The Economic Demise of the Soviet Union

Introduction of Lesson Plans
Proposition:

The economy of the Soviet Union faced daunting challenges from its inception.  The Stalinist growth strategy was based on a policy of forced investment from the top, but the institutions that were used to implement this growth strategy took economic power and rights away from individual households and assigned them to the elite.  Economic development was based on state ownership of capital and land, centralized management, and replacement of many market institutions by administrative allocation.  While these institutional arrangements assured centralized political control by a communist party elite, they led to increasing divergence between the behavior prescribed by official rules and the actual behavior of individuals, to the destruction of incentives for individual efficiency and initiative, and to a loss of credibility by the government.


National cohesion, however, is based on more than economics alone;


political-legal and moral-cultural structures are also vital to national strength.  Weaknesses in any one of the three intertwined components of the Soviet system:

1. the economic structures,

2. the political-legal structures, and

3. the moral-cultural structures;


was sustainable as long as the other structures offset those weaknesses.  In the 1980s, however, the ever-mounting pressures of economic failure combined with changes in citizens’ perceptions of their world and their government to topple the communist system that had controlled an empire since 1917.

Introduction
1.
Unit Purpose:  “The Economic Demise of the Soviet Union” provides five clearly-focused lessons explaining the collapse of the Soviet Union.  The events of 1989–1991 followed somewhat predictably from a convergence of internal economic, political, and social factors, that were exacerbated by economic, political, and social events in the rest of the world.

2.
Questions answered in the unit:

· What were the fundamental flaws in the Soviet economy?  Why could it not keep pace with western economies?

· Why did the Soviet Union collapse?

· What role did economic factors play in the collapse of the Soviet Union?

· What role did non-economic factors play in the collapse of the Soviet Union?

· Why did the Soviet Union collapse when it collapsed (1991), instead of earlier or later? The fundamental economic flaws were present in the Soviet system since Lenin first adopted a Marxist approach to the economy and Stalin carried those ideas further with his five year plans.  Yet, Soviet communism lasted, and sometimes seemed to thrive, for seventy years.

3.
Organizational Analogy:  The 3-legged table.

· All societies have 3 important components, which interact to create a distinct national character:

· an economic system;

· a political-legal system; and

· a moral-cultural system.

· While each can be distinguished and analyzed separately to the exclusion of the others, all must function if a society is to be viable.

· These lessons clearly identify the long-term weaknesses in the economic leg of the Soviet system.

· The study concludes, however, that it was only when new pressures were put on the moral-cultural leg — by the awakening of the citizenry and those within the communist party elite to the current, and especially historic, abuses of their government, and a rejection of communist doctrine — that the whole structure collapsed.

4.
Instructional focus — How to use the unit:


The “Economic Demise of the Soviet Union” focuses on specific economic concepts and understandings and their significance in a system that eventually collapsed under its own weight.  The unit illustrates how institutional arrangements in the former Soviet Union defined incentives and influenced behavior.

· Each lesson is organized around a key economic concept or theme.  The key concept guides students’ efforts to sort out and make sense of the often confusing social and political events that led up to the collapse of the Soviet government.

· To facilitate implementation, each lesson includes:

· a detailed lesson outline, keyed to economics standards and benchmarks,

· a student guide worksheet, and

· a classroom activity.

· Lesson outlines compare and contrast the practical application of economic concepts in the centrally planned Soviet economy to their application in economies based on private ownership and markets.

· The lesson outline is a teacher resource, designed to distill and collate current scholarship regarding the Soviet Union in a form that is useful to the classroom teacher and eliminates the need for time-consuming preparation.

· Using the lesson outlines simply as lecture guides is, in all probability, counter-productive, and therefore no time allotment is suggested.  The experienced teacher will immediately recognize that the wealth of material provided in each lesson lends itself to a variety of instructional strategies, of which direct instruction is only one.

· The lesson material can be filtered, reorganized and reordered to fit the focus of instruction.  There is no necessity to incorporate all the material nor to use it in the order presented herein.  While courses in history and in economics are the primary focus, the lesson materials can also be appropriately tailored to units in current events, foreign relations, or even contemporary literature.

· The classroom activities are intended to help students make connections among economic concepts, their own experiences, and their new insights into why the USSR did not survive.

· While classroom activities have been field-tested, time allotments are approximate.  The actual time spent may vary, mainly in response to the intensity of background preparation and the depth of the debriefing.

· The organization of the enclosed materials — lesson outline followed by classroom activity — is not intended to dictate presentation.  Teachers may find that depending on how they present the lesson content, the classroom activity may fit better at the beginning of the lesson, or even somewhere in the middle.

· In short, “The Economic Demise of the Soviet Union” is intended to be a teacher resource, a tool that facilitates rather than dictates instruction.  It is the hope and expectation of the FTE that teachers will craft the enclosed materials to suit the needs of their students, and will use their individual experience and creativity to enhance the instructional materials and bring them to life.

5.
Voluntary National Content Standards in Economics:  Each of the 5 lessons that follow addresses identified standards and benchmarks from the Voluntary National Content Standards in Economics (available for viewing and downloading for free from the FTE’s Web Page at http://www.fte.org, or in published form from EconomicsAmerica).

· Although the lessons are intended for high school students, the relevant K-4 and 5-8 benchmarks are also listed here, for 2 purposes:

· Understanding of the knowledge and concepts found in the K-4 and 5-8 benchmarks is necessary for achievement of the grade 12 benchmarks.

· Review of the lower level benchmarks can thus help teachers more clearly identify conceptual building blocks.

· If teachers have reason to feel confident that students have met the lower level benchmarks in earlier classes, they know what knowledge and understandings may reasonably be assumed before beginning the lessons on the economic demise of the Soviet Union.

· It is important to note that these lessons intend only to address the listed standards and benchmarks, and should not be considered sufficient in and of themselves as vehicles for students to meet the requirements of the standard.

· It should also be noted that “The Economic Demise of the Soviet Union” addresses the National History Content Standards, in terms of both:

· study of the eras of world history, and

· study of economic history.
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