International Political Science

Teaching Democratic Principles in a Traditional Russian University:
Fomenting a Quiet Revolution

Barbara Ann Stolz,! U.S. General Accounting Office

A merican scholars and average
citizens alike are bombarded daily
with images of Russia’s experiment
with democracy—conflicts between
President Yeltsin and the Duma,
the nationalistic tirades of Zhiri-
novsky, the brutal killings by the
new Mafia, and the glamorous life
of the young nouveau riche. Quiet
democratic revolutions are, how-
ever, taking place all over Russia.
One of those “quiet” revolutions is
occurring in some Russian universi-
ties. Among the participants are the
American scholars who come to
Russia under American-sponsored
exchange programs, a fact not un-
observed by program opponents on
both sides of the Atlantic. As a
1994-95 Fulbright Lecturer in
American government in the Poli-
tology? Department of Yaroslavl
State University (YSU), I was a
participant-observer in a quiet
revolution.

Although each scholar’s experi-
ence is unique, many of the chal-
lenges I experienced were not un-
common. To be an educator, rather
than simply a relater of informa-
tion, it was necessary to communi-
cate simultaneously on three lev-
els—the concrete, the conceptual,
and the attitudinal. Describing the
roots, evolution, and current opera-
tion of American political institu-
tions, including their positive and
negative aspects, essentially in-
volved communicating concrete
and factual information. Explaining
the concepts underlying democratic
government, such as choice and
participation, presented a greater
challenge because of the applica-
tion of these concepts and the con-
sequent negative associations in the
Russian context. The attitudinal
level presented the greatest chal-
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lenge. I found that most of my stu-
dents idealized the American expe-
rience and viewed the future of
democracy in Russia as hopeless.
Addressing these concerns placed
me, somewhat uncomfortably, in
the role of educator-as-change
agent. In Russia the role of visiting
educator-as-change agent is not
limited to professors of political
science. It was, however, in per-
forming this role that the critical
links among teaching about democ-
racy, the process of democratiza-
tion, and the significance of con-
fronting with my students the
barriers we encountered was most
evident.

Context: The University and
My Objectives

Yaroslavl State University is one
of eight institutions of higher learn-
ing in Yaroslavl, a city of almost
700,000 people founded in 1010 and
situated approximately 150 miles
from Moscow on the Volga River.
Like many urban universities the
buildings and departments of the
state university are scattered
throughout the city. As the state
university, under the old regime,
YSU was supported by party re-
sources and sought the “best and
the brightest.” Today, the univer-
sity is financially strained and some
of the old-line faculty remain in
positions where they can impede
change.

In 1994, YSU’s Politology De-
partment was three years old. The
program reflected the efforts of the
department’s dean, a former party
leader whose wife was a member of
the Senate and is now in the new
Duma, to develop a social science
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program in the university. Since
the undergraduate program is five
years and each department has a
set program of study for its stu-
dents, the three-year-old Politology
Department included only students
in the first three years of their uni-
versity program. There was no pre-
planned five-year course of study
for the department. Rather, the
program seemed to be evolving.
Courses were taught by the dean,
visiting American professors, and
former professors of philosophy
and history, including several old
and new hard-line communists. The
dean was aware of the need to
have courses in methodology and
policy analysis, but these were only
being discussed.

I arrived in the department in
September 1994, having been as-
signed through the Fulbright in
Russia Program. My decision to
apply for this program had grown
out of a concern, based on two ear-
lier trips to Russia, that many Rus-
sians did not understand the dis-
tinction between capitalism and
democracy and were blaming the
problems of the new capitalism on
democracy. Their image of life in
the United States and the fruits of
democracy was often based on the
soap opera, Santa Barbara. The
positive effects of democracy were
expected to be immediate—a year,
two years, was a long time. The
confusion between politics and eco-
nomics and the expectations of
democratic government, to my
mind, did not bode well for the fu-
ture of Russia’s experiment with
democracy. My objective in apply-
ing for the Fulbright lectureship
was simple (naive)—I wanted to
reach out to the new political scien-
tists, those I believed to be the key
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to Russia’s political future—and
offer them a grounding in the the-
ory and realities of democratic
government. To carry out this ob-
jective, I proposed to teach two
semester courses—A Survey of
American Government and The
U.S. Congress: Structures, Pro-
cesses, and Research. My intent
was not to idealize American de-
mocracy, but to use the American
experience to illustrate the com-
plexities, problems, and national
variations (rooted in political cul-
ture, history, and psychology) of
democratic government and gover-
nance, as well as the positive
achievements.

What greeted me at YSU was
not only an often perplexing aca-
demic environment, but also a mi-
crocosm of Russian society in the
midst of change. My students,
among the brightest I have taught,
came from the second- and third-
year classes. They had been edu-
cated in the traditional Russian ed-
ucation system, which relied on
rote learning and communal study
practices. Since I was to teach both
courses to these students, I decided
to present the courses sequentially,
beginning with the more concrete
introduction to American govern-
ment and then moving to a more
analytical approach in the Congress
course. This was the first and per-
haps the easiest of the adjustments
I made.

During my third lecture I con-
fronted my most difficult chal-
lenge—the hopelessness of many of
my students about their futures and
the future of their country. Learn-
ing about the hope, possibility,
choice, and responsibility associ-
ated with democracy and demo-
cratic government became part of
our shared experience. We learned,
together, not only from the texts
and lectures, but by trying to exer-
cise the concepts in the classroom
and the university as we confronted
barriers to our quiet revolution.

Barriers to Change

Within the university, and in par-
ticular the Politology Department, 1
experienced problems illustrative of
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organizational, social, and cultural
barriers to change (Zaltman and
Duncan 1977, 61-89). Many of the
faculty and administrators resisted
the changes occurring in the uni-
versity, which were indicative of
the changes in the society at large.
My students were more willing to
embrace change, but sometimes
their previous educational experi-
ences posed barriers to their under-
standing alternative educational
approaches, as well as democratic
principles. And, the American pro-
fessor also had to confront her own
academic ethnocentrism as a bar-
rier to change. Although the organi-
zational, social, and cultural barri-
ers discussed in this paper were not
necessarily the most serious of
those I confronted at YSU, they
seem the most relevant to under-
standing the barriers to achieving a
Russian democracy.

Organizational Factors:
Fiefdoms and Authority

“Feudal bureaucracy” aptly de-
scribes the political structure and
dynamics of YSU and the Politol-
ogy Department. That is, within a
hierarchical organization with es-
tablished positions, chains of
command, and rules, there were
mini-fiefdoms. Accomplishing any
objective—securing access to a
Xerox machine, securing a Xerox
machine, or obtaining a satisfactory
course schedule—was the result of
using contacts through informal
networks. The rector held the reins
of power in the university and the
dean in the department. In the
classroom, the professor was king
or czar—that is, unless student per-
formance was poor, then the pro-
fessor was to blame.

At YSU, divisions existed within
departments, between academic
departments, and between aca-
demic departments and the interna-
tional department. The interna-
tional departments are a holdover
from the communist area. These
departments, which are responsible
for international faculty and student
exchanges, operate independently
of the academic departments. The
dean of the YSU Politology Depart-
ment and the head of the interna-
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tional department intensely disliked
each other. Within the Politology
Department, the dean and the se-
nior faculty member, an old-line
communist of 75 years who was
married to the department’s vice
dean were always in conflict. Each
had his supporters. The conflicts
involved such typical university
issues as changing the name of the
department and permitting a partic-
ular student to participate in an ex-
change program.

These conflicts also affected the
experience of visiting professors.
Illustrative of the effects of such
conflicts was the department’s ini-
tial refusal to provide me with an
interpreter for my lectures. Prior to
my arrival in Yaroslavl, my contact
in the Politology Department had
told me that my students would
understand English. That message
was reinforced by the dean who
instructed me to lecture in English
and the students would understand.
After the first lecture—of more
than three hours—I realized that
most of the students who had stud-
ied English had not followed the
lecture, and a third of the class had
not studied English. It was clear to
me that the proposed approach
would not work. When I voiced my
concerns to my department con-
tact, I was told that permitting me
to lecture without an interpreter
was the compromise reached be-
tween the communists in the de-
partment who did not want me to
lecture and the dean who had in-
vited me. The effect of this deci-
sion, however, was to make com-
munication between my students
and myself nearly impossible.

Another aspect of the hierarchi-
cal conception of the university
was the role of professor. Within
my classroom I was told I was
“king.” The content of the course,
discipline within the classroom,
grading, were mine to determine.
The dean supported me. But, upon
reflection, I realized that this ap-
proach did little to teach my stu-
dents about democratic process
and reinforced their preconceptions
of the omnipotence of authority
figures.
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Social Barriers: Group Norms
and Solidarity

Traditional Russian education is
characterized by rote learning and
communal learning—students work
together, and success is class suc-
cess. The effects of this approach
were evident in my students’ work.
The approach also impeded the stu-
dents’ understanding of democratic
concepts such as individual partici-
pation and freedom of choice.

Typically, a Russian professor
reads lectures, and the students
repeat this information in their
exam, usually given orally at the
end of the semester. My students
worked very hard to learn what I
taught, but were better able to re-
spond to factual than analytical
questions and lacked basic research
skills. When I asked students for
comparisons between the American
and Russian systems of govern-
ment, most expressed identical
views about the Russian system—
the same views as the department
dean. The dean was the authority
figure; 1 was an authority figure.
We must be right, or at least that
was how the students responded.

Probably the greatest difference
between Russian and American stu-
dents is the cohesiveness of the
class. From their early school
years, the students study together,
share and compare notes, and ap-
proach their assignments as a
group. At the university, this class
identity and cohesiveness contin-
ues. My politology students, for
example, went through their pro-
gram as a group according to their
academic year, taking the same
classes and having student leaders
who were treated as the spokesper-
sons for the class.

This cohesiveness manifested
itself in ways that sometimes made
it difficult for me to teach. In the
classroom during the lectures, stu-
dents would lean over and talk with
each other. At first I felt angry,
because I found such behavior rude
and it disrupted my train of
thought. The students’ behavior
required me to adjust my attitude,
be patient, and teach my students
about the different expectations of
American and European profes-
sors. I tried to be a disciplinarian
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with a sense of humor, not always
an easy combination. I talked to
them about my difficulties with
their behavior. We established
ground rules. If a student started to
converse, I would call him or her
or signal with hand motions if 1
were in the midst of making a
point. After I had gained his/her
attention, the student would nod
an apology and cease conversing.
The approach seemed to be quite
effective.

Group cohesiveness also pre-
sented difficulties during the in-
class written final exam, a new ex-
perience for my students who were
accustomed to Russian oral exams.
We had agreed that the final exam
for the second course would follow
a typical American exam form.3 At
the start of the exam I told the stu-
dents that each was to complete
the exam independently without
consultation. They agreed. Then,
repeatedly, one student or another
would lean over and ask a neighbor
for help. On these numerous occa-
sions I would say “nyet.” The of-
fending student’s reaction was sur-
prise, followed by an apology with
a smile. In these same circum-
stances many of my American col-
leagues have become angry; some
have even gone so far as to tear up
the student’s papers. But, feeling a
bit like Pavlov, I kept my temper
and just tried to reenforce the dif-
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ferent behavior pattern that we had
agreed they would try.

Teaching about democracy meant
confronting social barriers to
change posed by the traditional
Russian education system, but 1
was also forced to confront my
own biases about teaching, my own
educational ethnocentrism. Despite
having been influenced by the
teaching approaches of John
Dewey, I initially failed to recog-
nize the significant role that aspects
of the traditional Russian education
system, particularly the cohesive-
ness of the students, could play in
teaching about democracy and
group participation. The balance
between individual participation
and responsibility versus group par-
ticipation and responsibility is diffi-
cult to teach, but a necessary part
of the democratic process. The col-
lective behavior that I had per-
ceived as a barrier to teaching and
change ultimately facilitated my
teaching about group participation.

Cultural Barriers: Fatalism and
“The One Right Way”

The belief that whatever happens
is fated and the individual must ad-
just to it is deeply embedded in
Russian culture. In his book, Peter
the Great, Robert Massie described
this aspect of the Russian charac-
ter, asserting that:
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Russians are preeminently a pious,
compassionate, and humble people,
accepting faith as more powerful
than logic and believing that life is
controlled by superhuman forces, be
they spiritual, autocratic, or even
occult. Russians feel far less need
than most pragmatic Westerners to
inquire why things happen or how
they can be made to happen (or not
happen) again. Disasters occur and
they accept; orders are issued and
they obey. This is something other
than brute docility. It stems rather
from a sense of the natural rhythms
of life (Massie 1991, 54).

Teaching students about political
choice and participation is difficult,
but it is almost impossible when
complicated by a sense of fatalism
and the rule not to ask why things
happen and how they can be made
to happen. Trying to explain politi-
cal efficacy and the public’s respon-
sibility to hold politicians account-
able makes little sense in this
context. During a session with my
second-year students I asked them
what they thought the future of de-
mocracy in Russia was. Their re-
sponses were depressing to me: We
will turn into our fathers; we are
meant to be slaves. We can’t ex-
pect anything from our politicians.
Public officials are tied to the Ma-
fia; you can’t get elected as an in-
dependent. They asked me what
happens when people lose hope in
their public officials and political
system. My third-year students, on
the whole, were not as pessimistic.
But, generally, they too were not
confident that democracy would
succeed in Russia.

Stemming from the sense of fa-
talism is the expectation that what-
ever happens or whatever is given
to an individual, group, or society
is accepted. When I arrived at the
university, I was told I would be
teaching four hours consecutively
on Saturday mornings, beginning at
8:30 A.M. I objected, arguing that
in order to give the students time
to read and digest the materials I
needed the time divided. Moreover,
most of the students could not re-
main for the full time on Saturdays
because of family or job responsi-
bilities. The administration’s initial
response was: Russian professors
do it, and our students are used to
it; that’s just the way it is. I was

September 1996

Teaching Democratic Principles in a Traditional Russian University

expected to accept my teaching
schedule.

Acceptance usually meant ac-
cepting that there was one right
way. That one right way was often
articulated as a rule. Such rules/
right ways included how to make
instant coffee or the best way to go
to another city. “Best” was “the
way we always have done it.” The
difficulty arose when you asked to
go somewhere or do something that
the individual you were asking had
not done before. The answer was
usually—*"it can’t be done,” which
meant, “I have never done it be-
fore.” Watching faculty and admin-
istrators, in particular, it was clear
that change or confronting a new
problem was traumatic for some
and the rules helped them to cope.
These individuals strongly asserted
the need for rules. The source of
the rules was a strong centralized
authority figure, e.g., in the uni-
versity the authority figure was the
rector. I learned to ask the stu-
dents, who were less anxious, for
help, rather than risk embarrassing,
offending, or upsetting my col-
leagues.

Societal Implications of
Barriers in the University

The barriers to change found in
the university—hierarchical organi-
zation and networks, reliance on
authority figures, emphasis on the
group rather than the individual,
fatalism, acceptance, and one right
way are a reflection of Russian life.
The belief that Russia needs a
strong centralized authority to re-
store the order and establish the
rules that were disturbed or de-
stroyed by democracy has been
frequently voiced by political pun-
dits, journalists, and politicians, as
well as average citizens. On a soci-
etal level the barriers to change
observed at YSU present major
obstacles to democratic change,
particularly to the democratic val-
ues of political choice, political
responsibility, and political parti-
cipation.
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Teaching Democracy by
Course Content, Example,
and Practice

To teach about political choice,
responsibility, and participation, 1
had to confront these organiza-
tional, social, and cultural barriers.
Four simple strategies seemed to
be effective for at least beginning
this process: teaching by example,
teaching through practice, using
course content as process, and us-
ing the familiar to achieve a differ-
ent goal. Usually more than one
strategy was used to teach about a
concept; therefore, the analysis be-
low is somewhat artificially struc-
tured. Most important to recognize,
however, is that for the strategies
to be effective a level of trust
with the students must first be es-
tablished or the discussions of
democratic concepts remain infor-
mational and unrelated to their
experiences.

Political Choice: Teaching
through Content

Teaching about choice is difficult
in an environment where choice
has not been allowed, how and
why are not asked, and there is one
right way of doing things. I had the
great fortune, unlike some of my
American colleagues, to have some
students—generally my student
leaders—who were curious about
change. Somehow they had learned
the need to ask how and why, but
they needed someone to ask. Not
until the second course (week
eight) and after my having had, in
front of my students, a rather
heated exchange with the dean
over a question of methodology did
my students voice their concerns to
me. It was at this point, I believe,
that my students and I developed a
relationship and level of trust that
allowed me to function interac-
tively and therefore more effec-
tively as educator-as-change agent.
They, very clearly, did not per-
ceive me as simply a relater of in-
formation.

My primary approach to teaching
about choice was to use the course
content to show how the same
topic—the Congressional policy-
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making process—could be exam-
ined from different perspectives.
After discussions with my students,
we agreed that they wanted to
learn how to analyze. We discussed
the differences between inductive
and deductive reasoning, when it
was and was not appropriate to
generalize, and how different ap-
proaches could be used to study
the same question. We began to
examine different approaches to the
study of Congress and law-making.
Among the approaches we dis-
cussed—comparing and contrasting
assumptions, methods, evidence,
and conclusions—were interest
groups, disjointed incrementalism,
symbolic politics, and non-decision
making. At times I would make
comparisons to communism, using
my “resident student communist”
to provide contrasting views. He
learned to present and discuss his
views, not just give speeches. And,
as a group we were able to discuss
choice on a theoretical level, in a
nonthreatening way. For their
exam, I asked my students to
choose a framework, apply it to the
Russian political experience, and
discuss the value and limits of the
approach for developing an analysis
of Russian politics. They could use
different frameworks, have different
answers, and all be right—receive a
good grade. In short, student par-
ticipation in reorganizing the sec-
ond course and the course content
allowed for a discussion of choice
and demonstrated that choices can
produce positive results.

Political Responsibility:
Teaching by Example

My conflicts over the scheduling
of my courses and securing an in-
terpreter provided an excellent op-
portunity to teach about political
responsibility—taking on the sys-
tem. In this case my primary ap-
proach was to teach through exam-
ple. To my students I articulated
the situation as one of responsibili-
ty—I was there to teach, and with-
out an interpreter and with the pro-
posed schedule I could not be
effective. Therefore, I had the re-
sponsibility to confront the univer-
sity—political system—and I ex-
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pected the officials to respond. In
hindsight, I was probably naive,
but the approach worked.

With respect to the scheduling,
after some discussion with the
dean, securing support from the
international department, and
working with the department
scheduler, I was able to come up
with possibilities for an alternative
schedule. I went back to my stu-
dents to discuss the options with
them, thus, not only showing them
how I had dealt with the problem
with the administration, but giving
them the opportunity to participate
in the decision-making process. To-
gether my students and I worked
out a more satisfactory schedule.

In order to secure an interpreter,
I raised my concerns with the head
of the international department af-
ter the department rejected my re-
quest. Mysterious forces succeeded
in convincing the rector, the head
of the university, that I needed an
interpreter. I was given two expla-
nations for his behavior: the head
of the international department had
spoken with the rector, and my stu-
dents had protested to the rector
because they could not understand
the lectures. Traditionally, the
former explanation would have
been the only plausible one. Some
of my students, however, had a
very strong desire to learn or at
least do well. Among my best stu-
dents were six whose second lan-
guage was German; they would
have been required to sit through
the lectures and complete the
work. Therefore, it is quite plausi-
ble that at least some of the stu-
dents were forced to not accept
fate and to challenge the system.

The interpreter problem was not,
however, easily resolved. Initially,
the solution reached was for my
department contact to also serve as
my interpreter. After 2 week, how-
ever, he developed ulcers; he
feared the communists in the de-
partment would retaliate against
him if he interpreted. The interna-
tional department came to my res-
cue, assigning a fifth-year history
student who had studied in the
United States to assist me. This
arrangement worked wonderfully.
The lesson learned by my students
and myself was that by taking re-
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sponsibility for addressing our
needs and confronting the system,
rather than accepting, we suc-
ceeded in solving the problem to
our benefit.

Political Participation:
Teaching by Practice

One of my first lectures was on
the importance of political partici-
pation and voluntary organizations
in a democracy. Explaining the im-
portance of political participation in
a democracy, particularly the con-
cept of voluntarism, to Russian stu-
dents proved to be extremely diffi-
cult. The difficulty was caused not
because of the Russian’s lack of
experience with voluntarism, but
because the Russians had experi-
enced forced voluntarism, particu-
larly under Stalin’s “weekend com-
munity service program.” 1 am
embarrassed to say that I was not
aware of how these ideas might be
received by my audience. Fortu-
nately, my young interpreter under-
stood the problem.

Here again, teaching through ex-
ample and practice was a more ef-
fective approach than words. As
mentioned in the discussion of po-
litical responsibility, my students
did participate in the reorganizing
of the class schedule. Moreover,
we planned together the focus and
approach to the second course.
They articulated their needs, and I
tried to organize the course to meet
those needs.

Although I was slow to realize
this, the group cohesiveness that
existed among my Russian students
was useful in teaching about partic-
ipation and group action. Using the
group’s cohesiveness I had them
participate in a group exercise, re-
searching the answers to questions
found in Congressional directories
and other sources that had been
provided through the Fulbright
book program. The students who
knew English were, of course, able
to read the materials, but they
worked with the non-English-
speaking students. Each student
prepared and turned in an assign-
ment. The result of this exercise
was that 30 Russian students knew
that after the Republican victory in

PS: Political Science & Politics


https://doi.org/10.2307/420843

the fail 1994 U.S. elections, Al
Gore was still president of the Sen-
ate; Jesse Helms would become the
new chair of the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee; and Newt
Gingrich would replace Tom Foley
as Speaker of the House of Repre-
sentatives. Perhaps more impor-
tant, however, was the excitement
I saw when the students handed in
their papers; working together,
many had accomplished a task that
they had initially complained was
impossible.

Conclusions

Teaching as a visiting scholar in
Russia today involves challenges
and confronting many barriers to
change. Scholars function as
change agents just by their pres-
ence, although the precise impact
of each individual may be hard to
measure. After 70 years of commu-
nism and with few democratic tra-
ditions, democratic change in Rus-
sia is slow. To understand the
democratic changes going on, how-
ever, one must look beyond Mos-
cow, large cities, and government
institutions. Quiet revolutions are
occurring in other places, including
the Russian universities. These
small, quiet revolutions need sup-
port to be carried out successfully
and in a way appropriate to the
Russian culture and people.

In the area of education, ex-
change programs for scholars and
students are an important part of
this support. The exchanges are a
two-way street—scholars and stu-
dents traveling from the United
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States to Russia and from Russia to
the United States. Moreover, as we
support these programs, not only
the Russians but we too change as
a result of our increased under-
standing. Book programs provide
support to the exchange programs
and, in general, to the Russian uni-
versities. At YSU, and generally at
Russian universities, library re-
sources are extremely limited.4 The
books provided through the Ful-
bright program and the United
States Information Agency to YSU
were welcomed by the students,
faculty, and administrators.

Personally, 1 hope that I was
able to contribute in some small
way to this change process. My
students know more about the
American system of government
and democratic systems, but the
real impact on my students and
myself is hard to measure. 1 con-
tinue to correspond with students
and staff at YSU through e-mail,
have written letters of recommen-
dation to American graduate
schools for several students, gave
the chairman of the YSU Politology
Department a political scientist’s
tour of Washington, D.C., have
assisted and will continue to assist
visiting Russian students, and hope
to return from time to time to lec-
ture at YSU and other Russian uni-
versities. Our shared experiences
continue.

Notes

1. The views expressed in this article are
solely those of the author, not the U.S.
General Accounting Office.
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2. “Politology” is a Russian term for polit-
ical science, but reflects a more “popular”
less “scientific” conceptualization (1993 En-
cyclopedia, 188-189). Generally, courses
taught in politology departments, such as
that at Yaroslavl State University, include
domestic and international politics.

3. The first part of the exam was closed-
book with multiple choice and matching
questions. Part two, an essay, was open-
notes.

4. Moreover, students usually do not
have their own copies of texts, but borrow
them from the library for two weeks and
share even those. During my semester in
Yaroslavl, the Fulbright program provided
over $1,500 worth of political science books
in English, and the United States Informa-
tion Agency program at the Embassy in
Moscow contributed several additional car-
tons of political science books in Russian to
the university.
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