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B ctatbe paccmartpuBaeTcs obpasoBartenibHas nonutuka Poccumn noctcoBeT-
CKOro nepuoga B OTHOLLEHUM NpobBrieMbl TPYOHOCTEN B 06yYeHUKn, o6paso-
BaTeNbHOW HEYCMeLIHOCTW, paBeHCTBa 06pa3oBaTeslbHbIX BO3MOXHOCTEN B
obLLiem o6pasoBaHn. AHANM3MPYOTCA MECTO AaHHbIX BOMPOCOB B 3aKOHOAA-
TENbCTBE M CTpaTerMyeckmx JOKYMeHTax Ha pasHbix aTanax B nepuog c 1992
no 2022 rofbl, U3AMEHEHNs B aKTyasnibHOCTW 3aJa4 1 cofepXxaHun npepnaras-
Lmxcsa pelteHmin. O6cyxaatoTcs NeperneKTUBbI COXPaHEHUS TEMbI B MOBECTKE
o6pasoBaTefibHOM NMONMUTUKUN B TEKYLLUX YCIIOBUSX.

KnioyeBble crnioBa: o6pasoBaTenibHas MONUTMKA; TPYAHOCTU B 06Yy4eHWU;
o6paszoBaTesibHasi HeyCneLIHOCTb; PaBEHCTBO 06pa3oBaTebHbIX BO3MOXHO-

CTen; cnpaBeanmMBoCTb.
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Introduction

All countries strive to improve quality of
education, stating this as the main goal of
education policy. In the discussion of ways
to achieve this goal and the interpretation
of the very concept of ‘quality education’
today, the task of realising the educational
potential of every student is brought to the
fore. The unavailability of high-quality edu-
cation is no longer considered in terms of
the impossibility of inclusion in the educa-
tional process or the restrictions on access

22

to educational resources. Rather, it is now
regarded as the presence of students ex-
periencing difficulties in mastering educa-
tional programmes (i.e. students with learn-
ing difficulties or who are underperforming).

In modern approaches, educational fail-
ure and learning difficulties are associated
with the presence of certain circumstances
that prevent the realisation of a child’s po-
tential. An important concept in this regard
is the concept of ‘equity’ in education [38].
Fair education systems are those that en-



Kosaretsky S.G. Educational Policy Regarding Learning Difficulties and Equity in Education

in the Russian Federation during the Post-Soviet Period

Psychological Science and Education. 2023. Vol. 28, no. 5

sure that the realisation of educational po-
tential is not the result of personal and so-
cial circumstances, including factors such
as gender, ethnic origin, immigrant status
and special educational needs [38]. The
possibility of achieving equally high aca-
demic results among students from differ-
ent groups (social, ethnic, etc.) is becoming
a key criterion for an effective education
system in the modern world [38].

Accordingly, the policy of ensuring qual-
ity education for all focuses on groups of
students who may be at risk of failure or
face difficulties in mastering educational
programs, providing institutional mecha-
nisms and policy measures to ensure eq-
uity [4; 35; 38; 39].

In this article, we answer the question
of how the topics of children’s learning diffi-
culties, educational failure and educational
equity have been addressed in the national
policy on general and extracurricular edu-
cation in the Russian Federation over the
past 30 years.

Several aspects of the policy in the field
of educational inequality and quality man-
agement in post-Soviet Russia were exam-
ined in some studies on the transformation
of Russian education in the post-Soviet
period [9; 30; 34; 36; 40]. However, these
issues were not directly discussed in this
formulation and were not applied to the
specified historical period.

Method

We studied education policy in Russia
at the state level in the post-Soviet period
(since 1992) using institutional and histori-
cal approaches as well as methods of criti-
cal political analysis [41].

We analysed the key documents of
education policy, including legal acts and
strategic planning documents, among
others, spanning the period from 1992 to
2022. The sources were selected using the
Consultant Plus and Garant reference legal
systems.

The documents were analysed in accor-
dance with their chronological sequence
for the presentation and nature of the
disclosure of topics of learning difficulties,
educational failure and educational equity.
Each document was searched for words,
phrases and sentences that reflect these
topics. Then the differences and continu-
ity in the disclosure of topics between the
documents was identified.

We were interested in the following
questions:

(1) How were the issues of learning dif-
ficulties, educational failure and equal op-
portunities for children to receive a quality
education presented in the education policy
of the period under review?

(2) What categories of children were
identified as risk groups for limiting ac-
cess to quality education and educational
failure?

(3) What systemic mechanisms and
measures have been used to prevent and
correct learning difficulties, reduce the risk
of educational failure and ensure equal op-
portunities for quality education?

Results

In state education policy of the 1990s,
which focused on issues of de-ideologisa-
tion, variability and autonomy, issues of
educational success and equality of edu-
cational opportunities were in the periph-
ery of attention. In the second half of the
1990s, the task of ‘improving the quality of
education’ was formulated. However, the
focus was not on the differences in avail-
ability of quality education or the problems
with achieving a certain level of quality, but
on ensuring a ‘new quality’ that meets the
changing needs of citizens and society,
primarily through updating its content [13].

Measures to overcome learning difficul-
ties are primarily related to psychological,
pedagogical, medical and social assistance
to children, as reflected in the Decree of
the Government of the Russian Federation
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No. 867 of 31.07.1998 ‘On the Approval of
Model Regulation on an Educational Insti-
tution for Children in Need of Psychologi-
cal, Pedagogical and Medical and Social
Assistance’ and the Decree of the Ministry
of Education of the Russian Federation
No. 636 of 22.10.1999 ‘On the Approval of
the Regulations on the Service of Practical
Psychology in the System of the Ministry of
Education of the Russian Federation’. This
topic remains important throughout the en-
tire period under review.

The presence of barriers to access
quality education and differences/gaps in
the quality of education for specific catego-
ries of children, including those related to
socio-economic differentiation and place of
residence, has been acknowledged in edu-
cation policy documents since the begin-
ning of the 21st century, with an increasing
emphasis on addressing the problem [17].
Accordingly, the task of ensuring equal op-
portunities for obtaining a full-fledged edu-
cation, regardless of the material wealth of
the family, place of residence, nationality
and state of health, is formulated as one of
the most significant in the Concept of the
Modernization of Education Until 2010, the
first Federal Target Program (FTP) for the
development of education and the ‘Educa-
tion’ national project [28]. To achieve these
goals, measures such as improving the
material conditions of children’s educa-
tion, developing school transport in rural
schools, creating an accessible educa-
tional environment and offering distance
education for children with disabilities were
proposed [17; 21].

The next stage of state policy began
in the early 2010s. Its vectors are set by
the national educational initiative ‘Our New
School’, which literally contains the ‘credo’
of an inclusive school: ‘A new school is
a school for everyone’ [11]. The FTP for
2011—2015 identified ‘unequal access to
quality education, which is one of the fac-
tors that exacerbate current social inequal-
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ity’, and ‘the level of access to education
in accordance with modern standards for
all categories of citizens, regardless of
their place of residence, social, property
and health status’ as key target indicators
of the program [18]. The composition of
measures used in the FTP and the project
for the modernisation of regional general
education systems remains generally the
same (i.e. the development of infrastruc-
ture, transport support, distance learning
and school libraries with special attention
to rural schools, children with disabilities
and disabled people) [16].

The most important event of this stage
and the entire period under review was the
adoption in 2012 of the new federal law ‘On
Education in the Russian Federation’. This
law spelled out in more detail the powers
and mechanisms for ensuring universal
access to education. It also made signifi-
cant steps to institutionalise special rights
and special conditions for the education of
children with disabilities, as well as for stu-
dents experiencing difficulties in develop-
ment, social adaptation and the mastering
of basic general education programmes.

In 2012, the problem of schools with low
achievement associated with social char-
acteristics of the student body appeared,
for the first time, as a focal point in state
education policy [3; 23; 31]. Measures at
the regional level to support schools op-
erating in difficult social contexts and with
low educational achievement are being
launched slowly but consistently [19; 20;
29]. Another manifestation of the topic
takes place in the period of 2016 2020
within the formed discourse of strengthen-
ing the role of education in the develop-
ment of human capital, recognising the
importance of each child’s success for a
country with a limited population [2; 5]. The
peak of development in this area was a
federal project aimed at schools with low
educational outcomes, implemented from
2020 to 2022 [10].
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By 2020, the line under consideration
is represented in the evaluation of educa-
tional management bodies, methodological
services, organisations of extracurricular
activities and after-school education sec-
tors [7; 15; 25]. The task of assisting chil-
dren with learning difficulties is becoming
central and thoroughly elaborated in new
documents regulating the work of struc-
tures and specialists in the service of prac-
tical psychology in education [8; 24; 26].

During the entire period under review,
the composition of risk groups of restricted
access to quality education experiences
the following changes: children from rural
and remote territories, children of minor-
ity and indigenous peoples, children with
disabilities, children from low-income and
socially disadvantaged families, children in
difficult life situations, orphans and children
without parental care. However, at no stage
does the policy cover all groups nor does it
include children from migrant families. The
dominant discourse is mostly negative in
nature [12].

The policy on children with disabilities,
children with special educational needs and
children from rural areas is most consistent
and institutionalised. To a lesser extent,
this likewise applies to children from low-
income families. The group of indigenous
children included in the policy in the early
2000s was no longer considered a target
group for the policy. There is a weakening
focus on considering the cultural and lin-
guistic characteristics of children that affect
their educational achievements.

The very idea of the diversity of catego-
ries of children and their needs in education
and the importance of its inclusion in edu-
cation policy is inconsistently articulated in
policy documents. Pointing out the different
needs and interests of children is wide-
spread, but conceptually, the topic of diver-
sity is not initially integrated into the Rus-
sian education policy agenda. Moreover, at
this stage, it is increasingly interpreted in a

negative way as an element of globalisa-
tion politics.

The educational inclusion framework
is used in a narrow interpretation only for
the category of children with disabilities.
The modern framework of inclusion, which
focuses not on the integration of individual
groups but on providing access to high-
quality education for every child by taking
into account their individual characteristics,
has not received official recognition.

Projects and programs did not include
measures aimed at supporting vulnerable
groups with learning difficulties to overcome
difficulties and achieve high educational
achievements, for example, assistance in
preschool education, remedial education,
extended education and ‘second chance’
programmes.

As for the main directions of institution-
alisation of mechanisms for ensuring equal
opportunities to obtain high-quality edu-
cation, the institutionalisation of adaptive
educational programs and the approval of
the Federal State Educational Standard for
Students with disabilities should be noted
in terms of educational standards for dis-
abled children [32].

In the area of teacher training and profes-
sional development, the Federal Standard
of Higher Education- the Bachelor’'s Degree
in Teacher Education does not include de-
tailed requirements for preparing a teacher
to work with students in the classroom, tak-
ing into account differences in opportunities
and diversity. Rather, we formulate general
expectations regarding the teacher’s ability
to use the technologies necessary for per-
sonalised learning, including for students
with special educational needs, in their
professional activities. In turn, the “Teacher’
Professional Standard quite clearly focuses
on the use of special approaches and tech-
nologies ‘in order to include all students in
the educational process’. This encompass-
es those with special educational needs,
such as those for whom Russian is not their
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native language, with disabilities, socially
vulnerable, in difficult life situations, migrant
children, orphaned children, children with
behavioural deviations and children with ad-
dictions [22]. However, this standard does
not include programs involving teachers in
rural schools (‘Zemsky Uchitel’ and regional
initiatives). Systematic measures to support
teachers working with children at risk of edu-
cational failure and learning difficulties were
not implemented, despite the fact that this
topic was outlined in the Presidential Decree
of 2012 [31].

The financing system of educational
organisations includes specific features
related to small rural and remote schools,
children with disabilities and schools for
indigenous children. However, it does not
reflect aspects such as the social compo-
sition of schools, the social and cultural
characteristics of students and the level of
deprivation of territories, among many oth-
ers, all of which are generally recognised in
the world [39; 42].

In the quality assessment system, the
introduction of the Unified State Exam at
a certain stage became an important tool
for ensuring equal opportunities for higher
education and supporting educational mobil-
ity, but it had contradictory consequences in
terms of ensuring the quality of education of
vulnerable groups and addressing the gaps
in educational achievements of students from
different social groups at the school level.

In terms of the school stratification sys-
tem and educational tracks, the Russian
education system began in the 1990s by
increasing the level of segregation and se-
lection but then moved towards reducing
these elements in the system (free school
choice, types of schools, e.g. gymnasiums,
lyceums, etc.) without using positive dis-
crimination mechanisms.

The weak point of education policy
throughout the entire period under review
remains the lack of data reflecting differ-
ences in the quality of education for dif-
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ferent groups of students. At the previous
stage, a significant incentive to pay atten-
tion to the problem of educational failure
and the differences in the quality of edu-
cation was Russia’s participation in inter-
national comparative studies of the quality
of education and an analysis of the results.
These studies primarily focused on the pro-
portion of children who do not reach the ba-
sic level of functional literacy, as well as on
differences in the quality of education and
socio-economic status [1; 14].

In the context of the Russian Federa-
tion’s withdrawal from international studies
of the quality of education, it is important to
maintain a focus on groups of students and
schools with low results in complex social
contexts in the current quality assessment
system. An essential condition for keeping
the topic on the agenda of education policy
is the inclusion of data and indicators of
the socio-economic status of students in
the structure of the national quality assess-
ment system. In the presentation of data
from the national and regional monitoring
of the quality of education, there are no
sections of analysis by student category,
which allow us to conclude that differences
in educational outcomes are related to the
characteristics of these groups.

Currently, Russia is experiencing a
change in the vector of education policy from
global world standards towards a sovereign
educational system and a nationally orient-
ed policy. At the same time, the process of
constructing original national performance
standards, success rates and evaluation cri-
teria has not yet been completed. ‘The entry
of the Russian Federation into the top ten
countries of the world in terms of the quality
of general education’ is retained as a target
for the ‘Education’ national project.

The ‘School of the Ministry of Education
of the Russian Federation’ concept, ap-
proved in 2022, is considered as a mecha-
nism for implementing the basic principle of
the Russian education system. Formulated
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by the President of the Russian Federation
Vladimir Putin, the principle states: ‘Access
to quality education for every child in accor-
dance with their interests and abilities, and
regardless of where they live — in a city
or village, in Moscow or any other region
of the country, regardless of where they
study-in a public school or a private one,
and, of course, regardless of the social sta-
tus and income of their parents’ [6].

Differences in the quality of education
in the Concept are associated with hetero-
geneous approaches to the organisation
of the educational environment, the dif-
ferent levels of professional competence
of teachers, a variety of software, educa-
tional and methodological support, and a
shortage of individual groups of teaching
staff. In addition, the key solution is seen
as ‘the formation of a single educational
space, which schools in accordance with
the unified requirements for the content of
training, educational work, career guidance
and development of children with different
needs and interests, towards the environ-
mental conditions of child development
and teacher’s work’ [6]. Promotion of uni-
fied textbooks and the federal educational
program are also justified as measures to
ensure equal opportunities for students.
This approach, in our view, focuses on
equalising access to resources rather than
on equality to achieve high-quality educa-
tional outcomes. Achieving the uniformity
of conditions, in our opinion, should be
combined with attention to the diversity of
students in the classrooms, which requires
a differentiation of conditions and the use
of various methods and content.

Conclusion

Ensuring equal opportunities for qual-
ity education and reducing the proportion
of children who have difficulties in master-
ing educational programs are recognised
worldwide as the leading goals of general
education policy.

We conducted an analysis of education
policies of post-Soviet Russia in relation to
the problem of learning difficulties, educa-
tional failure and equity in education.

Our analysis focused on federal policy al-
lowed us to draw conclusions about the com-
mon norms and trends of the country. None-
theless, such a focus also has a limitation,
since the main powers in the field of basic
general and additional education are trans-
ferred to the regional and municipal levels,
where you can find features that go beyond
the national vectors. We also focused on goal
setting and policy institutionalisation but did
not consider the practice of applying legisla-
tion, implementing plans and specific mea-
sures, and implementing specific solutions
and did not provide data on their impact and
effectiveness. We consider these subjects as
prospects for continuing our research.

The analysis showed that the task of
ensuring access to quality education in
post-Soviet education policy, regardless of
social status and place of residence, has
been set since the beginning of the 21st
century and occupies a significant place at
all subsequent stages. The most consistent
and large-scale policy was implemented in
relation to children with disabilities and chil-
dren from rural areas. Since 2013, the pol-
icy has focused on students from families
with a low socio-economic status and the
schools where they are concentrated, but
the institutionalisation of this area has not
been completed. The initially higher level of
attention towards indigenous students has
decreased. The educational opportunities
of children from migrant families have not
become the target group for support.

The institutionalisation process of the
mechanisms for ensuring equal oppor-
tunities to obtain quality education was
launched, but it did not cover all significant
sectors with the necessary depth (curricu-
lum, financing, staff policy, the quality as-
sessment system and the psychological,
medical and social support systems).
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Throughout this period of time, the poli-
cy was dominated by a ‘weak interpretation’
of the concept of the equality of educational
opportunities and equity in education, that
is, the possibility of access to resources,
by taking into account the characteristics
of student groups [33]. Despite the fact
that the issue of gaps in the level of edu-
cational achievements of different student
groups is addressed in one way or another,
the tasks and measures for preventing its
occurrence and reducing it are practically
not formulated. Measures to overcome
learning difficulties are primarily associated
with psychological, pedagogical and medi-
cal and social assistance to children, and
in recent years, with methodological sup-
port from teachers. Social risk factors for
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