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Abstract. This paper analyzes the find-
ings from a study of faculty’s perceptions 
of teaching as the most significant com-
ponent of the academic profession. In a 
broader context, it investigates into the 
transformation of the academic profes-
sion, meaning that professors in Russia 
as well as around the world tend to per-
form research, administrative, and ex-
pert functions more and more often. Pre-
viously, Russian researchers observed 
a conflict between faculty’s perception 
of teaching as the most important pro-
fession component and administrators’ 
publication productivity requirements. 
A number of publications present strat-
egies that professors use to adjust to the 
changing administrative requirements. 
However, the existing findings mostly 
reflect administrators’ perception of the 
academic profession, on which the fac-
ulty’s perspective is considered to be 
implicitly dependent. Available litera-
ture offers little evidence of how profes-
sors perceive the content, meaning, and 
goals of the academic profession.

The present study was designed to 
find out by which goals and norms fac-
ulty members are guided in doing their 
work and to determine the logic behind 
the way they allocate their efforts among 
various aspects of teaching. Data was 
collected using focused in-depth inter-
views carried out in a Yekaterinburg uni-
versity. Research was performed within 
a methodological framework of ground-
ed theory and narrative analysis which 
traces its origin to hermeneutics. Find-
ings indicate that professors share sim-
ilar perceptions of the skills necessary 
to do their work, the goals of teaching, 
and the criteria for maintaining educa-
tional quality. Meanwhile, there is no 
platform for building those perceptions, 
faculty’s attitudes being shaped under 
the influence of their mentors and per-
sonal experience. The study also eval-
uates the impact of other university ac-
tors (students, colleagues, administra-
tors) on the respondents’ perceptions of 
the teaching process. Finally, a rationale 
for building professional solidarity with-
in the university’s academic communi-
ty is provided.
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Academic profession is a significant issue in modern educational re-
search. In Russia, researchers in this field analyze faculty contracts 
and the recruiting system [Sivak, Yudkevich 2009; Andrushchak, Kuz-
minov, Yudkevich 2013], identify professional preferences and roles of 
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faculty members [Kozmina 2014; Abramov, Gruzdev, Terentev 2017], 
and assess the extent of academic freedom inside the hierarchical 
structures of universities [Kurbatova, Kagan 2015; 2016]. Authors 
seek to link their findings with the changing faculty working condi-
tions. Those changes are often associated with updates in adminis-
trative requirements imposed on faculty, so studies often reveal con-
flict in the relationship between faculty and administrators. Meanwhile, 
the content of the academic profession is largely formed by the ad-
ministration and thus subordinates professors, who are only left to 
choose how exactly they will fit into the framework imposed on them. 
However critical the analysis of administrative requirements for faculty 
might be, it still problematizes only the aspects that get into adminis-
trators’ optics  — that is, research and service. Faculty members them-
selves, however, perceive teaching as a much more significant com-
ponent of the academic profession [Sivak, Yudkeviсh 2013; Rudakov 
2018b].

This article seeks to bring a broader dimension to the idea of the 
academic profession in Russia by reconstructing the content, goals, 
and challenges of teaching practices on the basis of in-depth inter-
views with faculty members of a Yekaterinburg university.

Universities are hard to work with, as they are deeply engaged in 
games of symbolic power and positioning [Bourdieu 2018:23]. Sourc-
es of hierarchy in universities must be explained prior to doing re-
search on the academic profession. Managerialism — integration of 
the management principles typical of private corporations into public 
institutions  — is a major global trend in university development, which 
also applies to Russia. Faculty members are losing their status to the 
consolidation of expert and administrative positions of managers de-
fining faculty performance indicators, the elimination of democrat-
ic procedures, and precarization of labor [Abramov 2011; Kurbatova, 
Kagan 2016; Kolycheva 2019]. The Humboldtian model of university, 
which implies extensive autonomy of the academic community, has 
receded into the background [Kurennoy 2011; Kropotov 2015; Sa-
fronov 2016].

In this study, we hypothesize that, even though the managerial 
university model suggests providing administrators with control over 
academic professionalism, faculty members retain the influence on 
teaching, which they perceive as one of the most significant com-
ponents of the academic profession. What does teaching involve for 
them? What goals do they set? What challenges do they face? What 
norms do they abide? In other words, what perception of teaching are 
they guided by, and how do they construct it? Qualitative methods of 
data collection and analysis allow answering these questions based 
on the experience of faculty members.

The review of literature presented below is aimed at demonstrating 
that qualitative methods are indispensable in the study of the academ-
ic profession in order to clarify the perception of the meanings and 
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content of academic professionalism. While qualitative methods have 
already proved to be valid in international studies [Bogdan, Biklen 
1982; Lichtman 2013], the limits to their applicability have just begun 
to take shape in Russia.

Teaching, research, and service are the three main components of the 
academic profession identified by researchers. The undergoing trans-
formations manifest themselves in the reallocation of time resources 
among these three types of work, first of all in the conspicuous skew-
ness towards research to the prejudice of teaching [Gottlieb, Keith 
1997; de Weert 2009]. Foreign researchers often describe the relation-
ship between research and teaching as a conflict arising out of the in-
troduction of scientometric indicators to assess faculty performance 
[Euwals, Ward 2005; Seema, Udam, Mattisen 2016; Maimela, Sam-
uel 2016; Jung, Chan 2017; Rawn, Fox 2018]. This is true for Russian 
universities, too. Back in 2005–2006, faculty members were mostly 
rewarded for extra course load [National Research University Higher 
Schools of Economics 2008:209], while in 2016, extra compensation 
was mainly provided for research activities [Rudakov 2018a].

Not only do administrators define the performance criteria and 
the remuneration policy by offering performance-based contracts to 
faculty members, but they also highlight priorities in their perception 
of the academic profession. That perception, however, differs from 
that of most faculty members, who still find teaching the most signifi-
cant component of their professional activity. Findings from the 2012 
Changing Academic Profession (CAP) project show that 17% of the 
faculty sample prioritized teaching over research, and 43% reported 
being rather interested in teaching than research [Sivak, Yudkevich 
2013]. According to the 2017 Monitoring of Education Markets and Or-
ganizations, 27% of the surveyed faculty members were concerned 
about teaching only, and 50% preferred teaching over research, while 
acknowledging the importance of the latter [Rudakov 2018b]1.

The CAP-2012 findings show characteristic differences in the allo-
cation of working hours between teaching- and research-oriented ac-
ademics, job satisfaction rates being higher among research-oriented 
faculty [Kozmina 2014]. A study of time budgets of faculty members 
at the Moscow campus of Higher School of Economics allowed iden-
tifying five strategies of distributing time among teaching, research, 
administration, and expertise used by professors. Irrespective of the 
strategy followed, respondents reported feeling overloaded and hav-
ing to juggle a few different activities at once. Researchers hypothe-
size that the incidence of faculty’s dissatisfaction with the time budget 

 1 Results of these two studies are incomparable due to sample divergences 
(the CAP-2012 sample is skewed towards research universities).
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structure might be related to the institutional norms of professional 
and management culture [Abramov, Gruzdev, Terentev 2017].

Professors’ perceptions of work overload represent an individu-
al area of research. It was established based on qualitative data and 
semi-structured interviews that faculty members felt burned out and 
unhappy about their pay in 2014–2015 but nevertheless remained in-
terested in teaching [Fadeeva, Fedoseeva 2015]. Participant obser-
vation and in-depth interviews with teaching staff were used to de-
termine the factors affecting perceived professional wellbeing. An 
overwhelming majority of the respondents considered teaching to be 
socially significant, satisfying, and inducing positive emotions. Fac-
tors decreasing the level of perceived professional wellbeing included 
routine and force-majeure bureaucratic workload and the lack of per-
sonal time [Filonenko, Yakovleva 2019]. In those studies, interview is 
a key method of data collection, but the analysis methods applied do 
not allow going beyond the traditional view of professors as academ-
ics who choose between research and teaching and bear the costs of 
managerial control.

A survey of faculty members from over 40 Russian higher educa-
tion institutions (HEI) of varying status was conducted to examine the 
techniques of evading managerial control. Over half of the respond-
ents were found to exhibit opportunistic behavior, most of them ignor-
ing research activities, others, vice versa, minimizing their effort in all 
activities except research, and still others following the rough oppor-
tunistic strategy of consistently paying no heed to the whole triad of 
teaching, research, and service [Kurbatova, Kagan 2016]. The survey 
was based on inferences drawn from the findings of 27 in-depth inter-
views with faculty members from seven large cities of Russia, which in-
dicated an increase in work intensity, time spent working, and the bu-
reaucratic workload as well as curtailing of academic freedoms under 
the influence of “managerial controls” [Kurbatova, Kagan 2015]. This 
is one of the few studies that construct the perception of the academ-
ic profession using professors’ interpretation of the changing condi-
tions of their work.

Interviews with faculty members were also used in a study assess-
ing HEIs’ quality assurance policies [Forrat 2009]. On the whole, the 
respondents agreed in seeing quality education as learning to learn 
and being skeptical about quality management at their own universi-
ty. Another study analyzed university administrators and faculty mem-
bers’ perceptions of the rules of university life to explore how the limits 
of university autonomy had been shifting [Abramov 2011]. Both stud-
ies zeroed in on the relationship between academic bureaucrats and 
faculty. Nevertheless, they do provide a rough idea of the goals and 
content of teaching as perceived by modern faculty members, which 
follows from respondents’ perceptions of “quality education” in the 
former case and perceived value of autonomy, including academic 
freedoms, in the latter.
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Perception of teaching challenges is analyzed from the first-per-
son perspective in the discussion essay My Five Major Challenges in 
Teaching, which leads to the idea of variation in teaching practices and 
the need to create a platform for discussing the purpose of education, 
the role of teachers in university, as well as the goals, standards, and 
methods of teaching [Radaev et al. 2018].

Generally, Russian studies of the academic profession focus on 
the tension between research and teaching as constituent parts of the 
profession, observe strengthening of managerial control over various 
aspects of faculty’s work, and describe faculty’s attitudes towards the 
management and incentive control systems existing in present-day 
universities.

The vast majority of publications approach faculty members as ob-
jects to which specific means of control are applied, their responses 
to external stimuli being the focus of research. There is an apparent 
lack of studies treating faculty as subjects who define the content and 
forms of their work for themselves. Qualitative research methods al-
low putting faculty members at the center of the academic profession 
issue and drawing attention to the things that are important to them, 
including teaching as the most significant component of their work.

Qualitative methods of research are designed to examine “the ways 
and specific aspects of subjects’ reflexivity of social reality”; they al-
low identifying the purpose and meaning that people find in their work 
and seeing the logic of links among different aspects of their activity 
[Shteynberg et al. 2009:64–66]. Qualitative research results in ana-
lytical description, i. e. “comparing the evidence, establishing a typol-
ogy, and devising assumptions and concepts relative to the struc-
tures of causal links and description feasibility.” [Ibid.: 22] Focused 
in-depth interview is a key method of data collection for this type of 
work. Eleven interviews were conducted on the condition of anonymi-
ty2 in a regional university in November–December 2018. As most HEIs 
in Russia, that university has no special status (federal or flagship uni-
versity) or category (research university), i. e. no special founder re-
quirements apply to its research activities. This is a public institution 
of higher education located in Yekaterinburg, offering degrees main-

 2 Interviewees are assigned individual identification codes that will be used 
when citing their responses. In addition, descriptions contain information 
about the interviewee’s gender, position, and the type of pay. I1—female, 
Associate Professor, salaried; I2—female, Associate Professor, nonsala-
ried; I3—female, Full Professor, salaried; I4—female, Senior Lecturer, sal-
aried; I5—male, Senior Lecturer, salaried; I6—female, Associate Professor, 
salaried; I7—male, Senior Lecturer, salaried; I8—male, Senior Lecturer, sal-
aried; I9—male, Teaching Assistant, nonsalaried; I10—female, Senior Lec-
turer, salaried. I11—female, Teaching Assistant, nonsalaried. Responses un-
dergo some minor literary editing.

Scope and  
Methodology

http://vo.hse.ru/en/


Voprosy obrazovaniya / Educational Studies Moscow. 2020. No 2. P. 278–302

PRACTICE

ly in social sciences and meeting the Survey of Performance of High-
er Education Institutions’ baseline requirements, with the minimum 
score of 70 for admission to government-funded places. The rector-
ate gave its consent for the survey to be conducted in one of the uni-
versity’s large structural units.

Interviewees were selected with regard to differences in years of 
teaching experience, positions, and nonacademic experience. Eight 
of them were salaried workers, and three were external part-tim-
ers. Three interviewees were inbred (graduates from different de-
partments), three had graduated from Ural State University (different 
schools), four from other Yekaterinburg HEIs, and one from another 
region. Three interviewees were charged with service duties (one head 
of a department and two academic secretaries). The respondents be-
longed to different age cohorts and held positions ranging from Teach-
ing Assistant to Full Professor. To achieve the goal of research, the 
interviews included a biographical module focused on educational 
background and career choice, questions about exemplary teaching 
models and professional teaching standards, and questions about the 
content of current work and external assessment3.

Full interview transcripts were coded using the grounded theo-
ry methodology [Strauss, Corbin 2001]. At the stage of initial cod-
ing, micro-themes were generated (e. g. “lecture plan”, “search for 
information”, “reciprocal visits”, “departmental requirements”, etc.), 
which were then broken down into categories using axial coding (e. g. 

“teaching skills”, “interaction with colleagues”, etc.). Axial coding al-
lowed identifying the interview fragments that were the most significant 
for understanding the specific aspects of the respondents’ teaching 
practices. In selective coding, connections among the axial catego-
ries were analyzed to find the core themes recurring in the interview 
data. Next, narrative analysis  — which traces its origin to hermeneu-
tics [Kvale 2003:53]—was applied to the core themes. This method 
implies several cycles of analyzing the narrative from its parts to the 
whole and back while explaining its details as well as overall connec-
tivity at every stage. Narrative analysis allowed interpreting individual 
interview plots, comparing evidence from different interviewees, and 
making assumptions about the relatively unspoken professional prin-
ciples underlying their actions. This resulted in an analytical descrip-
tion of the main components of the interviewees’ teaching practices.

The data obtained provides answers to the questions, which frame-
works and goals faculty members are guided by in the classroom, 
what they include in the minimum professional skill requirements, 
what teaching challenges they face, and who may be the source of 

 3 For the interview guide, see Appendix. Questions about research and ser-
vice are deliberately excluded, but most interviewees addressed the topics 
themselves when describing the administrative requirements imposed on 
their work and the time that they spent on non-teaching activities.
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change in their everyday teaching practices. Those questions will be 
investigated in two sections below. The first one describes how the in-
terviewees perceive the component of teaching that depends directly 
on their professional effort. The second one reconstructs the respond-
ents’ perception of how their teaching is affected by other significant 
stakeholders.

The interviewees’ responses about teaching include description of 
routine tasks and examples from their teaching experiences. Although 
each experience is unique, the interview data reveals shared ideas of 
the major components of teaching, the skills required, and the chal-
lenges faced.

When describing what teaching involves for them, all the respond-
ents enumerate activities that can be referred to as typical: lectures, 
tutorials, academic advising, student assessment, and development 
of teaching materials (for students, not for reporting4). Lectures and 
tutorials were found to be highly standardized methods of teaching; 
with one exception5, every interviewee has developed a teaching style 
of their own and uses methods that they find to be relevant to the 
course objectives. Preparing for class involves first of all updating 
one’s own knowledge.

The interviewees shaped their perceptions of how to teach under 
the influence of their own experience and, to some extent, that of oth-
er professionals  — usually their mentors, whom they look up to as role 
models. Reproducibility of personal teaching experience is provided 
by a set of professional skills. Judging by the interview data, this re-
quired set includes four skills: searching for information, presenting 
the material in an easily digestible way, constructing a student assess-
ment system, and fostering students’ interest in the subject.

Searching for information is considered to be a basic skill to up-
date one’s knowledge and fill one’s course with relevant theoretical 
or practical material.

I3: “I’ve got this model that’s been ingrained since I was a universi-
ty student. We wrote the summary of all the three volumes of Das 
Kapital. All the questions, all the tasks referred to it as a primary 
source. Drawing upon the sources, that’s what was instilled in me.”

I10: “Also, I analyze a variety of cases on online resources such as 
Sostav, Adme, and so on.”

 4 The Federal State Education Standard defines development of teaching ma-
terials as additional service workload that takes away time from teaching.

 5 An external part-timer, who had just started his university career, reported 
having to invent teaching methods right during the class due to no teaching 
guides being available.
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I8: “My first summer, I had to learn a lot of new material that I might 
had not learned properly as a student.”

Self-education is described as a continuing process running in parallel 
with teaching and fueling it. The interviewees share the idea that teach-
ers should update their knowledge as part of their own research. This 
is hard to achieve in real life, however, as faculty members suffer from 
a severe shortage of time. Most often, they learn about new teach-
ing tools, empirical data, and theories from online courses or confer-
ences they attend. In addition, they sometimes consult course books.

I1: “If it’s not an innovative course but just a new one for you, 
then you just find the right course books and read a few, up to 
five, I guess. Well, that’s simple, that’s what you do ideally. When 
you don’t have the time, you’ve got a lot of research stuff to do, 
you’re preparing for a conference, you have to submit a report, and 
you’ve got only one week before the lecture  —  that’s what we actu-
ally do in real life.”

For a new course to be assimilated by students, it is important to know 
how to get them interested and present the course material in a di-
gestible format. Ability to deliver content in a clear manner is an inte-
grative skill which involves putting considerable design efforts in ad-
vance, as it implies constructing the logic of every lecture and course 
as a whole, ensuring connections between theory and practice, and 
finding the right presentation format.

I1: “First of all, I always pay careful attention to making it as logical 
and structured as possible. Otherwise, students won’t understand 
anything, it will be just a jumbled mess. Second of all, I try, to the 
extent that I can, to deliver that material in an artistic  —  well, maybe 
not artistic but expressive —  way. Because if you drone on, reading 
from a piece of paper or your slide notes, people will switch off in 
5 to 15 minutes.”

I4: “A good course is good, understandable lectures that can be 
used as a learning material independently. It’s a good set of prac-
tical tasks that allow students to apply the knowledge they have 
gained from lectures, and some good tests —  which, again, do not 
require literal reproduction but foster some creative skills.”

Most interviewees do not associate the task of delivering the course 
material with that of assessing student achievements, so the compre-
hensibility criteria for lectures and tutorials remain an open question. 
Faculty members find students’ interest a more significant factor than 
the level of theoretical knowledge, since interest helps maintain a pro-
ductive climate in the classroom.
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I3: “Getting students interested is the most important thing. What-
ever is done out of fear is less productive, I believe.”

I5: “You have to get them interested from the very beginning to 
avoid a situation where their only question is, whether they’ll get 
their credits automatically or not —  so we would develop a more… 
conscious approach, I guess.”

According to the respondents, students often lack interest in their ma-
jor or learning as such. This trend is commonplace, yet it still evokes 
an emotional response in faculty members.

I3: “Because the number of government-funded places is reducing, 
such involved students are also decreasing in number —  I mean, 
their critical mass in student population is shrinking. That’s truly sad.”

I8: “Some have been forced to take that major by their parents, and 
they have to do it even though they don’t want it at all. Of course, 
it can be hard at times, when you try to stir them up and they just 
won’t!”

Faculty’s perceptions of what makes up students’ interest in a course 
are largely based on stereotypes about the benefits of praxis. Profes-
sors often decide on their own which practical skills exactly to pro-
mote, proceeding from the syllabus and their own experience. If stu-
dents happen to have questions, the teacher is eager to answer them. 
However, such situations are rare, since the ability to articulate one’s 
educational demands is a skill that students, by and large, lack and 
hardly ever have a chance to learn from anyone.

I7: “And they start asking, “Show us some real-life stuff! Where can 
I apply it?” But as soon as we get to solving real-life problems, they 
start protesting, like, “Why so difficult?”

I11: “I believe this culture hasn’t been shaped yet. It doesn’t come 
easily or quickly, so it’s important that you do it patiently, step by 
step calling on them to have no fear, understand their own needs, 
and feel free to ask questions.”

In situations where students’ demands are highly unstable or miss-
ing, professors may adapt the course content based on their own ob-
servations.

I2: “I try to go by students’ needs, because they are different every 
year, and you can see it, you can read it off them. And I have to find 
a new, personalized approach every time to turn them out motivat-
ed and with a bundle of knowledge in the first place.”
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To perform intermediate and final assessment of student performance, 
faculty members need to know how to develop points-based ranking 
systems and final examination criteria. According to the interviewees, 
transparency and consistency of grading practices must be prioritized 
in this type of work.

I7: “From the very first day, you need to treat students as adults, 
expose them to rigid rules, boundaries, and deadlines. It works 
for me. At the very least, it does improve performance by building 
discipline. At least, they send in their home assignments on time. 
Why? Because otherwise there will be penalties, or I will not ac-
cept them at all.”

I1: “It would be fair to include in tests and exams only the topics 
that the teacher had the time to cover in lectures or seminars. It’s 
wrong when students are required to study on their own the topics 
that they may simply not understand.”

For teaching staff, learning outcomes are not only students’ grades 
but also their output attitudes towards the subject. Some professors 
collect oral or written feedback on their course upon completion to 
find out what was the most important for students and whether they 
were satisfied with the learning process. However, very few do it con-
sistently. Faculty members do not regard the feedback system6 exist-
ing at their university as a tool to support their work, as they find the 
wording and the scale misleading.

As the interviewees describe their teaching practices, they sound 
convinced that other teachers possess similar skills and go by the 
same norms. It could be suggested here that there are common nor-
mative frameworks within or between university departments, which 
guide faculty members in their work and make them feel profession-
ally connected. However, cooperation with department colleagues 
is only mentioned in the background by the interviewees, whereas 
communication between departments is not mentioned at all, and the 
common normative framework turns out to be dictated by the man-
agement without regard to faculty opinions.

Department colleagues are the nearest professional circle for facul-
ty members, the first to seek advice from and cooperate with in solv-
ing work-related issues. However, the interviewees were not inclined 
to contact their colleagues closely, discussion of shared course plans 

 6 An organized anonymous online feedback survey is conducted in the IT room. 
Students are asked to rate on a five-point scale some parameters of teach-
ers’ practices, such as using active forms of learning, using multimedia tech-
nology, punctuality, etc.
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being reported as the closest kind of interaction. Two respondents 
mentioned that some teaching norms were determined by depart-
ment heads, yet they were unsure whether such norms were binding.

I8: “We don’t give credits automatically, that’s the main rule… Well, 
at least the head of our department forbids it.”

In rare cases, faculty members regard particular colleagues as hold-
ers of valuable professional skills willing to share their experience.

I4: “If there’s anything, I can ask N. for advice on some aspects, be-
cause he actually has a teaching degree.”

Reciprocal visits, as a system where each faculty member would have 
a chance to prove their professional skills and get feedback from their 
colleagues, are not practiced in the universities surveyed. Teachers 
who remember doing so in the past speak positively of the practice, 
even though the feedback criteria were sometimes vague. One in-
terviewee regards reciprocal visiting as a “filtering” practice that al-
lows shaping the department-wide standard of teaching, while anoth-
er respondent sees it simply as an opportunity to look at oneself with 
someone else’s eyes. Yet another faculty member, while speaking 
about reciprocal visits, delves into reflecting on the reputation system. 
To her mind, it makes sense for university departments to adopt the 
peer review practices of scientific journals, so that professors could 
get feedback from colleagues who are experts in related fields, as well 
as from external experts, wherever possible.

The existing election procedures do not operate as a tool for as-
sessing faculty performance and selecting the best members. Col-
leagues vote for one another habitually, and academic councils rely 
on formal criteria when appointing candidates proposed by depart-
ments, research performance indicators accounting for the overar-
ching majority of those criteria7.

 7 According to the job descriptions and the collective agreement, teaching is 
the main type of faculty workload, but the competitive selection system in-
cludes research performance requirements such as research productivi-
ty (the number of publications in the Higher Attestation Commission’s list 
of peer-reviewed journals indexed in the Russian Science Citation Index 
(RSCI), Scopus, and Web of Science), citation index, grant applications, 
and external funding indicators. Teaching proficiency is assessed using two 
indicators, availability of a steering document for the specific discipline and 
at least one study guide or course book published in the last three years 
(the latter does not apply to teaching assistants and lecturers). Any facul-
ty member will be paid twice the region’s average salary if they achieve the 
performance indicators stipulated in the Law on Teacher Merit Pay. Teach-
ing effectiveness is assessed using the indicators of performance in curric-
ulum design, service, examination, and research activities, points being as-
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Most of the salaried faculty members have no idea of the teaching 
methods used by their department colleagues. In some cases, profes-
sors manifest interest in their colleagues’ practices, considering them 
to be valuable and worth adopting. One of the interviewees expressed 
confidence that seeing the big picture of faculty’s work is what heads 
of the departments should do. As a result, it appears tricky to iden-
tify the evolution mechanisms of teaching and professional reputa-
tion standards. At least, peer review is not one of such mechanisms. 
On the one hand, faculty members doubt that colleagues assess their 
work (or will ever provide feedback): to the direct question, “Do you 
think your colleagues care how you teach?”, follows an equally direct 
answer “No” (I2). On the other hand, the respondents take no inter-
est in their colleagues’ practices either.

I6: “It’s just that many new people have come, and I don’t know 
what kind of teaching they do. Yeah, it’s true, I actually don’t know 
it.”

Being uninterested in cooperating with colleagues, the interviewees 
are nevertheless concerned about some interdisciplinary and interde-
partmental issues that have to do with the goals of teaching and have 
to be solved through collective self-management.

All the respondents agree that students’ knowledge and skills are 
the target outcome for a teacher. However, there is no uniform idea 
about the baseline levels of subject-specific knowledge, the stand-
ard course learning requirements, the assessment procedures, or the 
meta-goals of particular education programs. Teachers of general ed-
ucation disciplines suffer from professional isolation most of all. The 
metaphor of a train passing by is used by one of the interviewees to 
emphasize how little impact she has on students’ overall learning out-
comes.

I6: “Of course, you may be doing your best and so on, but you un-
derstand that your role in this project —  that particular student —  is 
minimal.”

Meanwhile, degree-granting departments want general education 
disciplines to be taught with a major-specific focus or to foster the 
skills that are hard to learn within major core courses. The intention 
of interdisciplinary department lecturers to be a logical part of the big 
training picture explicitly correlates with the intention of degree-grant-
ing departments to make an educational product of higher quality with 

signed for achieving the pre-defined target indicators (e. g. publication of a 
study guide or participation in a conference). Research performance indi-
cators are described in the most meticulous fashion, and cumulative points 
for them can exceed those obtained in the other three domains combined.
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the help of external resources. Yet, no cooperation is established be-
tween departments.

I8: “I can’t refer to any particular professors right now, because 
I don’t even know who reads what. Even the Business Communi-
cation course —  it came as a big surprise to me that it’s presented 
by the Department of Philosophy… If departments fostered initi-
ative more actively, maybe we could actually come up with some 
joint solutions according to the department’s ability and students’ 
needs.”

External experts invited to deliver specialized courses also observe 
low faculty cooperation, the main reasons being vague departmental 
standards of teaching and the lack of continuity throughout the cours-
es. External lecturers expect that the fundamentals of their discipline 
have been studied at earlier stages, but their expectations are often 
not lived up to.

I9: “And when the prof starts telling them [students] the material, 
they are not getting it. They just don’t know the terminology. The 
prof, meanwhile, is all into practice and communication with col-
leagues, experts like oneself, and used to a certain level of com-
petence.”

Interviewer: “So, those basics must have been learned in the 
lower division?”

I9: “Well, somewhere previously. I mean, the bare bones at 
least.”

I11: As a new faculty member, I’d certainly like to obtain some gen-
eral information on the department I work with. What kinds of stu-
dents and courses we have, which courses our department pro-
vides and why… So I could choose and improve [the course] to 
the extent of my knowledge, skills, ability, and competencies. Well, 
yeah, there are teacher guides… But their content varies. A few 
teacher guides per course. It is critical that there be only one teach-
er guide which is reviewed on time, say, once a year. There should 
be a systems expert who oversees the structure and content of 
teacher guidelines at the department. That’s what is missing.”

On the whole, descriptions of cooperation practices provided by the 
respondents allow for the conclusion that faculty members largely be-
have as atomized individuals. Peer advice, development of common 
teaching goals, and compliance to the same standards do not ac-
count for a noticeable portion of their work. The interviewees have no 
significant community within their university to communicate the pro-
fessional norms.
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Faculty members being disconnected, the university management 
has been gaining more and more control over their activities. Faculty 
attendance has been monitored for some years; in September 2018, 
CCTV cameras were installed in the classrooms. Those measures 
were criticized by the faculty and local mass media. The interviewees’ 
major concern is that administrators declare the need for improving 
educational quality, while lacking the necessary evaluation and mon-
itoring competencies.

HEI administrators are seen first of all as a branch responsible for 
discipline enforcement.

I1: “The only thing they care about is timely submission of reports, 
grade books, and exam records. In fact, someone at my own de-
partment filed a complaint against me recently for not submitting 
exam records on time. In mean, they took the effort. No matter how 
I deliver my lectures, no matter how good a teacher I am  —  maybe 
I’m terrible, or maybe I’m a genius —  but it surely does matter that 
I haven’t submitted those records on time. That’s what matters: re-
ports, grade books, records. Paperwork.”

From the perspective of faculty members, administrators’ influence 
on teaching is restricted to monitoring compliance and availability of 
guidance documents at the department. The university does not set 
the goals of education or define the preferred ways of achieving them, 
as administrators provide no value or curriculum orientations for pro-
fessors. Even though the interviewees are concerned about the ab-
sence of common educational goals, they are not interested in letting 
the management interfere into the choice of methods and content of 
teaching.

Interview findings reveal the lack of a common language to describe 
teachers’ professional experience, be it at the level of departments or 
the whole university. The respondents are autonomous in their teach-
ing activities, freely setting the goals for themselves, choosing the 
methods of teaching, paths and strategies of their own profession-
al development. The idea of academic freedoms is implicitly built into 
their everyday practices, yet none of them refers to it directly  — which 
is in line with Roman Abramov’s inference that academic autonomy 
is rather part of daily routine than an element of professional rhetoric 
[Abramov 2011:41].

A paradoxical situation is discovered in this field of research. Find-
ings indicate that professors share similar perceptions of the skills 
necessary to do their work, the goals of teaching, and the criteria for 
maintaining educational quality. Meanwhile, there is no platform for 
building those perceptions, and there never has been any. Faculty 
members have shaped their internal standards of teaching under the 

Conclusion
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influence of unique factors, such as their mentors’ practices and per-
sonal experience, which often involves working for other educational 
institutions and/or various government and business entities.

The influence of departments on the development of teaching 
practices appears to be rather conditional. Even if faculty members 
speak “for everyone”, being convinced of their colleagues following 
the same norms, this conviction is not supported by cooperation, as 
it becomes clear from the interview data. Management’s control over 
teaching is perceived as an unpleasant, yet inevitable factor. The inter-
viewees see clearly the gap between their own perceptions of teach-
ing and the administrative requirements, which is manifested in the 
transcripts as a conflict between continuous integrated effort and se-
lective formal requirements. Faculty members have no interest in new 
ways of regulating the part of their work which is currently under the 
management’s radar, as administrators’ competencies and motiva-
tions carry little credibility.

Comparison of interview data with the short fragments of profes-
sors’ talking about their work, cited in studies of the academic profes-
sion, allows concluding that modern faculty members share concerns 
about the increase in effort required to maintain educational quality 
[Forrat 2009; Abramov 2011; Kurbatova, Kagan 2015; Filonenko, Yak-
ovleva 2019]. In the present study, the respondents contend that fac-
ulty members need to demonstrate research outputs in addition to 
teaching workload in order to retain their positions and increase their 
earnings — which is consistent with the national trend [Kozmina 2014; 
Rudakov 2018а].

Amidst shortage of time and administrative pressures, teaching 
autonomy is the small oasis of academic freedom that is available in 
the university of today. It is impossible to determine precisely whether 
this freedom is perceived as debris of the Humboldtian model or as a 
way of building new educational models by trial and error.

It can be assumed, based on the interview data, that it is univer-
sities’ academic communities in the first place that can promote pro-
fessors’ intrinsic motivation and give them a greater sense of purpose 
in their routine practices. The interviewees’ demand for jointly devel-
oped goals of teaching  — unstated yet obvious  — correlates with Pyotr 
Safronov’s insight that today, with the status of academic profession-
als declining in Russian universities, new forms of academic commu-
nication must be created [Safronov 2016]. Faculty members are in-
terested in greater transparency of the learning process, coherence 
of educational goals, and availability of teaching standards within the 
university. Apparently, the management has essentially discredited 
itself as a branch capable of providing those conditions. As for stu-
dents, they can rather inspire professors than articulate their demand 
for professionalism in the academic community. Departments, there-
fore, remain the space where the meanings and purposes of educa-
tion can still be forged.
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[Educational and professional background]

What is your educational background? How did you come to teach 
at this university? Is this your first employment? Have you worked/
Are you working somewhere else?

What do you teach? Have you always taught this course (these 
courses)? Have you engaged in professional development? 
Where? How was it?

Did someone teach you how to teach? Did you have any role mod-
els? What or who inspired you when you started teaching? Are you 
inspired by anyone today?

Does teaching in higher education require any specific teaching 
skills?

[Teaching practices]

Could you please describe your teaching routine? What do you do 
on a daily basis? What makes up your teaching activity?

What is your fondest memory associated with teaching? How often 
do situations like that occur?

How is your classroom organized? How do you monitor the learn-
ing process and assess the outcomes? Does your department pro-
vide any assessment standards?

What are the major challenges faced by faculty members? Have 
you had any conflicts you’re your students, colleagues, or the 
dean’s office? How were they solved?

Appendix:  
Interview Guide
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Is there something you do that no one else at your department 
does? What is it? How is workload allocated among the depart-
ment members?

Do you need to expend any effort to retain your level of proficien-
cy? If yes, what kind of effort?

Does the university support your professional development? What 
does it look like? Do you have a say in those decisions? Do you 
consider such support the university’s responsibility? If not, then 
whose?

[External assessment]

Have you ever had your teaching skills assessed by your col-
leagues? Is election to academic positions a situation like that? 
Should it be?

What do you think is important in your work to the university admin-
istrators? How does the management assess faculty performance? 
Have you ever had your performance assessed?

Is student assessment of teaching necessary? Is it in place right 
now? What should it be like?

[Self-assessment/Perceived image of the profession]

Are there any common rules of faculty life? Is there a faculty stand-
ard or code of conduct?

Does it matter what position a faculty member holds? Is there any 
difference between Teaching Assistant and Associate Professor, 
and should there be?

How would you describe a quality academic course? How should it 
be designed? What does it take to be a good teacher?
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