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Abstract. The aim of this work is to review and analyse the support and development practices for students based on their 
educational background and academic performance. The increasingly widespread concept of a responsible university 
involves an opportunity to close or make smaller the gap between academically diversifi ed students. Thus, the purpose 
is to systematise the practice of working with both low and high-achieving students and assess the possibilities for im-
proving the quality and effectiveness of this work. The analysis regarding existing practices of Russian and international 
universities is based on the literature review of more than 1600 sources. The review provides identifi cation, comparison 
and systematisation of common practices used by departments and universities rather than individual teachers. A clas-
sifi cation of practices at the stages of identifying, developing and evaluating low and high-achieving students is proposed. 
Recommendations are formulated for expanding the support and development of students under the conditions of academic 
diversity and for improving the quality and effectiveness of the educational process.
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Introduction

The increasingly diverse role of universities in 
recent decades has led to terms such as «conscien-
tious» or «responsible» appearing more often in the 
speeches of researchers and officials from leading 
Russian and international universities. Such respon-
sibility involves not only a symbiosis of the main 
missions or functions of the university, i. e. educa-
tion, research and engagement to the satisfaction of 
local needs, but also a conscious restructuring of the 
activities of the entire university aimed at bringing 
maximum benefit to society. University thus among 
other institutions becomes responsible for society, 
research and the labour market. However, this re-
sponsibility certainly does not exclude the universi-
ty’s basic function of educating younger generation; 
it now has a new component: a responsible univer-
sity, should be aware of what students are learning 
in it, and also become more conscious of its interac-
tions with them.

The massification of higher education causes 
many universities to encounter the phenomenon of 
academic diversity [1, 2], implying the range of dif-
ferences in student academic preparation prior to en-
tering the university and their subsequent academic 

performance. However, unlike other types of student 
diversity, this phenomenon is not well researched by 
modern scholars. For example, problems related to 
ethnic [3, 4] and socio-economic inequality [1, 4, 5, 6] 
and issues of women in higher education (gender ine-
quality, [3]) are more frequently covered in academ-
ic discussions. Relatively often in research, academ-
ic diversity is associated with interactions within aca-
demic groups, both at basic school level and in higher 
education. The relationship between the frequency of 
interaction between teachers and students and aca-
demic achievements of the latter is quite well-under-
stood [7]. In turn, academic diversity of the group is 
associated with the so-called peer-effect which sug-
gests that frequent social interaction between stu-
dents in such groups influence their learning out-
comes; at the same time, not all influence is neces-
sarily positive [8]. However, despite the evidence of 
academic diversity, its relationship with the function-
ing of educational institutions remains poorly cov-
ered in literature.

In Russia, the particular relevance of studying 
academic diversity, as well as the practices emerg-
ing at university under conditions of such diversity, 
is important for several reasons. As a consequence 
of current higher education financing policy, Russian 
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universities aim at targeting the most talented appli-
cants 1. However, most Russian universities operate 
under conditions of high level of students’ academic 
diversity what can be explained by different levels of 
academic preparation of students admitted in differ-
ent university’s schools, and by academic difference 
among publicly-funded and fee-paying students 2. The 
uneven distribution of admission quotas in the areas 
of training (namely, the distribution of state-funded 
admission quotas for disciplines with low admission 
criteria) and the policy of merging universities with 
different levels of academic requirements for appli-
cants 3, can also cause high level of students’ diversi-
ty at Russian universities.

The public policy factors that reinforce diversi-
ty are superimposed by demographic factors. Due to 
demographic trends showing that the number of peo-
ple aged 17–21 years will continue to increase until 
2034 4, the number and diversity of university attend-
ees is also expected to grow. With current policies and 
mechanisms of control a sharp increase in the num-
ber of universities is very unlikely. At the same time, 
for many universities, expanding student admissions 
is one of the few and fairly obvious means of increas-
ing their resource base. This means that existing uni-
versities will accept more students, which adds to the 
growing challenge of dealing with academically di-
versified student population.

At the same time, another element of state policy 
also ties universities to resources, this time from the 
point of view of reducing student dropouts. If a cer-
tain dropout rate is exceeded, a university runs the 
risk of having its state funding reduced 5. This encour-
ages universities to implement instruments for mon-
itoring failure, as well as developing various practic-
es for the support and development of underprepared 
students.

Thus, the situation of academic diversity com-
plicates the management of the university. In case 

1 An opportunity to get a higher level of financing for a higher av-
erage entrance exam score, as documented in Appendix 9 of the Order 
of the Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation of 
July 20, 2016 № 884.

2 Zagirova F., Romanenko K., Makaryeva A. «And we are so dif-
ferent». Academic heterogeneity of students: analysis, perceptions, prac-
tices. Modern Education Analytics, 2019, № 4 (25). (In Russ.).

3 Ibid.
4 Information from the table «Populations by one-year olds» of 

the Federal State Statistics Service, available at: http: / /www.gks.ru/
wps/wcm/connect/rosstat_main/rosstat/ru/statistics/population/demog-
raphy/ (accessed: 12.08.2019).

5 For public universities –  Section 46 of the Decree of the 
Government of the Russian Federation of June 26, 2015, No. 640, 
available at: ht tp://www.consultant.ru/cons/cgi/online.cgi?req

=doc&base=LAW&n=312531&f ld=134&dst=1000000001,0&r
nd=0.26129928182927387#037642312661538857 (accessed: 12.08.2019). 
The activities of universities of regional importance are regulated by re-
gional legislation.

of low-achieving students, universities are typically 
faced with the task of «pulling up» or developing such 
students. At the same time, high-achieving students 
still require to be taken care of; thus, universities are 
also faced with the task of maintaining these students’ 
interest in learning and developing their competencies. 
Additionally, many universities see their better-achiev-
ing students as candidates to a role of potential and as 
representatives maintaining the image of the universi-
ty outside as a place of quality education. Under such 
conditions, the diversity of academic preparation and 
performance underlies the need to use a wide range of 
practices to support and develop students.

In the context of a responsible university, it is im-
portant to expand the boundaries of existing research 
on what is happening inside one cell of the universi-
ty –  the academic group –  to what happens at the uni-
versity, in general. A responsible university must be 
responsive to the needs of the least prepared and si-
multaneously satisfy the requirements of the most pre-
pared students. Both at the academic group level and 
top management level, the dedicated work of teachers 
and administrators is required to maximize students’ 
educational results.

However, one cannot state that even the most 
selective universities escape the academic diversity. 
Under pressure from public expectations and educa-
tional policies, these universities usually selecting the 
most prepared and talented students, are compelled 
to take actions leading to an the growth of academic 
diversity. World leading universities are increasing-
ly creating special programmes to open the doors of 
the university to students from disadvantaged back-
grounds, which also implies lower academic require-
ments 6. Accordingly, where such conditions lead to 
academic diversity, there should be practices to sup-
port and develop different groups of students.

This article focuses on the practices and instru-
ments that would be referred to as macro-practices 
in the field of social work. In social work, macro-
practice implies established activities outside the in-
teraction of a social worker with an individual client 
or a small group of clients. Such practices are distin-
guished by the use of indirect and organisational lev-
erage in order to improve the state of large popula-
tion groups. Thus, if social worker and its interaction 
with clients are replaced with a teacher and teaching 
groups of students in degree-based educational pro-
gramme (EP), macro-practices in the context of the 

6 According to the latest news from BBC News, Oxford university 
promises to provide 250 places with full coverage of education and living 
expenses for graduates of public schools from disadvantaged families by 
2023, available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/education-48336059 (ac-
cessed: 12.08.2019).
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current paper are the practices organised at the lev-
el of departments or the whole university, aimed at 
the support and developing certain groups of students. 
The practices discussed here do not include student-
teacher interactions within the EP.

In order to analyse practices for supporting and 
developing students in conditions of academic di-
versity, let us consider them in the context of differ-
ent groups of students, as is often done, for exam-
ple, in literature on ethnic or racial diversity, when 
researchers focus their attention on students belong-
ing to certain groups. Thus, for example, many stud-
ies have been carried out on the factors leading to 
academic success of Latin American, Asian and 
African American students and a comparison of these 
ethnic groups with each other (for example, in [9]). 
The instruments and practices used to improve con-
ditions and learning outcomes also fall readily into 
the pattern of working with certain ethnic or social 
groups (for example, in [10]). On an analogous basis, 
the present article also focuses on practices aimed at 
working with different groups of students, which can 
be distinguished by the academic criterion: namely, 
students with high and low levels of achievement and 
preparation (hereinafter, they will be referred to as 
high and low achieving students, implying the level 
of preparation as well).

Then, the aim of this work is to systematise the 
practices of handling high and low achieving students, 
as well as to assess the possibilities for improving the 
quality and effectiveness of this work. For this, both 
Russian and international practices handling academ-
ically diversified students are considered. The search 
for current practices was limited by the level of un-
dergraduate degrees and full-time form of education.

The article consists of five parts. In the first part, 
methodology of this study is described. The second 
part provides information on international practices 
handling academically diverse students. The third part 
is devoted to analysis of existing practices in Russian 
universities, while the fourth one provides a systema-
tisation of all discovered practices. The final part pro-
vides conclusions and recommendations on possible 
areas for the development of Russian practices.

Research methodology

In order to review Russian and international stu-
dent practices, a large pool of articles and reports 
available through the HSE library service was ana-
lysed. This approach to the study of practices was first 
widely adopted in evidence-based medicine and lat-
er started to be applied in education. Here, the meth-
ods and characteristics used for the review should be 

quite clear and determined from the very beginning 
so that the results can be traced and repeated.

For this article, the search for literature sources 
was carried out using the EBSCO Discovery Service 
available through the HSE electronic library. In order 
to identify works about Russian institutes of higher 
education written in Russian, a search was performed 
using the e-Library electronic resource. The search 
was limited to 2009–2019, since the purpose of the 
study is to systematise contemporary practices for the 
students with different levels of preparation.

The selection of articles was carried out in stag-
es. At the first stage, the titles and abstracts of the pa-
pers were checked against the further content analy-
sis of the remaining articles. The review excluded ar-
ticles that:

 – were beyond undergraduate degrees
 – were related to distance education
 – were related to an analysis of educational policies
 – were focused on practices within the academ-

ic group, i. e. on interaction between teachers and 
students

 – studied the psychological and pedagogical fea-
tures of students

 – were related to the physical education and health 
of students

 – were written in neither Russian nor English
 – were primarily concerned with the practice of 

working with international students (excluded due to 
the specificity of this issue)

As keywords for searching in the titles and ab-
stracts of articles through the EBSCO Discovery 
Service, the following were used: «underprepared stu-
dents», «talented students», «gifted students», «ad-
vanced students» in pairs with words such as «pro-
gramme», «practice», «service», «support» and 
«course». A filter was also set to search for related 
words and relevant topics. A total of 362 and 162 arti-
cles were found regarding high and low-achieving stu-
dents, respectively. After applying the selection crite-
ria, two sets of 20 and 67 articles remained on inter-
national practices of working with the first and the 
second group of students, respectively. An additional 
6 articles were found in two languages about practical 
work with high acieving students in Russia.

In Russian, the search was initially conduct-
ed in the e-Library database using similar combina-
tions of Russian translations for the mentioned above 
terms. However, such a search yielded no results, so 
it was limited to phrases related to students. A to-
tal of 820 articles on high-achieving students and 335 
on low-achieving students were found. After analys-
ing the titles and abstracts of the articles that fit the 
topic of the study, only 47 and 15 works were left 
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regarding work practices in the first and the second 
group, respectively.

Due to the low quality of academic literature on 
the practices used by Russian universities, these da-
ta were supplemented by information obtained by the 
author earlier during a series of interviews with top 
and middle-level managers of Russian universities. 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted during 
December 2018 –  April 2019. Initially, it was planned 
to conduct interviews only with the vice-rectors re-
sponsible for the educational activities, however some 
vice-rectors recommended to contact with head of the 
structural unit, also involved in organizing education-
al activities. Thus, interviews with 17 vice-rectors and 
2 senior administrators involved in organizing edu-
cational activities in universities from 14 regions are 
included in this work. The range of the unified state 
exam (USE) scores for the respondents whose tuition 
was fully paid by the government was between 55 and 
92 points; the full-time student enrolment in 2017 at 
those universities was from 600 to 21,000.

Initially, respondents were asked to attend an in-
terview in person or in video format, however, some 
administrators offered their own communication op-
tions. As a result, the interviews were conducted as 
follows: 5 –  in person, 11 –  using video communica-
tions provided by Skype and WhatsApp, 1 –  through 
e-mail correspondence, 1 –  through correspondence 
in WhatsApp, and 1 –  via telephone conversation. All 
oral interviews, with the exception of one, were re-
corded with voice recorder and transcribed with the 
permission of the respondents. According to one in-
terview, the recording of which was interrupted at the 
very beginning, an abstract was compiled immediate-
ly after the end of the conversation.

Practices of working with academically 
diversified students: international 

experience

In global practice, there are several approach-
es based on different values of educational policies 
to classify certain groups of students. For example, 
Scandinavian countries traditionally adhere to the 
principle of equality, promoting equal educational op-
portunities for everyone, both at the secondary and 
higher education levels. No talent preferences are ap-
plied and methods for identifying gifted students and 
their further development are little used. In contrast, 
the United States, China, as well as most Western 
European countries, tend to rely on the principles of 
meritocracy. However, since the massification of high-
er education does not provide admission of high aca-
demic quality in all universities, groups of prepared 

and unprepared students are distinguished and ac-
cordingly, various instruments for working with them 
are offered. Therefore, the practices described below 
are more common in the latter countries, although 
they are also echoed in other contexts.

To begin, let us consider the practices related 
to the admission, support and development of high-
achieving students. Probably, the most popular way to 
work with high-achieving students abroad is present-
ed by the so-called Honours Programs. For example, 
in the United States, about 800 colleges and univer-
sities are members of the National Collegiate Honors 
Council 7, although such programmes have been im-
plemented in European countries relatively recently. 
The practice of their implementation varies not on-
ly from country to country, but even within the same 
university: the target group of students (bachelors, 
masters or graduate students), the programme con-
tent (interdisciplinary or disciplinary, aimed at deep-
ening or expanding knowledge), admission criteria, 
interrelation with chosen EP, purpose, programme 
confirmation form and others. However, the main idea 
remains the same; to provide these students with more 
challenging education in order to ensure their engage-
ment and development.

Some American universities operate several ac-
ademic excellence programmes; sometimes sepa-
rate colleges are created to attract talented students. 
One such example is the University of Ohio, where at 
least five academic excellence programmes are ad-
ministered and one college is formed. At least one 
programme / college is designed for students of mul-
tiple disciplines and interests, while others are aimed 
at working with students having particular areas of 
interest 8. In Patton College of Education alone, stu-
dents are provided with two academic excellence 
programmes 9 differing in goals: one is designed to 
support and increase interest in the teaching profes-
sion, while the other is aimed at improving students’ 
skills in implementing specific projects in the field 
of education.

Another example is Hunter College, one of the 
largest colleges in City University of New York. At 
least three programmes of academic excellence are 
additionally implemented here. One of these, the 
Catalyst Scholarship Programme 10 is designed spe-
cifically for students from families with low socio-
economic status (SES), demonstrating high educa-
tional results and studying in STEM-disciplines. The 

7 Available at: https://www.nchchonors.org/ (accessed: 05.08.2019).
8 Available at: https://www.ohio.edu/scholars/ (accessed: 05.08.2019).
9 Available at: https://www.ohio.edu/education/academic-pro-

grams/honors-programs/index. cfm (accessed: 05.08.2019).
10 Available at: http://www.hunter.cuny.edu/catalyst/program-

goals (accessed: 05.08.2019).
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programme includes faculty mentoring of undergrad-
uate students. Students must participate in the gener-
al geosciences course and develop their own academ-
ic success plan. The programme covers most of the 
costs of education so that students can devote their 
time to study rather than finding a job. The choice of 
the programme components was made for a reason: 
it was developed based on research into the effective-
ness of certain practices and instruments for interact-
ing with students [11].

The University of Auckland in New Zealand al-
so offers academic excellence programmes in vari-
ous fields of study. An honours degree is awarded for 
an additional successful year of study on the under-
graduate programme; subject to high learning out-
comes; this gives students the right to continue on to 
a Master’s programme or even doctoral study 11. Only 
those who have studied well in the main undergrad-
uate programme can project their study on the hon-
ours track.

In the same university, approaches for working 
with high-achieving students include the possibility of 
awarding internships or involving students in teachers’ 
research projects in summer, with a stipend award-
ed for participation [12]. In Australia, high achieving 
students are also involved in research. For example, 
the Talented Students Programme of the University 
of New South Wales in Sydney 12 sets the involvement 
of talented students in research as its goal. Students 
are invited either at the very beginning of training on 
the basis of admission points or based on current per-
formance. The distinctive point in the implementa-
tion of this programme is that the first year of partic-
ipation implies no academic or research work, –  on-
ly meetings with senior students participating in the 
same programme and introduction to university re-
search centres and projects during special presenta-
tions. Then, in the second year, students choose a re-
search project of interest and start working in it.

Sometimes universities cooperate to create devel-
opment programmes for high-achieving students. In 
this way, the Copenhagen Business School (Denmark), 
the Chinese University of Hong Kong and the 
University of Northern California have teamed up 
to implement the programme for talented undergrad-
uate students called Globe, which includes semes-
ter-long studies at each university 13. Each universi-
ty selects 18 talented students, forming a group of 54 

11 Available at: e. g. https: // www.auckland.ac.nz/en/study/study-
options/find-a-study-option/bachelor-of-science-honours-bschons.ht-
ml (accessed: 05.08.2019).

12 Available at: https://www.science.unsw.edu.au/future-students/
talented-students- program (accessed: 05.08.2019).

13 Globe program, available at: https://www.cbs.dk/en/study/bache-
lor/bsc -in-international-business / globe (accessed: 05.08.2019).

students studying together for three semesters. This 
programme is designed for second-year business ma-
jor bachelor’s students.

Support for the low-achieving students in the 
United States and Australia is also critically important. 
This is primarily due to the high dropout rate of stu-
dents themselves from the post-secondary education 
system. By helping underprepared students, universi-
ties seek to retain them and provide opportunities for 
the successful completion of educational programmes.

A common practice of «pulling up» students to 
the right level is by providing remedial or develop-
mental education. This usually means having reme-
dial courses for students who suffer from insufficient 
preparedness for higher education. It can have sever-
al forms: the more common option implies students 
to take developmental courses prior to their EP stud-
ies. According to the second option, students are given 
the opportunity to catch up with their peers while tak-
ing regular classes. The remedial courses are usually 
for fee and provide no educational credits for students.

There is no conclusive evidence of the effective-
ness of such courses. On one hand, a number of stud-
ies indicate that students choosing the remedial cours-
es demonstrate better results in core courses than 
those who do not take this opportunity [13]. On the 
other hand, a number of works indicate such cours-
es to constitute an ineffective instrument for teach-
ing low-achieving students: less than half of those 
entering corrective courses are able to graduate on 
time [14]. At the same time, it is also worth noting 
that this practice has a different effect on students 
with different levels of lagging behind. Thus, students 
with a small knowledge gap cope with developmen-
tal courses quite well, while significantly underpre-
pared students are more likely to fail [15]. The ambig-
uous effectiveness of this practice makes politicians 
and higher education managers look for other ways to 
solve the problems of low-achieving students and re-
sort to other practices of working with them.

As an alternative to compulsory remedial cours-
es, compulsory counselling for all students who may 
need it is provided, for example, by the U.S. state of 
Florida [16]. At the University of Southern Indiana, 
at-risk students studying STEM programmes are also 
provided with intrusive advising programme in par-
allel with corrective courses for the purpose of pro-
viding academic support [17]. Fifteen students to one 
consultant are allocated at the university. For each stu-
dent from the at-risk group, 5 compulsory individu-
al meetings are held where the student’s education-
al schedule is built, his or her educational progress is 
discussed and a strategy for preparing for tests and 
exams is developed.
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In general, counselling formats may vary. In some 
cases, counselling is held tête-à-tête, while in other 
cases, it takes the form of a meeting of an instructor 
with a group of students. Meetings are not limited to 
discussing students’ academic performance but are al-
so devoted to learning skills and consideration of the 
cognitive process and problems facing students within 
the learning process. In the United States, counselling 
practices prove to be an effective means for retaining 
students at the university and improving their academ-
ic performance; moreover, they represent a financially 
affordable method of supporting students [18].

In the United States, the practice of supporting 
low-achieving students is gaining popularity in the 
form of learning communities. For low-achieving stu-
dents, this often means that universities try to distrib-
ute them within the framework of remedial education 
so that they intersect at a greater number of meetings 
and classes [19]; that is, they form what in the Russian 
context is understood as study groups. The difference 
is that these groups often mix students with different 
majors. Studies also confirm that these groups help 
improve students’ academic performance and their 
sense of belonging to the university community [20].

The combination of the above practices for work-
ing with low-achieving students (remedial courses, 
academic counselling, learning communities, oth-
er additional seminars) is a common practice in the 
United States. However, some universities go even 
further. For example, as part of its EASE programme 
for students of the School of Biological Sciences, the 
University of California 14 also gives students partici-
pated at the programme a priority to enrol in the next 
level courses in biology and chemistry [20].

Bridge programmes constitute another way for 
supporting underprepared students. Unlike corrective 
courses, these programmes are most frequently imple-
mented in the interaction of regional universities and 
colleges. In bringing students’ competencies to the re-
quired level, such programmes are designed to help 
students adapt to the requirements and the environ-
ment of the educational institution where the transi-
tion takes place. Such programmes, for example, are 
implemented in the University of Toronto (Canada) 15 
and in the Auburn University (Montgomery, United 
States) 16. These partnership programmes are also be-
ing implemented in Kansas institutions: in order to en-
sure student success, Pittsburgh State University has 
partnered with Fort Scott Community College [21].

14 Available at: https://www.bio.uci.edu/easeprogram/ (accessed: 
05.08.2019).

15 Available at: https://wdw.utoronto.ca/academic-bridging (ac-
cessed: 05.08.2019).

16 Available at: http://www.aum.edu/admissions/admissions-pro-
grams/bridge-program (accessed: 05.08.2019).

In addition to the above practices, a number 
of other approaches are taken. For example, career 
counselling for underprepared students is sometimes 
viewed as an effective instrument for increasing ac-
ademic performance and retention: determining stu-
dents’ career path is believed to increase their motiva-
tion for learning and desire to obtain the correspond-
ing educational qualifications [22]. Project-based 
learning is also applied to allow low-achieving stu-
dents catch up and develop the necessary skills in mo-
tivating them to put theory into practice. For example, 
in South Africa, low-achieving students are involved 
in real-life projects to solve the problems for the lo-
cal community [23]. Another tool used by American 
universities involves the senior student mentorship 
of the freshmen who have low level of preparation. 
This practice has demonstrated a positive effect at 
Louisiana universities, where senior students acted as 
mentors of students in remedial reading classes 17 [24].

An important aspect of helping underprepared 
students includes the teacher professional develop-
ment. There are special teams of professionals who 
train instructors and teachers to work with low-
achieving students [25]. In Texas, the Catch The 
Next 18 programme is being implemented in order to 
help local colleges and universities (e. g., University of 
Texas at Austin, Colleges in the Alamo District and 
South Texas College) to empower faculty, staff, and 
institutions to increase the educational attainment of 
Latinos and other underserved communities in order 
to close the achievement gap.

The analysis of the practices of working with 
high and low-achieving students, showed that in many 
cases both practices include additional mentoring and 
counselling by teachers. Indeed, according to research, 
the presence of an effective mentor often appears as 
a stimulating factor in academic progress. The prac-
tice of mentoring helps students gain access to the ac-
ademic and other resources of the university and adapt 
to the university culture (for example, [26]).

The peer-effect is also used when working with 
both high and low-achieving students. Undergraduate 
mentorship is a fairly common practice. Special pro-
grammes (near-peer tutoring) are organised in medical 
universities in the United States with senior students 
helping freshmen. Such programmes are demonstrat-
ed to cause the greatest effect on the less achieving 
group of students (for example, [27]), yet the effect for 
high achievers is also often positive. In other cases, 

17 Available at: https://www.lsu.edu/eng/current/academic-support/
peer-mentors. php and (accessed: 05.08.2019). https://firstyear.louisiana.
edu/get-involved/peer-mentor-program (accessed: 05.08.2019).

18 Available at: https://www.catchthenext.org/about-us/our-pro-
gram/ (accessed: 05.08.2019).
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the peer-effect is used in assessing the tasks of class-
mates by students themselves. A calibrated essay peer-
review can serve as an example with its platform cre-
ated by the University of California, Los Angeles. In 
this program, teachers train students to evaluate es-
says based on the given criteria; after that, students 
evaluate work of their classmates. As the researchers 
note, such practice leads to a narrowing of the gap be-
tween the low and high achievers [28].

Working with academically diverse 
students: Russian experience

The analysed literature indicates that the high-
achieving or talented students are receiving much 
more attention at Russian universities. According to 
the results of the interview with university adminis-
trators, the authors came to a similar conclusion. This 
chapter of the article is based on knowledge obtained 
not only from the analysis of literature and informa-
tion from the websites of universities, but also from 
the interviews conducted by one of the authors.

While working with high-achieving students, 
Russian universities use a wide range of practic-
es, relying on the best practices of the Soviet sys-
tem combined with new opportunities and experi-
ence of foreign countries. Thus, high-achieving stu-
dents are incentivized financially: this includes not 
only traditional merit academic scholarships (MAS) 
approved by the regulatory documents, but also the 
possibility of students’ priority participation in ac-
ademic mobility, guaranteed room at a universi-
ty dormitory (Plekhanov Russian State University 
of Economics, Russian Technological University 
MIREA, Financial University), priorities in grant 
support for academic and scholarly research, and tu-
ition discounts for students who pay tuition (HSE, 
Moscow State Pedagogical University, Ural Federal 
University).

The involvement of students in research is con-
sidered by administrators and teachers as one of the 
instruments for the development and support of high 
achievers [29]. With great certainty, the latter is ar-
gued to be the main instrument for motivating high-
ly achieving students in Russian higher education. In 
most cases, research activity means an additional ex-
tracurricular workload for students. Students are at-
tracted through various forms. The simplest are the 
organisation of research study groups in the depart-
ments or the involvement of students in grant research 
under the guidance of teachers. There are some oth-
er, more complex research associations: student de-
sign bureaus (the MPEI experience is described in ar-
ticle [30]) student research societies, etc.

Following the practice of Western universities, 
Russian universities are implementing programmes of 
academic excellence. This practice is still in its infan-
cy and is quite varied in its nature. At some universi-
ties, separate units or colleges are created for this pur-
pose, for example, in Far Eastern Federal University 
and the University of Tyumen, while the Siberian 
Federal University 19 is even a member of the above-
mentioned American national collegial council for ac-
ademic excellence. At other universities, programmes 
are implemented within individual faculties or study 
areas (Kazan Federal University, Siberian State 
Medical University, Kazan State Medical University). 
The form of implementation of such programmes al-
so varies greatly, e. g.:

– the strongest applicants are selected in a sepa-
rate group and their academic program curriculum is 
modified (Kazan State Medical University);

– programmes of academic excellence exist in the 
form of degree-based educational programs which are 
advertised to the most talented and motivated candi-
dates. Students apply directly to this academic pro-
gramme (University of Tyumen 20);

– an additional advanced programme is offered 
along with the degree-based one. Students in this pro-
gramme are selected based on their achievement in 
EP and their motivational letters (Far Eastern Federal 
University, Siberian State Medical University 21). This 
model is the most similar to the western ones.

Summer school is another, less frequent, but still 
common way of working with highly achieving stu-
dents. These schools are typically aimed at developing 
various skills and competencies (leadership, research), 
as well as deepening the disciplinary knowledge.

Another practice, often reflected in the structur-
al changes of the university, is tutoring. At present, 
tutoring is more popular in Russia than the mentor-
ing practiced at foreign universities. While mentoring 
involves cooperation in order to transfer experience 
and stimulate development in a particular field, tutor-
ing is more likely to help students to determine their 
own educational trajectory. Tomsk State University 
provides a good example of a strong tutors’ team 22. 
In the Far Eastern Federal University tutoring has 
transformed from the practice of supporting and in-
dividualising educational trajectories of high-achiev-
ing students towards a support instrument for low-
achieving students to identify their problems and de-
velop solutions.

19 Honors College of the Siberian Federal University, available at: 
https://elibrary.ru/item.asp?id=32829633

20 Available at: https://sas.utmn.ru/ru/ (accessed: 05.08.2019).
21 Available at: https://www.ssmu.ru/ru/obrazovanie/elite/ (ac-

cessed: 05.08.2019).
22 Available at: https://vk.com/tutortsu (accessed: 05.08.2019).
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Finally, a form of assessing high achievers con-
sists of Olympiads, intellectual games, contests and 
student conferences. On the one hand, such activities 
are often targeted at selecting the best students. On 
the other hand, they aim at student motivation to par-
ticipate in academic and research life of the university 
and summarise specific results of their academic, re-
search and / or creative activities (an example here is 
the Plekhanov Russian State University of Economics 
in [31]). Participation and victory in such competitions 
is important for students who want to continue their 
studies at graduate and postgraduate levels.

Although the peer-effect is not very often con-
sciously used in Russia, some practices can be iden-
tified in this connection. Judging from the litera-
ture, this happens not within the educational group 
itself (teachers more often see the negative effects of 
heterogeneous groups), but rather through some oth-
er specific measures, for example, specially created 
scientific career centres  23, where successful upper-
undergraduate students are invited as tutors. In other 
cases, a group of educational consultants from among 
senior students is identified; one of this group’s re-
sponsibilities is to help low-achieving students [32]. 
Sometimes, such assistance is provided by the student 
councils, especially if the problem is significant, and 
this council is active and well functioning 24. This is 
perhaps the only case in current Russian experience 
where the work is conducted with both high and low-
achieving students.

It is important to mention that the work with the 
low-achieving students is quite limited. Literature re-
view shows that although researchers admit the ex-
istence of the problem of low-achieving students, yet, 
there is no much experience in working with this cat-
egory. In most cases, such experience includes re-
medial or extracurricular courses, which are offered 
at schools if there are too many underprepared stu-
dents. Those courses are as a rule discipline-spe-
cific and focused on filling the gaps in basic school 
education [33].

There are practically no other instrument ex-
ists for solving academic problems at the level of de-
partments and universities. Even the task of develop-
ing basic skills of intellectual activity such as taking 
notes lies heavy on university teachers, «it is the re-
sponsibility of the teacher to teach students how to 
take notes, abbreviate, highlight logical relationships, 
interpret material, etc.» [34, p.66]. At the university 

23 An example of such a centre is at Sechenov University, Available 
at: https://www.sechenov.ru/univers/structure/center/ tsentr-nauchnoy-
karery / (accessed: 05.08.2019).

24 An example of such interaction of students is in Ural Federal 
University, Available at: https://vk.com/repeatitor (accessed: 05.08.2019).

level, it has become common practice to manage low-
achieving students in manual mode.

There are some other instruments for supporting 
students, regardless students’ academic level helping 
to handle student support. For example, the institute 
of curators, although some administrators have recog-
nized it as not always effective. Curators act as a buff-
er between students and teachers and administrators. 
They help identify problems of low-achieving students 
and resolve conflicts with teachers (for example, [35]). 
Curators advise high-achieving students how they can 
best realise their potential.

The above review of Russian practices demon-
strates that the work with high-achieving students 
is often more systemic and structural than the work 
with the low-achieving ones; it turns out that the in-
struments for identification and development of high-
achieving students are much more numerous and bet-
ter developed. However, it must be noted that most 
Russian research publications in this area are descrip-
tive and at best instructional in nature; they do not 
generally rely on any empirical studies of the effec-
tiveness and efficiency of specific practices.

Generalisation of practices

A review of foreign and Russian practices allows 
to outline a general framework of the work with high 
and low-achieving students. In general, the practice 
of supporting these groups of students can be divid-
ed into several types as shown in Table 1. Some prac-
tices can be applied for both high-achieving and low-
achieving students. In this case, the key difference lies 
in their specific content. In Table 1, a level is identi-
fied, where the implementation of a particular prac-
tice block is carried out. The following levels were 
highlighted:

 – structure involves the creation of separate struc-
tural units for the practice;

 – university assumes organisation and implemen-
tation of practices at the university level;

 – unit involves organisation and implementation of 
practices at the level of faculties and institutes;

 – teachers (individual level) is related to practices 
implemented by teachers in the framework of the EP.

Without claiming to be comprehensive, this ta-
ble represents the most common practices of working 
with students, systematising the work conducted by 
universities in relation to students with different levels 
of preparedness and academic acheivement. Moreover, 
the table may allow universities eager to become re-
sponsible providers of quality education to find new 
currently unused niches for supporting students and 
maximising their academic success.
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Table 1
Organisational decisions (practice blocks) targeting high 

and  low-achieving students at different stages of interaction

Stage High-achieving students Low-achieving students

Identifi cation Targeted search and retention of talented appli-
cants (university, unit, structure)
According to the results of the entrance 
tests (USE) (unit, university)
Entrance in-course assessment of the readiness at the 
beginning of the academic year (teachers)

According to the results of entrance tests (USE) (unit, 
university)
Entrance in-course assessment of the readiness at the 
beginning of the academic year (teachers)

Development Teaching practices (teachers)
Adaptation (individualisation) of educational pro-
grammes (all levels)
Additional programmes (unit, university, structure)
Mentoring (teachers, department, university)
Tutoring (department, university, structure)
Research activity (teachers, unit, university)
Financial support (university)
Structures aimed at supporting and developing stu-
dents (university, structure)

Teaching practices (teachers)
Adaptation (individualisation) of educational pro-
grammes (all levels)
Additional programmes (unit, university)
Mentoring (teachers, unit, university)

Evaluation Academic competitions (unit, university)
Other competitions (unit, university)
Exhibitions of student work (unit, university)

Analysis of academic achievement at the curricular 
courses (teachers, unit)

Social responsibility of the university

Speaking of Western countries’ experience, the 
approach to academic support and student development 
generally appears to be more systematic: additional op-
portunities for academic support and student develop-
ment outside the basic curricula provided both at the 
level of university and academic departments’ admin-
istration. Most recently, teaching staff and adminis-
tration have begun creating cross-functional and in-
terdisciplinary groups to develop solutions for various 
groups of students. A common practice involves the 
creation of an entire cluster of units responsible for sup-
porting students academically, psychologically, finan-
cially and socially. Universities hire specialists to help 
students with skill development, as well as organising 
entire programmes apart from the EP and available to 
all students regardless of their field of study. It is worth 
mentioning that some Russian universities are moving 
in the same direction and providing additional opportu-
nities for improving quality of training of their students.

The practices identified in this review vary not 
only according to the stages of work, the target group 
of students and the level of implementation of the 
practices, but also by their complexity. The practices 
described above in some cases can be referred to as 
peculiar mega-practices (Honours colleges and aca-
demic excellence programmes, many examples of re-
medial courses in the USA). Such mega-practices in-
clude several merged practices, formed from a combi-
nation of additional courses, mentoring support from 
teachers and students, and distinctive teaching prac-
tices that we did not cover in this article.

The best case scenario is when the results and the 
implementation process of the listed practices and me-
ga-practices are researched and evaluated by the uni-
versity thus allowing to make necessary changes and 
adjustments to improve teaching and learning and stu-
dent success.

Conclusions for educational policy 
and management

The concept of a responsible university means 
that students have all necessary educational oppor-
tunities. At the same time, the availability of such 
educational opportunities within the curriculum 
framework is not always sufficient; therefore, stu-
dents should have support and development oppor-
tunities outside their degree-based EP. In order for 
Russian universities to take more responsibility re-
garding students, a deep and comprehensive analysis 
of students’ data should be conducted. This should 
include an analysis of the school grades and nation-
al exams scores, individual achievements, and also 
should be supplemented (especially for the fresh-
men) with information about current academic per-
formance, the socio-economic status, students’ in-
terests, aspirations and hobbies, as well as their 
learning styles and psychological profile. In order 
to provide best educational opportunities, the choice 
of practice, its content, structure and pace should 
be dictated by the characteristics of the students for 
whom this practice is created.
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The practices presented in this work can help uni-
versities address the quality of education, and aca-
demic diversity. The current situation, when univer-
sities are more likely to work with high achieving 
students, is more likely to lead to an increase in the 
academic diversity in the university and, accordingly, 
to an increase in the educational quality gap among 
students. Universities need to help their low-achieving 
students in order to reduce academic diversity.

In spite of that, Russian current practices dem-
onstrated that low-achieving students tend to be left 
without sufficient attention from universities. Support 
and development practices for this group are found in 
literature and are mentioned by administrators much 
less often than practices for high-achieving students. 
This looks rather strange, considering that more than 
17 % of students who enrolled tuition-free and more 
than 30 % tuition-paying students are admitted to 
Russian universities with an average USE score below 
56 (out of 100), which is considered to be low quality 
level of admission 25. Universities can expand existing 
practices of student support through thoughtful adap-
tation of the instruments described above.

In an interview, some administrators admitted 
that their university refuses to offer remedial cours-
es due to their unpopularity and inefficiency. Some 
international universities also report the same nega-
tive experience, with low achieving students express-
ing no desire to use this service provided by univer-
sities [36, 37]. In this case, additional or alternative 
ways can be developed for involving such students, 
for example, through lowering the price of remedi-
al courses and the use of other practices, for example, 
online technologies. An additional online support as 
part of the course on elementary statistics turned out 
to be quite effective [38].

What is quite obvious in our context is the pos-
sibility and even the need for a deeper use of the 
peer-effect. Apart from cases when senior students 
are involved as tutors and consultants by universi-
ty, in Russia, such practices are often carried out by 
the students themselves either through student coun-
cils (communities), or on a completely informal ba-
sis. However, in this form, assistance can mainly be 
provided for students already quite well socialised in 
their environment. For those who do not adapt well 
to new conditions, such opportunities remain closed. 
Therefore, universities should consider the option of 
formalising and institutionalising forms of education-
al interaction between students with the increased in-
volvement of senior students as mentors. This can 
both help low-achieving students, from the point of 

25 According to the monitoring of admissions quality for 2018.

view of mastering the required skills, knowledge and 
competencies, socialisation in the university environ-
ment. Institutionalising educational interaction will al-
so help high achieving students, providing them with 
deeper understanding of the issues related to their ac-
tive life position. Moreover, the practices associated 
with the peer-effect, if properly organised, can present 
an effective instrument for reducing academic diver-
sity with a positive effect for both successful and un-
successful students. However, the formalisation pro-
cess should not be reduced to establishing the super-
ficial voluntary-compulsory nature of such relations, 
since this risks to reduce the positive effect of such 
practices to zero. The sincere mutual involvement of 
students is one of the key factors for successful stu-
dent interaction.

The introduction of additional student support in-
struments should be accompanied by providing op-
portunities for the professional development of teach-
ers. Working with high and low-achieving students re-
quires different skills and mastery of teaching. At the 
same time, while a relatively large number of guide-
lines and manuals, and courses on working with gift-
ed or low-achieving children exist for school-level 
teachers, teachers at Russian universities have limit-
ed access to support instruments.

Quality evaluation of the practice effectiveness is 
an essential additional element of comprehensive work 
with students under conditions of academic diversity. 
Such evaluation will allow administrators, research-
ers and teachers evaluate the adequacy of the resourc-
es they spend and identify the ways of improvement. 
The comprehensiveness of measures for dealing with 
academically diverse students should also be ensured 
by the involvement of both administrators and aca-
demic staff. Based on available student data, cross-
functional and sometimes interdisciplinary work on 
evaluating the effectiveness of current practices can 
serve as a way to provide the best educational oppor-
tunities outside the curricula for both the best students 
and those with academic difficulties.

In conclusion we should note that university pol-
icies in student support in the Russian context still 
remain a poorly investigated problem. For the fur-
ther development of research in this field, it would 
be helpful to address how current federal policy af-
fects university policy for student support; what in-
centives and obstacles it sets; how the institutionaliza-
tion of new practices occurs, what practices are insti-
tutionalized, and what contributes to this; how student 
dropouts and university policies of supporting low-
achieving students are connected, and how student 
support and development are reflected in university 
programs and strategies. Moreover, the technological 
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development reveals new opportunities for universi-
ties to work with students, so the study of the effects 
and possibilities of using online technology and dig-
italization for comprehensive student support is be-
coming more relevant than ever.
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