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CTHE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE SOVIET AN WESTERN PATTERNS
OF ELEMENTARY AND SECONDALY EDUCATION

Alexander & . Korol

I shall not attempt systematically to draw specific contrasts,
point by point, between Soviei and Western school education. Further-
more, where [ make comparigsons they are between Soviet and Americen
patterns inasmuch as these are the systems of education with which I
have gome familiarity.

Although my topic i1s Soviet €lementary and secondary education,

I am going to begla with 8 generalization which applies not only to

secondary education but #lsc to Soviet sducation at other levels, from
kindergarten to graduate schools--s generalization on the basic pria-
ciples of Soviet education. 1 do 80 becsmuse | believe thal any features
of Soviet education st whatever level cap be seen in their true perspec-
tive only in the iight of the underlying Soviet philogophy. That phi-
losophy is derived from the fundamental Communist view of society and
the niace of the individuzl, and it is reducible to a single premise:

the roie of education is to enhance the power and capabilities of the

gtate
The specific expressions of thai fundamental policy have varied
through time and continue to be consciously modified in line with the

i



changing patterus of priorities snd objectives of the state; but the
principle of using education a8 8 major teol of the state has been con-
atanf in the Soviet Twiop now for toriy years.

1o keeping with that genersl principle, Soviet education i8 a
process comtrclled exclusively by the central government, Comprehen~
sive control 18 achieved through the ministries of public education,
Each of the fifteen republicg of the Soviet Union hag ite own nomipally
independent Ministry of Educetion. In reality, however, the central
school authority resides at the Minisiry of ithe RSFSR~-the Russian
Republic whick, veed I gay, is distinctly the most equal of the fifteen
equala. For all practical purposes, therefore, & single ageﬁcy@ acting
in behalf of the ceatral goverameni, éxercises saministrative snd bud-
getary control over the entire school system of the Soviet Union. The
Ministry of Education supervises and directs teacher training, certifi-
cation, appointments, and salaries, 1t prescribés the content and
methods of ingtruction, and it alone has the authority to makeé any
changes 1n the prescribed curricula, syllabl, or textbooks.

In contrasy, copsider, for example, that in the United States most
of these functions are performed by each state independently. with a

decisive voice op all ifmportant matters given to the elected local

administratore of each Bchool districé--and that there are over 50,000
gohool districts In the United States . Morsower  there is the whole

systen of American private schools outside of stsie, county, municipal,



and township systems, each opne wholly seif-governed. To sum up, in
America educstion is said to be "evsrybody’s business”; in the Soviet
Union it is clearly the momopoly of the state.

Two other fundamental factors have influenced the development of
the Soviet system of school education. One, the very high value placed
by the Soviet plamners upon professional specislization and practical
skillg, has led to a strong emphasis on sScience, mathematics, and tech-~
nical subjects. The other, & dogmatic ideological commitment to the
supremscy of enviroament over heredity, has led to consolidation of the
prerevoelutionary Russian schools of various types into a single uniform
system and the introduction of 8 sinple standardized curriculum.

Before proceeding to comsider gome of the practical consequences
and wmanifestations of these factors, perhaps ! should outline the
organization of Soviet elementary and Secondary schools of general
education .

There are ten grades, age 7 to 17, In the Soviet school system.

The first four grades of the so-called ten-year school, grades 1 through
4, comprise elementary education, The completion of three additional
grades, seven grades in all, leadz to "incomplete secondary education’ --
now & universal minlwmum in most of the Soviet (nion. Secondary educa-
tion 18 completed with the tenth grade, normally at age 17. Progression
from one level to the next and the fimsl certification are determined on
the basis of state examinations which sre sdminiztered at the end of the

tourtk, seventh, snd tenth grades



Until 1953 most Soviet children terminated their general education
sfter only the first four (elementa;y) grades at age 11 or after the
completion of the seventh grade at age 14. Relatively few continued
through the laat three, the college preparatory grades, the successful
completion of which qualifies one io compete for admission to higher
education.

The number of {en-year school gradusies averaged about 300,000
per year until 1953--only slightly in excess of the approximately
250,000 firsi~year, full-time students admitted to institutions of
higher education. Since 1953 the picture has sharply changed. First,
for all practical purposes seven years of education has beccme uaniverssl;
second, the upper-grade enrollment in grades 8 through 10 has shsrply
expanded. In 1957 some 1,600,000 students completed the ten-year
school ,

All those Soviet school gradustes, boys and giris alike, whether
in large citles or villages, studied the same subjects on a uniform
six~day per week schedule of 33 weeks per year. Their heavy schedule-~
to draw sgain a specific contrast with the American practice--means
that 1n ten years of attendance Soviet pupils, graduating at sge 17,
receive more hours of class imstruciion than Americsn students do in
thelr 12 years prior to graduation, aormally at sge 18

More sigunificant 18 the contrast between ithe regpeciive curriculs--

the single curricolum of the Soviet ten-year school and the highly



diversified curricula in a typical American high school, 1f it is pos-
sible to speak of a typical American high school. The curriculum of
an American high school may include such subjects as Consumer Economics,
Consumer Education, Personality Problems, Marriage and Family, Chorus,
and Driver Education. 1In contrast with this superabundant choice of
easy-to-digest electives offered to American boys and girls, the Soviet
ten~year school provides only 8 limited number of subjects, mest of
which are traditional, strictly academic subjects and all of which are
compulsory~-except that the student himself chooges one foreign language
among those offered (usually Bnglish, German, and French)., The contrast
18 particularly vivid in the flelds of mathematics and sclence.
fReflecting the Soviet view on the primary role of science and tech-
nology in shaping national destiny, the subjects and attitudes appro-
priate to that view are strongly emphasized im the ten-year school
curriculum. Instruction in mathematics, starting with algebra and
geometry in grade & and including solid geometry and trigonometry, takes
up 20 per cent of the total class hours of the ten-year school program.
in contrast, and agein I draw only on the American counterpart data for
comparison, in 1953 fewer than 4 per cent of American high schools
required solid geometry or trigonometry even of the college preparatory
pupileg; and a recent study indicates that only iwo-thirds of American
high school students take any algebra at all. In the majority of the

States the minimum mathematics regquirement for gradustion from high



school 18 simply one upit, so calied, which 1s approximately 180 class
hours of instruction., Computing the Soviet ten-year school load in
mathematics on the basis of houra equivalemt to an American high school

¥

“unit,” the Soviet tem-year school graduate can boast of 4.4 "units."

1 would emphesize that we are here comparing minimum requirements
in th; United States with the standard requirements in the Soviet Union.
There are of course many schools, public and private, in the United
States where the requirements in mathematics are very much higher than
the minimum I have cited and even higher than those of the Soviet cur-
riculum. Many high schoola offer introduction to calculus whereas
Soviet school mathematics ends with trigomometry. Thus the contrast I
have drawn 1is & contrast of unifor;ity versus diversity.

Similarly viewed, the difference, both qualitative and quantita~
tive, between the ten-year school and the "average" American high school
offerings in sclence is even more gtriking. For example, whereas the
minimum science requirement for admission to KIT is only one high school
unit of physics, a Soviet ten-year school graduate would qualify for
nearly three units of physics alone, plus approximately three additional
units of other science subjects: chemistry (nearly two units), biology
{one unit), and a minor fraction of a uunit in astronomy (33 class hours
of instruction in the tenth grade) .

In drawing these comparisons, I bhave taken into account only the

lagt four years of the Soviet temn-year school curriculum, which



approximately match the four-year American high school term. The com-~
parison is actually less favorable to the United States, since the
ten-year school instruction in science begins in the fourth grade--
with biology. The teaching of physics begins in grade 68 and continues
for five years. Chemistry starts in grade 7.

Thus, quality and effectiveness of instruction aside, the fact is
that every Soviet temn-yeer school graduate 18 exposed to a systematic,
coordinated, and substantial science program. In contrast, as recemtly
as 1954 some 23 per cent of the tax-supported American high schools
offered neither physics nor chemistry. It should be noted, however,
that the 23 per cent accounted for less than 6 per cemnt (about 100,000)
of the total twelfth-grade enrollment in the United States. More gen-~
erally, a recent American survey of the tax-supported high schools
established that, whereas nearly 73 per cent of the students enrolled
in the tenth grade take biology, only 32 per cent study chemistry; and
in the twelfth grade, the terminal grade, only 23 per cent take physics.

We mist not mistake the meaning of the American data I have cited.
For one thing, these data do not include the pupils of American private
schools, which account for more than .0 per cent of the high school
enrollment. And by any standard no Soviet school today can match the
best American schools. 1 have cited these data not to indicate the
average level of preparedness among the American high school graduates

who go on to higher education--and these are now nearly 40 per cent of



the total. I have cited them to show that, in contrast with the grad-
uates of the Soviet ten-year school, a large number of American high
school graduates have had at best 8 spotty and sometimes no exposure
at all to the intellectual challenge of the concepts, methods, and con-
tent of methemarics and science,

In significant contrast with American lack of uniformity, the
Soviet approacﬁ to the teaching of scilence and mathematics, which fel~
jows a fixed curriculum with standardized syllabi and textbooks, pro-
vides a certain floor below which the quality and quantity of teaching
cannot sink. Nor can there be in the Soviet schools, of course, the
kind of imaginative experimentation which characterized the best of
American education. But, while a Soviet ten-year school graduate may
not necessarily have gained an imaginative mastery of the science and
mathematics he hés been taught, he must have been reasonably well
grounded at least in rules, techniques, and definitions.

instruction in science and mathematics takes up about 34 per cent
of the class hours in the curriculum of the ten~year school. Russian
language and literature take another 30 per cent. Other academic sub-
jects, accounting for an additonal 1€ per cent, include history, teaughi
for seven years; geography, six years; and one foreign language, &lso
taught for s8ix years, from grades 5 (age 12) through 10,

In the majority of the Soviet urban schools, English, French, and

German are customarily offered. Recenr information suggests that about



40 per cent of the ten-year school siudents elect to study English.
Thus it can be estimated that some &, 000,000 Boviet young people today
are studying English. Here one is tempted to draw another specific
contrast., As far as I have been able to establish, Russien wes offered
in an American high school for the first time in 1946--in one state, in
one school, with a total initial enroliment of eleven pupils. In the
1957~1958 school year, some 26 high schools offered elementary Russian--
most of them, I understand, having introduced this subject in the sec-
ond semester of the year,

To return to the Soviet ten-year curriculum, with the academic
subjects--science, mathematics, and humanities~-taking up soms B2 per
cent of the total time, 18 per cent of the ciass hours is givem to non-
academic subjects . These include physical educstion, singing. drawiug,
simple manual crafts in the lower grades and practicsl shop work in the
senior grades, and engineering drafting which i1s taught in the liast
three grades .

fdeological content aside, the present ten-year school curriculum,
in the choice and sequence of subjects, is similar to that followed
in prerevolutionary Russia only at the science and ftechnology oriented
secondary schools patterned after the German Realschule. And today
the ten-year school curriculum is quite similar to the curricula used
in certain types of continental schools. In fact, if we compare the

ten~year school curriculum with the curricula of certain college
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preparatory schools iu America--gsuch schools &8 Brooklyn Technical High
School, Baltimore p.ivte-anic Ingtitute, and other science~oriented
high schools, the contrast I have previously drawn would all but disg-
appear., But whereas in America aﬁd in Europe only & certain per cent
cf high school students follow such a demanding curriculum, in the
Soviet Union there 18 no alternative.

More accurately, one should say that until recently there was but

2 single undifferentiated ¥en-year gchool curriculum. Ia 1956-1957 &
new, experimental curriculum was introduced im 500 schools of the Rus-—
sian Republic., Under the new plan, the academic content of instruction
was rediuced in favor of practical vocations) trgining. In the lower
grades, 1 through 7, time given to manual crafts was considerably in-
creagsed, In the last three grades, 8 through 10, a new subject, Basic
Techniques of Production, was introduced and labor iraining programs
were added which required students to perform reguler work assignments
in shops, factories, machine-tractor stations, collective farms, state
farms, and s0o on., A year ago this fall, some 25 per cent of the RSFSR
schools shifted to a similar plan,

Tt 18 an interesting paradox that, while in the United States the
trend is now definitely toward a renewed emphasis on the academic con~
tent of secondary education, the Soviets are shifting more and more
toward practical vocational objectives. What has happened, of course,

is that, with the expansion of enrollment in the schools, the role of
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the tem-year school has changed, and the old college-preparatory type
of curriculum has become inappropriste for the new task of providing
'terminal education for the majority of pupils.

I have already mentioned that until 1953 the number of ten-year
school gradustes per year was barely large enough to provide a suf-
ficient number of qualified applicants to schools of higher education.
In 1952 a decision was made by the Soviet government to extend the
years of universal education from seven to ten years. JImmediately
thereafter a large number of pupils was permitted to go on to the
next grade, In the first year following the decision the tenth-grade
enrollment totalled 880,000--double the number enrolled during the
preceding year, In 1957 some 1,800,000 completed the tenth grade--
about five times as many as in 1952 when the decision to expand was
first taken.

The rapid expansion of the upper-grade enrollment was facilitated
and perhaps made possible only by the fact that beginning with 1949
the total school-age population in the Soviet Union started tempo-
rarily to decline, reflecting a wartime birth deficit. For about four
or five years beginning with 1949-1950, the intake of first graders may
not have averaged more than three-quarters of the normal rate, with a
total deficit of more than ten million. But as the total enroliment
declined, the number of upper-grade pupils was rising. Last spring

(1958) nearly 2,000,000 may have completed the tenth grade. In the
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meantime, however, the number of new admissions to higher education re-
mained unchanged at about 450,000 per year, including students studying
by correspondence. Thus, for some yesrs now & very large number of ten-~
year school gradustes have had to go into industry and other occupations
after a predominantly college preparatory and mot a vocational training.
This must have come a8 8 considerable shock to those studenits who had
expected to follow their older brothers and sisters to college 23 a
matter of routine. Furthermore, it i8 & certainty that, with a far

less rigidly selected and greatly expanded student body all following
an identical curriculum, the average quality of preparation in the last
few years has considerably deterliorated. This fact is frequently hinted
upon in the Soviet press and is reflected, for example, in the rules

for admission to higher education; less and less weight has been given
lately to the ten-year school record of the applicants, and selection
has been made almost entirely on the bazis of competitive entrance
examinations.

In the face of this development, Soviet educational authorities,
ingtead of introducing a choice of curricula, as was done some decades
ago in America when high school education became virtually universal,
have 8till clung to the ideal of one education for all. Under the
slogan of a "polytechnic” approach to education, they have been merely
making changes in the same single curriculum. It i8 safe to predict,

I believe, that the compromise forced upon the ten~year school
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surriculum by the pressure of numbers is an unstable one and that more
radical changes will soon be made.

Several plans have been under discussicn in the Soviet educationsl
press, imcluding one--spparently favored ofticially--under which the
policy of universal ten-year general education would be abandoned and
most éf the present ten-year schools discontinaed. It 1s proposed in-
stead to limit the compulsory general education to seven or eight
years., Thereafter, for the vast majority of the Soviet youth any
further education is to be on & work-while~you-learn basis in special
part~time schools to be organized at the employing industrial enter-
prises, factories, and farme. Only & limited number of pupils appar-
ently would be selected to continue for another three years of full-
time education without having first to enter employment. Under the
new plan the schools offering such full-time secondary education would
ofter four distinct curricula, provisionally designated as: physico-
technical, chemico~technical, natural science-agricultural, and
humanities . Whether the schools offering these curricula would be
largely or exclusively college-preparatory schools is not clear at
this time, And, in any event, these are only plans; and, even with the
Soviet capabilities for making sharp changes, it will take some years
before the pending reforms can be carried out in full.

Much has been said sbout a crisis in American education. In a

different sense and arising from a totally different historic past,
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it 18 clear that Soviet school education now is8 also in a stage of
critical transition, if not crisis.

There are meny dimensions to the current Soviet educational crisis.
I have already referred to the temporary overproduction of the college-
preparatory school graduates vis-2-vis the impending ebb in the flow of
the manual labor force replacement because of the wurtime birth deficic.
And there is the conflict between the political need for continued con-
trol of education and training--which necessarily leads toward stand-
ardization of minds and of skills—-and the need of the technologically
maturing society for people with initiative, originelity, and versa-
tility. Many other factors as well have been instrumental in bringing
about the present need for a reform in the Soviet educational system.
But above all, the educational dilemmes which confront the leaders of
the Soviet Union today may stem in the final anmlysis from the growing
asgsertion of individual aspirations which conflict with the dogmatic
communist view of the individual's role in society.

There is nothing to indicate that in the face of this pressure
the present Soviet leaders have abandoned any part of their basic edu-
cational philosophy. 7The central control of education in the Soviet
Union remains as heretofore in the hands of the Communist Party; the
national admissjions quotas continue in effect; the fields, scope, and
character of training continue to be determined not on the basis of

individual preference but solely on the basis of the estimated needs
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of the state, Nevertheless, the countemplated educational reform would
make at least one concession: some diversification of curricula in the
upper grades of the secondary school. Dictated solely by expediency as
it appears to be, this change nevertheless constitutes an important if
small step away from the previously held principle of "one education
for all."

For the student, the proposed diversification will offer a limited
choice~-gomething that Soviet high school youth have never had before,
But, at the same time, the number of young pecple who may have the
opportunity to exercise that choice will appareantly be severely limited.
And in this respect the porposed educationsl reform is a sharp retrench-
ment from the ambitious policy asnnounced in 1952 of making ten-year
school education universal by 1960, I have no doubt that both economic
and political considerations {labor shortage and the growing number of
restless and unattached ten-year school graduates) are forcing the Soviets
henceforth to restrict the availability of general education and to em-
phasizs vocational and labor training.

In conclusion, if I may, I should like to make another generalized
comparison hetween Soviet and American education. The two systems have
stood at the opposite ends of what I might call the spectrum of educa-
tional philosophy. At the Soviet end of this spectrum the interest of

the state is paramount, the state ssserting that one is educated by the

state in order that one may best serve the needs of the state. At the
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American end of the spectrum the emphasis is on the priority of the
individual. Thus omne extreme would assign all the fruit ot education
in the first instance to the state and only incidentally to the indi-
vidual servant of the state; the other emphasizes an inverse relation-
ship between the rights and duties of the individual vis-3-vis the
state.

Both systems have been functioning under the increasing tersions
createduby the extremity of their positions vis-i-vis the political,
technological, and economic realities of the age. For political if no
other reasons, the Soviets--for all the revolutionary changes in their
educational practices--appear to be unable to modify the basic premige
of their educational philosophy. In contrast, the American concept of
gchool education appears now, with incressing harmony and popular con-
sensus, to be evolving progressively toward a point of balance between

the needs of the state and the satisfactions of the individual.



