveyed reported that contact was initiated by teachers.

In terms of the structure of corrupt networks, there are two main types. The first exists to provide a
procedure for the transfer of a bribe: it is the ‘operational’ parameter of a network. The second type
promotes the dissemination of information about how the first can be used. These are crossed
networks and mutual-aid structures, in which we can observe the different functions of middlemen:
the roles of ‘helper’ and ‘prompter’.

The first type (I) is formed by people who are part of a network of confidential contacts, and it is
closed to the executor. As a rule, effectiveness and operability is provided by one initiator, whom we
will call an operator. He (she) has two functions: coordinating arrangements and serving as the go-
between. If the chain is short and simple, the operator only has to navigate between the customer
and executor. If the network is more complex, he or she also becomes the coordinator between
other intermediaries, clients and executors.

We can therefore conclude that in the mechanism of network operation where the information
received in network Il activates a chain of middlemen (network 1), the structure of interaction can be
divided according to a standard algorithm: client/prompter — middleman/executor.

The next section describes some typical situations according to this scheme.

4. The schemes of corruption contacts

Scheme 1. Contacts through go-betweens.

The ‘intimidate and force to pay’ scheme: the teacher is strict and rigid, demanding the highest
standards of knowledge, and does not break rules and standards. Students cannot pass this teacher’s
exam, and start to search for middlemen/go-betweens. The go-betweens are found quickly and
divide the income with the teacher.

Example given by a student:

It was the most difficult subject. Even our A+ girls did not pass the exam on their first attempt. It was

hopel ess. Then we approached the teacher to talk about
with such questions at all. Then we found out the person through whom she takes money, and voila: the
mo n ey 'descument, a he e x ami n a trdyeanstudent, femalet he bag. (3

Example given by a teacher:

My friend explained how she was taught by a friend — a teacher from faculty N — concerning bribes. She told
me about her experience, i.e. how she prepares the students to get ready to offer bribes: ‘F i r st , it’'s absolut
necessary to conduct all planned lesson hours completely so that students cannot accuse you of failing to
provide materials. It is necessary to prove that you are really very strict and students must believe that
compromises are impossible. There are only two ways to succeed: learn by rote or pay. Second, it is
necessary to repeat that you will give them all lecture materials and in addition you will give them questions
from the textbook; you should name the textbooks. Then you announce that you will give them a minimum
of material, less than is required, but this minimum should be learned by heart. Otherwise, if a student fails
to answer a question, he or she will not pass. Upon hearing these instructions, most students will become
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interested in learning how and through whom they can pay for a passing grade. And because the senior
students share the information, the way to go about it is quickly found out. Third, half of the students should
be eliminated by means of a preliminary control test. When you work and teach in this way and state that
you are demanding less than is necessary, you will not be accused. Students will think that you have truly
done your best, and therefore they will not complain. And after that, you start to operate. It is always
possible [to heap up obstacles (like asking difficult questions or being very strict with grading) so that
students will have difficulty getting good grades on the exams]; then you let them search for ways [to get
around these obstacles].’ This teacher worked with a middleman called S. He took 3 thousand roubles, and
they split it. (Senior lecturer, female, 41 years old)

This form of corruption combines the initiative of the teacher and the services of a go-between. This
is not the only method, however. In some cases the executor initiates things directly, offering an
array of ‘services’: go-betweens, prompters, helpers who can reduce the chain to a minimum number
of participants, the arrangement of brief interactions, etc. Direct contact is the least popular method
of obtaining a passing grade, but it has its advantages. Direct contacts are the most economical and
mutually advantageous; they eliminate the go-betweens, and the minimal number of persons
involved in the transaction reduces publicity and thus lowers the risk of being caught.

Situation 2. Direct contact initiated by the teacher.

The mechanism of this form of contact involves dropping a ‘hint’: the teacher chooses certain
students (generally low-level) and informs them about the price of grades. This information is
disclosed in various ways: figures are written on paper, on a blackboard, or shown on a calculator. In
another variant, paid consultations are presented as an obligatory condition for obtaining a grade.

Example given by a pair of students:

A: A friend of mine and | failed the examination, and the teacher hinted to ust h a t it was possible to
sponsor’' s pay noadthe probleni woddbdsolvedu b | e s

Q: Did he tell you this directly or indirectly?

A: He gave us a really obvious hinte hinted in such a way that we understood immediately. (3rd-year
student, male, 20 years old)

Example given by a teacher:

|l "ve heard that teachers write the sum of money on the
much a grade costs. | also heard from my student that a teacher told them that a particular subject is so

difficult that no one can pass a test without additional consultation, and additional consultation costs a

certain sum of money. | think that is a sort of bribe, too. (Senior lecturer, female, 36 years old)

Finally, the third way of establishing contact is also direct, but initiated by the student rather than by
the teacher. This method is the second most popular form of obtaining a grade, but teachers
frequently refuse to deal with the student directly. Nevertheless, around one third of such attempts
usually result in agreement.



Elvira Leontyeva: Informal ways of obtaining grades in modern Russian universities

Paper presented at the Changing Europe Summer School 2010

13

Situation 3.

The ‘teacher welfare’ scheme: the student or group (generally those who are not serious students)
offers material aid to the teacher. The money is inserted into a student’s documents and thus
transferred to the teacher, who takes the money, gives the student a passing grade, and returns the
documents. In another variant, the ‘welfare’ (i.e. charity) is offered to the faculty, whereby the
teacher accepts the money ostensibly on behalf of the faculty. Or, in yet another form, the teacher
takes the money, but only after additional consultations with the student.

Examples given by students:

I had to leave town urgently, and | had no time to prepare for the examination. | approached the tutor and
explained. He wrote a figure on a piece of paper silently, and | agreed. (3rd-year student, female)

When Iwas a firsty ear student, I tried to give a hundred
take the money just like that. She said | should come to a consultation and the problem would be solved. |
attended the consultation and she gave me a five [the best grade on the Russian scale]. After | obtained the
grade, | no longer needed to attend these consultations. ' -yeok stulent, female)

These mechanisms describe the main interactions, which can vary and combine different initiatives,
but one of these three mechanisms constitutes the basis of each network.

5. Conclusion

We have studied the education process in a tertiary institution as a system based on informal ties.
Taking into the account the unrealizability of academic programmes for certain students, the teacher
can either decide to lower the requirements to suit the students’ abilities or to present the material
in full, knowing that the majority of students will not be able to master it. At this point, a student
decides when and how to go about breaking the rules in order to obtain a passing grade. It is obvious
that universities currently accept any and every mediocre applicant who is ready to pay his or her
way. As long as this system exists, there can be no talk of integrity or honesty at our universities.
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