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Abstract. Open statistics is analyzed 
to examine the successful strategies 
of implementing continuing education 
(CE) programs by vocational schools 
and universities. The study identifies the 
industries that benefit from those suc-
cessful strategies the most. In vocation-
al schools, such industries include med-
icine, oil and gas production and chem-
ical processing, transport, mining and 

metallurgy, electrical engineering and 
telecommunications, pedagogy, tertiary 
sector, architecture and construction. As 
for higher education, CE programs are 
pursued most actively by medical, multi-
disciplinary, pedagogical, law and eco-
nomics, and polytechnic universities. A 
relationship has been established be-
tween CE enrollment and general stu-
dent population.

Implementation of CE programs con-
tributes to financial sustainability of vo-
cational institutions. Successful strate-
gies may ensure from 25 to 40 percent 
of the total budget in educational insti-
tutions that specialize in oil and gas pro-
duction and chemical processing, med-
icine, electrical and power engineering, 
ICT, law and economics. Efficient strat-
egies include narrow specialization and 
collaboration with strategic enterprises, 
while online marketing tools play a rela-
tively small part.

Continuing education was found to 
contribute little to financial sustainabil-
ity of large national universities despite 
higher CE enrollments, barely account-
ing for five percent of their total budget. 
At the same time, a number of small in-
stitutions of higher education (regional 
branch campuses and private universi-
ties) can generate over half of their in-
come from CE programs, university sta-
tus playing a guiding role in student at-
traction. Analysis of university strategies 
shows that low interest in implementing 
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CE programs for the good of regional 
industries is related to the absence of 
CE-based indicators in annual monitor-
ing reports and the lack of established 
policies for integrating CE programs into 
higher education.

 1 Federal State Statistics Service (2017) Povyshenie kvalifikatsii i professional-
naya podgotovka rabotnikov organizatsiy v 2016 g. Tom I [Employee Training 
and Development in 2016. Volume I], Moscow: Rosstat.

 2 Information on Learning in Organizations Implementing Continuing Education 
Programs in 2016 According to Form 1-PK: http://opendata.mon.gov.ru

 3 Analytical Report on Implementing Continuing Education Programs in the 
Russian Federation in 2015: http://www.as-dpe.mon.gov.ru/files/content-
file/2/analit-doklad-2015.pdf

	 4	Monitoring of University Effectiveness acc.to Form 1: http://indicators.mic-
cedu.ru/monitoring/?m=vpo 
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Professional development and training is one of the most common 
types of continuing education. Such educational services are large-
ly provided by universities, continuing education institutions, and vo-
cational schools.

With population ageing and student enrollments reducing, adult 
education becomes a rapidly growing segment in higher education 
the	world	over	[Hinton	2012].	Strategic	plans	of	nearly	60	percent	of	
U.S.	higher	education	institutions	report	a	significant	increase	in	adult	
students	in	their	lifelong	learning	programs	[Cook,	King	2005].

Back in the Soviet Union, centralized planning was employed to 
meet the economy’s demand for skilled labor force, in professional 
occupations in particular. In the post-Soviet era, solutions depend on 
the market situation and the ability of an educational institution to de-
velop a successful strategy adequate to the currently existing socio-
economic needs.

The goal of this study was to analyze the results of implementing 
competitive strategies in continuing education (CE) by public voca-
tional schools and universities. For this purpose, relations were ex-
amined among target industries, terms of program implementation, 
effectiveness	of	attracting	learners	 in	the	CE market, and nascent 
opportunities	for	 increasing	the	financial	sustainability	of	education-
al institutions. The success measures included CE enrollment size, 
number of CE	programs	offered,	tuition,	and	financial	outcomes	of	
program implementation.

The study is based on Federal State Statistics Service (Rosstat) 
statistics1, open data of the Ministry of Education and Science of Rus-
sia2 3,	findings	of	the	Monitoring	of	University	Effectiveness4, and the 
information that educational institutions are required to publish on 
their	official	websites.	The	latter	 includes	data	on	the	education	pro-

http://vo.hse.ru/en/
http://opendata.mon.gov.ru
http://www.as-dpe.mon.gov.ru/files/contentfile/2/analit-doklad-2015.pdf
http://www.as-dpe.mon.gov.ru/files/contentfile/2/analit-doklad-2015.pdf
http://indicators.miccedu.ru/monitoring/?m=vpo
http://indicators.miccedu.ru/monitoring/?m=vpo


Voprosy obrazovaniya / Educational Studies Moscow. 2019. No 1. P. 187–214

PRACTICE

grams	being	administered,	their	cost,	finance	and	business	opera-
tions, self-study reports, evidence of completion, availability of a re-
source center or applied skills center, and interactions with industrial 
and social partners.

Continuing education programs are the fundamental component 
of the adult education and learning system in Russia, CE graduates 
accounting	for	over	44	percent	of	employed	adults	(aged	25	to	64)	
[Korshunov	et	al.	2018].	The	absolute	number	of	CE students is grow-
ing	by	5	percent	on	average	yearly	(Fig.	1).

Over	3,400	universities	and	vocational	schools	serve	80	percent	
of all CE students, remaining the largest providers in this market. Uni-
versities have larger CE	enrollments	(1.686	million	students	in	2016,	
or	60%	of	total	CE	enrollment)	than	vocational	schools	(604,000	stu-
dents,	or	around	21%),	even	though	vocational	institutions	implement-
ing CE	programs	are	almost	twice	as	many	as	universities	offering	the	
same services, and their number is trending upward. Independent CE 
organizations have also become a lot more common in Russia, but 
they cannot boast great contributions to the population of CE students 
(about	19%).	As	a	comparison,	the	percentage	of	CE courses taken at 
university	or	college	in	the	United	States	was	only	18	percent	in	20045.

There	are	about	1,800	institutions	of	vocational	education	in	Russia,	
which	can	be	classified	by	target	 industries	for	which	their	educa-
tion programs are given. Nearly one third of all vocational schools are 
multidisciplinary	(Fig.	2),	but	the	largest	CE enrollments are observed 
in medicine, followed by multidisciplinary, architecture and construc-
tion,	pedagogical,	transport,	and	other	categories	(Fig.	3).

	 5	National Center for Education Statistics. Digest of Educational Statistics: 
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/2004menu_tables.asp 
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Figure . Growth in the Number of Adult Students in CE: Years 2010, 
2013, and 2016, according to Rosstat (mln people)
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Source: Federal State Statistics Service (2010) Dopolnitelnoe professionalnoe obrazovanie rabot-
nikov v organizatsiyakh v 2010 g.: statisticheskiy byulleten. Tom I [Employee Continuing Vocation-
al Education and Training in 2010: Statistical Bulletin. Volume 1], Moscow: Rosstat; Federal State 
Statistics Service (2013) Dopolnitelnoe professionalnoe obrazovanie rabotnikov v organizatsiyakh v 
2010 g.: statisticheskiy byulleten. Tom I [Employee Continuing Vocational Education and Training in 
2013: Statistical Bulletin. Volume 1], Moscow: Rosstat; Federal State Statistics Service (2017) Pov-
yshenie kvalifi katsii i professionalnaya podgotovka rabotnikov organizatsiy v 2016 g. Tom I [Employ-
ee Training and Development in 2016. Volume I], Moscow: Rosstat.
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Figu re . The Breakdown of Vocational Schools Offering 
CE Programs by Industry (%)

Figure  . The Distribution of CE Students Attending Vocational 
Schools by School Specialization (%)
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Not all vocational schools engage actively in adult education. Suc-
cessful CE	strategies	ensuring	over	500	adult	students	yearly	(which	
is equal to average general enrollment of Russian vocational schools) 
are	pursued,	on	average,	by	only	16	percent	of	the	institutions	in	every	
industry,	enrollments	of	most	vocational	schools	being	under	500.	To	
compare,	U.S.	two-year	community	colleges	enrolled	2.6	million	peo-
ple	aged	25	and	older	in	CE	classes	in	2001,	which	accounted	for	44	
percent of their total candidates that year6.

Figure	4	shows	the	distribution	of	vocational	schools	specializing	
in architecture and construction by CE enrollment. The nature of such 
distribution	depends	very	little	on	the	industry	and	reflects	the	exist-
ing level of management in continuing education.

We assessed the number of successful vocational schools with CE 
enrollments	over	500	in	every	industry	and	estimated	their	proportion	
in	the	total	number	of	vocational	schools	in	the	given	industry	(Fig.	5).	
Competitive	adult	education	strategies	are	developed	most	effective-
ly in such industries as medicine, oil and gas production and chemical 
processing, transport, mining and metallurgy, electrical engineering 
and telecommunications, pedagogy, the tertiary sector, and architec-
ture and construction.

Analysis	of	publicly	available	information	from	college	websites	
shows that industry specialization of CE	programs	offered	by	voca-
tional schools usually matches their own specialization. Successful 
educational	institutions	do	not	waste	their	effort	offering	non-core	pro-
grams	in	subject	fields	where	they	lack	professional	competence	and	
recognition	among	employers	capable	of	supplying	an	influx	of	people	
willing to engage in professional development and training.

	 6	National Center for Education Statistics. Digest of Educational Statistics: 
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/2004menu_tables.asp.
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Figure . The Distribution of Vocational Schools Specializing in 
Architecture and Construction by CE Enrollment
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An	important	role	in	the	development	of	adult	education	and	learn-
ing, including CE programs, is played by “anchor” strategic enter-
prise partners. Most educational institutions indicate on their websites 
availability of employers supplying the best part of their CE enroll-
ment. This is always done by the institutions that have already created, 
with direct participation of employers, well-equipped resource centers 
(applied	skills	centers).	“Anchor”	employers	usually	have	an	estab-
lished culture of corporate learning, especially in medicine, pedago-
gy, transport, oil and gas and chemical processing, mining and met-
allurgy, electrical and power engineering, ICT, and the tertiary sector. 
Such culture of personnel training and development is translated to 
partner educational institutions. In this situation, training may be or-
ganized by the common founder, which is the case of medical and 
pedagogical schools.

Interactions between vocational school and employer (enterprise, 
corporation, bank, etc.) often take the form of public-private partner-
ship, when the parties conclude an employee training agreement. For 
example, Novourengoy Multidisciplinary Vocational School won the 
contract	for	training	employees	of	five	Gazprom-owned	backbone	
enterprises at once as well as for taking orders from public employ-
ment services.

Large institutions tend to be more successful in developing adult 
education	programs.	A	moderate	 correlation	was	 found	between	

Figure . Proportions of Vocational Schools with over 500 CE 
Students in Different Industries (%)
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general and CE	enrollment	of	vocational	schools	(Fig.	6). On the one 
hand, vocational schools with larger permanent faculties enjoy more 
resource	opportunities	and	more	qualified	instructors	to	involve	in	CE 
programs. On the other hand, senior students are more likely to en-
gage in continuing education on a paying basis. Larger general enroll-
ments correlate with higher numbers of CE students in the real econo-
my (processing, transport, services). This correlation, however, is not 
observed in the public sector (medicine, pedagogy, arts, sports), as 
the common founder often sets enrollment requirements under pri-
vate or governmental contracts at their own discretion.

High level of technology in the learning setting is critical for adult 
education programs ordered by real economy enterprises. Therefore, 
a competitive strategy to ensure high enrollment in CE programs must 
involve, as its integral component, an industry-oriented resource or 
applied skills center equipped under industrial partnership agree-
ments and government subsidy contracts. Three quarters of all in-
stitutions with successful CE strategies have a resource or applied 
skills center represented adequately on their website. Successful in-
stitutions without such dedicated centers can be found in agriculture 
and	the	consumer	goods	sector―organizationally,	it	is	rather	difficult	
to provide joint equipment of learning centers with employers repre-
sented by small and medium-sized businesses.

Availability	of	a	system	for	preparation	 for	and	participation	 in	
WorldSkills championships is typical of competitive CE strategies in 
the tertiary sector, medicine, pedagogy, and law and economics, be-
ing slightly less typical of those in mechanical engineering and forest-

Figure . The Relationship between General and CE Enrollment of 
Vocational Schools Specializing in Agriculture, Transport, Oil and 
Gas Production and Chemical Processing, etc.
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ry. Information about engagement in the WorldSkills project is found 
to play a small part in attracting CE learners in such industries as oil 
and gas production and chemical processing, agriculture, and ICT.

The breadth of the spectrum of CE	programs	offered,	concen-
trated around the institution’s specialization, is directly related to the 
school’s CE enrollment and revenue. Successful vocational schools 
offer	from	30	to	100	CE programs. It is not the absolute number of pro-
grams that matters, however, but rather how well such programs meet 
the employee training demand in the “anchor” employers’ industries.

The content of CE programs provided by vocational schools is 
largely	designed	to	develop	and	improve	specific	skills	and	compe-
tencies.	Vocational	schools	rarely,	if	ever,	offer	continuing	education	in	
entrepreneurship, management strategies to increase labor productiv-
ity (quality management, lean manufacturing, etc.), career orientation, 
or	21st	century	skills	(communication,	collaboration,	problem	solv-
ing, creative thinking), regular courses in new forms of literacy (digi-
tal,	legal,	financial,	environmental,	etc.),	educational	projects,	clubs,	or	
co-learning opportunities. Little by little, as demand for those kinds of 
training is growing, new niches inevitably emerge in the development 
of adult education and learning on the basis of vocational schools.

Website of an educational institution is one of the marketing tools 
to promote CE programs. The quality of website as a means of posi-
tioning and advertising CE programs was assessed based on the fol-
lowing criteria: availability of a dedicated page, including a banner 
with a link to it on the main page, the list of CE programs, informa-
tion	on	tuition,	certificates	of	completion,	CE enrollment, various for-
mats of communication between the vocational school and employ-
ers	in	terms	of	joint	adult	education	programs,	and,	finally,	relevance	
of website content and design.

Analysis	of	the	websites	of	the	sampled	institutions	shows	that	
vocational schools largely undersell this type of educational services. 
Even	with	successful	institutions,	it	is	hard	to	find	information	on	the	
content of CE programs, evidence of their completion or tuition on 
their	websites.	Adult	education	centers	are	not	given	prominence	in	
the overall structure of institutions on their websites, being underrep-
resented or represented inadequately, with minor exceptions.

Websites	of	successful	educational	 institutions	differ	across	in-
dustries. The most straightforward and easily accessible information 
on CE programs, tuition and terms of implementation is observed in 
industries where demand is formed by numerous small businesses, 
such as services or transport. CE -related website quality is also high-
er	in	educational	institutions	affiliated	with	industries	that	have	an	es-
tablished culture of systematic employee training, which include oil 
and gas and chemical processing, mining and metallurgy, electric and 
power engineering, and medicine.

Income from CE	programs	may	account	for	a	significant	proportion	
of	vocational	schools’	total	consolidated	budget.	Analysis	of	publicly	

http://vo.hse.ru/en/
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available	information	on	finance	and	business	operations	of	vocational	
schools shows that over one quarter of total income may be obtained 
from CE programs by institutions of the following specializations: oil and 
gas	production	and	chemical	processing	(39%),	medicine	(35%),	elec-
tric	and	power	engineering	(35%),	law	and	economics	(29%),	and	ICT 
(25%)	(Fig.	7)7. Financial success of educational institutions is deter-
mined	here	by	established	industry-specific	cultures	of	employee	train-
ing, technology-rich learning environments, great risks associated with 
violation of safety standards, and expectations of returns from educa-
tion	in	the	industry	on	the	part	of	population.	Lower	financial	effective-
ness of vocational schools is observed in the tertiary sector, the food 
industry, and the consumer goods sector. Those industries are largely 
represented by small and medium-sized businesses which have not yet 
come to treat enhancement of employee skills under the new market 
conditions	as	an	effective	tool	for	improving	service	quality,	labor	pro-
ductivity	and	economic	growth	[Korshunov	et	al.	2018].	Income	from	
adult	education	and	learning	accounts	for	15–20	percent	of	the	budget	
of	most	vocational	schools	offering	training	in	the	processing	industries.

Managers of CE departments of vocational schools seek to make 
a noticeable contribution to the total revenues of their organization. 

	 7	When analyzing proceeds from adult education, no distinction was made be-
tween income from CE and general vocational programs.

Figure . The Share of Income from CE Programs in 
the Total Budget of Vocational Schools, by Industry (%)
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For that purpose, the range and cost of programs are determined to 
make this part of income proportionate to the overall turnover. On av-
erage,	 income	from	adult	education	accounts	for	23	percent	of	the	
overall turnover in vocational schools with competitive strategies for 
implementing CE programs.

Revenue from CE programs depends more on the number of learn-
ers attracted than on the size of tuition, which is determined by program 
duration, vocational school specialization, and region. For instance, tu-
ition	for	dental	students	in	medical	schools	may	reach	30,000	rubles,	
being higher in Moscow than in regions. However, tuition costs in CE 
programs that generate most of the income in successful education-
al	institutions	are	fairly	low,	the	average	being	5,000–10,000	rubles  — 
the price that an adult employee is willing to pay for training.

The amount of adult education and learning services rendered by 
institutions is related to the size of government order for implementa-
tion	of	general	vocational	programs	(Fig.	8).	A	possible	explanation	is	
that,	with	larger	government	orders,	the	overall	financial	and	procure-
ment opportunities of the institution are growing, allowing moderniza-
tion of infrastructure and facilities and recruitment of proactive admin-
istrators and instructors who are ready to develop adult education as 
a sideline entrepreneurial project. This relationship also follows from 
the correlation between enrollment in CE and general vocational pro-
grams	(see	Fig.	6).	Meanwhile,	industry-specific	differences	are	not	
as manifest here as they were when the absolute numbers were com-
pared,	a	pronounced	linear	dependence	(Pearson’s	coefficient	over	
0.73)	being	observed	for	all	the	industries	(Fig.	8).

Figure . The Relationship between the Income from CE Programs 
and the Size of Government Order for Implementation of General 
Vocational Programs (Million Rubles)
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To	summarize	the	findings,	a	competitive	adult	education	strategy	
to be pursued by vocational schools should have the following features:

• Strategy	effectiveness	is	contingent	on	the	target	audience,	i.	e.	
consumers	of	educational	services.	Highly-effective	industries	
for implementing CE programs include medicine, oil and gas pro-
duction and chemical processing, transport, mining and metallur-
gy, electrical engineering and telecommunications, pedagogy, the 
tertiary sector, and architecture and construction.

• Flexible	adjustment	of	the	programs	offered	to	meet	the	needs	of	
the	specific	industry,	which	implies	close	collaboration	with	strate-
gic employers in the industry, their engagement in CE implemen-
tation, and narrow specialization. The latter provides the oppor-
tunity not only for gaining attention and recognition in the market 
but also for training employees in the industry repeatedly, enhanc-
ing the programs and customizing learning resources to meet the 
needs	of	different	enterprise	categories.

• Technology-rich learning environment; availability of a resource 
center created under national and regional subsidy projects joint-
ly with employers.

• Strict instructor requirements, including a postgraduate degree 
and experience in the real economy sector.

• Evidence of completion recognized in the industry.
• A	flexible	pricing	policy	contingent	on	the	major/profession	and	

the average salary in the region and industry as a whole.
• Low engagement in education of economically inactive population 
(the	unemployed,	immigrants),	which	yields	little	profit.

• A	dedicated	website	for	the	resource	center	or	CE department 
with direct (one-click) and obvious access to program description 
pages, user-friendly interface and navigation, and a clearly pre-
sented structure of programs.

This	study	does	not	look	specifically	at	the	implementation	of	profes-
sional training programs for adults, but similar trends can be expect-
ed there.

Universities have a long history of implementing adult education pro-
grams	[Mukhina,	Koposov,	Borodachev	2013].

According	to	a	2016	monitoring,	multidisciplinary,	polytechnic	uni-
versities	and	those	in	law	and	economics	offer	the	highest	number	of	
CE	programs	(Fig.	9)8.

Multidisciplinary, medical and transport universities hold the three 
leading positions by the number of CE	students	(Fig.10).

	 8	Monitoring of University Effectiveness acc. to Form 1: http://indicators.mic-
cedu.ru/monitoring/?m=vpo
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Figure . The Distribution of Universities by 
the Key Industries in CE Programs
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CE enrollment is much higher in universities than in vocational 
schools.	Strategies	ensuring	over	500	students	yearly	are	pursued	by	
on	average	38	percent	of	universities	in	every	industry,	as	compared	
to	16	percent	in	vocational	education.	Yet,	universities	are	considera-
bly	larger	themselves,	their	general	enrollments	averaging	3,000.	Or-
ganizations	with	3,000	CE	students	or	more	account	for	10	percent	of	
all Russian institutions of higher education. Therefore, it is harder for 
a university to achieve a comparably successful strategy in adult ed-
ucation than for a vocational school.

In some industries, competitive strategies — those which generate 
over	3,000	CE students — are	hardly	implemented	by	8–15	percent	of	
the	universities.	Figure	11	presents	the	distribution	of	classical	multi-
disciplinary universities by CE enrollment.

Not many universities regard CE programs as a source of devel-
opment and know how to attract adult learners. University develop-
ment strategies published online relatively rarely involve moderni-
zation of adult education departments. CE enrollment statistics are 
either lacking or indicated as a matter of form. No sources of CE de-
velopment	are	specified,	and	the	priority	directions	of	CE programs 
are under-formulated and unrelated to the research specialization that 
is most heavily subsidized.

Universities’ strategy documents postulate the need to increase 
the number of CE programs, but no directions for or measures of de-
velopment are stipulated. The prospects for CE development are de-
scribed in a rather formalized way, as “professional development and 
training of faculty members” or “creation of new competitive CE pro-
grams as ordered by the real economy sector enterprises that are 
recognized in the Russian and global education market”. Meanwhile, 
demand for CE is indicative of the needs of regional enterprises and 
organizations, which many universities were originally conceived to 
meet.
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Web pages of universities’ CE departments feature elements of 
CE development strategies, pricing policies and organizational struc-
ture. However, management of CE departments is rarely captured in 
basic strategic plan documents, which is most likely related to the ab-
sence of CE development indicators in university monitoring criteria 
as well as to the national policy on continuing education.

Development strategies of Russian universities do not involve a 
system typical of the world’s top universities where general educa-
tion programs (Master’s and Bachelor’s degrees) are broken into mi-
cro	degrees―credentials	focused	on	specific	skills	sets	and	based	on	
lifelong	learning	courses	[Berker,	Horn,	Carroll	2003].

Interest of prospective CE learners could certainly be inspired by:

• Easier intra- and inter-university transfer of credits and students 
between courses and degrees (agreements between institutions 
regulating which courses or modules are eligible for credit in case 
of returning or transfer students);

• Flexible and accelerated program schedules and designs, which 
include weekend-only classes; online instruction; critical sup-
port services during non-traditional hours; multiple entry, exit and 
reentry points; more frequent start times throughout the year; 
shortening and modularizing of curricula; and interim credentials 
linked	to	career	advancement	[Kazis	et	al.	2007];

• Government	co-funding	of	CE programs for adults [Bosworth, 
Choitz	2004].

Continuing education in the United States is viewed as a “back door” 
to	the	most	prestigious	universities	in	the	world.	A	GPA required to 
petition for acceptance at the Harvard Extension School may be low-
er	than	at	Harvard	University,	while	there	is	absolutely	no	difference	in	
the quality of the courses and other opportunities. Besides, students 
in continuing education programs often enjoy certain accommodation 
privileges over general degree students, like single rooms when they 
come to complete the residency requirement before graduation9. In 
addition, breaking higher education into short-term degree modules 
allows adult learners to spread their tuition payments, reducing strain 
on their budgets and making education far more accessible.

In Russia, most CE programs imply full time attendance. Russian 
universities	do	not	offer	a	wide	range	of	online	courses	for	adults,	as	
adult learners tend to have higher expectations than regular universi-
ty	students.	According	to	Rosstat,	enrollment	in	distance-learning	CE 
programs	changed	little	between	2010	and	2016,	barely	accounting	for	
7–8	percent	of	total	CE	enrollment	[Korshunov	et	al.	2018].	Meanwhile,	

	 9	Kaufman J. Hacking Higher Education. Part 2. Hacking Harvard: https://josh-
kaufman.net/hacking-higher-education-harvard/
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the number of distance learning students in CE	programs	offered	by	
U.S.	universities	spiked	by	almost	250	percent	in	just	three	years,	be-
tween	2002	and	200510. The rapid growth of web-based learning is ex-
plained	by	the	interest	of	the	key	stakeholders,	as	62	percent	of	em-
ployers	consider	online	learning	as	effective	as	full-time	programs11.

Figure	12	shows	the	distribution	of	Russian	universities	with	over	
3,000	CE students across industries. Strategies for ensuring a wider 
reach to the audience come easier to medical, multidisciplinary, ped-
agogical, polytechnic universities, and schools in law and economics. 
Institutions specializing in the tertiary sector, consumer goods sector, 
forestry and wood processing, electrical and power engineering, and 
ICT―those	which	mostly	serve	small	and	medium-sized	businesses―
find	it	the	hardest	to	implement	such	strategies.

Disciplines in which CE	programs	are	offered	correlate	with	uni-
versity’s	profile	of	specialization.	Multidisciplinary	universities	enjoy	
larger CE enrollments, which is, however, not the case with vocation-
al schools. Most probably, the very status of university is one of the 
strongest motivators for engaging in continuing education. This ad-
vantage is actively used by a number of small universities, CE playing 
a more important part in their development models than general de-

	 10 Eduventures (2005) Online Distance Education Market Update 2005: Growth 
in the Age of Competition. Boston: Eduventures, LLC: https://encoura.org/
resources/enrollment-resource-library/#

 11 Eduventures (2005) Developing Effective Channels to Corporate and Govern-
ment Markets, Part I. Boston: Eduventures, LLC: https://encoura.org/prod-
ucts-services/eduventures-research-and-advisory-services/
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over 3,000 CE Students by Industry

Medicine 

Multidisciplinary

Pedagogy

Law and economics

Polytechnic

Architecture and construction

Arts (music, culture, choreography, etc)

Electrical and power engineering 

Oil and gas production and chemical 
processing

Agriculture

Physical education and sports

Food industry

Information and communication 
technology

36

33

17

16

15

3

2

2

2

2

1

1

1

; 42%
; 38%
; 15%

https://vo.hse.ru/data/2017/12/20/1159981508/Klyachko.pdf


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

I. Korshunov, V. Peshkova, N. Malkova 
Competitive Strategies of Vocational Schools and Universities

grees. Their CE	enrollment	rarely	exceeds	3,000	but	is	always	higher,	
sometimes several-fold, than their general enrollment in Bachelor’s, 
Master’s	and	Specialist’s	degree	programs.	Figure	13	shows	the	dis-
tribution	of	such	institutions,	which	amount	to	around	100	in	Russia,	
by industry. The leading positions are held here by medical, transport 
and pedagogical colleges and schools in law and economics.

The majority of such educational institutions are either private in-
stitutions of higher education or branch campuses of public and pri-
vate	universities	(Fig.14).
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Websites of such universities provide more details on CE pro-
grams, include CE development roadmaps, and focus on the needs 
and possibilities of adult learners. Information on professional devel-
opment and training courses is completely straightforward and acces-
sible	with	one	click.	A	ranking	of	courses	based	on	student	reviews	is	
offered	to	facilitate	the	choice	of	a	program.	Furthermore,	the	CE sec-
tions of their websites also contain information on terms of instruction, 
opinion polls, virtual internship opportunities, etc.

Continuing education for adults can make one of the strategic 
goals of a small university. Private universities and, particularly, branch 
campuses	often	find	it	difficult	to	win	research	grants	from	the	gov-
ernment or generate income from R&D projects due to the lack of in-
vestment.	As	a	consequence,	local	universities	and	especially	branch	
campuses often make continuing education their primary source of 
revenue. Determined to survive without public funding, such institu-
tions	demonstrate	the	financial	potential	of	this	sector	of	education-
al services. Therefore, it can be assumed that large public universi-
ties could increase the amount of their CE services dramatically, too.

In developed countries, the sector of small universities is also rath-
er	small,	accounting	for	only	3–5	percent	of	total	adult	students	in	the	
United States, for instance. Due to the lack of status and program di-
versity, such institutions represent no competitive threat to classical 
regionally accredited universities in terms of numbers [Bailey, Bad-
way, Gumport	2003:1–4].

Open source statistics show that income from CE programs is ex-
ponentially	higher	in	public	universities	with	over	3,000	CE students 
than	in	vocational	schools	or	small	universities―in	absolute	terms.	
Nevertheless, it does not constitute a substantial share of the consol-
idated budget.

The highest percentages of CE programs in the revenues of pub-
lic universities pursuing the most successful strategies are observed 
in	pedagogical	(5%)	and	classical	multidisciplinary	(4.8%)	universities,	
being	slightly	lower	in	oil	and	gas	and	chemical	processing	(4.3%)	and	
law	and	economics	(4.1%).	In	the	rest	of	the	universities,	the	share	of	
CE -derived income in the total budget is under three percent, being 
the	lowest	in	agricultural	institutions	(0.4%)	(Fig.	15).

The shares of income from CE programs are low not only because 
this type of activity is not evaluated in annual assessments of univer-
sity	effectiveness	but	also,	and	rather,	because	government	subsi-
dies are decisive for the budgets of universities with technology-rich 
learning environments. It is government funding, including research 
and development contracts, that makes the most of a large univer-
sity’s income. Neither do proceeds from CE programs look impres-
sive when compared to the size of tuition paid by university students 
in	general	degree	programs,	which	may	account	for	30	to	80	percent	
of the total budget.

https://vo.hse.ru/data/2017/12/20/1159981508/Klyachko.pdf
https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/catalog?f%5bauthor_facet%5d%5b%5d=Badway, Norena
https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/catalog?f%5bauthor_facet%5d%5b%5d=Badway, Norena
https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/catalog?f%5bauthor_facet%5d%5b%5d=Gumport, Patricia J.
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There is a relationship between general and CE enrollment for 
public	universities	with	over	3,000	CE students. Just as vocational 
schools, universities with larger student populations have more re-
sources,	more	instructors	qualified	to	implement	varied	CE programs, 
and more senior students to involve in continuing education on a fee 
basis	(Fig.16).

More than likely, this is also the reason why increase in the size of 
government order for higher education correlates with increase in the 
income from CE	programs	(Fig.17).

This study reveals a weak relationship between the informational 
value of CE websites and the number of CE students in most classi-
cal	and	industry-specific	universities.	A	website,	therefore,	is	not	cru-
cial for attracting CE learners, a more important promotion factor be-
ing the overall university image and brand, its reputation among the 
employers and the target audience in the macroregion.

Analysis	of	university	websites	shows	that	successful	institutions	
administer	up	to	200	CE	programs.	Universities	offer	a	price	range	
of	600–600,000	rubles,	which	is	much	broader	than	in	vocational	
schools. However, most of the income is provided by large CE enroll-
ments, not by the prices as such. The more CE programs are designed 
and advertised through the website, the larger CE enrollment, univer-
sity status being a critical factor of attraction.

Programs	offered	by	universities	include	not	only	specific	modern	
disciplines (e. g. in IT and programming languages) but also mana-

Figure . T he Share of Income from CE Programs in the Total Budget 
of University as a Function of University Specialization (%)
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gerial skills, MBA degrees, programs in leadership development, en-
trepreneurship, quality management technology, innovation product 
development	and	commercialization,	financial	literacy,	information	lit-
eracy, and other types of literacy for students and adults. Universities 
try to combine attracting learners in the free market with implementing 
programs for the public sector and enterprises. The most successful 
CE departments not only have extraordinary competencies to teach 
but also know which instructors, professionals and experts should be 
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 Figure 16. The Relationship between General and CE Enrollment in 
Multidisciplinary (Classical) Universities ( students)

Figure . The Relationship between Government Order for Higher 
Education and Revenues from CE Programs (mln rubles)
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invited to pass on the technology and skills within their area of spe-
cialization. They act as education program sales centers and central 
hubs	in	the	network	of	profession-specific	competencies	that	they	
have built around themselves.

At	the	same	time,	universities	have	not	yet	become	the	true	“back-
bone” of continuing education for regional industries and, particular-
ly, for the population. While the share of personal development pro-
grams	(offered	by	“universities	of	the	third	age”,	for	instance)	is	low	in	
Russian higher education, western universities are discovering brand 
new market niches in this sector, pursuing the strategy of targeting on 
students “from every time zone, every culture and career background, 
every	age	from	18	to	89.”12

Based upon analysis of continuing education programs implement-
ed by vocational schools and universities, the following indispensable 
features of the most successful and competitive CE strategies have 
been	identified:

• Adjustment	to	the	needs	of	the	key	stakeholders,	 i.	e.	CE learn-
ers and their employers; development of programs for the indus-
tries in which employees have been systematically engaged in 
professional training and development at universities and voca-
tional schools;

• Close collaboration with employers, their engagement in CE im-
plementation as well as in the use of resources and facilities and 
in making decisions on new training and development programs, 
new formats of skills assessment and accreditation;

• Recognized university-level evidence of completion and diploma 
or	certificate	issued	by	the	corporate	learning	center	of	the	par-
ent enterprise;

• Regular improvement of the existing programs and development 
of new ones with due regard to the needs of “anchor” employers, 
the	industry’s	labor	market,	and	the	population	of	different	age	co-
horts	in	a	specific	region;

• Technology-rich learning environment; availability of a resource 
or applied skills center created under national and regional sub-
sidy projects jointly with employers; orientation toward the latest 
standards (ISO, WorldSkills, etc.);

• Attraction	of	instructors	with	excellent	reputation	in	academia	and	
the industry to make programs more attractive and increase brand 
recognition; strict instructor requirements, including experience in 
the real economy sector;

 12 Harvard University Extension School https://www.extension.harvard.edu/ 

Conclusion
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• A	flexible	pricing	policy	contingent	on	the	major/profession	and	
the average salary in the region and the industry as a whole;

• Teaching methods and learning strategies tailored to adults, which 
take into account learners’ life and career experience and ensure 
convenient program schedules and designs;

• Monitoring of CE quality and learning outcomes using feedback 
on career trajectories, information on post-graduation changes in 
salary, and other measurable CE outcomes.
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