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Abstract 
The paper presents a dynamic aspect of the change in the typical educational trajectories of formal 
education of Russian youth over the past 20 years. Based on the analysis of the expansion of access 
to education and increasing educational mobility of young Russians, it was concluded that the 
flexibility and adaptability of the education system have increased. Access to higher education has 
also increased for young people who previously received secondary vocational education after leaving 
school for various reasons. At the same time, to a large extent, the increase in the level of education 
for this group of workers is associated with training in the programs of Economics, Management, Law 
in the conditions of combining education and full employment. Probably, in these conditions, it is 
legitimate to say that the expansion of accessibility of higher education through the use of non-linear 
trajectories of its production is associated with its lower quality. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
In modern conditions, formal education can be implemented in various ways. The possibility of non-
linear learning can be considered as the realization of individual needs of students. In this sense, the 
presence of various options for building educational trajectories can be considered as a characteristic 
of flexibility and adaptability of the education system. The educational trajectory is defined by 
specialists as a set of educational practices of an individual, a series of positions taken by an 
individual in a transforming educational space [1].   In the analysis of educational trajectories, the 
emphasis is made not on the progressive movement from lower to higher levels of education, but on 
the flexibility and consistency of the different stages of learning, including nonlinear and reversible 
motion [2]. 

Education is one of the few channels of social mobility. In this context, the choice of educational 
trajectories may have unequal consequences for individuals in terms of access to subsequent levels of 
education and, in this sense, form restrictions on their individual development, economic and social 
inequality [3]. The peculiarity of the Russian case is due to the fact that in the last 20 years in Russia 
there was a boom in demand for higher education in all social groups [4], [5], [6]. At the same time, it 
is important for us to understand how effective certain educational trajectories are in terms of the 
quality of education, the possibility of further training and the demand for skills in the labor market. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
For the purposes of this study, we have determined the age limits of the population included in the 
sample. The lower limit of 20 years is determined based on the age at which school graduates receive 
secondary vocational education. The upper limit – 29 years – is due to the current state youth policy. 
Depending on the indicators under consideration, these limits may be slightly adjusted. To analyze the 
trajectories of education chosen by Russian youth, we used the data of the annual panel longitudinal 
household survey RLMS-HSE, representative at the national level1. The authors compared the 
trajectories of education of a cohort of young people born in 1990-1992 with a cohort of young people 
born in 1980-1982.  The choice of cohorts is determined, on the one hand, by the availability of data 
(microdata RLMS-HSE are available since the second half of the 90s), and on the other hand, by the 
conditions in which educational trajectories were selected by these groups. Young people born in 
1990-1992 made the choice of educational trajectories, focusing on today's understanding of the role 
                                                             
1  "Russia Longitudinal Monitoring survey, RLMS-HSE», conducted by National Research University "Higher School of Economics" 

and OOO “Demoscope” together with Carolina Population Center, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and the Institute of 
Sociology of the Federal Center of Theoretical and Applied Sociology of the Russian Academy of Sciences. (RLMS-HSE web 
sites: http://www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/rlms-hse, http://www.hse.ru/org/hse/rlms) 
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of education. While the choice of generation born in 1980-1982, at least in the early stages, was due 
to stereotypes of the former socialist society. The total sample size was more than 3.2 thousand 
observations. For the analysis, there were used data on the age of respondents, the presence of 
diplomas on different levels of education, the period of study, the code of the profession obtained by 
ISCO2008. Within each cohort, there was carried out an analysis of changes in the level of education 
and there were recorded the probabilities of transitions between different levels of education. 

3 RESULTS 
The last two decades are characterized by significant changes in the system of Russian education. 
First of all, it should be noted the increase in the general level of education of Russian youth. 
According to RLMS-HSE data in 2017, the share of young people aged 25-29 years with higher 
education has increased more than twice compared to 2000. At the same time, the proportion of 
young people with complete secondary education has decreased by one third (figure 1). 

 
Figure 1. Changes in the level of education of Russian youth aged 25-29 years  

(% of the total population of the corresponding age) Source: authors  

On average, there are 107.3 vocational diplomas per 100 young people aged 25 to 29 in 2017, 
including 42.1 diplomas of higher education, 43.2 diplomas of secondary vocational education2, as 
well as 22 diplomas of professional courses and professional programs3. For comparison, in 2000, 
every 100 people had an average of 98.8 diplomas of vocational education, including 19.1 – of higher 
education, 48.8 – of secondary professional education and 30.9 – of professional courses. 

A comparison of the age of higher and secondary vocational education for generations 1990-1992 
(generation 2) and 1980-1982 (generation 1) shows that the proportion of those receiving higher 
education in generation 2 increased at the expense of those receiving diplomas after 22 years -  the 
age corresponding to receiving higher education immediately after graduation from school. For 
generation 1, the proportion of persons with the highest achieved level of education "secondary 
vocational" decreases after 21 years due to receiving higher education by those who previously 
received secondary vocational education (Fig. 2)4. For generation 2, the proportion of young people 
receiving vocational secondary education after graduation from school is significantly lower, and its 
subsequent decline due to higher education occurs later – after 24 years.  

                                                             
2 This level of education can be attributed to the 4 and 5 levels of the international standard classification of education. 
3 This level of education can be attributed to the 3 level of the international standard classification of education. 
4 The age limit of 26 years was determined based on the available data for the generation born in 1992 at the time of the last wave 

of the survey in 2017-18. 
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Figure 2. Dynamics of the maximum achieved level of education depending on age  
(% of the total population of the corresponding age) Source: authors  

Analyzing the transitions between the levels of education, we have not recorded significant differences 
between the generations of young people. In both groups, upward educational mobility prevails over 
downward and horizontal mobility (when a person receives a second education of a similar level). The 
most mobile group is young people with secondary vocational education. From 11.3% (for generation 
2) to 16.5% (for generation 1) of graduates receive higher education (p<0.05). A little less than 10% 
(9.4-9.8%) of students enrolled in vocational courses or vocational schools as a result also receive 
higher education. 

There should be paid attention to the age of higher education, which is declining. Today, young people 
complete their first higher education program at an average of 22.5 years, which is 0.8 years less than 
for the previous generation. This change is determined by the transition of Russian higher education 
from 5 to 4 years of higher education, but at the same time, it shows that Russian school graduates 
mainly receive higher education immediately after school. The gap between the first and second 
higher education is 1.2 years for generation 2 and 0.9 years for generation 1, i.e. young people who 
decide to receive a second higher education master both programs in parallel. The gap between the 
time of secondary vocational and higher education is stable (4 years) and also indicates that the 
decision to continue education is made soon after the completion of previous education, without the 
accumulation of professional experience in the labor market and understanding the requirements of 
employers. 

The specificity of Russian education is the ability to learn, combining work with learning (the so-called 
part-time and distant forms of education). And in those cases, the basic part of the educational 
program is mastered by the students independently. In the case of part-time education classes are 
held after the end of the working day, and in the case of distance learning – twice a year for 3-4 
weeks. In such conditions for high-quality education it is necessary to have modern teaching 
technologies and maintain motivation of students, which does not always exist in ordinary Russian 
universities. As a result, many experts consider such education to be low-quality and even quasi-
education, advocating for its restriction or prohibition. Therefore, it is important to understand in what 
forms the education of young people is conducted. Our analysis shows that the majority of young 
people from generation 2 receive diplomas of higher education, studying in traditional, full-time 
education (76.7%) against 56.0% in generation 1. Probably, the reason for this is the decrease in the 
volume of training for secondary vocational education programs with subsequent training in higher 
education programs (Fig. 2). 
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There is still a high demand for programs in Economics, Management and Law (37% and 10% of 
young people with higher education in generation 2, respectively). Not more than a third of graduates 
of these programs find work in accordance with their education. At the same time, a positive point is 
the reduction of the proportion of students enrolled in distant and part-time programs of Economics 
and Management (up to 26.0% of the number receiving the specified education in generation 2), Law 
(up to 36.6% of the number receiving the specified education in generation 2). For generation 1, these 
percentages were about 50% (p<0.1) 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The results show that the availability of education for young people in Russia has become higher 
compared to the older generation. For all levels of education, subsequent education is generally 
higher than previous education. At the same time, the intensity of vertical mobility in the generation of 
the early 90-ies of birth decreased compared to the older generation. This is due to the fact that in 
previous years, young people "traditionally" actively received secondary vocational education and 
almost immediately after graduation went to study at universities. Probably, in this situation, it is 
legitimate to consider education as a signal in the labor market. 
The obtained data indicate that the consistent receipt of different levels and profiles of education 
without long breaks in training has become a social norm for modern Russian youth. The reduction of 
the gap in time between receiving education means that young people actually don't have the time to 
enter the labor market, to consolidate professional skills and make an informed decision on 
expediency of the further development directions. Probably, part of the investment of society and 
young people in professional skills does not pay off. 
Thus, despite the wide opportunities of non-linear education, the Russian youth chooses the traditional 
trajectory of education in universities after graduation from school. 
The present study also showed that Russian youth continue to focus on programs in the field of 
Economics and Management. The share of graduates of these programs is close to 50% of the total 
output of vocational education programs, despite the fact that these groups of graduates have serious 
problems in employment. 
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