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Abstract: Problem. This article investigates the problem of competitiveness in Russian higher education. The study 

presents a piece of qualitative research, in which competitiveness is understood as a socially constructed reality manifested 
through policy texts and discourse practices aimed for the innovative optimisation of the educational system, which en-
sures its competitive advantage locally and globally. Aim. The main aim of the study is to look at how competitiveness 
manifests itself as a dominant discourse and political practice in Russian higher education. The underpinning assumption 
behind the study is that competitiveness is used as an outcome and a governing tool of globalisation and part of the global 
neoliberal project. Methods. The main method of data collection employed in the study is documents. This made it possi-
ble to look at how competitiveness is manifested in legislation at the national level. The main method of data analysis is 
critical discourse analysis (CDA), which enabled to study the discourse of competitiveness as both a linguistic phenome-
non and social reality. Results. The research findings showed that competitiveness has been well integrated into Russian 
higher education in the past three decades. Linguistically, the analysis showed a variety of representations of competitive-
ness, organised as dichotomies, such as explicit / implicit competitiveness, national / international competitiveness. Dia-
chronic analysis of education policy texts pointed out a few tendencies such as the reorientation of competitiveness from 
an individual towards an institutional level, and others. Conclusions. As a socially constructed reality, competitiveness is 
realised through three interconnected forms: social structures, social events, and social practices. The outcomes of compet-
itiveness as dominant discourse relate to commercialisation, regulation, performativity and selectivity.  

Keywords: competitiveness; competition; education policy; social reality; higher education; university rankings; critical 
discourse analysis 

For citation: Lugovskoy A.V. Competitiveness as dominant discourse in russian higher education. Evidence-based ed-

ucation studies, 2026, no. 2, pp. 19–27. DOI: https://doi.org/10.18323/3034-2996-2026-2-65-2. 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Global processes when introduced to local settings may 
serve a powerful tool for the state to exercise its power 
through constructing certain types of discourses, i.e. sys-
tems of practices within which truth and knowledge are 
produced so that they can perform as regulatory mecha-
nisms of people’s behaviour [1]. One of such concepts is 
the concept of competitiveness. It serves as a global im-
perative [2] that changes the existing routines and practices 
and regulates the conduct of those involved. One has to 
follow the imposed pattern (quality improvement, produc-
tion increase, etc.) and adjust their performance in accor-
dance to that pattern, thus adopting the discursive practices 
into the new environment.  

Competitiveness in the neoliberal age has become espe-
cially tangible for HE, changing its character dramatically. 
Governed by market values, “universities have become  
an extension of world trade” [3, p. 14].  

For neoliberal ethics, values and morals are rationalised 
through quantitative characteristics, i.e. the value is attrib-
uted to what can be measured, calculated and quantified [4, 
p. 8]. From this perspective, competition in education  
receives a concrete quantifiable embodiment – global  

university rankings that have become prevalent in higher 
education all over the world but have been deeply critiqued 
for a number of reasons including the lack of transparency 
and reliability, as well as potential bias and oversimplifica-
tion associated with them.  

According to Ellen Hazelkorn [5, p. 4], rankings con-
sciousness appears as a response to globalisation and 
strive for new knowledge, which is central to economic 
growth. Competitiveness, as Collini argues, produces  
a fear that the success of enterprises and institutions 
elsewhere will diminish the country’s capacities, which 
causes “Champions League syndrome” among those 
willing to be represented in the top 100 or 500 [6, p. 17]. 
Global university rankings produced dramatic effect 
which exposed the insularity of national educational  
systems and forced them to acknowledge the difference 
between their self-perception and external excellence 
verifi cation [7].  

Performance data and league tables tend to serve as 
regulatory mechanisms for educational establishment. 
These stimulators of competitiveness create a so-called 
“single norm for excellence” [5, p. 16] which affects both 
administrators, teachers and students. This establishes 
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not received sufficient attention. The evaluation system for 
the allocation of SE resources is ambiguous. In order to 
assess the effectiveness of SE resource allocation, an evalu-
ation mechanism should be established to measure its out-
comes and provide guidance for the rational distribution of 
these resources, and ensure precise and efficient resource 
allocation, it is essential to refine the evaluation mechanism 
for SE resource distribution and gain a comprehensive un-
derstanding of the actual educational resource needs across 
different regions, to establish an integrated evaluation 
mechanism for the allocation of SE resources and enhance 
the application of evaluation results [11]. 

In summary, research on the allocation of SE resources 
has yielded significant results, providing a crucial foundation 
for understanding the development of science education; 
however, there remains substantial room for further explora-
tion. From a research perspective, existing studies lack sys-
tematic comparative analyses of various resource types. 
From a methodological perspective, existing research lacks 
diachronic comparative studies based on two or more time 
points. From a theoretical perspective, existing research lacks 
in-depth analysis of the driving mechanisms of resource allo-
cation. This study conducts a comparative analysis of  
the diachronic changes in the allocation of SE resources, 
identifies the distinct characteristics of resource allocation 
across different types, and employs educational theory to 
elucidate the underlying logic behind the coexistence of con-
verging and diverging outcomes, thereby providing empirical 
evidence for optimizing SE resource allocation policies. 

The aim of this study is to reveal the changing trends in 
the allocation of SE resources in county-level primary 
schools and the underlying logic of convergence and diver-
gence in policy effectiveness, using a diachronic compara-
tive method based on 2018 and 2025 county-level data, and 
to provide empirical evidence for optimizing resource allo-
cation and promoting high-quality balanced development. 

Theoretical Basis and Research Hypotheses 

Policies can promote the convergence of resource al-

location efficiency. According to the principle of disadvan-
taged compensation in the theory of educational equity [12], 
when policies impose clear rigid constraints, along with a uni-
fied allocation mechanism and effective compensation for un-
derperforming institutions, weaker schools receive additional 
resource investments, which enables them to obtain more sup-
port than stronger schools, thereby narrowing the gap between 
the two. In the field of science education, policymakers identify 
resource gaps across different regions and implement targeted 
investments or preferential policies to address these deficien-
cies. Textual resources and other textual materials, as well as 
the number of science teachers, are resources subject to highly 
stringent policy regulations. Through stringent policy measures, 
the state promotes unified textbook procurement, implements 
the Special Post Program and the Outstanding Teacher Pro-
gram, enhances mechanisms for high-quality and balanced 
supervision and evaluation, and provides compensatory funding 
to disadvantaged schools in townships and villages. These 
compensatory investments have enabled disadvantaged schools 
to improve their resources faster than those in county and city 
schools. As a result, while the overall resource scarcity at the 
county-level has been alleviated, regional disparities have sig-
nificantly narrowed, indicating a trend toward convergence. 

Differences in social capital lead to variations in  

resource allocation efficiency. Social capital refers to  
the ability of individuals or organizations to acquire various 
resources through social networks [13]. During the resource 
allocation process, advantaged schools can leverage their 
social capital advantages to continuously acquire more re-
sources, thereby accumulating competitive strengths. Due 
to a lack of social capital and competitiveness, disadvan-
taged schools are marginalized in resource allocation, lead-
ing to a continuous widening of regional and inter-school 
disparities. In the field of science education, a school's so-
cial capital is reflected in its network of relationships with 
external stakeholders such as government agencies, univer-
sities, businesses, and communities. County schools take 
their geographical advantages, possess richer social net-
work resources, enabling them to access additional external 
funding, off-campus facilities, professional guidance, and 
training opportunities through these networks [14].  
The social networks of township and village schools are 
relatively limited and weak, and their ability to obtain so-
cial support is also very restricted, as a result, they often 
find themselves trapped in a vicious cycle of accumulating 
resource disadvantages. 

Compensation approaches lead to convergence and 

divergence of allocation efficiency. The survival and de-
velopment of an organization depend on the acquisition of 
external resources, and the methods used to obtain these 
resources determine the pattern of resource allocation.  
To address the uneven resource distribution caused by geo-
graphical disparities, government policy interventions  
or social support can be employed to provide resource 
compensation to underdeveloped regions and schools. 
When resource allocation depends on administrative direc-
tives or rigid policy constraints, the distribution outcomes 
tend toward equalization, When resource allocation de-
pends on social support and social networks, the distribu-
tion outcomes tend to become more differentiated. When 
the types of resources allocated through policy intervention 
are compensable, compensation policies have clear ac-
countability mechanisms, and compensation funds are sus-
tainable, resource allocation in SE across different regions 
can more easily achieve balance through compensation. 
Social support relies more heavily on schools' own social 
networks, geographical advantages, and competitive capa-
bilities, while policy compensation mechanisms struggle to 
provide effective coverage. Therefore, counties and cities 
can more easily access resources by leveraging their geo-
graphical advantages, social networks, and organizational 
capabilities. In contrast, township and village schools, situ-
ated at the periphery of resource-dependent networks, have 
relatively limited capacity to access resources. Based on  
the above analysis, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H1: Driven by stringent policy measures, SE resources 
have shown a trend toward uniform distribution, significantly 
narrowing the disparities among schools within counties. 

H2: Science educational resources are allocated through 
social capital, underdeveloped regions are marginalized, 
which will lead to a significant widening of the urban-rural 
gap, reflecting a trend of increasing polarization. 

H3: The effectiveness of SE resource allocation in coun-
ty-level primary schools exhibits both convergent and di-
vergent patterns. 
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METHODS 

Research methodology 

The methodology of this study is grounded in educational 
equity theory, resource allocation theory, as well as the Mat-
thew Effect and social capital theory as its theoretical frame-
work. At the core of the principle of disadvantaged compen-
sation in educational equity theory lies the concept of excess 
compensation, namely allocating resources to disadvantaged 
schools beyond the average level to narrow disparities.  
This is achieved through policy interventions (such as target-
ed funding and selective enrollment) that identify and priori-
tize meeting the resource needs of disadvantaged schools. 
The core concept of the resource dependence perspective in 
resource allocation theory is that the mode of resource acqui-
sition determines the allocation pattern. Its methodology 
classifies resource allocation into two types: policy-
dependent (e.g., centralized procurement and planned alloca-
tion) and market-dependent (e.g., social networks and project 
competition), analyzing their respective equilibrium and dif-
ferentiation effects. The core concepts of the Matthew Effect 
and social capital theory are advantage accumulation and 
network position disparity. The methodology involves com-
paring the standard deviation changes across different  
resource types to determine whether the gap between advan-
taged schools and disadvantaged schools in competitive  
resources such as social support and external collaboration is 
widening. This study employs the concepts and methods 
outlined above to establish an analytical framework that inte-
grates both the policy rigidity and market mechanism per-
spectives. By conducting a longitudinal comparison of data 
from two county-level regions in 2019 and 2025, it examines 
the patterns of convergence and divergence in the allocation 
of scientific and educational resources. 

Data source 

This study conducted two surveys in county-level schools 
across 13 regions of Heilongjiang Province in China in 2018 
and 2025, using the same questionnaire each time. The initial 
survey distributed 400 questionnaires, with 398 valid respons-
es collected. In the second survey, 400 questionnaires were 
distributed, and 358 valid responses were collected. A stratified 
sampling method was employed for the research subjects.  
The participants in the research were primarily full-time and 
part-time science teachers from county-level primary schools, 
as well as teachers who are more familiar with science educa-
tion. According to the 2018 data, there were 126 male teachers 
(31.7 %) and 272 female teachers (68.3 %). Among them,  
179 were from counties (45 %), 185 from towns (46.5 %),  
and 34 from villages (8.5 %). According to the 2025 data, there 
were 92 male teachers (25.7 %), and 266 female teachers 
(74.3 %). Among them, 176 were from counties (49.2 %),  
159 from towns (44.4 %), and 23 from villages (6.4 %).  
The survey questionnaire adheres to the principle of anonymi-
ty; all participants were fully informed of the survey content 
and participated voluntarily. 

Research tools 

The questionnaire was designed around four dimensions 
of science education: textual resources, environmental re-
sources, human resources, and social support. The text  

resource comprises five assessment items: (1) the availabil-
ity of the Science textbook, (2) the availability of the Sci-
ence student activity booklet, (3) the availability of Science 
teaching aids, (4) the availability of the Science teacher's 
guide, (5) and the status of the school-based curriculum for 
the Science course. The environmental resources section 
comprises three items: (1) the laboratory conditions of the 
school's Science curriculum, (2) the availability of experi-
mental materials and equipment in the Science laboratories, 
(3) and the online teaching resources for the Science curric-
ulum. The human resources section comprises two items: 
(1) the number of full-time and part-time teachers teaching 
the Science course; (2) whether the Science course instruc-
tors have a formal background in science education.  
The social support section comprises five items:  
(1) funding for external support in Science instruction; 
(2) the location of Science classes outside the school 
premises; (3) professional guidance received by Science 
teachers; (4) opportunities for professional development 
for Science teachers; (5) and the involvement of external 
volunteers as teaching assistants for Science classes. 
Each item across all dimensions is designed using  
the five-point Likert scale scoring system, from 1 to 5, 
the higher the number, the lower the degree. 

The Cronbach's Alpha coefficient for the 2018 ques-
tionnaire was 0.887. The model fit indices are as follows: 
X2/DF=2.336; NFI=0.930; RFI=0.910; IFI=0.959; 
TLI=0.947; CFI=0.958; RMSEA=0.058; SRMR=0.0463. 
The Cronbach's Alpha coefficient for the 2025 question-
naire was 0.884. The model fit indices are as follows: 
X2/DF=2.186; NFI=0.932; RFI=0.910; IFI=0.962; 
TLI=0.949; CFI=0.962; RMSEA=0.058; SRMR=0.0608. 
The questionnaire met the basic requirements for all indica-
tors over the two-year period, demonstrating good reliabil-
ity and validity. The test of measurement invariance for SE 
data from county-level primary schools in 2018 and 2025 
revealed that the morphometric equivalence model fit well 
and is applicable across time periods. The weak equiva-
�O�H�Q�F�H�� �W�H�V�W�� �U�H�V�X�O�W�� �_�¨�&�)�,�_=0.008 (<0.01), demonstrating that 
the measurement tool maintains validity across time. 

Data analyse 

The reliability and validity of the questionnaire were 
analyzed using SPSS 20.0 and AMOS 22.0. The effective-
ness of SE resource allocation in county-level primary 
schools was primarily analyzed using the independent sam-
ples T-test.  

 

RESULTS 

The textual resources for SE at county-level  

have been improved 
There are significant annual variations in textual re-

sources for SE at county-level. The overall mean value of 
textual resources decreased from 2.37 in 2018 to 1.98 in 
2025, resulting in a mean difference of -0.385 (Table 1). 
The overall quality of textual resources in 2025 has shown 
a significant improvement compared to 2018. Over the 
pastseven years, the school has made significant progress in 
developing its overall textual resources. The mean values 
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standardized laboratory hardware, etc. Due to policy pres-
sures and fiscal coordination, various types of schools have 
aligned their minimum standards. The differentiation is 
most pronounced in generative resources that rely on 
schools' autonomous capabilities, such as replenishing and 
updating experimental consumables, recruiting and retain-
ing qualified teachers, and establishing social support net-
works. The hierarchical disparities in school organizational 
capabilities result in varying levels of resource accumula-
tion. This aligns with previous research findings that fun-
damental resources tend to converge while developmental 
resources diverge. This phenomenon stems from the re-
source-dependency perspective in resource allocation theo-
ry, whereby the method of resource acquisition determines 
the distribution pattern. This confirms the validity of Hy-
pothesis 3: The effectiveness of SE resource allocation in 
county-level primary schools exhibits both convergent and 
divergent patterns. 

Convergence and differentiation are symbiotic outcomes 
of scientific education resource allocation mechanism. 
While the institutional framework ensures compliance 
with baseline standards, its standardized and uniform 
nature also restricts schools' autonomy in development. 
After the school passed the standardization evaluation,  
the pressure for legitimacy was alleviated; however, due to 
a lack of internal capacity, the school faced challenges  
in sustaining and updating its resources. Therefore, the ul-
timate goal of educational resource allocation is not  
to achieve equal access to resources, but to enhance 
schools' capacity to transform resources effectively. 

Policy Recommendations from the Study 

Strengthen the full-cycle governance to ensure their 

operation and maintenance. The research data reveal  
a profound structural dilemma: improvements in resource 
allocation heavily rely on the concentrated implementation 
of policy-driven projects, yet their sustainability after pro-
ject completion is severely inadequate. The environmental 
resources of rural schools as an example, a statistically sig-
nificant deterioration was observed by 2025, it reveals  
the dilemma of insufficient post-investment operation and 
maintenance after the initial investment. Current allocation 
of SE resources is concentrated at specific time points. Sub-
sequent maintenance, updates, and transformation lack in-
stitutional safeguards. To address this issue, county-level 
authorities need to strengthen the paradigm for comprehen-
sive, full-cycle governance of SE resources. Establish  
a lifecycle management system for SE resources. First, dur-
ing the configuration phase, clearly define the depreciation 
cycles and renewal criteria for each type of resource. 
Secondly, during the operation and maintenance phase, 
the resource maintenance funds are allocated separately 
from the school's general operating budget, ensuring 
dedicated use and annual auditing. Furthermore, estab-
lish a county-level mechanism for recycling and reallo-
cation of idle resources during the exit phase. Transform 
resource allocation from a one-off political task into  
a routine governance function. 

Establish differentiated allocation standards and 

precise support solutions. The regional comparison of SE 
resources exhibits a highly consistent distribution pattern. 

That is, schools in the county have achieved comprehensive 
leadership with significant improvements, the village 
schools remain under-resourced but receive support under 
the minimum education guarantee policy, and the improve-
ment in resources at town schools has been relatively lim-
ited. To bridge this gap, county-level need to establish a 
new paradigm for resource allocation that ensures a bal-
anced gradient distribution. Given the objective disparities 
in resource foundations, organizational capacities, and de-
velopmental needs among schools across different regions, 
it is essential to establish differentiated tiered allocation 
standards and support strategies [20]. First, for county 
schools, the focus of resource allocation should shift from 
hardware supplementation to enhancing educational quality, 
supporting them in conducting curriculum innovation and 
teaching reform experiments. Secondly, for town schools, a 
targeted support program will be implemented to address 
key shortcomings, including the replenishment of labora-
tory consumables, recruitment of qualified teachers, and 
the establishment of social support networks. Further-
more, for village schools, explore alternative configura-
tion models tailored to their small-scale characteristics, 
utilizing mobile equipment, itinerant teaching services, 
and digital resources instead of standardized facilities 
and full-time staff. Gradient-based equity replaces uni-
form fairness with differentiated fairness, ensuring that 
each type of school receives resource support tailored to 
its developmental needs. 

Implement a transformative three-dimensional 

monitoring system. Current assessments of resource allo-
cation effectiveness primarily rely on possessive indica-
tors of ownership, while insufficient attention is paid to 
transformative indicators concerning usage methods and 
outcomes. The physical existence of resources does not 
automatically translate into educational benefits. To en-
hance the effectiveness of SE resource allocation in coun-
ty-level primary schools, it is essential to establish and 
refine a transformative evaluation system. Develop a sci-
entific evaluation module for assessing the effectiveness 
of educational resource transformation within the county-
level education quality monitoring system [21]. First, es-
tablish metrics for resource utilization frequency, such as 
the weekly usage rate of SE laboratories and the number 
of times the off-campus facility is used per semester, etc. 
Secondly, establish in-depth indicators for resource inte-
gration, such as the alignment between scientific teaching 
aids and curriculum content, and the rate of applying what 
teachers have learned from training in classroom practice. 
Third, establish indicators for measuring resource output 
effectiveness, such as the breadth and depth of students' 
participation in scientific inquiry activities, and the trends 
in teachers�¶ sense of efficacy in science instruction. Simul-
taneously, establish an early warning mechanism for  
resource allocation effectiveness, initiating diagnostic 
supervision and targeted interventions for schools that 
consistently fall within the alert range. Through transfor-
mational evaluation, it becomes clear that the fundamental 
purpose of educational resource allocation is not the mere 
quantity of resources possessed by schools, but rather  
the achievement of educational objectives through  
the effective utilization of these resources [22]. 
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Limitations and future studies 

This study is based solely on data from two time points 
in 2018 and 2025, and thus cannot capture the dynamic 
changes in resources over the seven-year period. Through 
diachronic comparison, the study revealed the trend charac-
teristics of resource allocation effectiveness and explored 
its underlying causes via theoretical analysis; however, it 
failed to establish rigorous causal inferences. Given these 
limitations, future research should focus on tracking chang-
es in students' scientific literacy and examining the actual 
impact of resource allocation on educational outcomes; 
deepen case studies to reveal the micro-level mechanisms 
underlying resource allocation evolution; and conduct in-
ternational comparative studies to draw lessons from devel-
oped countries' experiences in SE resource allocation, 
thereby establishing a regular monitoring mechanism for 
such resource allocation. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
The effectiveness of allocating SE resources in county-

level primary schools exhibits both converging and diverg-
ing patterns, reflecting both the effectiveness of policies 
and highlighting the profound challenges inherent in re-
source distribution. The convergence of textual resources 
and human resources between urban and rural areas demon-
strates the effectiveness of policy rigidity in promoting edu-
cational equity. For example, the overall average value of 
text resources decreased from 2.37 in 2018 to 1.98 in 2025, 
�Z�L�W�K�� �D�� �P�H�D�Q�� �G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�� �R�I�� �í������������ ���S������������������ �7�K�H�� �X�U�E�D�Q-
rural divergence in social support and the stagnation of en-
vironmental resources demonstrate the applicable limits of 
the vulnerability compensation principle in the field of sci-
ence education. As observed above, the level of social sup-
port received by county schools decreased from 4.10 in 
2018 to 3.51 in 2025, while that for town schools remained 
consistently around 4 throughout the seven-year period. 
This study provides precise targets for optimizing policies 
on the allocation of SE resources and offers a reference for 
identifying priority intervention areas. 
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