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Foreword


Kazakhstan’s higher education system is at the forefront of the country’s economic diversification challenge. While progress has been made over the past ten years, significant additional improvements will be required if Kazakhstan is to achieve its aims of developing high-quality, labour market relevant skills throughout the population, and establishing research and innovation as a key driver of economic growth. There are currently few measures of the current skills outcomes of the country’s education and training systems available, and of how well these systems are positioned to meet the needs of the labour market. Furthermore, much of the evidence on skills outcomes that does exist is not encouraging. Four principal features characterise the nation’s higher education system: low level of public funding, inefficient targeting of this funding, the legacy of central planning on the performance of higher education institutions, and information gaps that create obstacles to the implementation of evidence-based policy making and accountability.

In the past decade, Kazakhstani policy makers have recognised those key challenges and identified actions to address them. The country has embarked on an ambitious series of reforms which go some way towards addressing those challenges. A new State Programme for Education and Science Development 2016-2019 (SPESD) lays out the national strategy for the education sector in the coming years. It identifies priorities, targets, and indicators to be achieved by 2020 from preschool to higher education. Priorities range from developing new mechanisms of education financing such as per capita financing, to developing inclusive education with support for low-performing students. At the higher education level, the primary objectives of the SPESD include: equipping students with skills more relevant to the labour market; integrating Kazakhstan more fully into the European Higher Education Area; improving synergies between education, science and industry; stimulating the commercialisation of research; fostering national identity; and encouraging active citizenship and social responsibility.

Building on the 2007 joint OECD/World Bank report on Higher Education in Kazakhstan, this review examines how Kazakhstan can respond to current challenges by strengthening its higher education system to ensure that it equips students with the skills, knowledge and potential for innovation that are essential for economic and social well-being. It identifies which aspects of the six key areas from the previous report-quality, access, internationalisation, research and innovation, funding and governance-still require improvement. It also makes a number of recommendations for further reform, drawing on international experience and best practices from high-performing systems around the world.

This report encourages Kazakhstan to focus on the following areas to prepare students from all backgrounds to become part of a highly skilled workforce, able to compete in the worldwide economic community:


	Build a strong quality assurance system that emphasises the high quality skills critical for labour market success and for social well-being, as well as on the quality of higher education “inputs” (i.e. student and faculty qualifications) and “processes” (i.e. instructional methods).


	Examine the affordability of higher education and explore ways to increase access and tackle problems of inequity such as improving data systems to better monitor performance in the areas of access and participation.


	Take a whole-of-government approach to international higher education, with a robust policy framework and national strategy that aligns with Kazakhstan’s goals for human capital development and ensure that all actors benefit-from higher education institutions to students.


	Build capacity for high-quality research and further develop engagement mechanisms between higher education and potential users of this knowledge.


	Increase public investment whilst making make sure that the allocation mechanisms put in place address the fundamental weaknesses in the system and give more autonomy to higher education institutions over their expenditure.


	Strengthen and improve the transparency of governance in all public and private higher education institutions, while clearly delineating the respective purposes of the public and private sectors.
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Executive summary


Kazakhstan finds itself at a crossroads. Recent market volatility has highlighted the risks of dependence on resources, and has put into relief a corresponding need for economic diversification. Various studies by the OECD and others have explored this issue from different perspectives. This review examines how Kazakhstan can respond to current challenges by strengthening its higher education system to ensure that it develops the skills, knowledge and potential for innovation that underlie economic and social well-being.

The OECD and the World Bank undertook a previous review of higher education in Kazakhstan in 2007. While progress clearly has been made since that time, much remains to be done in the areas of quality, access, internationalisation, research and innovation, funding and governance. Kazakhstan’s State Programme for Education Development in the Republic of Kazakhstan 2011-2020, which was recently updated for 2016-19, recognises many of these challenges and has set ambitious targets and goals.

Kazakhstan needs to place additional emphasis on high-quality, relevant “21st century” skills – not just technical skills and knowledge (however important these may be) but also transversal skills that include, for instance, literacy, problem solving, teamwork and adaptability. Such skills are critical for labour market success and for social well-being more generally. To this end, Kazakhstan needs to enhance the quality of higher education “inputs” (e.g. student and faculty preparation). In addition, “processes” used in higher education also require improvement: things like instructional methods, faculty development opportunities, work-integrated learning and university/employer linkages to help shape curriculum. Finally, the absence of good, reliable data on skills outputs and labour market outcomes remains a key challenge for Kazakhstan, as does a related over-reliance on the state grant system to steer student choices.

Despite some positive measures, there is still comparatively little attention paid in Kazakhstan to equity of access to affordable higher education. The groups most affected in this respect include students from rural areas (despite a set-aside of study spaces), students with disabilities and students of lower socio-economic status (about whom Kazakhstan lacks good data). Significant reforms are needed in the system of state grants, which is skewed towards students who are typically already somewhat privileged. Moreover, Kazakhstan needs a viable student loans programme to help students who face affordability challenges. It is perhaps especially important, though, to improve the quality of primary and secondary education so that students are prepared for higher education; and to work to raise the educational aspirations of students who would otherwise not consider further studies. Finally, an expanded use of technology-enabled learning, and better linkages between vocational education and training, could also enhance access and tackle problems of inequity.

Kazakhstan has made some impressive strides forward on internationalisation, in particular via the Bolashak scholarship programme. Nevertheless, limited academic autonomy still restricts institutions’ ability to engage in partnerships and develop joint programmes, and gaps in quality assurance reduce other countries’ (and other countries’ students) interest in Kazakhstani higher education. Like many policy issues, internationalisation would be best dealt with in Kazakhstan from a whole-of-government perspective that aligns it with broader development goals. Moreover, additional efforts are needed to encourage collaboration across higher education institutions. Kazakhstan should also make more use of digital technologies to expand in-country “internationalisation through the curriculum”; take better advantage of the accomplishments of the Bolashak programme; and increase the English proficiency among the youth. Gaps in data hinder progress in many of these areas.

Kazakhstan has been quite active in promoting higher education research over the past decade – creating a new grants process, for instance, and providing faculty access to research materials. Nevertheless, the country still has little capacity for high-quality research. This challenge is linked to low public funding for higher education; to gaps in current funding instruments; and to poor supports at the institutional level. The low number of doctoral graduates and the absence of a post-doctoral stream are further concerns. Moreover, the government’s focus on a single aspect of innovation (commercialisation) is problematic. While the commercialisation of university research clearly has its place in innovation systems, returns on investments are likely to be small. More emphasis should be placed on building engagement between higher education and the potential users of its knowledge. Finally, while Kazakhstan is right to seek a more differentiated higher education system, it needs to adopt a more strategic approach to this system change.

Low overall levels of public funding for higher education in Kazakhstan are aggravating the system’s underperformance. The main vehicle by which funding is directed to higher education institutions – the state grant system – has perverse effects on students, on the mix of programmes higher education offers and on the efficiency of public expenditures. Moreover, the formulae which drive funding do not appear to be well-matched to their purposes. Recent incremental investments in higher education have tended to be for new additions to the system that have not adequately addressed fundamental weaknesses in the system as a whole. Finally, controls on how Kazakhstan’s higher education institutions spend their funding are both excessive and counter-productive. Reform in the area of funding is particularly challenging to undertake – but reforms here are key to progress on a whole range of fronts covered in other chapters.

There have been some significant shifts in the governance of higher education in the last ten years. For example, the government has sought a gradual movement towards more autonomy for institutions. Yet authority remains highly centralised. The new governing boards that have been created still play a predominately advisory role, and significant operational autonomy – even at the national research universities – is far from being realised. Shortcomings are evidenced in a variety of ways. The level of financial regulation of Kazakhstan’s higher education institutions inhibits flexibility and responsibility; a lack of academic autonomy discourages faculty and institutional creativity, initiative and responsibility; the organisational autonomy of higher education is weak; and regulation of the public and private sectors is excessive and lacking in the strategic differentiation that should shape the distinctive roles of the two sectors.

True educational reform is very challenging for any country: there are always a variety of interests and path dependencies that stand in its way. Often, new funding is required for reforms to be effective. This review recommends that, given the critical role that investments in skills and innovation can play in building a well-diversified economy and in ensuring well-being, Kazakhstan find new incremental sources of funding for higher education. In addition, as it moves forward, the country should embrace a comprehensive reform process. It is important to tackle change in an inclusive way, working with civil society and all stakeholders to build a working consensus on the direction of change and on the reasons behind it. Concrete efforts to build trust and capacity are critical. It is also important to recognise that progress will typically be incremental – but if it is to gain momentum, progress requires an ability to act and learn quickly. Finally, as reforms progress, results need to be carefully monitored and used to make course corrections where necessary – or to further invest in approaches that can be shown to be working.



Assessment and recommendations

Kazakhstan finds itself at a crossroads. Recent market volatility has highlighted the risks of dependence on energy resources, and has put into relief the need for economic diversification and the importance of further developing the skills of its population. There are few measures of the current skills outcomes of Kazakhstan’s education and training systems, and of how well these systems are positioned to meet the needs of the labour market. Much of the evidence on skills outcomes that does exist is not encouraging. This review examines how Kazakhstan can respond to current challenges by strengthening its higher education system to ensure that it develops the skills, knowledge and potential for innovation that underlie economic and social well-being.



Part One: The context of this review




Taking stock of progress since 2007


In examining the higher education system in Kazakhstan, this report builds on a 2007 joint OECD/World Bank review (OECD/World Bank, 2007). Each chapter includes an overview of progress made in the past decade across the main areas explored in the 2007 report, while at the same time examining policy responses to evolving dynamics in higher education and the wider socio-economic context.




Assessing the higher education system today


Kazakhstan’s higher education system has made progress over the past ten years. However, there is wide scope for improvement in delivering high-quality, relevant labour market skills to all Kazakhstanis who might seek them, and in supporting economic growth through research and innovation. Kazakhstani policy makers have indeed recognised key challenges facing the nation’s higher education system and identified actions to address them, but implementation has been incomplete or ineffective.

We begin our assessment by noting four principal features of the nation’s policy making architecture for higher education that shape all aspects of its performance: its persistently low level of public spending, its inefficient targeting of public spending, the legacy of central planning on the performance of higher education institutions, and deficits in information that hamper evidence-based policy making and accountability.




Public spending on higher education is persistently well below international levels and that of peer nations


The level of public spending on higher education in Kazakhstan in 2007 relative to the size of the nation’s economy – public spending as a percentage of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) – was low. It remained low at the time of this review. Kazakhstan’s public spending on higher education in 2013 was 0.3% of GDP – compared to an average of 1.6% across OECD countries, and over 1% in many emerging economies, such as 1.4% in the Russian Federation. Low public spending has contributed to weak performance in both the teaching and the research and development missions of higher education institutions. This has also led to heavy reliance on private spending, which has adverse equity implications because it relies primarily on student paid tuition fees and revenues and generates competition, thus leaving students with an educational disadvantage behind.

Kazakhstan found it difficult in past to increase public spending relative to its GDP during a period of economic growth. More recently, low commodity prices and slow growth make additional public spending on higher education still more challenging. However, given the very substantial ambitions that recent national development strategies have laid out for Kazakhstan and its people, policy makers and stakeholders will need to work together to find ways to increase investments in higher education. A central issue will be moving towards a more equitable balance between public and private financing.




Public spending is poorly targeted, both with respect to students and higher education institutions


The inefficient targeting of public spending is a concern highlighted in various chapters. There are areas of public spending that appear to be consuming resources, but doing little to help Kazakhstan attain its policy objectives. The nation’s limited spending on higher education might be able to achieve a good deal more if it were allocated differently.

State grants to students, typically awarded on the basis of academic merit, often pay the tuition and living costs of students who would likely be able to meet these costs using their family’s or their own resources (whether out of pocket or through borrowing). If adequate funding were available to meet the needs of those who cannot study without public support, then the current merit-based approach to state grants for higher education might be justifiable. Nevertheless, in the current context, and despite the apparent wide support they enjoy, state grants continue to disproportionately support those who could study without this public subsidy and thus represent an inefficient use of resources.

The current concentration of funding in a few priority areas of the higher education system provides another example of the potential for more productive resource allocation. In a resource-constrained environment, highly concentrated funding for “excellence” may be the enemy of widespread quality. In the area of research in particular, there is much to be said for concentrating resources to achieve economies of scale and scope. Yet recent policy has devoted substantial resources to a single higher education institution – Nazarbayev University – and given the limitations on the current public education budget, the university generates significant opportunity costs for the rest of the system.

Nazarbayev University is consuming a large portion of total public spending. At best, this is an experiment that carries substantial risks: it is an open question whether any excellence that the university may achieve can outweigh reduced funding for the rest of the system, and whether this excellence can be shared in a way that benefits the entire system of higher education. The review argues that, as new resources are allocated to higher education, these should be focused on improving the general quality of the entire system.




The persistence of practices from an era of central planning and control result in inefficiency and diminished performance by higher education institutions


The legacy of centralised planning and control is a third overarching area of concern identified by this review. Kazakhstan has made progress in opening up higher education and making use of student choice and local initiative by involving to some extent not only higher education institutions but also other stakeholders such as local employers and Supervisory Boards. However, too much of higher education is still subject to a centralised command and control approach, which generates inefficiencies, and reduces performance and interferes with higher education institutions’ capacity to respond fully to students’ or labour market needs. For instance, while the efforts that have been made to shift from a rigid regulatory institutional “attestation” process to a quality-enhancing “accreditation” system represent a good start, progress has been slow. The rigidities of institutional attestation undermine the potential of the quality assurance process to drive institutional improvement processes. This system makes it difficult for institutions to raise standards, and further develop high-quality learning and research because they don’t have the institutional autonomy to lead improvements.




Significant gaps in the availability and use of data inhibit evidence-based and improvement-oriented policy making


Finally, gaps in the availability and use of data are detrimental to higher education policy making and improvement in Kazakhstan. Data are collected, but little of this data appears to be used (or useable) for strategic policy purposes. Conversely, data that are important for evidence-based policy making are absent. For example, there are no reliable and current data on the revenues and expenditures of higher education institutions. There is limited data on the social and economic characteristics of students in state-funded higher education students and on the effects of socio-economic status (SES) on learning outcomes at the school and higher education levels. The absence of institutional data makes it difficult for higher education stakeholders to discuss and evaluate the government’s spending priorities for higher education institutions. The absence of student data makes it difficult to assess who is benefitting (and not) from the government’s merit-based grant system. Where data is collected, they may be rudimentary and unreliable, as those on graduate labour market outcomes have been – limiting the ability of students and institutions to respond to labour market information in making programme choices. Taken together these gaps in information have the effect of limiting the ability of stakeholders to engage in analysis and discussion that improve public policies and the performance of the higher education system.





Part Two: Key findings and recommendations


Below we review the key findings and recommendations offered in the report’s principal chapters.



Quality and relevance


Chapter 2, with its focus on the quality and relevance of higher education in Kazakhstan, looks at how students acquire technical and professional skills and knowledge, as well as the broader skills they need to succeed. It is helpful to think of quality as the degree of “fit” between the skills and knowledge that higher education develops, and the goals that education’s various stakeholders (e.g. students, governments and employers) have for it.

The chapter looks first at two key inputs to higher education in Kazakhstan: students and faculty members. While there clearly are pockets of excellence across the system, the skills and abilities that students bring to higher education are on average weak and the Unified National Test (UNT), which determines student entry to higher education, is not well designed to encourage or recognise higher order competencies such as problem solving and innovative thinking. Understandably, this has effects on how well higher education itself can perform. Moreover, despite the existence of regulations stating that faculty should hold at least a master’s degree, too few faculty members hold the level of formal qualifications that would typically support the performance of a high-quality system.

The chapter next looks at a variety of processes surrounding how higher education admits entering students and then helps them develop into graduates. Kazakhstan is to be lauded for moving to implement the Bologna Process, which has brought welcome changes to the education system. These include the implementation of a system for translating national Kazakhstani credits into European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) credits, and changes to the duration of the bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees to make them into four-, two- and three-year cycles respectively; and increased engagement of Kazakhstani students and faculty members in mobility activities – including through enhanced support for travel both within and outside Kazakhstan. However, some barriers and implementation gaps, such as the difference of principles behind the system of the ECTS and the way the system works in Kazakhstan. For example, the Law on Education (2007) and associated regulations impede students from freely selecting courses or instructors, thus limiting the full potential of credit-based learning to promote mobility and flexibility.

Similarly, while it is promising that Kazakhstan has shifted towards an accreditation approach based on external quality assurance, the legacy of centralised control hampers progress. The Minister of Education and Science of the Republic of Kazakhstan (MESRK) remains the authority which stands behind accreditation decisions and the consequences of these decisions. Internal institutional quality assurance and improvement mechanisms, as well as the broader accreditation system, still appear to be underdeveloped. The large number of programmes and institutions that have undergone formal accreditation by the two national agencies in a relatively short period of time raises concern about the thoroughness of the process, given the limited number of faculty in Kazakhstan who have the expertise needed to serve on review panels. Kazakhstani higher education institutions also undertake their own internal quality assurance activities. These primarily involve the preparation of self-studies in preparation for accreditation and attestation. Those self-studies may thus simply be bureaucratic exercises.

There are a variety of approaches to learning and teaching that can help students build the skills they need. Linking classroom instruction to supervised work experience is one such way of helping students get ready for life after school. Though all students are reported to get work experience over the course of their studies, the effectiveness of these experiences appears to be uneven. More could also be done to provide them with the chance to do supervised research.

The curriculum structure of Kazakhstan’s higher education system, and the processes that support curricular design, are not yet sufficient to generate academic programmes of consistently high quality. The remaining state controls on curriculum at the institutional level – and gaps in capacity for curricular planning – appear to put limitations on student learning. Employers are often involved in the curriculum on an ad hoc basis and such collaboration only involves local industries; but this involvement is not yet generalised and fully co-ordinated. Despite recent amendments, the National Qualifications System, which should be a main force guiding curricular development, is still in its early stages of development and requires further alignment with international benchmarks.

Faculty members are subject to high workload since they are required to carry out an excessive amount of administrative tasks and undertake a large number of classroom teaching hours. Together these demands risk displacing the effort that they need to put into course planning and student assessment. Gaps in professional development opportunities is another factor that hinders faculty in advancing their teaching practice and adopting more student-focused approaches that support the acquisition of higher order competencies.

The available data on students’ learning and labour market outcomes of students are not sufficient to permit an extensive analysis of the quality of higher education outputs and outcomes. The final-year test that is given to students does not measure the broad range of skills that graduates need for success in a modern society and economy. By placing excessive emphasis on the acquisition of factual knowledge, it orients students towards superficial learning.

Data on the earnings levels of graduates and other key variables are lacking, and reliable data on basic questions such as employment status are only beginning to be collected. Employers report some dissatisfaction with the skills of graduates, which is a typical observation in most countries. The review team noted, though, the real concerns expressed by some international employers, which suggest that Kazakhstan may not be producing the skills it needs to succeed in a global marketplace.

Chapter 2 recognises the importance of ties between employers and higher education that can help align instruction with labour market needs. It concludes with observations on how these two partners might better collaborate to help ensure graduate success, while not losing sight of other broad goals of higher education (e.g. educating informed citizens, enabling personal development).

Chapter 2 recommends that Kazakhstan:


	Place greater emphasis on “21st century” graduate outcomes anchored by a qualifications framework. It should be ensured that curricula, course content, teaching approaches and assessment methods employed by higher education institutions foster the skills required for success in a modern economy and society. The UNT should be revised in the same direction. The development of a modern and easy-to-use National Qualifications Framework, aligned with international benchmarks, will be important to ensuring coherence across these reforms.


	Put in place decentralised support that enhance the qualifications and the professional experiences of academics, teachers and academic leaders. Professional development opportunities should be provided locally to all core staff, and faculty workload reviewed to enable adequate time for other instructional and research duties. Faculty with the highest qualifications should be well distributed across the system and effective approaches to faculty development shared.


	Put in place quality assurance processes that facilitate continuous improvement at both the institutional and system levels. At the system level, accreditation processes should be strengthened in line with Bologna principles and standards, and clear targets agreed for monitoring performance. At the institutional level, emphasis should be placed on strengthening internal quality assurance processes such as peer review and student feedback.


	Reinforce linkages between higher education institutions and employers. Internships and other work-study programmes that actively expose students to authentic work-related situations should be encouraged, and policies put in place to pair academics with practitioners and reinforce faculty members’ linkages to the labour market. A more structured approach to engaging employers will be important to the success of these reforms.


	Develop a strong, reliable and well-disseminated system of labour market information that reports on the outcomes of higher education graduates. This will empower students to make choices that reflect economic demand for skills. Better information will also enable more effective funding approaches to address specific labour market failures.







Access and equity


By building upon the recent expansion of access to higher education and enabling its benefits to be more widely spread, Kazakhstan will see wider benefits for individuals and society, from better health and life satisfaction to social cohesion and public safety. Economic growth and regional competitiveness will also be fostered.

Kazakhstan’s main policy focus with respect to access has been on the recognition and encouragement of academically higher-performing students. Students from rural areas of lower socio-economic status appear to face challenges in gaining access to tertiary education. Though some positive measures targeted at disadvantaged populations (such as targeting a proportion of state grants to students from rural areas and lower socio-economic status) have been taken, data with which to monitor the effectiveness and progress of these measures as well as the recognition of the existence of such categories are insufficient. This weakens the ability to analyse equity issues and understand the factors impeding the progress of disadvantaged students.

Poor and uneven student preparation – which is linked to unequal access to good primary and secondary schooling – is an important driver of higher education’s equity challenges. Policy interventions have primarily benefitted those schools whose mandate is to nurture academic excellence. The same can be said about the current admissions requirements for higher education which, for students coming from secondary school, are based on the Unified National Test (UNT). Although the UNT has increased the transparency of admissions measures, in its current form it has negative effects on both skills quality (see Chapter 2) and on equitable access to skills. It tends to favour students from better-resourced schools and those whose parents can afford tutoring. Alternative pathways to higher education, for example transfers from the vocational education and training (VET) sector, remain underdeveloped and undervalued. Furthermore, the Complex Test – aimed at students from VET colleges and those entering higher education via pathways other than direct post high school matriculation – not only shares many of the problems of the UNT but its implementation has created an additional barrier to higher education participation. Reforms are currently underway for both these tests but they do not address the fundamental issues to date.

The financial aid system (grants, scholarships, loans and savings incentives, social partnership arrangements) also has negative effects on equity of access. State scholarships are awarded based on measures of student excellence – but that approach is compromised by use of the UNT as the main criterion of excellence. Public loans for study expenses...
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			Éditions e-pub de l’OCDE – version bêta

			
			Félicitations et merci d’avoir téléchargé l’un de nos tout nouveaux ePub en version bêta.


			
			Nous expérimentons ce nouveau format pour nos publications. En effet, même si l’ePub est formidable pour des livres composés de texte linéaire, le lecteur peut être confronté à  quelques dysfonctionnements  avec les publications comportant des tableaux et des graphiques  – tout dépend du type de support de lecture que vous utilisez.


			Afin de profiter d’une expérience de lecture optimale, nous vous recommandons :


			
						D’utiliser la dernière version du système d’exploitation de votre support de lecture.


						De lire en orientation portrait.


						De réduire la taille de caractères si les tableaux en grand format sont difficiles à lire.


			


			Comme ce format est encore en version bêta, nous aimerions recevoir vos impressions et remarques sur votre expérience de lecture, bonne ou autre,  pour que nous puissions l’améliorer à l’avenir. Dans votre message, merci de bien vouloir nous indiquer précisément quel appareil et quel système d’exploitation vous avez utilisé ainsi que le titre de la publication concernée. Vous pouvez adresser vos remarques à l’adresse suivante :
			sales@oecd.org


			Merci !
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