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Class Structure and Access to Higher Education

in the Soviet Union
Yun MATSUNAGA*

The purpose of this paper is to clarify the current situation of inequality in access
to higher education by social origins of students and to examine the mechanisms generating
unequal access to higher education in the Soviet Union.

In the analysis, the author makes use of the latest sociological survey data collected
by Soviet Sociologists, such as M. N. Rutkevich and F. R. Filippov, “Higher Education as a
Factor for Changing Social Structure of the Developed Socialist Society (in Russian)”,
Moscow, 1978.

The findings are as follows;

(1) In general, the degree of inequality in access to higher education has been improved
especially since 1969 when a new remedial course, “preparatory course for young workers
and pesants” was introduced in the Soviet higher education system.

(2) However, the problem of inequality still remain unsolved. That is, in spite of the
introduction of such courses, children from higher-status families still have a greater advan-
tage in access to higher education than those from lower-status families.

. According to Rutkevich and Filippov’s “student-discharge index” which is defines
as follows;

% of students from A social group in the student body

SDI

H

" % of A social group in the total population
the value of SDI for specialist families is 2.67, but for working class families just only 0.45.
(3) Moreover, we can see a stratified structure of the inequality in the higher education
system. To say concretely, the higher the prestige of a higher educational institution, the
higher the representation of non-manual (especially intelligentsia) offsprings in its student
body.
(4) The mechanisms generating unequal access to higher education can be summarized as
follows;
The higher the socio-economic status of parents;

(a) The bigger the parents’ educational expectation for their children,

(b) the stronger the children’s aspiration for professional jobs, accordingly for higher

education,

(c) the more likely the children are to enroll at the regular general secondary school

or special school for the talented which is directly linked with higher educational
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institutions,
(d) the more likely the children are not only to achieve better secondary school records
but also to be better prepared for the college entrance examination as a consequence
of their more affluent home environment and cultural advantages.
Finally offsprings from higher-status families become dominant in the student body.
In sum, the mechanisms seem to be similar to that of capitalist industrialized countries
such as the USA and Japan.
(5) Equalization in access to higher education will depend on factors which will weaken
or strengthen the mechanisms.
The factors are (a) gradual grading up of the level of general education as a whole,
(b) further development of “preparatory courses” and (c¢) popularization of elective courses
at the secondary school level and the growth of special schools. Factors (a) and (b)
will weaken the mechanisms and widen equality in access to higher education. But factor
(c) will work in the opposite direction.
In addition to these factors, we have to take a latent factor into consideration. It
is the present and future condition of the labour market for college graduates in the Soviet
Union.






