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Foreword

In the Kyrgyz Republic education is widely perceived as key to development and to the prosperity of the young generations. Supported by the development partners, the Kyrgyz authorities are planning and implementing an ambitious reform agenda, and parents are investing a substantial part of their family’s budget in the education of their children.

Participation of the Kyrgyz Republic in the 2006 round of the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is clear proof of the importance the country attributes to the education sector. In a move to better understand the underlying causes for the unsatisfactory performance of Kyrgyz students in the survey, the Government of the Kyrgyz Republic invited the OECD and the World Bank to jointly conduct a review of Kyrgyz education policies. The present report identifies shortcomings in the education system affecting the quality of education, and recommends ways to close the current gap between aspirations and education reform achievement. The biggest challenge thereby is to ensure that the education provided is of good quality.

Based on information provided by authorities and development partners, as well as on information gathered in meetings in the course of site visits in Bishkek and the regions of Osh, Issyk-Kul, Chui and Jalal-Abad, the examiners’ report focuses on main sub-sets of the education system, such as governance and funding arrangements, curriculum, pre-school and early childhood education, textbooks and learning materials, assessment and PISA outcomes, teacher education, higher education and research, and vocational education and training. The findings and recommendations of the report are summarised in its final chapter.

This report was prepared by the OECD Directorate for Education in partnership with the World Bank. Members of the review team were: John Coolahan, Rapporteur (United Kingdom), Professor Emeritus, National University of Ireland; Ian Whitman (OECD Secretariat), Review Team Leader, Head of the Programme for Co-operation with Non Member Economies; Dingyong Hou (World Bank), Review Team Leader, Education Team Leader for the Bank’s Education Programme in the Kyrgyz Republic; Aisuluu Bedelbayeva (World Bank), Education Specialist; Mary Canning (Ireland), Higher Education Authority of Ireland, former Lead Education Specialist, World Bank; Eduarda Castel-Branco (ETF), Expert on Education and Training Policies; Marguerite Clarke (World Bank), Senior Education Specialist in the Human Development Network; Johanna Crighton (The Netherlands), Independent Education Consultant and Assessment Specialst, Wolfson College, University of Cambridge, United Kingdom; Pablo Gonzáles (Chile), Co-ordinator of the National Human Development Report of the United Nations Development Programme and Adjunct Professor at the Centre of Applied Economics, University of Chile; Myako Ikeda (OECD Secretariat), Policy Analyst, Indicators and Analysis Division; Mihaylo Milovanovitch (OECD Secretariat), Policy Analyst, Programme for Co-operation with Non Member Economies; and Nithin Umapathi (World Bank), Education Economist. Overall support and co-ordination was provided by Deborah Fernandez and Celia Braga-Schich from the OECD Secretariat, and by Jyldyz Beknazarova (World Bank Country Office in Kyrgyzstan) and Ksenia Barabash (Kyrgyzstan).

The financing for the report was provided within the framework of the Education Programme Development Fund under the Education for All-Fast Track Initiative by the World Bank. Additional in-kind support was provided by the European Training Foundation (ETF).
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Executive summary

Education reforms have been a persistent element in the political and social development of the Kyrgyz Republic since the first years of its gaining independence in 1991. The effort to establish a new political structure, to cope with a changing economic environment, to build a new civic and social order is still underway, demanding much of the financial and human resources of the country and the attention of its policy makers.

The dramatic political changes which started in the months of completion of this report (see Chapter 1) are unlikely to diminish the importance attached to education by policy makers and parents. Education is in fact considered to be “the most important indicator and priority direction of public development”. 1 Yet, even after 15 years of transition, the Kyrgyz Republic still faces daunting challenges in re-shaping and developing its education in line with a new value system and a changed social policy and structure.

The present report was prepared to support the authorities in the Kyrgyz Republic in better understanding the reasons for the unsatisfactory performance of Kyrgyz students in the 2006 PISA round (last place of 57 participating economies), despite significant resources and efforts invested in education by schools, parents and government. The report reveals that a number of policy areas are in need of attention, such as curriculum, textbooks, teaching materials, modes of pupil assessment, teacher education, governance and funding arrangements, data, higher education and vocational and education and training.

To achieve major educational reform in any country has been shown to be a complex and time-consuming process, involving sophisticated policy, good resources, competent leadership and time. The present report finds that to date, there has been a gap between policy aspirations and the achievement of major reform in the Kyrgyz Republic. The State has made admirable strides in the provision of educational opportunities for a large proportion of the population, but significant shortcomings still exist, and the biggest challenge remaining is to ensure that the education provided is of good quality.

Finance, governance and management of the system

Despite the impressive effort to devote resources to school education (the share of GDP for education rose from 3.9% in 2001 to 6.5% in 2007, with over 20% of total public expenditure reserved for education throughout that period), the Kyrgyz Republic fails to achieve satisfactory returns in terms of education quality. A high proportion of the population (37%) is under 18 years of age and puts a heavy financial burden on the schooling system. The teaching force is large and expensive, and pupil teacher ratios and teacher contracted hours are very generous by international standards, albeit with limited educational value.

Much of the spending inefficiencies are due to shortcomings in budgetary management and governance arrangements. The indicators used in drafting the budget are not quality oriented and need to be linked to results to address both quality and efficiency. The Ministry of Education and Science (MOES) has neither insight in the overall spending for the sector, nor in the execution of parts of its own budget (donor spending for reforms), and its capacities to assess the needs of the system and to monitor reform implementation are limited. There is considerable dependency on external expertise and funding, and a top-down policy approach without stakeholder involvement.

The review team recommends strengthening the capacities on local level and creating incentives for decentralised delivery of educational services, while equipping the Ministry of Education and Science with the means to meet its responsibilities for the definition and monitoring of policies and quality standards. The Ministry should further be in position to keep track of and control (all) educational transferences, and integrate pedagogical with administrative policies. The analytical capacities of the Ministry should be expanded through access to information from all relevant institutions, in particular the Ministry of Finance (MOF), and through a better mobilisation of the analytical resources currently resting with the Kyrgyz Academy of Education (KAE). The review team further recommends introducing mechanisms for more equitable distribution of resources in the system.


Early childhood care and pre-school education

Eager to reverse a longer lasting trend of declining enrolments in early childhood education, in 2009 the Kyrgyz Republic introduced a new Law on Pre-School Education. The government also entered a number of international partnerships for promoting good international practice, and guidelines for the education and care of young children were elaborated and integrated in the State Standard on Pre-School Education.

The successful implementation of these commendable policies will depend on how well the Kyrgyz Republic succeeds in co-ordinating the currently fragmented services for young children, and on the quality of pre-school education. The review team recommends revisiting the pre-school curriculum and making it more flexible, modernising the pre- and in-service training for pre-school teachers, and ensuring adequate pre-school provision in remote and rural areas and for disadvantaged children.


Curriculum, textbooks and learning materials

The structure, conceptual basis and content of the curriculum at present impede student achievement and the quality of teaching and learning. There is an overload of subjects and hours, and the time for practical, creative or integrated learning is too limited. The conceptual framework is narrowly subject-based and academically oriented, and offers limited choice to the students. The textbooks and learning materials are inadequate to support the curriculum, are in short supply and, where available, are often out-of-date.

These problems highlight core concerns relating to the quality of the education available to pupils in schools. To help remedy such problems, the review team recommends introducing a National Curriculum Framework (NCF) to provide a coherent (also cross-subject) view of overall educational objectives for each major stage of education.2 Schools should have the freedom to adapt parts of the Framework to their own needs and the number of subjects should be reduced to allow for more in-depth studying.

The report suggests a longer-term plan for textbook renewal, reforming the textbook development process, and a revival of the previously existing textbook rental scheme. Ideally, the effort would be complemented by a better supply of school libraries with books.


Assessment and examinations

Pupil assessment is an in-built, regular feature of schooling in the Kyrgyz Republic, but assessment tends to focus on the reproduction of content rather than on how well pupils apply, analyse and understand the material. Undue emphasis is placed on coaching the small percentage of high-ability students for success at the “Olympiads”, with insufficient attention to the needs of the average pupils and the low-achievers. The review team considers that it is crucial for the Kyrgyz Republic to establish standardised educational goals and a standardised assessment system. Formative assessment should be used to build pupils’ self-confidence based on realistic levels of achievement.

The current national examinations which are taken at grades 9 and 11 have a number of shortcomings, most notably the fact that in most cases the exam questions are known and published in advance. Students are hence never faced with an exam question they have not seen before, or with a task that requires them to apply their knowledge in a different way.


Access and equity

While the access of children to schooling provision is very good in the Kyrgyz Republic, the key problem is the inadequate quality of education to which they have access. About 4% of school age children (approximately 35 000) are not attending school at all or not attending regularly. About 30 000 young people leave school completely after basic school, with inadequate skills to compete and cope in the labour market. The categories of children which face most difficulties with regard to participation in education are the children with special educational needs and those with disabilities.

The quality and availability of data on pupil attendance, transition and drop-out needs to be improved, and labour market oriented training needs to be provided for early school leavers. Kyrgyzstan needs to plan for improved provision for children with special educational needs/children with disabilities (SEN/CWD) so as to meet its national and international legal commitments in this regard. This will require increased funding.

Assessment and registration procedures need to be simplified, and health, education and welfare policies need to be better co-ordinated at national, rayon (district) and aiyl-okmotu (community) levels.


Vocational education and training (VET) and adult education

The Kyrgyz Republic has initial professional education (VET I), administered by the State Agency for Professional-Technical Education (SAPTE),3 and Secondary and higher professional education (VET II), administered by the MOES. This institutional separation reflects a conceptual separation, with VET I schools often serving as second-chance pathways.

Key strategic policy decisions are required to ensure that the country benefits to the optimum from its VET provision. Half of the age group 15 to 29 years is unemployed, as transition to market economy meant a decline of state-owned enterprises and the loss of traditional jobs. This gives rise to a major re-training challenge.

Sustained efforts are needed to build the capacity to provide adult education through appropriate methodologies, and to disseminate good practice to all licensed providers. VET should focus on the lifelong development. Career information and guidance need to be given much more attention in education and employment policies, coupled with reforms of information data on the labour market. The VET sector strategy needs to incorporate reliable monitoring, transparent reviews, political support, stakeholder consultation, and needs to be linked to economic planning. Special attention should be paid to recognition and certification of learning. The establishment of a comprehensive framework of qualifications would provide valuable linkages between VET I and VET II, as well as improve student mobility in a lifelong learning perspective.


The teaching career and teacher education

Teaching as a career in the Kyrgyz Republic is experiencing major problems which, if not addressed, will undermine other efforts at educational reform. Despite good percentage salary increases in recent years, the salaries of teachers only amount to about 60% of the average wage. A number of pilot projects, undertaken with donor assistance, hold promise for improving teacher conditions, but need to be mainstreamed. Teacher contract hours and pupil teacher ratios are more favourable in the Kyrgyz Republic than in many richer, developed countries. Recruitment of high-quality candidates into teaching is very inadequate, and the retention of good teachers in the career is proving very difficult. Women provide the vast majority of the teaching force, which is also an ageing profession. The attractiveness of teaching career is low, and teacher education is provided by a diverse range of institutions, varying greatly in quality. In-service teacher education is taking place in regular intervals, but needs a re-appraisal in terms of content, methodology, evaluation and staffing.

The teaching career is in need of comprehensive, co-ordinated policy based on a consultative approach, with teacher remuneration as a core issue. The teaching workforce should be smaller but better paid, and the potential of good school leadership should be better mobilised. As to teacher training, the licensing and accreditation of teacher education institutions should be conducted by an independent agency, and a new framework for pre-service teacher education should be introduced, together with a raising of entry standards to teacher education.


Higher education and research

There is a pressing need to modernise higher education in the Kyrgyz Republic so that it can respond to the needs of a small economy for educated human capital, while also meeting individual needs. The government has embarked on a programme to align higher education with the Bologna Declaration, but the vast majority of undergraduate programmes still follow the traditional five year specialisation model. The review team recommends the MOES to take a leadership role in the development of a national strategy for higher education, addressing the size and efficiency of the sector and ensuring optimal use of resources, including buildings and equipment.

The establishment by the MOES of the proposed National Accreditation Council, covering all areas of the post secondary system, is the most important immediate step towards improving the quality of higher education. However, it is estimated that only about 20% of universities are ready for such a form of quality assurance at present.

In the area of research levels of investment are low, and there is a lack of co-ordination among the institutions involved. The research infrastructure is often old or obsolete, there are no resources to replace it, and salaries for scientists and researchers are low. The review team recommends to better focus funding for research. The emphasis should be on applied rather than basic research.

The existing testing system (Obsherespublikanskoe Testirovanie or ORT) for selection into higher education should be retained. It should be further strengthened by expanding the subject component of the test to better reflect student attainment and competences in relation to national curriculum standards and goals.

The development and introduction of the proposed National Qualifications Framework would greatly facilitate degree recognition and career progression. The Ministry of Education and Science and the Ministry of Labour should collect, analyse and disseminate labour market information, and the Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) should expand their career centres and involve employer input.


Notes

1
Country Development Strategy of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2007-2010, p. 61.


2
In the weeks of finalisation of this report, the review team was informed that the Ministry of Education and Science has approved a National Curriculum Framework.


3
The professional education cycle includes primary and secondary vocational training, and higher education under the heading “higher” and “post graduate” vocational (professional) training. See Chapter 3 for more details.







Chapter 1

Introduction

This chapter gives a brief overview of the economic, political and demographic background of the Kyrgyz Republic and its educational context, and outlines the rationale, structure and main findings of the present report.



Kyrgyz Republic: the general context

A historical note

The 70-year Soviet period forms only a tiny part of the history of what is today’s Kyrgyz Republic, but its impact was profound, resulting in the settlement of people who had been largely nomadic for more than 2 500 years. Moreover, the recent division of Central Asia into five modern states1 is entirely artificial, devised by Stalin for political reasons, and only partly reflecting the cultures and civilisations that had lived in Central Asia for thousands of years. Historically and geographically, Central Asia was always a single entity; distinctions were made only between steppe and mountain, desert and oasis. The mountain nomads within the borders of what is now the Kyrgyz Republic lived (and still do, to some extent) an entirely different lifestyle from the peoples in the Fergana Valley and the Chui steppes.

The native Kyrgyz are Turkic people who, in ancient times, first settled in the Tien Shan Mountains. They were traditionally pastoral nomads. There was extensive Russian colonisation in the late 1800s, and Russian settlers were given much of the best agricultural land. This led to an unsuccessful and disastrous revolt by the Kyrgyz people in 1916.

Kyrgyzstan became a Republic of the Soviet Union in 1924, and was made an autonomous republic in 1926. It became a constituent republic of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in 1936. The Soviets forced the Kyrgyz to abandon their nomadic culture, and brought modern farming and industrial production techniques into their society. On the positive side, early education campaigns brought impressive levels of literacy and numeracy, at least in Russian language and in the larger towns and settlements. Kyrgyz remained a largely oral language without an agreed orthography until 1923; then it was originally written in a modified Arabic script until the 1950s, when a Latin script was briefly used. However, due to Soviet influence, a modified form of the Cyrillic alphabet eventually became standardised and has remained so to this day.

Kyrgyzstan proclaimed its independence from the Soviet Union on 31 August 1991. On 21 December 1991, Kyrgyzstan joined the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). The country joined the United Nations (UN) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in 1992 and adopted a “shock-therapy” economic programme. Voters endorsed market reforms in a referendum held in January 1994, and in 1996 referendum voters overwhelmingly endorsed proposed Constitutional changes that enhanced the power of the President.




The political framework

Kyrgyzstan is a democratic republic with an adopted constitution. At the time of visit of the review team to the country (April 2010) the President had far-ranging powers while the Prime Minister formed the head of government.

On the establishment of independence in 1991 Kyrgyzstan faced many problems in shaping the new state. Political life has been turbulent with periods of instability and upheaval. One such upheaval, in March 2005, got the sobriquet “The Tulip Revolution”. Struggles for power between the presidency, the Government and the Parliament have engendered active political debate and participation, but also some public disenchantment with politicians. The instability is reflected in that, during the period from 1990 to March 2005, there were eleven Governments and ten Prime Ministers, with the average duration of cabinets being just over one year. The most recent political upheaval took place in the months of April-June 2010. Subsequently the Parliament was dissolved, the Constitutional Court – disbanded, and the interim government set a date for a Referendum on constitutional amendments related to the distribution of executive powers in the country.

The dynamism of political life gave rise to frequent changes of personnel in key political offices. This in turn, has led to lack of continuity and consistency of policy and the lack of the guiding hand of political experience in many portfolios. A policy area such as education, where the long-term view and consistency of policy are crucial, does not benefit from frequent changes in guiding personnel. Furthermore, it is only in recent times that the importance of a merit-based civil service has been recognised, and steps taken to implement reforms concerning the competitive selection of civil servants (World Bank, 2007, p. 11). A well-trained, professional civil service, with the capacity to implement agreed policy measures, is a vital linch-pin for the realisation of reform aspirations.

The Kyrgyz Republic is divided into seven provinces (oblasts) administered by appointed governors. The capital, Bishkek, and the second-largest city, Osh, are administratively independent cities (shaar) with a status equal to a province or oblast.

Each province (oblast) comprises a number of districts (rayons), administered by government-appointed officials: governor (in oblast) and akim (in rayon). Small settlements of up to 20 villages are governed by executive bodies of self-government (aiyl-okmotu), and by locally elected councils (aiyl-kenesh).


Figure 1.1. Provinces of Kyrgyzstan
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Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kyrgyzstan_provinces_map.png.







Landscape and demography

Kyrgyzstan is a small landlocked country in Central Asia, bordering Kazakhstan, China, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. The mountainous region of Tien Shan covers over 80% of the country. While nature has bestowed magnificent scenery in the form of mountains, valleys, rivers and forests, most attractive for tourists and outdoor sports enthusiasts, only about 7% of the country’s land is arable. Kyrgyzstan’s physical location, combined with an under-developed physical infrastructure, causes difficulties for trade and transport. The land mass area is almost 200 000 square kilometres.

The population is about 5.2 million people, with a population density of about 25 per square kilometre. Rural dwellers, amounting to 65% of the population, greatly outnumber those living in urban areas. As regards ethnic composition, Kyrgyz people comprise 69% of the population. The other ethnic categories are Uzbek at 14.5%, Russian at 9% and “others” forming 9.4% of the population. Kyrgyz is the state language, while Russian has the status of “official language”. Uzbek and Tajik are also spoken, mainly in regions bordering Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. The official declaration of religious affiliation is 75% Sunni Muslim, 20% Russian Orthodox and 5% “other” religions. Declaration of religious affiliation does not necessarily mean active observance, and the patterns of affiliation vary with migratory trends. There is an ethnic and economic divide between the more developed north with its Kyrgyz population, and the impoverished south, which has a large Uzbek population and a diverse group of other ethnicities.

The fact that 37% of the population of the Kyrgyz Republic is below 18 years of age puts very heavy pressure on the educational budget. Net enrolment rates are high compared with other developing countries. Considerable variation in per-pupil expenditure exists between different oblasts. A system of inter-governmental transfer of resources seeks to attenuate the variation, but it does not eliminate the disparities which exist.




Economic features

Unlike some other countries in the region, the Kyrgyz Republic does not possess reserves of oil or gas. Its two major natural resources are hydro-power and gold. These, coupled with services and agriculture, have been the main driving forces of the economy. Following grave economic difficulties during the first half of the 1990s, the Kyrgyz Republic’s economy grew at an annual rate of 4.6% during the period 1996-2005 (World Bank, 2007, p. 4). During 2007 the GDP growth was 8.5% and in 2008 it was 7.6%. However, the projections for 2009 are down to 0.8% and to 3.1% for 2010 (World Bank, 2009, p.8). The global economic recession has brought uncertainties and is likely to affect injuriously the Kyrgyz Republic. Traditionally, remittances from Kyrgyz emigrants to Russia and Kazakhstan have been significant for the local population, accounting for 29% of GDP in 2008 (World Bank, 2009, p. 8). The decline of the construction industry in Russia and general contraction in international markets will have backwash effects on the Kyrgyz economy.

Inflation, which had been at low single figures, increased from 5.1% in 2006 to 20% in 2008, but it is expected to return to single digit level in 2009 (World Bank, 2009, Table A, p. 10). The debt burden is high, at over 70% of GDP (World Bank, 2007, p. 5). Furthermore, it is calculated that about 50% of output is produced in the shadow economy. In 2008, the GDP per capita was equivalent to USD 720, and the average monthly wage was USD 107. The average teacher’s salary at USD 47, paid for contract hours, was less than half the average monthly wage. Despite improvements over recent years, the proportion of the population living in poverty remains high. The poverty line is a national poverty line chosen on the basis of the food and non-food consumption of the lower income group of the Kyrgyz population. In 2007, 35% of the population were living in poverty, with 7% living in extreme poverty (World Bank, 2009, Table C, p. 10). Almost three-quarters of the poor and extreme poor live in rural areas. Low wages, under-employment and outright unemployment are important explanatory factors of poverty in the Kyrgyz Republic. Almost half of the employed work in agricultural and services where productivity and wages are low. In 2008 the unemployed aspercentage of the labour force were 11% (World Bank, 2009, Table V, p. 10). In these circumstances, it is not surprising that emigration to other countries has been a pattern, particularly to Russia and Kazakhstan, where work and better remuneration were available. The remittances of emigrants have been significant source of income for families remaining at home.

The Kyrgyz Republic has been the beneficiary of assistance over the years from a range of donor countries and from international agencies. Among the donor countries, Russia in particular, would see Kyrgyzstan within its sphere of influence. Many of the agencies such as the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, and the Open Society Institute and Soros Foundation Network (OSI/SFN) have supported specific projects. Moves towards joint donor action have also taken place such as the Joint Country Support Strategy (JCSS) in support of the Kyrgyz Republic’s Country Development Strategy (CDS) 2007-2010. Five support partners are involved in this – the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the Swiss Cooperation Office, the UK Department for International Development (DFID), the World Bank (WB) and the United Nations (UN) agencies. The expert guidance and resources of such support agencies has been valuable during these years of political transition and building up the institutions of state. However, some tensions have also existed in relation to international bodies, and the internal capacity to...
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The map shows the oblasts and independent cities as follows:

1. Bishkek city 4. Jalai-Abad Oblast 7. Talas Oblast
2. Batken Oblast 5. Naryn Oblast 8. Issyk-Kul Oblast
3. Chui Oblast 6. Osh Oblast 9. Osh city
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