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Operationalization of key concepts

General (universal) competencies (part of the planned curriculum, hereinafter referred to
as GC) are a set of expected meta-professional educational results of vocational education and
training programs that are not related to the specific labor functions of individual professions or
specialties. The list of relevant general competencies is contained in the Federal State Educational
Standards of Vocational Education and Training in Russia (FSES VET) and is regularly updated.
The conceptual foundations of universal supra-professional or general competencies were laid as
part of the discussion on the competency-based approach in vocational education and training
[Blinov, 2007; Danilyuk & Faktorovich, 2020; Romanova, 2021]. According to them, general
competencies are culturally conditioned, codified, subject-specific, diagnosable abilities necessary
for performing various types of educational and professional activities, are of an activity-based
nature, and are formed within the framework of educational activities in all elements of the main
professional educational program.

* The curriculum is a dynamic model of the educational process that integrates the content and
goals of education, teaching/learning strategies, mechanisms for assessing results, organizational
frameworks (including the characteristics of the educational environment and extracurricular
activities), and the cultural and value foundations of the educational practices being implemented.
* Planned curriculum: National legal documents governing the content of education [Van den
Akker et al., 2010].

* Perceived curriculum: Understanding the curriculum by those who directly use it, especially

teachers [ibid.].



* Operational curriculum: the actual educational process implemented by teachers [ibid.].

* Experiential curriculum: educational experience/what is perceived by students in the learning
process [ibid.].

* Learned curriculum: educational results achieved by students [ibid.].

» Pedagogical conditions: This is the teaching content selected by the teacher, forms, methods, and
techniques used by the teacher in the implementation of the educational process, mediated by
professional skills, manifested in the nature of interactions and relationships between the teacher
and the student [Zvereva, 1987].

* Teacher beliefs: Individual, often unconscious assumptions about reality related to the
professional activity of the teacher, for example, about students, learning, and the content of
education [Kagan, 2010]. Pedagogical beliefs play the role of premises in the thought process of
teachers, providing their "individual judgment about the truth or falsity of a proposition" [Pajares,
1992, p. 316, trans. auth.]. Similar to knowledge, pedagogical beliefs and attitudes are more related
to cognitive variables, but are distinguished by a more pronounced affective and evaluative
component [Pajares, 1992; Nespor, 1987].

In the domestic professional tradition, similar mental formations have been studied within
the framework of the concept of attitude. This problem was studied by such researchers as
Asmolov A.S., Bozhovich L.I., Uznadze D.N. and his students, Yadov V.A., Matina G.O.,
Vedernikova L.V. and others. The key differences between beliefs (in the Western tradition) and
attitudes (in the domestic tradition) can be formulated as follows:

1) Content: Beliefs have a pronounced cognitive component (the content of the assumption,
the judgment of "what is what" and "how it should be") and a strong affective-evaluative
component (emotional coloring, value attitude to the object of belief). They are closer to
"knowledge” but are saturated with evaluation and emotion. Attitudes (especially in the D.N.
Uznadze) are considered holistic, indecomposable states. In other approaches (V.A. Yadov,
dispositional concept), an attitude may include cognitive, affective, and behavioral components,
but the emphasis is on readiness for action (behavioral component) as the key manifestation.
Attitudes are closely and directly related to specific actions and situations.

2) Availability of reflection: Although beliefs may be implicit (unconscious), they can be
identified, understood, and changed through purposeful reflection, discussion, or analysis of
practice. This makes them the subject of a conscious pedagogical analysis. In turn, attitudes are
primary in relation to consciousness and are often inaccessible to direct introspective analyses.
They act "before" and "outside" conscious control, determining the direction of perception and
behavior before conscious processes are included (D.N. Uznadze's concept of the primacy of

attitude). Their identification requires indirect methods.



3) Function: beliefs perform a meaning-forming and interpretative function. They serve as
a filter of perception, a basis for judgments and pedagogical decisions, and a guideline for planning
activities. They form the "personal pedagogical theory" of teachers. Attitudes perform the function
of direct regulation of behavior, ensuring readiness for action in a certain situation, stabilization,
and automation of activity (A.G. Asmolov). They allow for quick and economical responses to
recurring situations.

4) Belonging to the type of academic discussion: beliefs are one of the key concepts in
international (mainly in English) pedagogical and psychological literature for studying the inner
world of a teacher, their professional thinking, and the basis of practice. It focuses on the meaning-
forming and cognitive nature. Attitudes are a traditional part of Russian psychological discourse
(Uznadze, Asmolov, Bozhovich, Yadov, etc.), but in the context of pedagogy, the term
"professional attitudes" is often associated with the problems of professionalization, choice of
profession, and formation of professional identity in adolescents and young people, and not so
much with the analysis of the practice of current professionals.

Thus, there are points of intersection between beliefs and attitudes (both are implicit factors
influencing behavior, both include cognitive and affective components), the key differences lie in
the degree of awareness and availability of reflection (beliefs are reflexive, attitudes are primarily
unconscious), the main function (beliefs are meaning-making and interpretation, attitudes are
direct regulation of behavior and readiness for action), and the research tradition/context. The

n

choice of the term "beliefs " in this study is justified by the desire to inherit the international
tradition focusing specifically on the cognitive-semantic foundations of pedagogical practice,
which can be the subject of awareness and development in current teachers, in contrast to the
broader and behaviorally oriented concept of "attitudes.”

Introduction

General competencies are in demand by employers, and their supply among vocational
education graduates is insufficient (the top five most deficient skills include the ability to solve
problems that arise at work (21-32% of employers indicated this deficiency), the ability to work
independently (21-29%), organizational skills, and planning one’s work (16—22%)) [Bondarenko,
2018]. In addition, general competencies are important for the transition from study to work and
are associated with the likelihood of a vocational education graduate falling into the NEET (Not
in Employment, Education or Training) category — a group of young people who do not work,
study, or participate in vocational training [Zudina, 2022]-which leads to future failure in life.

The idea of general or universal competencies was first discussed in the 1970s [Kechagias,

2011]. In 1972, UNESCO published a report entitled Learning to Be: The World of Education
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Today and Tomorrow [Faure et al., 1972]. This document laid the foundation for national
educational reforms to change the content of education at the end of the 20th century. This was
based on an attempt to understand the new socio-economic challenges that Western countries were
facing. Globalization and technological innovations have led to significant upheavals in their labor
markets. By the time the report was published, these problems had affected France the most, but
it was clear that the new reality required a systematic response from all educational systems in all
countries.

UNESCO's key thesis was to transform the preparation of new generations so that
education "...prepares people for life in a society that does not yet exist" [Faure et al., 1972, p. 13,
trans. auth.]. The report laid down the idea that a single education could no longer guarantee
success throughout one’s life. Graduates of educational institutions were henceforth to become not
only professionals in a narrow field but also to have the ability to quickly retrain and adapt to new
working conditions. It was proposed to respond to this challenge through general supra-
professional competencies relevant to different industries and spheres of activity. At the beginning
of the 21st century, the introduction of general competencies in vocational education and training
(VET) systems was consolidated as a trend in the development of national VET systems
[CEDEFOP, 2010]. The agenda for the formation of GC in Russia became an integral part of the
modernization of VET in 2008-2010. As part of the reform to introduce a competency-based
approach into the curriculum, the principle of unity of the formation of general and professional
competencies of students was laid down, designed to ensure the well-being and long-term
competitiveness of graduates in the labor market [Blinov, 2007]. However, to date, mass practices
for the formation of general competencies in vocational education and training and how plans for
their implementation were actually implemented have not been studied. Simultaneously,
monitoring observations indicate, on the one hand, a low level of transformation of pedagogical
practices necessary for the transition to competency-based education [Travkin et al., 2018], and,
on the other hand, an often unsatisfactory level of proficiency in general competencies among VET
graduates. Thus, even in the case when the existing level of general and professional competencies
allowed graduates of professional educational programs to quickly find employment after
graduating from college (according to the 2021 survey, about 40% of those employed from the
aggregated data for the 2017-2019 graduations), 24% of them faced a lack of communication,
negotiation, and conflict resolution skills in their first job, 17% lacked stress resistance, and 15%
lacked the ability to cooperate and work in a team [Dudyrev et al., 2022].

Thus, the relevance of this study is dictated by several reasons.

1. The importance of the formation of GC for the socio-economic well-being of society.



2. The problem of the lack of GC formation among graduates of vocational education and
training has been noted in several studies.

3. There is a lack of research on the results of the transition to competency-based education,
which would show what pedagogical practices have become widespread among VET teachers for
the development of GC with an assessment of their effectiveness for the stated goal.

4. There is a gap in scientific knowledge regarding the role of VET teachers’ beliefs in the
transformation of the planned curriculum for the development of general competencies in Russia
and how they determine the choice of specific pedagogical practices.

The present study aims to contribute to overcoming the existing gap between the
importance of the formation of GC in VET, as declared by experts, and the information support of
the process of their implementation in the practical work of teachers.

Problem statement

The landscape of research in vocational education and training in Russia is characterized
by the fact that it is largely thematically determined by the already implemented state policy, rather
than by the prospects for its development. For example, the intensity of discussion of the
competence-based approach has increased significantly after its official implementation in
regulatory documents, while before that, relevant scientific works were isolated [Romanova,
2021]. Along with issues of ensuring the quality of education, the discussion on VET issues is
characterized by the study of practice-oriented learning (including the dual model), public-private
partnerships, and, in general, interaction with employers, educational work, inclusive education,
continuity with other levels of education, and digitalization. The issue of general competencies is
addressed in only 2.7% of the total number of studies on vocational education in Russia (the
calculation of the share is based on the analysis of articles, books, and conference materials posted
on the scientific electronic library elibrary.ru for the period 2000-2025 as of 01/15/2025).

Existing studies on the topic of the formation of general competencies in vocational
education formulate the idea of insufficient methodological support for the formation of general
competencies in the educational process [Istomina, 2019], the presence of a number of
contradictions between the requirements of the modern labor market and the content of vocational
education programs, including in terms of “soft” skills [Mitin & Arkhipova, 2021], and the
discussion of individual cases of the formation of general competencies without sufficient
empirical evidence of the effectiveness of the recommendations provided (for example,
Afanasyeva, 2015; Gaisaeva, 2017). PhD research on the problem of general competencies, as a
rule, focuses on conducting experimental work on the implementation of certain pedagogical

technologies for the formation of GC, for example, information and project technology or
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educational tasks [Fedorova, 2020; Vinnik, 2019]. Thus, the area studied in terms of the problems
of general competencies in Russia can be divided into two groups of works: stating the presence
of problems with achieving the goal of forming general competencies and proposing local practical
solutions for their formation.

Turning to the international experience of studying the problems of general competencies
in vocational education and training allows us to highlight the following topics:

* Conceptual elaboration of the content of general competencies: The studies in this block
focus on identifying and describing in detail the constructs that describe the supra-professional
abilities of individuals. Examples include developments by the European Commission [EU
Council, 2018], such as DigComp, EntreComp, and LifeComp, and the Australian Government
[Australian Government, 2015] - Core Skills for Work Developmental Framework Overview.

» Assessment of generic competencies: The discussion on assessment issues includes
discussion and empirical testing of individual assessment methods [Griffin & Care, 2015; Monnier
et al., 2016], a description of existing practices for assessing GC by teachers [Care et al., 2019;
Tien et. al., 2020], as well as global issues regarding approaches to assessing generic competencies,
such as a discussion of the specific value of student self-assessment [Lopez & Rodriguez-Lopez,
2020].

* Integration and implementation of general competencies in the curriculum: The works of
this thematic block cover general issues of implementation, such as the sequence and effectiveness
of steps taken to introduce new educational content within the national or regional system of
vocational education and training [Haldsz & Michel, 2011; Lopez & Rodriguez-Lopez, 2020;
Brewer & Comyn, 2015; Trzmiel et al., 2015], issues of integrating general competencies into the
educational process (parallel, implicit, explicit types of integration) [Chadha & Nicholls, 2006],
and a study of existing pedagogical practices [Fraser et al., 2019; Tien et al., 2020].

The analysis of the international discussion allows us to conclude that there are significant
deficiencies in scientific knowledge on the issue of developing general competencies in Russia,
the key ones being how teachers make decisions on the implementation and development of OK
after receiving a corresponding request from the state.

The formulation of the question through the analysis of discrepancies in the plans
formulated at the state level and the results of the education system is classic in research in the
field of education. In the works of B. Bernstein, this problem is discussed in terms of gaps between
different levels of the curriculum, which are a consequence of the struggle of different actors
(officials, scientists, teachers) for power over the content of education [Bernstein, 2008; Fedorov,
2023]. In the framework of the domestic discussion, such gaps are discussed in terms of resistance

to innovations on the part of teachers (Varzanova M. A., Yenikolopov S. N., Zagvyazinsky V. L.,
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Meshkova N. V., Slastenin V. A., Strokova T. A.). Modern international studies also complement
the conflict approach to analyzing gaps in the transition from plans to practice by considering
cognitive distortions. This is due to the accumulated evidence that the desire and readiness of
teachers for change does not guarantee the success of the implementation of innovations in
education [Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002]. Thus, in addition to the claims of power, an idea is
formed that some of the gaps are associated with the problem of transmitting meanings between
different groups of actors due to the presence of different belief systems through the prism of which
the interpretation of incoming information occurs.

As arule, the conclusions formulated within the framework of the analysis of the transition
between different levels of the curriculum claim to be universal for all types of educational
institutions, including schools, colleges, and universities. This perspective is often accepted as an
axiom and, in our opinion, requires rethinking. The basis for this is the following:

1) Educational institutions (organizations of different levels of education), even in one
country, as a rule, consist of different rules of interaction between their participants and different
mechanisms of coercion [Kuzminov, Bendukidze & Yudkevich, 2006], including different
regulatory and legal bases for functioning.

2) According to new institutional theory, institutions evolve with a certain degree of
predetermination from previous stages of development. Schools, professional educational
organizations, and universities at the origins of their emergence had different prototypes with the
imposition of fundamentally different functions and expectations. For example, VET grew out of
the institution of craft apprenticeship, while universities have a completely different tradition at
their core, more closely related to the inheritance from philosophical and later theological schools.
This means differences in the original “core” of these educational institutions, which can explain
the different sets of values and practices of participants in the educational process; 3) Modern
foreign studies in the field of implementation of educational policy in practice report that the
beliefs of teachers act as mediators of public policy [Coburn, 2001; van Driel et al., 2001, Verger
& Skedsmo, 2021]. Working in different institutions with different basic ideas about their mission
and role in society, reproduced in public and professional communication, allows for different
directions of such mediation, even with a certain similarity in the profile of teachers’ pedagogical
beliefs.

It should be noted that the study of teachers' beliefs, in general, is a relatively new direction
for Russian educational sciences, and in particular, there are no studies that would consider the
topic of teachers' beliefs in the VET system on the issues of developing general competencies.

Simultaneously, recognizing the significance of institutional specificity determines the importance



of studying individual national contexts as specific cases that clarify the phenomenon under study
in international discussions.
Theoretical framework of the research

The theoretical framework of the study consists of macrotheories that explain the specifics
of the implementation of institutional innovations, which include issues of state educational policy,
as well as meso- and microtheories in the field of curriculum and pedagogical beliefs.

The "path dependence theory" [David, 1985; North, 1997; Auzan, 2017; Korneychuk,
2016] is employed in this work as the key theory describing the inertia of general practice in
colleges. The origins of this theory lie in research on technological standards, which described the
phenomenon of suboptimal yet stable choices (the classic example being the QWERTY keyboard
layout) [David, 1985]. The transfer of path dependence theory into the field of institutional
economics was accomplished by Nobel laureate Douglass North, who demonstrated that
institutions—both formal and informal—exhibit the same inertia as technologies. The emerging
institutional structure gives rise to organizations with an interest in its preservation, creating a self-
reinforcing cycle [North, 1997]. Here, the term institutions is understood broadly as "the rules of
the game in a society or, more formally, the humanly devised constraints that shape human
interaction" (North, 1997, p.17). This definition encompasses educational institutions, allowing
the use of path dependence theory to study the development of various educational objects and
subjects dynamically.

An analysis of the literature confirms the established practice of using path dependence
theory as a theoretical framework for research in education.

At the macro level (educational policy):

* Tan and Yang (2021) in their article "Path-dependency or path-shaping? An analysis of
the policy to target exam orientation in South Korea" in the journal Critical Studies in Education
directly use path dependence theory to explain why school-choice policy, despite ambiguous
results, continues to be reproduced in South Korea.

* Feeney and Hogan (2017) in their work "Path Dependence Approach to Understanding
Educational Policy Harmonisation: The Qualifications Framework in The European Higher
Education Area" analyze how historically established vocational education systems in Ireland
created a "path" shaping the contemporary process of developing qualifications frameworks.

At the meso level (organizational level):

* Kriicken (2003) in the seminal work "Learning the 'New, New Thing': On the role of path
dependency in university structures" shows how the historical structure of German universities

hinders their rapid adaptation to the demands of the "knowledge society."
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» Research on the Soviet "legacy" in post-socialist countries (e.g., Silova, 2009 in "Varieties
of Educational Transformation: The Post-Socialist States of Central/Southeastern Europe and the
Former Soviet Union") often employs the logic of path dependence theory to explain the
persistence of certain pedagogical and managerial practices in the education systems of Eastern
Europe and the former USSR.

At the micro level (level of practices and beliefs):

e Chirikov and Gruzdev (2014) in their study "The structure of students' social
representations” analyze how students' social representations are shaped under the influence of
inertial processes in the higher education system.

Thus, our research is not pioneering in terms of transferring path dependence theory but
consciously embeds itself within this interdisciplinary tradition, focusing on a previously
understudied subject—the process of forming universal general competencies in vocational
education.

When affirming the "path" as a mechanism for reproducing the existing institutional
structure, there is a need to search for a concept to describe the mechanisms of its revolutionary or
evolutionary changes. As a classic contrast to the "path,” the literature uses agency - the ability of
individuals to act independently, which may go against dominant institutional norms [Araujo &
Harrison, 2002; Fortwengel & Keller, 2020; Sorokin & Redko, 2024]. In the domestic economic
literature, this ability to change the track was formulated in terms of the "innovator effect"
[Korneichuk, 2016]. It is assumed that the manifestations of both the agency and innovator effects
stem from several psychological constructs that make up an individual's worldview. One of these
constructs - teacher beliefs - is widely used to study the role of a teacher as a mediator of
educational reforms in Western literature, but has not yet received sufficient study in the field of
domestic professional education. Teacher beliefs are used in this study to operationalize the ability
of individuals to resist the complete mechanistic reproduction of an institutional track.

To consider the specifics of educational institutions from other social institutions, the
concept of curriculum is used as a meso-level theory in this study, which allows us to consider
problems in the implementation of educational reforms as a divergence between different spaces
of action, thereby creating a common theoretical field for discussing plans, implementation
practices, and educational achievements.

Definitions of curriculum varies widely among researchers. An attempt to systematize and
generalize them made it possible to identify five types of definitions, ranked from the narrowest
to the broadest [Su, 2012]:

1. Curriculum is the goal of education, including indicators of achievement.

2. Curriculum refers to the content of education and its goals.
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3. Curriculum is the planned content of education, its goals, and the pedagogical methods
necessary for their achievement.

4. Curriculum is the document defining the content and goals of education, as well as the
methods of achieving and assessing them.

5. Curriculum is the educational experience, which includes the content and goals of
education, methods of achieving the goals of education and their assessment, extracurricular
activities, and the educational environment (including a set of social and cultural norms, values,
and beliefs accepted in a particular educational environment).

This thesis uses the typology proposed by Van den Akker and his colleagues [Van den
Akker et al., 2010]. It distinguishes three levels of curriculum: planned, implemented, and
achieved (Table 1).

Table 1 — Curriculum typology proposed by Van den Akker et al., 2010, p. 10

Curriculum Level Curriculum  Sub- | Sub-Level Definition
Level
Ideal Vision (rationale or basic philosophy underlying
the following curriculum levels/sub-levels)
Intended : :
Formal/Written Intentions, as recorded in documents and/or
learning materials.
Perceived Understanding the curriculum by those who use
it, especially teachers.
Implemented . - - -
Operational The actual learning process is carried out by
teachers.
Experiential Learning experience/what learners perceive as
Achieved they learn.
Learned Learning outcomes achieved by the learners.

Figure 1 shows a scheme of the formation of general competencies in the theoretical
framework of the study. According to it, public administration bodies have two levers at their
disposal to ensure the transition of plans to implemented practice: a) the designed pedagogical
conditions, which, in essence, constitute the details of the content of the planned curriculum, and
b) mechanisms for supporting teachers (for example, advanced training courses, methodological
recommendations, consulting centers, etc.). The planned curriculum passes through the prism of
teachers' beliefs as if through a filter. As a result of this process, interpretations for changing

activities appear, which can be significantly distorted due to the set of pedagogical beliefs of the
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teacher. Effective support mechanisms can partially neutralize the effect of an “inappropriate” set
of pedagogical beliefs. The degree of distortion of the request for transformation of pedagogical
practices and the effects of pedagogical support mechanisms are manifested in the narratives of

teachers when they reconstruct the designed pedagogical conditions in relation to their work.

Teacher beliefs

Planned
curriculum Perceived Operational Experiential Learned

Implemented Achieved
curriculum curriculum
Designed pedagogical
conditions : Implemented pedagogical conditions :
+ Content; + Content;
+  Organizational forms; = Organizational forms;
« Educational resources; + Educational resources:

+ The nature of the relationship
between the teacher and
students

+ The nature of the relationship between the teacher and students

Figure 1 — Scheme of transformation of the task/program for development of general
competencies in the theoretical framework of the research

It is assumed that, in the absence of support mechanisms and insufficiently clear and correct
design of pedagogical conditions at the level of the planned curriculum, the beliefs of teachers
acquire a special role.

Research questions:

1. How has the planned curriculum for the formation of General Competencies in Vocational
education and training changed regarding the distribution of responsibility among actors and
the designed pedagogical conditions (content, organizational forms, teaching tools, the nature
of teacher-student relationships)?

2. What is the structure and nature of the recontextualization mechanism for the planned
curriculum on the formation of general competencies in the pedagogical practice of vocational
colleges, and what role teacher beliefs play in this mechanism?

3. What is the relationship between the characteristics of the existing variability in pedagogical
practices for the formation of general competencies and students' self-assessment of their
mastery of these competencies (a proxy variable for the attained curriculum)?

Object of the study: The process of forming universal general competencies in the Russian system

of vocational education and training.
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Subject of the study: The mechanism of recontextualization of the VET curriculum regarding
general competencies as it transitions from one level to another (from planned, to interpreted, and
further to taught).

Purpose of the study: To identify the mechanism of recontextualization of the VET curriculum
regarding general competencies during the transition between levels (from planned to interpreted
and further to taught) within the existing set of institutional conditions.

Research objectives:

e To identify approaches to the formation of transversal educational outcomes characteristic
of the planned curriculum in Russian vocational education and training in historical
retrospect, in order to study institutional path dependence and its impact on the
effectiveness of general competency formation.

e To determine the structure and nature of the functioning of the recontextualization
mechanism for the planned curriculum on the formation of general competencies in VET.
To identify the role of teacher beliefs in this mechanism.

e To identify characteristics of effective pedagogical practices among common practices for
the formation of general competencies through statistical analysis (establishing statistical
relationships) with students' self-assessment of their mastery of these competencies (a
proxy for the attained curriculum).

Research design

To achieve the research goal and answer the questions posed, we integrated quantitative
and qualitative methods (mixed design). This decision is connected, on the one hand, with the need
to fill the gap in the current state of mass pedagogical practice in terms of the formation of general
competencies and, on the other hand, to collect data on the processes of interpretation and the
formation of meanings by VET teachers. The first task requires the use of quantitative
methodology due to the mandatory mass coverage, while the solution of the second is impossible
without resorting to qualitative methodology for immersion in the processes mediating the
formation of GC.

It should be noted that the specific nature of the research aim, namely identifying the
mechanism of recontextualization, requires the use of methods that can penetrate the subjective
worldviews of teachers. This necessitates the rejection of observation methods, which, while
capable of providing a more objective study of pedagogical practices, do not reveal the processes
of interpreting and making sense of the state-planned curriculum that constitutes
recontextualization. Consequently, the qualitative part of the study employs the method of in-depth

interviews.
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Regarding the study of mass pedagogical practices, well-founded conclusions are only
possible by surveying large samples. This dictates the necessity of using social surveys. To
overcome their limitation concerning socially desirable responses from teachers, the analysis of
pedagogical practices relies not so much on surveys of instructors, but rather on surveys of
students, who are less invested in distorting descriptions of their educational experience in VET

schools.

Research question Data Methods

1) How has the planned | ¢ State Educational | Document analysis
curriculum for the Standards/Federal State
formation of General Educational Standards of

Vocational Education

and Training 1994-2018.

Competencies in
Vocational education and
training

changed | ¢ Methodological

regarding the distribution recommendations for the

of responsibility among
actors and the designed
pedagogical  conditions
(content, organizational
forms, teaching tools, the
nature of teacher-student

relationships)?

transition to new State
Educational

Standards/Federal State
Educational Standards of
Vocational =~ Education

and Training.

Explanatory letters from

Federal education
development institute,
Ministry of

Education/Ministry  of
Education of the Russian

Federation.

2) What is the structure and
nature of the
recontextualization

mechanism for the planned

curriculum on the formation

e 21 in-depth, semi-

structured interviews
with the VET
teachers (average

duration 1.5 hours);

Qualitative content analysis of

the interviews.

Descriptive statistics.
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of general competencies in the

pedagogical  practice  of
vocational colleges, and what
role teacher beliefs play in this

mechanism?

Sociological survey
of the VET teachers
(N=4890)

3) What is the relationship
between the characteristics of
the existing variability in
pedagogical practices for the
formation of general
and students'

of

competencies
self-assessment their
mastery of these competencies
(a proxy variable for the

attained curriculum)?

Sociological survey of the

VET
people)

students

(N= 9082

Logistic, ordinal and

multinomial logistic regression

Studying the model of general competency development requires understanding both the

content of the planned curriculum and the implementation mechanisms established for its

execution in vocational education and training (VET) institutions. To address this, a corpus of

regulatory and explanatory texts outlining educational content requirements within the VET

system was assembled. This corpus included federal state educational standards (FSES) and their

accompanying implementation documentation. Document analysis focused on the following

aspects:
. Expected educational outcomes (including thematic content where
specified);
. Recommended organizational forms;
o Teaching resources;
o Guidelines for teacher-student interactions.

Additionally, to elucidate implementation mechanisms, the analysis examined:

o The allocation of responsibilities for innovation execution;

o The functions of various actors in transitioning to new educational content.

This involved cataloguing involved institutions (e.g., Ministry of Education and Science,

Ministry of Education, FIRO, IRPO) and their officially designated areas of responsibility. To trace
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the evolution of curriculum implementation mechanisms—particularly the institutional
trajectory—the analysis covered the period from 1970 to 2018.

Following a detailed longitudinal study of the planned curriculum, research shifted to the
implemented curriculum for general competency (GC) formation at the national level. This phase
utilized 2021 sociological survey data from the Monitoring of Education Markets and
Organizations (MEMO-http://memo.hse.ru/en/), encompassing both VET students and teachers.
Employing dual respondent samples (students and teachers) enhanced data objectivity on common
pedagogical practices. Questionnaires mirrored each other to address identical aspects of practice,
such as:

° Whether GCs were assessed;
o Whether GC development was explicitly addressed.

The proportion of classes using traditional methods (e.g., note-taking from the
board/dictation) versus active, student-centered competency-building approaches. Teachers were
further queried about their methods for integrating GCs into instruction, revealing perceptions
regarding the legitimacy of indirect, non-targeted GC development.

Subsequently, a qualitative study explored VET teachers’ beliefs and interpretations of the
planned curriculum’s GC-related objectives. Data were gathered through in-depth, semi-structured
interviews (May—June 2022; average duration: 1.5 hours). Transcripts underwent qualitative
content analysis. The sample comprised teachers delivering humanities disciplines within the
General Humanities and Socio-Economic (GHSE) cycle, selected due to their general educational
and cultural role and expected flexibility in GC integration. Notably, the introduction of GHSE in
the 1990s aligned with new general education requirements—precursors to GCs—prompting
investigation into its enduring relevance within the invariant VET curriculum post-reforms.

In the interview’s second segment, informants discussed pedagogical practices using the
standardized list of GCs from the FSES VET "Top-50" (Appendix 2 of the thesis). To ensure
sample saturation while enabling comparison across disciplinary subcultures, the study included
teachers of two humanities: English and Philosophy. Participants totaled 21 instructors from 7 VET
institutions across the Central, Siberian, and Ural Federal Districts (sample details: Appendix 1).

The qualitative data clarified how teacher interpretations mediate the planned curriculum
and shape institutional practices for GC implementation. However, evaluating the alignment
between these practices and the curriculum’s intended goals required comparison with student
outcomes. This analysis utilized sociological survey data from students (N = 9082), sourced from
the Monitoring of Education Markets and Organizations. Logistic and ordinal multinomial
regression models tested associations between characteristics of implemented GC-related

pedagogical practices and students’ self-assessed proficiency in selected GCs.
17



Research results

1. Based on the review of scientific literature, a schema for transforming the general competency
formation program into the research theoretical framework is proposed. We posit that state
educational governance bodies have two main tools for transitioning from plans to pedagogical
practice: a) designed pedagogical conditions, which detail the content of the planned curriculum,
and b) teacher support mechanisms (such as professional development courses, methodological
guidelines, and consultative support). The planned curriculum is perceived by teachers through the
lens of their own pedagogical beliefs. This leads to the emergence of interpretations and
modifications in practice, which may significantly diverge from the original intent. Effective
support mechanisms can partially mitigate distortions caused by an "irrelevant" set of pedagogical
beliefs. The degree of transformation of the initial tasks, as well as the influence of support
mechanisms, are manifested in the professional narratives of teachers as they reconstruct the

designed conditions within their specific pedagogical context.

2. The adoption of the competency-based approach in VET has implicitly expanded the functional
responsibilities of educators. Since 2010, the formation of General Competencies (GCs) has been
assigned to teachers; however, the pedagogical conditions for their development within the
planned curriculum were only partially designed. At the content level, this involved formulating
expected educational outcomes, while at the level of pedagogical interaction, it entailed a
declarative shift away from teacher-centered paradigms.
Educators were not provided with didactic resources (e.g., textbooks, methodological guides),
necessitating the independent development of GC conceptual frameworks, assessment criteria, and

instructional materials. Additional barriers included:

e Unclear distribution of responsibilities among stakeholders in the educational process.
e Absence of professional development programs for teachers to work with GCs.
The new type of planned curriculum, aimed at fostering GCs, structurally contradicts the

historically established system of directive content regulation in Russian education.

3. Dominant Approaches to GC Integration in the Educational Process:

Three primary approaches to integrating GCs were identified:

e Formal Integration: Nominal inclusion of GCs in syllabi without operationalization.
o Mediated Integration: Reinterpretation of traditional pedagogical practices as tools for
implicit GC development.
18



e Purposeful Integration: Designing practices with clear indicators of GC achievement.
The effectiveness of GC implementation correlates with teachers’ beliefs. Agency,
manifested through deliberate pedagogical design, was observed only among educators
who prioritized holistic student preparation for life challenges. In other cases, institutional
beliefs dominated, legitimizing conservative practices through:

- Strict adherence to thematic plans.

- Appeals to the specificity of students’ future professions.

- Attributing inherent properties to disciplines (e.g., “foreign language inherently develops
communication skills™).
From the perspective of path dependence theory, these approaches reflect a division of
VET educators into two archetypes:

e Guardians: Ensure institutional stability by reproducing traditional practices. They opt for
formal or mediated GC integration.

e Transformers: Gradually modify traditional practices through agency driven by internal

beliefs. They adopt purposeful GC integration.

4. The study identified three key groups of obstacles to the formation of general competencies in

the secondary vocational education system:

Institutional Barriers:

e Lack of priority and monitoring: General competencies are not a genuine priority for the
administration; there is no system for monitoring their implementation, leading to them
being overlooked by teachers.

e Mismatch of teaching and learning materials: Syllabi, thematic plans, and textbooks are
poorly oriented toward the formation of general competencies and often contradict them.

e Deficiency of material and technical resources (especially for digital competencies).

e Low student motivation for studying non-professional disciplines.

Individual Barriers (on the part of teachers):

e Severe lack of time for updating materials and implementing new pedagogical approaches.

e Lack of motivation and qualifications among some teachers, including a deficit of
psychological-pedagogical knowledge and a low personal level of general competency
development.

e Informational and Methodological Barriers:
19



e Unclear and contradictory regulatory documents, making them difficult to navigate.

e Lack of methodological support: Teachers do not receive clear guidelines or tools for
integrating general competencies into specific disciplines. Competency formulations are
often abstract and incomprehensible.

e Lack of connection between the list of general competencies and the content of

curricula/courses.

5. The pedagogical beliefs of philosophy and English language teachers in VET have been studied
and described. These beliefs are categorized into two types: differentiating and integrating. The
former create variability in narratives and point to different types of instructors, whereas
integrating beliefs are stable and appear in the reasoning of all informants, allowing them to be
classified as institutionally determined variables. The first group includes beliefs about the purpose
of education, personal meaning, principles for content selection, and, partially, ideas about how
the learning process should be structured. Integrating beliefs encompass ideas about optimal
assessment and teaching methods, as well as interpretive lenses for understanding General

Competencies (GCs).

6. Empirical Validation of Effective Pedagogical Practices:
Statistically significant associations (*p* < 0.01) were identified between the following factors

and students’ self-assessed mastery of interaction and self-learning competencies:

o Explication of GC Development Strategies: Incorporating discussions on GC formation
methods, assessment criteria, and relevant materials into the educational process.

o Standardized Assessment with Feedback: Using transparent evaluation criteria and
regularly informing students of their progress.

e Active Learning Methods: Prioritizing interactive techniques over passive knowledge

acquisition.

Scientific novelty of the results

o For the first time in domestic research on the Russian vocational education and training
system, the institutional "path dependence theory" has been adapted to analyze processes
of change in pedagogical practices. A key innovative step was the operationalization of the
concept of agency through the system of teacher beliefs, which made it possible to translate
abstract postulates of economic theory into the plane of empirically researchable

psychological-pedagogical phenomena. This allowed overcoming the structural
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determinism of the classical theory and creating an analytical framework for studying the
dialectics of inertia and change within an educational organization.

The types of integrating general competencies into the educational process of Russian VET
institutions have been revised and refined. Unlike the previously existing framework
(parallel, implicit, and explicit integration), which was suitable for describing the planned
curriculum, a typology has been proposed for effectively describing the enacted
curriculum. In particular, parallel integration (introducing GCs through a separate course)
has been replaced by formal integration—the nominal inclusion of GCs in work programs.
Implicit integration (GCs implicitly distributed throughout the curriculum) has been
replaced by mediated integration (maintaining traditional practices while attributing to
them the capacity to develop GCs).

For the first time, the mechanism of recontextualizing the curriculum for developing
general competencies at the teacher level has been holistically described and modeled. It
has been established that this mechanism functions as a two-tier filter of interpretation,
where institutional beliefs set the boundaries of what is permissible, and individual beliefs
determine the specific adaptation trajectory, leading to different patterns of practice (from
formal compliance to deep integration).

The necessity of the principle of purposeful explicitness of GCs in the curriculum has been
theoretically substantiated and empirically verified, serving as a concrete proposal for

overcoming the identified gap between planned and enacted educational outcomes.

Theoretical significance of the study

A typology of VET teachers has been proposed based on their attitude towards new
pedagogical tasks, using the professional task of forming general competencies as an
example. This typology includes formalist teachers and progressive teachers.

The mechanism of curriculum recontextualization is described, representing a cyclical
process of interpretation and adaptation mediated by institutionally shared and individual
teacher beliefs. This mechanism is described for the first time in the context of Russian
vocational education and training system.

Factors associated with a higher level of mastery of general competencies among VET
students have been identified. These factors include: the use of active teaching methods,
standardized assessment with feedback, and the explication of strategies for developing

GCs.



Practical significance of the obtained results

e It has been established that teachers in their professional activities rely more on
methodological and didactic materials, while normative documents transform practice to a
lesser extent. This means that the effectiveness of educational reforms largely depends on
their support at the level of methodological solutions suitable for direct practical
application by teachers.

e The phenomenon of curriculum recontextualization implies that the introduction of new
approaches into pedagogical practices requires special support for better sensemaking of
the teachers. The absence of detachable and replicable solutions risks leading to formal
pedagogical practices.

o It has been established that teachers' beliefs about the goals and values of education play a
decisive role in the process of selecting content and teaching methods when addressing
tasks related to general competencies.

e Predictors of effective pedagogical activity by VET teachers in forming general
competencies have been identified: active teaching methods, standardized assessment, and
explicit teaching (explaining to students the essence and specifics of forming GCs).

These research results can be used for:

- Modernizing the planned VET curriculum by designing a new system of pedagogical
conditions for GC formation, e.g., through the development of methodological
guidelines.

- Creating mechanisms to support teachers, including:

o Updating teaching and methodological materials to align with GC formation
objectives.
o Training programs to adjust institutional and individual beliefs that hinder the

implementation of the competency-based approach.

Theses to be defended:

1) The effectiveness of implementing the model for developing General Competencies (GCs),
based on the principles of delegating initiative to teachers, is limited by the mechanism of
institutional path dependence. This mechanism manifests in the persistent didactic beliefs
of teachers, which orient them towards reproductive practices and an expectation of

external regulatory prescriptions.
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2) The mechanism of curriculum recontextualization (using GCs as an example) functions as
a cycle of interpretation and adaptation in which: 1. a teacher possessing specific
institutionally shared and individual beliefs (the core of the mechanism) encounters a new
curriculum; 2. institutionally shared beliefs act as a primary filter, setting the boundaries
of acceptable interpretations for tasks aimed at changing pedagogical practices; 3.
individual beliefs determine a secondary interpretation of the new curriculum's tasks,
which 4. leads to one of several observable patterns of practice — ranging from formal
compliance to purposeful integration. The most significant beliefs in creating the observed
variability of approaches to integrating GCs into the educational process are those
concerning the primary goal of education (e.g., whether cultural reproduction through
academic knowledge is paramount or preparation for employment is most important) and
the role of the teacher.

3) Teacher beliefs determine affiliation with one of two types: a) teachers who ensure routine
institutional reproduction in terms of pedagogical practices, and b) teachers who
incrementally transform pedagogical practices within the boundaries of non-conflict with
institutional norms.

4) Characteristics of effective practices for forming GCs have been empirically established:
explication of GC components, use of active teaching methods, and implementation of
standardized assessment with mandatory feedback for students. The possibility of
identifying characteristics of effective practices indicates the unequal quality of curriculum
recontextualization among teachers with different belief systems for achieving the goal of

GC formation.

General conclusions of the study, limitations, and future research prospects

This research has identified a stable pattern of governance within the Russian VET system,
which, as interview data confirm, constitutes a response to institutional path dependence within
VET institutions. This pattern implies a centralized, top-down scheme for modernizing VET,
accompanied by intensive methodological support and premised on the notion that the teacher is
primarily an implementer rather than a co-developer of educational content. Periodic voluntaristic
attempts to depart from this existing paradigm generally fail to achieve their intended results and
are subsequently adjusted towards greater alignment with the institutional path dependence in the
further development of modernization initiatives. It should be noted that, within this established
"path," the formation of transversal educational outcomes is predominantly declarative. These

conclusions are based on document and literature analysis concerning the stable governance
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pattern during the period 1970-2018. The identification of institutional "path dependence" was
achieved by juxtaposing data from a retrospective document analysis with cross-sectional data
from interviews with VET teachers.

In working with qualitative data, the objective of identifying the landscape of pedagogical
beliefs among English language and philosophy teachers in VET was accomplished. Broadly,
these beliefs fall into two categories: differentiating (also individual) and integrating (also
institutionally shared). The former create variability in narratives and indicate different teacher
types, while institutionally shared beliefs are stable and appear in the reasoning of all informants.
The group of differentiating beliefs includes views on the purpose of education, personal meaning,
principles for content selection, and, partially, ideas on how the learning process should be
structured. Conversely, the group of integrating beliefs consists partly of views on teaching but
mainly of interpretive lenses upon which the recontextualization of the task of forming general
competencies is built.

Analyzing teacher narratives regarding their understanding of general competencies and
how they should be fostered in their classes (interviews, due to methodological limitations,
essentially contain this information—beliefs about what should be, not objective data on the
interviewees' pedagogical practices) allowed for the identification of the recontextualization
mechanism—a cyclical process of interpreting and adapting the task of developing specific GCs,
mediated by the teacher's institutionally shared and individual beliefs.

The collected empirical data also enabled the identification of types of general competency
integration. The initial development of integration types was based on literature analysis and
interviews; subsequently, it was tested using sociological survey data, which substantiated the
advantages of purposeful integration by establishing statistically significant links between
students' self-assessed level of mastery of selected GCs and indicators of purposeful integration.

Thus, the objectives of the dissertation research have been fully achieved, allowing for the
following conclusions: the systemic integration of GCs into VET requires a shift from a model of
implicitly delegating responsibility to teachers towards creating a normative, methodological, and
didactic infrastructure, supported by teacher professional development programs. A key condition
is overcoming institutional inertia by redefining the role of GCs as an explicit, rather than
incidental, outcome of the educational process. In the short term, the results of this work can
contribute to this goal by being used to update the "Methodological Recommendations for
Implementing General Competencies in Accordance with the Federal State Educational Standards
of Secondary Vocational Education," issued by FGBOU DPO IRPO in 2023. For instance,
updating this document could include prescribing the full application of the principle of purposeful

explicitness, whereas the current version of the recommendations focuses on introducing active
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learning methods and proposes a range of assessment methods for each GC without specifying the
necessity of providing feedback to students following assessment. Furthermore, it lacks the idea
of explicating the GC being developed for students and discussing its components with them.

In the medium and long term, the results of this dissertation research could be developed

in two scientific directions:

e Public and Municipal Administration — for example, in developing and piloting models for
modernizing secondary vocational education that account for teachers' institutionally
shared and individual beliefs, and the resulting barriers and risks.

e Professional Education Pedagogy — for example, in verifying whether specific beliefs exist
among vocational cycle instructors and industrial training masters, and their role in
curriculum recontextualization; identifying the optimal implementation mode for the
conditions of the principle of purposeful explicitness in forming general competencies
(research questions here might include: How frequently should students receive feedback
after assessment to achieve maximum results? Is there a difference between feedback
provided directly by the teacher during a class versus feedback effectively organized using

modern digital tools, etc.).

The results of such research and expert-analytical projects would allow for the
improvement of general competency formation among VET students, ensuring their long-term
relevance in the labor market, social inclusion, and overall life well-being.

Simultaneously, it is necessary to acknowledge several limitations of this work, which
include: studying beliefs and, consequently, the nature of the curriculum recontextualization
mechanism on a sample consisting only of English language and philosophy VET teachers
(disciplines of the General Humanities and Socio-Economic Cycle), which prevents reliable
extrapolation of the findings to the entire population of VET teachers and trainers; a correlational
design — the quantitative part of the study represents a correlational analysis, which does not
demonstrate causal relationships; the quantitative analysis uses student self-assessment data as a

proxy for the attained curriculum — which may differ from the objective level of mastery.
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