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Abstract

This article touches upon the issue of the process of commodification of knowledge in the context of
higher education system in Russia. The relevance of the research is first determined by the processes of
Russian universities transformation into world-class universities in order to improve their positions in
global university rankings, and, secondly, by the need for modification of the translation of scientific
paradigm foundations and new knowledge acquisition through the means of commodification. Among
various educational practices in the era of globalization, developing countries including Russia are
implementing diverse representations of transnational collaboration in the field of education. For this
reason, the process of commodification of knowledge may be also considered as one of the direction of
the Russian educational system towards integration into global educational environment. The purpose of
this research is to define the peculiarities of the concept of commodification of knowledge in the system
of higher education and to analyze the main strategies of Russian universities reformation.
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1. Introduction
At the end of the XX century, when Russia refused from further formation of socialist reality and
returned to capitalist relations and market economy, the studies examining consumer behavior became
particularly relevant. This issue is investigated not only by economists, but also psychologists,
sociologists and other specialists, traditionally studying human relations from the perspective of an
immaterial reality. The issues of these studies also affect an educational process, since knowledge in
contemporary reality is now treated as a commodity, and an educational process is treated as a service,
but it has not ceased to be a necessity.
The term of an "educational service" was introduced in 1998 with the adoption of education program
modernization, and in 2002, this concept started to be used in legal documents.
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Need is consciously or unconsciously conditions for ensuring human life or the need with certain
conditions of life, activities, material objects, people or certain social factors, without which an individual
is experiencing discomfort. In this case, the consumption may be understood as the use of positive
characteristics of goods that reflect a human desire to satisfy his needs. From this point of view, the
process of consumption is represented as a set of economic relations between an individual and his
desired object as well as between other people.

2. Methods
In the course of the research, the authors applied such methods as: the monitoring method of educational
strategies in Russian universities, the systems analysis method of the evaluation of Russian higher
education, and the method of focused qualitative and quantitative analysis of the experience of Russian
and international universities. As a result of this research, the advantages and disadvantages of main
strategies of universities transformation in terms of commodification are analyzed with the help of the
experience of Russian and international universities. Corresponding solutions are then recommended with
the reference to aforementioned frameworks of current practices.

3. Results
3.1. Prerequisites for Commodification
The process of consumption has not only functional meaning that implies the use of useful properties
and qualities of an object, but also a symbolic meaning when the desired object presents a marker of the
status of a person and his affiliation to a particular social group. For example, mobile users may be
roughly divided into two "camps" - fans of Apple products and users of the Android system (in fact, all
the others).
The educational supermarket offers a readymade assortment of services and goods for the
“consuming” personality, an array that has been created and decided on by someone.
In the modern world, the process of higher education acquires all the characteristics of the process of
consumption (Karpov, 2013). It may be estimated from the same positions. On the one hand, every
person needs to get new knowledge for self-improvement as an individual (Maffie, 1999). Learning skills
contributes to the formation of a person as an expert. Communication in the process of education is an
integral part of socialization.
On the other hand, values are more often presented not by knowledge and skills obtained in the
process of education, but by a diploma of a particular educational institution, which is an assurance for
the further employment of the graduates. Moreover, every layer of society starts to form its own stable
system of preferences that determines the form of consumption or habitus. Accordingly, a service (as a
commodity) is endowed with a certain value and becomes a symbol of a certain lifestyle and social
attitudes (Pankova, et al. 2016). A commodity or a service obtains its marking value that sets it apart from
other goods and services (Knight, 2006). Thus, along with consumer’s value and price, the so called
symbolic cost is being formed, and a commodity or a service begins to be determined by a consumer with
due regard to its symbolic characteristics.

731

http://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2017.07.02.94
Corresponding Author: Marina Khaldeeva
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference
eISSN: 2357-1330

Modern universities widely use such kind of symbolic meaning in relation to the process of education.
Great attention is paid to the formation of a positive image of a university in the info sphere and the
creation of a household name (Karpova et al., 2015). This can be illustrated by the example of Tomsk
Polytechnic University, which seeks to promote its positions in global rankings of universities and aspires
to become a world-class university. Great attention is paid to the increase of the publication activity of the
university staff and students in top-rated journals, the organization of international scientific events with
the participation of world-class scientists, the implementation of high demand academic programs and
creation a favourable image of the university in order to attract foreign students and academic staff
(Ardashkin et al., 2015).
According to Jean Baudrillard (1998), the manipulation of people's consciousness arousing human
desire to fulfil their needs is not realistic. Consumer society is hyper real, Baudrillard writes. When the
goal (education or purchase of any goods) becomes symbolic, there is a sign of alienation from the object
that it represents. The sign becomes a simulacrum, a copy of an object substituting the real thing and
existing independently. Thus, the world of a person consists of not real events or objects, but of
simulacra, and the boundaries between material and symbolic reality blur.
This leads to the increase of commodification, which is implemented in the social sphere (Sharp,
2000), and also affects the education system. Commodification is one of the key processes typical for
Western market economies. The term is used to describe the process when to something, which does not
have an economic value, is assigned a value, and, hence, how market values can replace other social
values. It describes a modification of relationships, formerly untainted by commerce, into commercial
relationships.
For that reason, nowadays the process of commodification of education is a phenomenon which is
highly emphasized by global academic circles. However, the search of the relative universal definition of
this phenomenon in appropriate modern research is not crowned with success.
3.2. Manifestation of Commodification
In this article, the authors are trying to explore the issue of how commodification of scientific
knowledge is enacted. Investigating the realization of commodification, it is possible to name several
main points characterizing the phenomenon. The first regards commodification: it is important to
distinguish commodification from commercialization although the two processes are currently not
distinguished in academic discourse and are closely related in practice. The commodification of
knowledge is here defined as the process when knowledge is reduced to a format that makes it possible to
make an exclusive package for which an exchange value may be established. This implies that the process
of commodification also presupposes or is dependent on commercialization.
For

more

thorough

understanding

of

the

difference

between

«commodification»

and

«commercialization», the following example is provided: University «A» has a number of further
education courses which it offers to companies for a price. These courses are taught by a regular faculty
and all course materials, etc. are non-exclusive and freely available to students and other members of
faculty. University «B» also has further education courses, but these courses are sold as a package which
comes together with specially designed course materials which are the registered property of the
university. Faculty members and students are forbidden to distribute or use such materials outside of the
732

http://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2017.07.02.94
Corresponding Author: Marina Khaldeeva
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference
eISSN: 2357-1330

specific context of the course. University «A» may be said to have commercialized its further education
program whereas university «B» has commodified its further education program. University «B» has
achieved this by making the course an obligatory point of passage for accessing the teaching materials for
both students and teachers. Through the registration of the course material as the property of the
university, University «B» has managed to appropriate the knowledge involved in this course (Merle,
2003).
For example, Tomsk Polytechnic University offers a number of commercial short-term educational
programs of professional development, which have an exclusive learning and teaching package and which
are taught by academic staff of various departments: Management and business economics (marketing,
psychology of management, human resources management and so on), information technologies
(computer graphic, AutoCad operation, Web design and so on), environmental management ( labour
protection, protection in case of emergency, fire safety and so on) etc.
The second and third points to be made in this article are that the commodification of knowledge may
be seen as part of a broader social process in modern world, in which more and more things are moved
into the market sphere, and as a tool which society is employing to make science more accountable
(Petrova et al , 2015). In the two last perspectives, it is argued that the commodification of knowledge and
the role that researchers play in this process are complex (Lipinski, 1999). The most important and
signifying characteristic of this is that knowledge is simultaneously a gift and a commodity while
researchers are both victims and promoters.
Despite the fact that there is much discussion about the commodification of knowledge but little
literature is available that defines what this means in the context of scientific knowledge. A commonsense definition of commodification would be the transformation of relationships, formerly untainted by
commerce, into commercial relationships, relationships of buying and selling. In his seminal work, The
Postmodern Condition, Lyotard referred to the changes he had observed under the conditions surrounding
the production of knowledge in the following way: «The relationship of the suppliers and users of
knowledge to the knowledge they supply and use is now tending, and will increasingly tend, to assume the
form already taken by the relationship of commodity producers and consumers to the commodities they
produce and consume – that is, the form of value» (Lyotard, 1991).
In relation to transnational educational practices, it is necessary to note that the process of
commodification of education and knowledge now may be seen as one of the tools of internationalisation
of education or integration into global educational environment (Ziguras, & McBurnie, 2015). At the
same time in many developing countries, the development of transnational higher education plays the role
ofone of the leading revenue generators. As a result, exclusive educational packages of transnational
academic programs are treated as commodities and the profit of these commodities disposal presents one
of the major economy divisionsof a country (Feldman, 2000). The commodification of knowledge is
manifested through the implementation of transnational joint programs or double-degree programs,
established as a result of international cooperation. This cooperation is characterized by profit-driven
motives of universities and their desire to promote their brandsto an international level (Ziguras, &
McBurnie, 2011). It may be established between universities of different countries and categories, for
example, between top universities and lower ranked institutions. Highly reputed universities may play the
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role of providers of educational services and sell their academic programs as commodities to overseas
students.
Cross-border flows in higher education have evolved through diverse forms, providers, disciplines,
curriculums and fee types in response to varied consumption needsin educational services. Initially,
demands for educational services exceed the domestic institutions’ capacity, leading more students to
choose to study abroad as evidenced with cases of Singapore and Hong Kong in the 1980s, or Vietnam
and China in the early 2000s (Vallely, & Wilkinson, 2008).
The modes of commodified transnational joint programs may be roughly divided into three groups
according to people mobility (students who study abroad), program mobility (franchise, double degree,
virtual distance, joint programs) and provider mobility (branch campuses, independent institutions, study
centres). Among transnational joint degree programs existing in TPU, it is necessary to name MSc
programs initiated by TPU together with the Petroleum learning centre, Heriot-Watt Approved Learning
Partner. After the graduation of such program, students have diplomas of both Heriot-Watt University
and Tomsk Polytechnic University.
Tomsk Polytechnic University (TPU) has a great successful experience in implementation of such
programs due to the fact that TPU joint programs are taught by the highly reputed staff and are made up
in accordance with all the qualification requirements of a specific profession and do not miss a
humanitarian component contributing to the formation of a person. Nowadays, TPU is one of the major
Russian educational exporters. Tomsk Polytechnic University has been actively promoting its
international cooperation since 1991. During these years, TPU managed to enlarge the share of
international students and make a good profit out of their education. In addition, with the help of
transnational partnership, TPU trained highly-qualified specialists and strengthened its brand as a worldclass university and a respected research centre.
At the moment, more than 5000 of students from 50 countries are studying at Tomsk Polytechnic
University. The main international partners of Tomsk Polytechnic University in the field of joint
programs implementation are Technical University of Munich (Germany), Karlsruhe Institute of
Technology(Germany), Fraunhofer-Institute (Germany), Technical University Wien (Austria), Swiss
Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich (Switzerland), University of Texas (USA), San Diego State
University (USA), TheTechnion – Israel Institute of Technology(Israel), Heriot-Watt University (GB),
University of Southampton (GB), Newcastle university (GB), Paris Saclay University (France), Grenoble
Polytechnic Institute(France), Czech Technical University, Norwegian University of Science and
Technology (Norway), the National Institute for Nuclear Physics (Italy), Jilin University (China), the
Indian Institutes of Technology (India), Ulsan University (Korea) etc.
Thus, it is evident that the promotion of transnationalhigher education as a tradable commodity is an
inevitable result of the globalization process, but it is vital to take into consideration that the development
of this type of education should be sustainably beneficial on the condition of relevance, equity and
quality. Due to this fact, universities aspiring to establish transnational collaboration in education and to
make a profit are tend to choose the universities which have high positions in global rankings and
significant results in scientific breakthroughs as their partners. The right choice of the partner contributes
to the promotion of a university brand. The higher the reputation of a university and the presentability of
the university diploma, the higher the amount of student buying its educational services, and accordingly
734

http://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2017.07.02.94
Corresponding Author: Marina Khaldeeva
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference
eISSN: 2357-1330

the higher the revenue collected as the result of education provision. For developing countries,
transnational educational collaboration provides not only access to world-class education systems but also
an enhancement of the opportunity for human resources and economic development. If transnational
collaboration is seen as a market where universities function as producers of a special commodity
competing in price and brand exposure, then it has benefited stakeholders in different ways. Offshoring
education brings revenues and an expansion of the opportunities for service providers, especially when
they are suffering from funding government reductions.
The process of commodification is becoming a powerful active force. We are focused on the process
of consumption, but not on satisfaction of our needs. More and more people are divided according to
what they consume, and the very process of consumption becomes the value. This fact in its turn leads to
the dependence of human on the process of consumption. This dependence was formed in the modern
society. We are governed by means of marketing tools that regulate the demand and purchasing power of
consumers.
This dependence is also reflected in the educational process. Universities are captured by quantitative
indexes, defining their place in global university rankings. The basis for criteria of compliance is formed
by three directions of activity, which supplement each other – talent’s’ concentration and orientation to
creative search; research necessary resources, which contribute to formation of the favorable environment
for education; and revolutionary profit-generating scientific break-through and a flexible structure of
university management which contributes to the initiation and implementation of innovative approaches.

4. Conclusions
To conclude, we would like to note that all the changes concerning the system of education should be
of strategic nature. Great importance currently attached to global rankings, indicators of success and
demand, does not comply with all the spheres of University life. Trying to build a recognisable brand of a
university, one should remember that focused attention on research and publication activity could have a
negative impact on the educational process, the quality of teaching, which is difficult to measure with
quantitative methods. To the same extent, it is necessary to understand that the increase in the amount of
commodified educational services may lead to the decrease in the quality of proposed academic packages
due to the fact that many universities tend to exceed the number of courses and students allowed for an
intake, without taking into consideration the fact that that short-term benefits and revenues can affect the
sustainable and fruitful development of the educational services industry and transnational collaboration
in higher education (Godymchuk et al., 2015). Many educational programs concentrate only on ready
market demands such as marketing, management and computer programming. They are sacrificing
graduates’ benefits by being poorly adapted to the social, cultural and economic context and by
undermining their employability and future study options for the convenience of service providers.
“The contribution of education to economic life is an important subject, and an interesting subject, and
it can actually be investigated empirically. But it is only one aspect of education, not the entirety, and it
does not deserve the overwhelming emphasis which it now enjoys. Reading modern political speeches
and official reports and then setting them alongside those of twenty five, let alone fifty or a hundred,
years ago is a revelation. Contemporary writers may pay a sentence or two of lip-service to other
objectives of education before passing on to their real concern with economic growth. Our recent
735
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forebears, living in noticeably poorer times, were occupied above all with the cultural, moral and
intellectual purposes of education” (Wolf, 2002).
The practice shows that the demand for quick results is not conducive to the development of
innovative and long-term studies. The increase in the number of publications leads to the deterioration of
their quality, levelling the value and significance of the research results. Creativity and love towards
knowledge, the aspiration of self-improvement should not be measured in a money equivalent; moreover,
the prevalence of pragmatic trends at a university inevitably leads to a crisis of creative thinking.
The researchers note that “the rush that often surrounds the world-class universities largely surpasses
the real need and the opportunity of many countries to make real profit from such elite education and
advanced research, at least in the nearest future”.
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