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THE CHALLENGES THAT KAZAKHSTANI GRADUATE
STUDENTS EXPERIENCE WITH ACADEMIC
READING AND WRITING IN ENGLISH

Since Kazakhstan’s independence in 1991, several English medium
universities have appeared in the country. These universities were created
to educate a new generation of thinkers and change agents who will lead
Kazakhstan in concordance with the new global tendencies and directions.
The staff and faculty members to serve at these universities were invited from
across the world.

1t has been around 29 years since the official launch of the first English
medium university in the country; however, there is no research on how students
cope with reading and writing in their L3, after Kazakh and Russian. Against
this backdrop, a team of professors and researchers of Nazarbayev University,
KIMEP University, and Suleyman Demirel University have designed a study
to examine graduate students’ struggle with academic reading and writing at
English medium universities in Kazakhstan. This article elicits early findings
related to graduate students’ challenges in reading and writing obtained from
an online survey.

This study employed a mixed-method approach. Graduate students’
perceptions of reading and writing in English were obtained through an
online survey comprising closed- and open-ended questions. The result of
quantitative data was analyzed employing inferential statistics. The total
number of respondents is 269.
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The findings of the study reveal that Kazakhstani graduate students face
several challenges in reading and writing although they have obtained the
required scores in their IELTS and TOEFL tests. They asserted that reading
in English is challenging because the ideas, concepts, and terminologies used
in academic papers are difficult to grasp. The study confirms that there is no
significant difference in challenges among genders, however, in terms of age,
more mature students respond to challenges less stressfully compared to their
younger counterparts.

Keywords: academic reading and writing, challenges, experiences,
graduate students, Kazakhstani universities, English language instruction.

Introduction

In his annual address to the people of Kazakhstan in 2007, the First President,
Nursultan Nazarbayev, emphasized the significance of the English language for the
citizens [1]. He stated that to compete in a global market, Kazakhstani citizens need to
be highly educated; moreover, possessing fluently three languages, Kazakh, Russian
and English, would provide harmonious integration into the international arena, and
assure sustainable relationships with neighboring countries and promote peaceful
existence within the country. Knowledge of the English language will also help provide
a competitive advantage in the international labor market.

An English language-related policy has been facilitated by joining European
Higher Education Area and signing the Bologna declaration in 2010. In the frame of the
Bologna parameters, Kazakhstani students were engaged in various academic mobility
programs funded by the Ministry of the Education and Science of the Republic of
Kazakhstan. The majority of students (62 %) during their mobility programs employed
the English language [2, p. 5]. Hence, this opportunity opens more possibilities for
students to be competitive in their careers, both in Kazakhstan and other countries.

Although the role of the English language remains pivotal, the use of L1
and L2 has raised questions. As a result, a trilingual policy was promoted. At the
early stage of employing three languages at universities [3] and schools, debates
were raised in social media on the role of the Kazakh language [4]. Hence, to
have a more balanced utilization of three languages, a proportion of 50:20:30
was implemented in the State Compulsory Education Standard in 2018 [2]. In
other words, 50 % of the courses in L1 (either Russian or Kazakh); another 20 %
of the courses in L2 (either Russian or Kazakh). There remained 30 % of the courses
in English from the third year of study [2, p. 40]. This step is expected to equip all
learners to possess three languages fluently, regardless of their social and academic
background.
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A study that examined 83 papers of international experiences of English Medium
Instructions (hereinafter-EMI) identified 13 key issues [5], which are necessary to
theorize the concept of EMI across the globe. However, among them, there are five
priority ones for Kazakhstan, which are a) need to define the EMI; b) identify the
purpose of increasing the number of EMI courses; ) to diversify key agents within
EMI implementation and discussion; d) to expand research on EMI experiences and its
role in Kazakhstan; finally, e) to explore students’ and faculty members’ perceptions
and practices in EMI universities and trilingual policy-related activities. These are only
five key issues that remain topical at both international and local levels.

International studies show various challenges faced by students within EMI
universities; the critical challenges related to proficiency of the English language per
se. Students meet obstacles in writing, as it requires building arguments, aligning
sentences coherently, and following the academic writing structure [6;7]. They refer
to technologies to translate their ideas from a native language into English [8]. They
were not prepared to receive constructive feedback on their written work, which caused
tension [9;10]. Hence, these are experiences of international students surrounded by
either the English language ecosystem or EMI programs in a non-English environment.
Kazakhstani students in EMI universities might face similar obstacles.

The number of universities in Kazakhstan that deliver some courses in English
has grown from 42 to 57, and 70 [11;2;12]. The difference between EMI universities
and EMI programs in non-English universities is in their environment and international
staff. Keeping in view the growing number of EMI programs and emphasizing the
English language in Kazakhstan, this present study aimed to explore graduate students’
experiences with academic reading and writing in EMI universities and EMI programs
in regional universities. The research question that guided this study was the following:
What are the nature, forms, and levels of challenges faced by graduate students in
academic reading and writing in English in Kazakhstani universities?

Research Materials and Methods

This study was conducted at ten Kazakhstani universities that offer graduate
programs in English as the medium of instruction. Around three of these ten universities
offered entire graduate programs in English, whereas the remaining seven universities
offer, within a graduate program, a significant number of courses in English. After
receiving ethics approval from the Nazarbayev University’s Institutional Research
Ethics Committee (IREC), these universities were approached to participate in this
study voluntarily. Out of over 17 universities invited, ten universities agreed to
participate in the study. These universities are located in different cities across the
country.

The study employed a mixed-method research design with both quantitative
and qualitative methods of data collection. The quantitative design included an
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online survey comprising 44 questions and five open-ended questions. Together,
these questions aimed to explore how graduate students explain their experiences
and challenges of studying in the English language. The qualitative design included
semi-structured interviews with selected participants, but the data used in this paper
comes from the online survey only.

The survey questions were piloted among 12 graduate students at one of the
universities in Central Kazakhstan. This university did not participate in the study.
The students who filled the pilot survey confirmed that they spent 15 to 20 minutes
completing the survey. These students also identified a few questions as unclear and
ambiguous. These questions were modified and made clear.

Before launching the survey, all universities received an invitation letter to
participate voluntarily in the study. Their rights, risks, benefits, the purpose of the
study, and time allocated to participate were indicated in the invitation letter. Purposeful
sampling was used to identify universities that had graduate programs in English.
A total of 17 regional universities were sent the letter, out of which ten agreed to
participate. The total number of respondents on the online survey was 269.

A quantitative analysis was used to collect and analyze the received numerical
data. This approach is suitable for quantifying opinions, attitudes, and behavior and
finding out how the whole population feels about particular issues [ 13]. The quantitative
data obtained from the closed-ended survey were processed using the Statistical
Program for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software version 23.0. An independent-
samples t-test was conducted to identify statistically significant differences by gender in
respect to English academic challenges. Furthermore, a One-Way between groups was
conducted to identify how age might impact academic reading and writing challenges
in English. A p-value <.05 was utilized to identify statistical significance.

The responses to the five open-ended questions in the survey were analyzed
through organizing the responses, reading the texts, and identifying codes, organizing
codes into themes corresponding to the research question. The qualitative analysis
used a constructive grounded theory approach developed by Charmaz [14]. It helped
to examine an issue in a particular context without generating a general theory. The
analysis steps consisted of three stages: open, axial, and selective coding [15]. These
steps were analyzed by comparing them to help build an understanding of the issue
[16]. Open coding helped identify central themes, whereas axial coding provided in-
depth understanding by connecting themes revealed within an open analysis. Finally,
selective coding is supported to keep the discussion around challenges.

Research Results

The study first presents findings that emerged from the analysis of the five
open-ended questions and then supported the findings with quantitative data. The first
two were directed to explore students» challenges in reading and writing out of five
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open-ended questions. Since open-ended questions were voluntary, some students
skipped these questions. As a result, the response rate varied from question to question.

Regarding challenges in reading, there emerged five categories based on 149
responses (50,4 %) out of 269 total responses. Themes were merged based on
the frequency of responses. For example, words merged under the first category,
«Content Understanding: Language Issues,» such as «lack of vocabulary, unknown
words» repeated 65 times (44 %). Further investigation of this category elicited three
subcategories where 56 times (86 %) students referred to vocabulary issues. Hence,
a lack of understanding was triggered by insufficient vocabulary.

Nevertheless, the following category, «Academic Reading Challenges,» found
that students pinpointed understanding concepts and ideas rather than English words per
se. They emphasized 33 times (22 %) the difference in writing styles and complexities
of academic texts. Therefore, for the reading part, graduate students highlighted two
challenges that refer to a lack of proficiency in the English language and the need to
adapt to English structured academic texts.

The challenges related to writing may seem to have a slight difference, although
they have similarities. The response rate for this question is 143 (48 %) out of 269.
The three major categories that took more significant proportions are «Structure» 42
times (30 %), where students stated that academic writing has a different structure as
argumentative writing, aligning paragraphs, paraphrasing sentences in doing a literature
review. The following one, «Vocabulary,» shows 35 times (24 %) mentioned as
it was asserted in reading. Vocabulary paucity caused challenges in using synonyms
and alternative words. Finally, academic style aspects such as APA, grammar and
punctuation were new to students, and they were mentioned 24 times (17 %). It is
worth mentioning here that although in both categories we can see ‘vocabulary paucity,’
quantitative analyses show that most of the participants, 45 % (109), possess IELTS
and TOEFL certificates, and 45 % (109) confirmed their language knowledge through
other test systems organized by a university. Hence, English academic writing brought
new obstacles to its structure, which differs from Kazakh and Russian, and vocabulary
should be elaborated to produce solid work. Finally, the writing style as an international
standard in the Kazakhstani context has not yet been introduced.

In the quantitative analysis, an independent sample t-test, conducted to compare
the English academic challenges based on gender, found no statistically significant
difference (see Table 1). In other words, both females and males face similar challenges.
Again, One-Way between groups ANOVA, conducted to find out how age impacts on
challenges in academic English, found no statistically significant difference; however,
further analysis of mean scores of the individual groups revealed that more mature
students tend to be more receptive to challenges as compared to younger ones (see
Table 2).
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Conclusion

To conclude, the findings of the study revealed that graduate astudents studying
in English medium universities and other universities that offer certain programs
with instructions in English face several challenges in academic reading and writing.
Although these students are enrolled in the programs based on stringent admission
criteria, including English language tests, they still struggle in meeting the demands
of advanced level academic reading and writing. The study identified three significant
issues within writing and reading in English in EMI programs at Kazakhstani
universities:

1 Both in reading and writing, students refer to their lack of vocabulary. They
may not be reasonably proficient in using synonyms or expressing their ideas clearly,
although most of the students provided and passed English language tests such as
IELTS and TOEFL before their admission to graduate programs.

2 Both in reading and writing, the structure of academic texts and requirements
to produce academic texts were unfamiliar to students, due to their structural
inconsistencies with Kazakh and Russian.

3 It was found that challenges emerge, regardless of gender, whereas age might
provide some benefits to more senior scholars.
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KA3BAKCTAHJBIK CTYIEHTTEP/IIH AFBLIIIBIH TIIHIE
OKY MEH KA3Y TOKIPUBECIHJIETT KHBIHJIBIKTAPHI

Kasaxcman moyencizoicin anrzannan 6epi azvliwblH miniHoe OKy
bazoapramanapsl Jcyseze AcblPbLIAMbIH, A2blIUbIH MiNiHOe Oilim bepemin
YibIMOapObly dcylecine colikec OipHewle YHUsepcumemmep nanoa 6oaobi.
byn ynusepcumemmep Kasaxcmanowl dcaya onemoik azvimea colikec
backapamuin OUUbIIOAP MeH KOWOACUUBLIAPObIH HCAHA OYbIHbIH mapoueney
yuwin xypoirean. Con cebenmern, amanean MaKkCamya KOl JHCemKizyee HCoHe
3amanayu mypeuloa ounaumuvli YpnaKmel mopoueney asacelHoa oneMHil
MYKRIpiHeH MbIHOA2aH KbI3MEmKepiep MeH OKblMYUbLIAP WAaKbIPbLIObL.

Azvlnubln mitiHOe OKbIMbLIAMbIH Al2AWKbL YHUBEPCUMEMMIY He2i3i
KananzauHar Oepi 29 srcvinoail yakbim emmi, anaioa, cmyoeHmmepoiy Ka3ax,
JHcoHe opbic minoepineH Keulinei L3-me oKymeHn, si2Hu asbliuiblH miliHoe Hcazy
MeH 0Ky Kanaul JHCypin sHcamranovisl scaiiivl 3epmmey uiekmeyii. Ocvlean
opati, Hazapbaes Yuusepcumeminiy, KHMDII Yuusepcumeminiy stcone
Cynreiiman [lemupen Ynusepcumeminiy npogpeccopnapul men 3epmmeyutinepi
ocbl MaceieHi sepmmey Yulin s#coba Oatibinoadvl. Byn makanada cayannamadan
ANbIHEAH MASUCTPAHMMAP MeH OOKMOPAHMMapObll a2bLiblH MiiHOe 0Ky
MeH dicazyoazbl KUbIHOLIKMAPLIHA OAUIAHBICIbL AN2AWKbL HOMUICELED
KeamipinzeH.

Amanzan 3epmmeyoe apanac o0ic Kon0anwuliosl. Maeucmparnmmap
MeH OOKMOPAHmMmapOobly acbliublH MINIHOEe OKY JCOHe Jca3y mypaibl
Ke3Kapacmapsl MeH modicipudenepi iHcabvik JHcoHe aublK, cypakmapoat
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mypamvli cayarHamaoan anbiHosl. Canoblk MoaiMemmepoiy Homuxiceci
KopuimuiHobl cmamucmuka (SPSS) apxvine manoanowl. Cananvl 3epmmey
HOmuUIceNepl Kypacmuipblizan He2iz0en2en meopusameH (constructive grounded
theory) mandarnovl. JKannel cayanHamaoan anvlHaan xicayan Kodgguyuenmi
—269.

3epmmey nomuoicenepi Kazakcmanoblk MASUCMPAHMMAP MeH
ooxmopaummapowviy IELTS owcone TOEFL ynatinapviven pacmanzan
mindix Heziz0epi 6OI2aHbIMEH, OKY MeH XHca3y0da KUbIHObIKmapad man
borameinbin Monimoedi. Onap akxademusnivlK MAaKaiaiapoa myciumyeze
KUbIH UOesnap, myxcolpbiMOamManiap meH mepmuroep 0012aHObIKMAH,
azvLIubIH MiTIHOe OKY KUblH2a c02a0bl Oen ceHOIpOL. 3epmmey, HCbIHbICIAD
apaceinoazbl KublHObIKMApPOblY AUbIPMAWbBLIbIZbL HCOK eKEeHiH pacmaiiovl,
Oezenmen, Jcac epexuienici OOUbIHULA, JHCACHL YIKEH MASUCIPAHIMMAD MeH
OOKMOPAHMMAPObIH HCACHL KIWLIEPIMEH CalblCMblp2aH0a KUbIHObIKMapead
az man OONaMbIHbIH KOPCEMMI.

Kinmmi co30ep: axademusnviy oKy dcoHe dcasy; KUbIHObIKMAp,
mooicipubenep; mazucmpanmmap men dokmoparwmmap, Kasaxcmanowix,
VHUBEpCUmemmep, azoliUbIH MILiHOe OKbINY.

*M. Agpzan Taorcux, M. Lllecebaes, I'. Axmemosa, C. Anmsu
HazapbaeB yHuBepcuTer,

Pecmryonmka Kazaxcran, r. Hyp-Cynran,

Marepuan nocrynun B penaxiuio 09.09.21.

TPYJHOCTH KASAXCTAHCKHUX CTYAEHTOB
B AKAJEMWYECKOM YTEHUH 1 IUCBME
HA AHIJIMACKOM SI3BIKE

C momenma nezasucumocmu Kazaxcmana 6vinu ocHoéanbl HECKONbKO
VHUBEPCUMENOB C OP2AHUZAYUOHHOU IKOCUCIEMOUL U 00PA308AMENbHBIMU
NPOSPAMMAMU HA AHETULICKOM s3biKe. Dmu YHUgepcumemul co30ambl OJis
00yueHUsl HOBO20 NOKONEHUsL MblCIUmenell U JU0epos, KOmopble nogeoym
Kaszaxcman 6 coomeéemcmeuu ¢ HOBbIMU MUPOBLIMU MeHOeHYusiMU. B césizu ¢
Imum, 0711 IPOOBUNCEHUSL IMUX UOell U NOO2OMOBKU COBPEMEHHO20 NOKONEHUs.
Mbleaumenetl ObLiu NPUSIauierbl COmpyOHUKU U NPenodaeameit co 8Ce20
mupa.

Tpowno noumu 29 iem ¢ MOMEHmMa OMKPbIMUsL HEPEO20 YHUBEPCUMENA C
06paz06aMeNbHOU NPOSPAMMOU HA AH2TUTICKOM 513bIKE, OOHAKO UCCIeO08AHUSL
02PAHUYEHbl 8 MOM, KAK CNTYOEHMbL CRPAGTISIOMCSL C YMEHUEM U NUCLMOM HA

284



Becrhuk Topaiirsipos ynusepcuretra, ISSN 2710-2661 Cepus Ileoazocuueckas Ne 3. 2021

yposne L3, mo ecmb, Ha aHenutickom A3vike, NOCIE KA3aXCKO20 U PYCCKO20
azvikos. IIpogheccopa u uccreoosamenu Hazapbaes Yuueepcumema,
Ynusepcumema KUMOII u Ynusepcumema Cyneumana /Jemupens
nposenu uccie0o8anue Oisi U3yueHus Smotl npobnemvl. B oannoll cmamve
npeocmasienbi nepebie pe3yibmambl ONPOCa MAZUCMPAHMOo8 U OOKMOPAHMOB,
00YUaIOWUXCA HA AH2TUIICKOM SI3bIKE 8 KA3AXCMAHCKUX YHUBEPCUMEMAX No
npobneMam akademuyecko2o NUCbMAa U YmeHuu.

B oannom uccnedosanuu ucnonb3yemcs CMeulanHulii Memoo.
B3enaowl u onvimel mazucmpanmos u OOKMOPAHMO8 no npoodiemam
aKademMuyecKo20 YmeHus U NUCbMa HA AH2IUTICKOM SI3bIKe ObLIU NOTYHeHbl C
HOMOWbIO ONPOCA C 3AKPLIMbIMU U OMKPLIMBIMU 80npocamu. Pezynomamuot
KOMUUECMBEHHBIX OGHHBIX ObLIU NPOAHATUUPOBAHBL C HOMOUYLIO NPOSPAMMBbL
SPSS. Pesynomamul KauecmeeHHO20 UCCIe008aHUs NPOAHATUZUPOBAHDYI
KOHCIMPYKMUBHO 000CHOBaHHOU meopuel. Bcezo nonyuennvix omeemos na
onpoc — 269.

Pesyromamer ucciedosanus ceudemenbCmeyom 0 mom, 4mo
Kazaxcmauckue Ma2ucmpanmol 4 OOKMOPAHMyl CIMAAKUBAIOMCA C
MPYOHOCIMAMU NPU AKAOEMUYECKOM YMEHUU U NUCLME, HECMOMPS HA CUTbHbLE
A3bIKOBblE 3HAHUA, noomeepacoennvle ux pesynomamamu IELTS u TOEFL.
Onu ymeepcoaiom, 4mo Yumams HA AH2IUUCKOM A3bIKE CIOICHO U3-3d
MPYOHbIX OJiA NOHUMANUSL UOel, KOHYenyuil U MepMUHO8, UCHONb3YeMbIX 6
HayuHblx cmambsx. Flccaiedosarue 0OHapyscuno, ymo paziuduil  mpyoOHOCsX
MeACAY noamu Hem,; 0OHAKo boee cmapuiue no 603pacmy MacUucCmpaHmyl u
O00KMOpanmbl peazupyiom Ha mpyOHOCHU MeHee HANPSICEHHO, YemM MOIOObIe.

Kniouesvie cnosa: akademuueckoe umenue u nucbMo; mpyoHOCHuU,
onwvlmbl, Mazucmpanmel 4 ookmopanmel; Kazaxcmanckue ynusepcumemal,
obyuenue Ha AH2IULCKOM A3blIKe.
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