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In the area of social rights, the Russian 
Constitution is a successor of the Soviet 
Constitution, and part of the data we have used 
in this paper are related to the Soviet period.1 
As we show in this paper, regional disparities 
in higher education existed in the USSR and 
were even more pronounced than they are 
now. During the Soviet period, however, two 
principal central policies leveled to a consider-
able extent the effects of these imbalances. 

First, during the planning and �nancing 
of institutions of higher education, the Soviet 
government accorded importance to the devel-
opment of dormitories for students. This sys-
tem was particularly developed in the universi-
ties located in Moscow and Saint Petersburg. 
During the neoliberal reforms of the 1990s, 
however, state funding for dormitories im-
ploded. This funding was reduced both abso-
lutely and relatively, in terms of the total num-
ber of student places. One may ask whether 
further development of the dormitory system 
in Moscow and Saint Petersburg would have 
solved problems of accessibility to a univer-
sity education for people from other regions. 
It is unlikely because the cost of living in these 
cities remained much higher than in other re-
gions, even if students lived in dormitories. 

Second, in the Soviet period there was a 
federal program to train citizens of ethnic mi-
norities. To comply with this program, met-
ropolitan universities allocated a quota for the 
admission of applicants from the ethnic re-
publics. But as a result of neoliberal reforms in 
Russia, this program also ceased to exist. 
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where  refers to the number of stu-
dents per 10,000 inhabitants in the subject 
of the Russian Federation, with a maximum 
value of this indicator among all regions, and 
where  refers to the number of students 
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istence of and implementation of the regional 
policy of the federal level aimed at equalizing 
the provision of services across the country. 
Our analysis leads us to conclude that the an-
swer to this question is negative. We draw this 
conclusion based on the sum total of the fol-
lowing three explanations. 

, which reveals a difference of 11u57in the provision of student places per 10,000 population among regions, even7in 
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Whereas higher education was free in the 
Soviet period and up to the end of the 1980s, 
since 1990 state universities have begun deliv-
ering education on a commercial basis due to 
deregulation in this sphere. In 2000, extrabud-
getary students in state universities accounted 
for 48 percent of the total number of students, 
and this share became 57 percent by 2009. 
Thus, the increase in the number of students 
per 10,000 population from 179 in 1995 to 438 
s 
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the provision of higher education services, in 
comparison with the differentiation created 
by the state sector alone. 

The reality, however, was that the devel-
opment of private universities—facilitated by 
deregulation—grew faster in those regions 
that already had a highly developed public 
sector providing higher education, such as 
Moscow and Saint Petersburg. These are also 
the regions that have a high concentration of 
private wealth, accumulated after the intro-
duction of neoliberal reforms after 1990. As 
a result, the private universities contributed 
to the increase in interregional differentiation 
in total provision of higher education in the 
Russian Federation. 

The contribution of the private universi-
ties to increasing interregional differentiation 
was not high in 1995; the Gini coef�cient was 
practically the same (0.2748 for state universi-
ties and 0.2750 for state and private univer-
sities), and the index 
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provided by the public sector. Together, 
these factors have led to an increase in so-
cial inequality in the population’s access 
to higher education services. 

3.	At the same time, the nonstate, or private, 
sector has also evolved in areas where there 
is already a high level of provision of edu-
cational services by the state, among these 
being Moscow. This development is ex-
plained by the fact that such areas have a 
greater proportion of people able to pay 
private tuition than do the regions.

4.	The observed interregional differentiation 
in the volume or availability of higher edu-
cation services—those provided by both 
the state and by the private sector—is, in 
our view, a result of the federal level’s pas-
sive policies toward the regions. Indeed, 
we observe that such differentiation is the 
result of the complete absence of a speci�c 
policy for state-provided higher education 
services at the regional levels. 

INEQUALItY OF AccESS: AN 
EtHNIc PHENOmENON?
Given that Russia is a multiethnic country, 
it is of noteworthy interest to explore in-
terethnic accessibility to higher education 
services. Russia is administratively and re-
gionally divided into two main categories. 
One category includes the “ethnic repub-
lics,” such as the Republic of Tatarstan, the 
Republic of Bashkortostan, and the Republic 
of Chechnya. The other category includes ad-
ministrative districts of Russia, called “oblast” 
and “kray.” The majority (approximately 80 
percent) of the population of Russia is ethnic 
Russian (i.e., people having purely Russian 
ethnicity).10 Nonethnic Russians (i.e., Russian 
citizens who belong to other ethnicities that 
are not of purely Russian ethnicity) are lo-
cated primarily in the ethnic republics and au-
tonomous regions; but they also are found in 
other regions and territories, where they make 
up the ethnic minorities of those particular 
regions and territories. Nonethnic Russians 
constitute a signi�cant proportion of the pop-
ulation of the ethnic republics. All these fac-
tors complicate any analysis of the question of 

Table 4. 
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CONcLUSIONS
Our analysis of interregional differentiation 
in the provision of higher education services 
allows us to draw several conclusions. The re-
gional policy for higher education does not 
ful�ll the requirements prescribed by the 
Russian Constitution in terms of assuring im-
plementation of the principle of universal ac-
cess to higher education for all citizens of the 
Russian Federation, regardless of the region 
or territory where they live. Violation of the 
principles embedded in the law is manifested 
in the signi�cant differences in the availabil-
ity of these essential public services for the 
populations of different areas of the country. 
In addition, different ethnic groups exhibit 
signi�cant variation in access to state-pro-
vided higher education services. Where equal 
access to higher education for all ethnicities 
does not exist, the ethnic Russian population 
has, in general, an advantage in access to pub-
licly funded higher education compared with 
most ethnic minorities in Russia. 

A f inal and fundamental conclusion that 
can be drawn from the analyses presented 

in this paper is the following: Violation of 
the constitutionally guaranteed right of uni-
versal access to higher education is the re-
sult of the absence of a regional policy for 
higher education that must be implemented 
by the federal government. In essence, the 
problem is that the federal government has 
not developed a regional policy to support 
achieving the goal of universal access to 
state-provided higher education for all areas 
of the country, and for all ethnic groups in 
the Russian Federation. 

The federal level’s nonimplementation of 
the constitutional right to universal, equal, 
and free access to higher education is not an 
isolated example of discrimination against 
particular groups and regions, rooted in the 
absence of a sound regional policy (Zulkarnay 
2003). Similarly, no regional policies exist for 
other areas of social and economic develop-
ment in the Russian Federation. The absence 
of such policies in other areas does not in any 
way diminish the essential need for the fed-
eral government to develop a regional policy 
for higher education.
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1.	 We use data starting from 1990. The 
USSR was disintegrated and ceased to 
exist at the end of 1991. 

2.	 Federal State Statistics Service of the 
Russian Federation; Regions of Russia, 
Socio-Economic Indicators, 2009; 
Federal State Statistics Service of the 
Russian Federation, http://www.gks.
ru/bgd/regl/b08_11/IssWWW.exe/Stg/
d01/08-10.htm.

3.	 The so-called regular budget students 
are those who do not pay for education 
and even are provided with a monthly 
stipend. Expenditures for their education 
are funded by the federal government. 
The number of such students is high in 
Russia; they account for about half of all 
students in higher education. 

4.	 The “extrabudgetary” basis refers to 
funds separate from those provided 
by the federal level. The so-called 
“extrabudgetary students” are those who 
pay for education from their pockets 
and who do not receive stipends. In 
reality, these students’ fully out-of-
pocket payments, which range from 
$1,000 to$3,000 per year, do not cover 
university expenditures for one student. 
The actual cost to a university for one 
student is on average $5,000 per year. 
Nonetheless, universities are interested 
in having “extrabudgetary students.” 
The universities easily recuperate the 
difference through more intensive 
exploitation of the university’s rooms and 
equipment. The only real additional cost 

to the university is in hiring additional 
staff. In recent years half of all students in 
Russia are “regular budget students” and 
half are “extrabudgetary students.”

5.	 The terms “residents” and 
“inhabitants” are used synonymously 
throughout this paper.

6.	 Moscow, Saint Petersburg, Novosibirskaya 
Oblast, and Tomskaya Oblast are the 
regions with the greatest number of 
students per 10,000 inhabitants.

7.	 Coef�cient  indicates this number for 
the year 1990. With regard to the ratio 
of maximum saturation to the minimum 
saturation of students (
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higher education in Canada’s northern 
states of the Northwest Territory and 
Yukon Province would not increase the 
accessibility of education services due to 
the small populations in those regions. 
In addition, because the populations 
of these two regions are dispersed and 
the geographical size of the regions is 
great, it is much easier for people to go 
to southern regions of Canada for higher 
education. Based on this reasoning, it is 
logical to drop these two regions when 
assessing the degree of uniformity of 
service provision of higher education in 
the country. 

9.	 The “extrabudgetary student” system, 
which refers to tuition-based education, 
has introduced a different and broad set 
of problems contributing to unequal 
access based on family means, and 
which serves to create an entrenched 
class-based system of access to higher 
education. Additionally, acceptance of 
the “extrabudgetary student” system 
would appear to be a mechanism for the 
commodi�cation of higher education. 
This new system already has led to the 
marketization of higher education. 

10.	 In this paper, the terms “ethnic 
Russians” and “ethnic Russian 
population” refer to those who belong 
to purely Russian ethnicity. The terms 
“nonethnic Russians,” “nonethnic 
Russian population,” and “ethnic 
minorities in Russia” refer to people who 
are Russian citizens but who also belong 
to other ethnicities that are not purely 
Russian—for example, Tatars, Chechens, 
and Bashkirs.

11.	 Russians call Moscow and Saint 
Petersburg two Russian capitals as they 
were both capitals in different periods of 
Russian history. 
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