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DEVELOPMENT AND CHALLENGES OF STANDARDIZED
TESTING IN KAZAKHSTAN: TRANSITION FROM NATIONAL
TO INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS

This article attempts to study the recent changes in standardized testing in Kazakhstan in recent
years. This research aimed to analyze the national assessment policy, focusing on the building and chal-
lenges of the Unified National Test (UNT), the large-scale high-stakes examination from 2004 to the
present. The study of the UNT data with geographical (urban and rural schools) and lingual (Kazakh and
Russian schools) variables used statistical and comparative approaches in 2014, 2017, and 2020. An
analysis of UNT results showed that changes to standardized testing in 2017 affected results in 2020,
mainly in Kazakh-language schools in urban areas. The study’s results demonstrated that language sig-
nificantly differed more significantly in rural than urban areas. In other words, rural areas affect Kazakh
schools more than Russian ones in the considered years. These inconsistent findings can probably be
explained by changes in the education policy regarding the UNT’s concept and its implementation
started in 2017 when the UNT was transformed according to international standards of examination as
the Program of International Student Assessment (PISA) and Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT).

Keywords: school-based assessment, large-scale assessment, student evaluation, national assess-
ment policy, quantitative analysis.
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Ka3akcTaHAaFbl CTaHA@PTTaAFAH TECTIAGYAIH KMbIHABIKTapbl
MeH AaMybl: YATTbIKTaH XaAblKapaAblK, CTAHAQPTKA 6Ty

byA Makanapaa COHFbl >KbiaAapbl KasakcTaHAaFbl CTaHAAPTTAAFAH TeCTiAeyAeri e3repictep MeH
AAMYbIHAAFbI 3epTTey HaTMXKeAepi YCbiHbIAaAbl. OpbIH aAFaH 3epTTeyAiH MakcaTbl — YATTbIK, GipbIHFar
TecTiAeyaiH, (YBT) KeweHAIK AaMy Heri3iH 6araaay CaAacbiHAAFbl YATTbIK, CasicaTTbl 3epTTey, sFHu OYyA
eMTMxaH >xofapbl aAeHrenae 2004 >KbiIAaaH 6acTan OCbl yakbITKa AEMIH KeH ayKbIMAA >KYPTi3iAin KeAAi.
YBT 3epTreyae CTaTUCTMKAABIK, XX8He KOMMapaTUBTIK TOCIAAEp NaraaAaHbiAa oTbipbin, 2014, 2017
>kaHe 2020 XbIAAAP apaAblfbIHAAFbI FeorpadmsiAbIK, (KaAa XK8HEe ayblA MEKTeNnTepi) XXaHe TiAre GanAa-
HbICTbI (Ka3ak, >XeHe OpbIC MeKTeNnTepi) MOAIMETTEPAIH, Heri3iHAe 3epAaeAeHAi. YBT HaTuxKeAepiH Taa-
Aay 2017 XbIAbl CTaHAQPTTAAFaH TECTIAEYre eHri3iAreH e3repicTep HeridiHeH KaAaaarbl Ka3ak, TiAAi
mekTenTepae 2020 XKbIAFbl HOTUXKEAepre 8cep eTKeHiH KOPCETTi. 3epTTeyAiH HOTUXKEC KOPCETKEHAEN,
KaAaMeH CaAbICTbIPFaHAA aybIAABIK, )KEPAEPAE TiA aiTapAbIKTal MaHbI3Fa ne 60AAbI, 6ackalla anTKaHAQ,
aYbIAABIK, XKEPAEPAETi Ka3ak MeKTEeNTepi OpbIC MEKTENTEPIHE KaparaHAA OCbl XbIAAAPAA BACIMABIAbIK,
TaHbITThl. OCbIHAAM Kapama-KapCbl HOTMXEAEP CaAbICTbIPpMaAbl TypAe 2017 biapaH GacTan xysere
ackaH YBT HbiH GiaimM 6epy >kyreciHaeri e3repicTepmeH TyciHAipiaeAl, sFHn YBT 6aTbICTbiH, XKOFapbl
CbIHbINTapAbl Oararay 6araapAamachl HeriziHae opbiH aAraH PISA xeHe SAT Tepisai  XaAblKapaAblk,
TECTiAey CTaHAAPTbIHA 8Tyre 6aiAaHbICTbI alTapAbIKTal 63repicke e GOAYbl MyMKIH.
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Pa3BuTHe U BbI30Bbl CTAHAAPTUM3MPOBAHHOIO TeCTUpoBaHus B Ka3axcraHe:
nepexoA OT HallMOHAAbHBIX CTAHAAPTOB K MEXAYHApPOAHbIM

Cratbs npeACTaBAdeT cobon NOMnbITKY M3YYUTb pa3BuTMe N M3MEeHEHNAd CTaHAAPTM3NPOBAHHOIO
TeCTUpoBaHNA B KasaxcraHe 3a NMOCA€AHUE TOADI. U,eAblO AAHHOIO MCCAEAOBaAHNSA SABAAETCA U3yUHeHUne
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HALLMOHAABHOM MOAUTMKM B 06AACTH OLLEHMBAHUS HA OCHOBE KOMIMAEKCHOIo pas3Bmntus EAMHOro Haumo-
HaAbHOro TectmpoBarus (EHT), koTopbiit sBASIeTCS KpynHOMaCLITaOHbIM 3K3aMEHOM C BbICOKMMM CTaB-
Kamm ¢ 2004 ropa no Hacrosguee Bpema. EHT nsyyarocb Ha ocHoBe reorpacuueckmx (ropoACKmx m
CEeAbCKMX LLIKOA) U 3bIKOBbIX (Ka3aXCKMX M PYCCKMX LUKOA) A@HHbIX C MCMOAb30BAHWEM CTaTUCTUYECKUX
M KOMMapaTmBHbIX NOAX0A0B B 2014, 2017 1 2020 ropax. Pe3yAbTaTbl MICCAEAOBaHMS MOKA3aAM, UTO B
CEAbCKOM MECTHOCTU $13bIK MMEA BOAee CyLLeCTBEHHOE 3HaUeHUe, YeM B TOPOACKOM, AU, ADYTHMM CAO-
BaMM, MOXHO CKa3aTb, UTO CEAbCKAsi MECTHOCTb B AQHHbIE TOAbl HOAbLLIE BAMSAQ HA Ka3aXCKUE LLUKOAbI
MO CPaBHEHUIO C PyCCKUMM. BO3MOXHO, Takue NpOTUBOPEUMBbIE BbIBOAbI OOBIACHSIIOTCS M3MEHEHWSIMM
B 06pa3oBaTeAbHOM MOAUTHKE OTHOCUTeAbHO EHT 1 Hauanom ee peaansaumm B 2017 roay, koraa EHT
npeTeprneAo CyLLeCTBEHHble M3MEHEHUS B CBS3M C MEPEXOAOM Ha MEXAYHAPOAHble CTaHAAPTbI TECTH-
pPOBaHMS Ha OCHOBE 3anaAHbIX MPOrpamMM OLEHUBAHWSI 3HAHMI CTapLUEKAACCHMKOB, Takmx kak PISA u

SAT.

KAtloueBble cAOBa: LWIKOAbHOE OoueHunBaHue, prl'lHOMaCUJTa6HO€ OoueHMBaHMe, oueHWBaHWe Bbl-
MYCKHUKOB WKOA, HaUMOHaAbHas NMOAUTHMKA OUEeHWNBaHKA, KOAMYECTBEHHbIN AHAAU3.

Introduction

After the Soviet collapse, Kazakhstan encoun-
tered to build its educational policy with a nationally
standardized test system. More than a decade from
1991, Kazakhstan followed the Soviet standards of
assessment for school and university graduation
when students took examinations, mostly in various
oral memorizing forms. The new standards of school
testing were designed for students in the mid-2000s.
Unified National Testing (UNT) was introduced in
2004 to assess and certify the complex knowledge
of school graduates for further acceptance to higher
education institutions in Kazakhstan. From 2004 to
the present time, the UNT format was changed be-
tween 120-140 scores within the number of subjects
which was increased from four to five, including
three compulsory subjects, History, Mathematics,
and Reading, and two specific ones depending on
student’s choice of educational programs at univer-
sities.

Since 2017 the UNT has included items of func-
tional PISA tests (Program of International Student
Assessment) such as reading and mathematical lit-
eracy. According to the Ministry, such changes re-
duced corruption and replaced memorizing items
with functional literacy among students. It should
also be noted that from 2018 the English language
was included in the UNT to the Kazakh and Rus-
sian test languages. In 2020 Ministry of Education
and Science decided to continue integrating the
UNT with international assessment policies such as
PISA and SAT (Scholastic Assessment Test) (Vlast,
2020) [1].

The National Testing Center (NTC), which has
organized and managed the UNT procedures in Ka-
zakhstan, provides information on its official web-
site on admission examinations with limited data on
graduates’ average scores in urban and rural areas,

test languages, and subjects of examination in 2014-
2020. In comparison, PISA includes such informa-
tion as gender, social class, parental education and
involvement, and teacher support that also affect
educational assessment among students worldwide.
Overall, the UNT data from 2014 to 2020 available
on the NTC website differs from year to year, and it
is not structurally unified, making its analysis com-
plicated to compare with PISA standardized data.

In 2004-2016 more than two million pupils
graduated from schools in Kazakhstan, but 23.2%
did not take the UNT, and around every fifth student
did not pass the entry scores (45-50). The number
of graduates from Russian schools was reduced sig-
nificantly by almost 70% for those 13 years. Urban
school pupils got, on average, eight points higher
than their peers from rural schools. Students from
Almaty (the former capital of Kazakhstan) and
Nur-Sultan (the present capital of the country) had
higher scores in comparison with graduates from the
peripheries, particularly from some Southern and
Western oblasts (Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, 2017)
[2].

The growth of the Kazakh population and mi-
gration processes followed by changing positions of
Kazakh and Russian languages from the 2000s in
Kazakhstan. Kazakh schools have been increasing
throughout the country, particularly in rural areas,
while most Russian schools were urban for the two
decades of the 21* century. By 2020, three-quarters
of graduates took the UNT in Kazakh, and more
than 23% of students took the final examination in
Russian.

Generally, the UNT data from 2004 to 2016
demonstrated considerable biases and evident edu-
cational regional inequality when examinations
were primarily focused on control over students and
preparation for testing last years at schools. Such a
stressful situation reduced pupils’ motivation when
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significant parts did not go to the UNT and did not
pass entry requirements. According to the Ministry
of Education and Science of Kazakhstan, the aver-
age number of UNT participants was 76.0% from
2004 to 2016 (Irsaliyev, 2017: 160) [3]. In other
words, nearly a quarter of students did not take a fi-
nal examination for 13 years, and almost every third
did not participate in the UNT in 2013-2016.

Despite limited and unstructured UNT data, this
study aims to analyze the students’ performance
from Kazakh and Russian schools of urban and ru-
ral areas in 2014, 2017, and 2020 respectively. Dif-
ferences between urban and rural education imply
educational inequality, where most rural students
had lower outcomes than their peers in cities. De-
veloping and developed countries impacted issues
of rural educational disadvantage characterized by
inequalities in educational outcomes and inequali-
ties related to educational opportunities and experi-
ences at schools (Sullivan, 2018: 1-2) [4]. Addition-
ally, differences between urban and rural education
demonstrate inequality in students’ socioeconomic
status (SES), parental involvement, and parental
education (Ramos, 2016: 380-381) [5].

Around half of the developed countries that par-
ticipated in PISA had no differences in urban and
rural education that can be explained economically
and equal educational infrastructures in both areas.
However, some countries of the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
demonstrated educational inequality in urban and
rural schools measured about 0.5 years. For in-
stance, Australia represented considerable urban-
rural achievement gaps, according to PISA 2013,
where rural students seldom completed secondary
education and entered universities to compare with
their urban peers (Sullivan, 2018: 2) [4].

Sometimes, urban and rural differentiation does
not affect all students similarly. For another instance,
the data from PISA 2003 showed that rural female
students in Iceland had higher scores in Mathemat-
ics and intended to go to college more than males
(Steinthorsdottir, 2008: 596-598) [6]. Generally,
the PISA approach helps compare, evaluate, and
reconsider national educational policies to identify
and build more effective strategies to resolve and
improve educational systems in developing and de-
veloped countries worldwide (Baird, 2011: 3-5) [7].
Alongside, the participation of Kazakhstan in PISA
from 2009 resulted in reforming the UNT format to
the present time, including PISA’s core subjects as
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Reading and Mathematical literacy and the English
language to Kazakh and Russian as the languages
of testing. This paper intends to analyze differences
in urban and rural schools with Kazakh and Rus-
sian languages of instruction using the UNT data in
2014, 2017, and 2020 to consider the main issues for
recent years.

If the rural population of OECD-developed
countries decreased twice from 45% in the 1950s to
22% in 2018, the rural population in Kazakhstan in
2000-2018 was 42-45% compared with 65% in the
1950s (Echazarra, 2019: 11) [8]. So, studying differ-
ences in educational achievement in the urban and
rural areas and the languages of instruction (Kazakh
and Russian) is significant in comparing students’
performance in the UNT from 2014 to 2020. This
study analyzes the UNT transformation from the
Soviet educational tradition of factual knowledge to
the current international standards based on building
higher-order competencies required for contempo-
rary economies and societies. From a quantitative
approach, this research on the UNT attempts to ana-
lyze the changes in the national assessment through
the available area and language data in 2014, 2017,
and 2020.

Data and method

The present research is aimed to compare the
UNT data in 2014, 2017, and 2020 in Kazakh and
Russian schools of urban and rural areas in Kazakh-
stan. According to the OECD’s standards, the urban
area has more than 100 000 residents, and the rural
one has less than 3000 inhabitants. In Kazakhstan,
the urban area is related to a territory with more than
10 000 residents, and the rural area also has a popu-
lation of under 3000 people. The moderate popula-
tion can explain the difference in urban areas of the
OECD countries. Kazakhstan reached 19 million in
2021 Kazakhstan, and a relatively high proportion
of the rural population compared with the OECD
countries (42-45% in 2000-2018 in Kazakhstan and
22% in OECD countries in 2018).

Though the UNT has been changing content
from year to year, complicating its reliable compari-
sons over time (OECD 2020), this study attempts
to eliminate the gap in UNT analysis. The UNT
data was retrieved from the National Testing Center
(NTC) website (testcenter.kz), where UNT data are
available from 2014 to 2020. Data from the selected
years represent the following items:
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Table 1 — UNT data on years

2014 2017 2020
Area urban/rural urban/rural urban/rural
Language Kazakh/Russian Kazakh/Russian Kazakh/Russian/English-Kazakh/
English-Russian
Score 125 140 140
Subject 16 - 17

Data collection techniques of this study include
comparative analysis of statistical data on UNT in

Table 2 — UNT data on areas and languages

2014, 2017, and 2020 covering graduates from Ka-
zakh and Russian schools in urban and rural areas:

Urban Rural Kazakh Russian English- English- Total
Kazakh Russian
2014 | 43 675 (49.9%) | 43 889 (50.1%) | 61 654 (70.4%) | 25910 (29.6%) - - 87 564 (100%)
2017 | 46 913 (53.0%) | 41 670 (47.0%) | 67 616 (76.3%) | 20 967 (23.7%) - - 88 583 (100%)
2020 |56 875 (53.85%) |48 750 (46.15%) | 80 086 (75.8%) | 25365 (24.0%) | 108 (0.10%) | 66 (0.06%) | 105 625 (100%)

Considering how the UNT data differed in 2014,
2017, and 2020, the area and language items were se-
lected for the quantitative analysis. The English lan-
guage was introduced to UNT in 2018 and excluded
from this study. Generally, the available UNT data
changed structurally for seven years, complicating
its more extensive analysis and interpretations.

Literature review

Evaluation and assessment are institutional pol-
icy levels of educational improvement. To consider
the development of the UNT in Kazakhstan, it is as-
sumed that the national assessment impacted numer-
ous challenges when almost every fourth school grad-
uate did not take the final exam, and around every
fifth one did not pass basic requirements on testing
in 2004-2016. In addition, the UNT design changed
from year to year, complicating reliable comparative
studies over time (OECD, 2020: 13-15) [9].

There are two theoretical approaches to studying
national assessment policy development in Kazakh-
stan: the first perspective considers educational as-
sessment in international studies and how it is applied
to Kazakhstan’s case; the second perspective focuses
on standardized testing on global and local levels.

Educational assessment is a well-recognized
field of research, and practical implementation re-
quires various skills to test designs and analyze sta-
tistical data of scores. Governments use assessment

standards to evaluate educational outcomes to build
policies for educational institutions. Policymakers
consider assessment outcomes to measure national
educational achievement to guarantee the popula-
tion’s competitiveness from a global perspective.
In the knowledge economy, it is essential to real-
ize that an educated population is key for success-
ful economic development, and governments should
improve their educational system’s quality and out-
comes. Designing educational policy’s objectives
covers rates of students, teachers, localities, regions,
and nations (Isaacs, 2013: 18-20) [10].

Unified National Testing (UNT) is a high-stakes
and complex assessment of graduate students who
apply for educational grants to study at universities
in Kazakhstan. This test consists of five subjects and
is counted off 140 scores to 2021. Educational assess-
ment consists of various processes during studies.
Usually, it means a final assessment, as formal ex-
aminations are limited in time (Inglis, 2008: 17) [11].

There are limited data and studies on standard-
ized testing, such as the UNT in Kazakhstan. How-
ever, national assessment tests are essential for
studying student advantages and disadvantages, stu-
dent achievement, teaching issues, and learning to
improve educational policy. As a rule, UNT issues
are audited administratively when the examination
results are considered to control educational perfor-
mance and as part of the school’s and teacher’s reas-
sessment (OECD, 2020: 18) [9].
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Standardized testing is considered an objective
and large-scale evaluation method controlled by social
and political organizations (Phelps, 2008: 1-3) [12].
The testing goals include measuring student skills and
progress, improving instruction, and achieving higher
standards by students. In the USA, the new era of test-
ing began with the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB)
in 2002 (Wright, 2008: 23) [13], which introduced
standard-based accountability, standards for basic
subjects (reading, mathematics, and science), perfor-
mance levels (primary, proficient, and advanced), and
adequate yearly progress in identifying educational
problems (Zucker, 2003: 2-4) [14]. Practical standard-
ized tests are reliable, valid, and unbiased.

According to the OECD report, the UNT reliabil-
ity is high, but its validity requires long-standing con-
cerns, including a new competency-based curriculum
and new item types such as critical thinking and prob-
lem-solving questions. Additionally, to improve the
validity of the national examination, it is required to
include open-ended items, but it should be developed
and introduced gradually (OECD, 2020: 14-15) [9].

From 2004-2016 around a quarter of school stu-
dents did not take the UNT, while nearly 20 percent
of graduates could not receive 45-50 scores to pass
the basic requirements test (Kazakhstanskaya Prav-
da, 2017) [2]. American scholars studied the opt-out
movement in the USA in 2016 when parents refused
their graduated children to take the final school exam-
ination. The research was conducted online through
social media and studied the movement’s activists’
structure, reasons, and motivations. If a typical Amer-
ican opt-out activist was depicted in detail (class, in-
come, education, race, family, and political status),
parents and graduates who refused to take UNT in
Kazakhstan were unknown. Kazakh media described
them as low-performance students (Botaiuly, 2015)
[15] or graduates who intended to study abroad (Kai-
pova, 2016) [16]. In other words, according to of-
ficials and media, opt-out graduates in Kazakhstan
represent the two opposite types of students who are
low and highly motivated to get higher education.
These characteristics of refused students and parents
are probably lacking and imbalanced, requiring more
focused inquiries in the future.

Studies on standardized tests focused, for in-
stance, on scores’ improvement of subjects and tu-
toring. In Indonesia, the standardized test policy for
English subjects concerns students’ perception, and it
is also vital in improving schoolteachers, principals,
parents, and policymakers (Mukminin, 2017: 205-
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206) [17]. Other research in the USA revealed that
effective tutoring programs significantly improved
eighth-grade students’ performance in language and
mathematics. Relationships among students, teach-
ers, school administration, community, and caring
educators improved scores and students’ success in
standardized testing (Rothman, 2011: 7-9) [18]. In
Kazakhstan, low-performance students are ignored in
UNT results (OECD, 2020: 13) [9], and appropriate
studies should reduce this gap to reveal features and
issues of these students to improve their performance.

The national system of education quality evalua-
tion in Kazakhstan includes the internal standardized
test such as Unified National Testing (UNT), External
Assessment of Educational Achievement (EAEA), li-
censing and attestation from 2004, and the interna-
tional tests — Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS), Program of International
Student Assessment (PISA), Progress in Internation-
al Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), and International
Computer and Information Literacy Study (ICILS)
— from 2007. Such a bilateral approach allows us to
compare the results of the local and global assess-
ment and to have considerably objective information
to improve the educational system in Kazakhstan.

Despite thirty years after the Soviet collapse, edu-
cational assessment in Kazakhstan remains central-
ized and follows out-of-dated administrative proce-
dures based on performance monitoring of the edu-
cation system. School communities are responsible
for student performance in the UNT results, while
students’ environments, such as family, gender, and
socioeconomic status, are ignored to evaluate their
advantages or disadvantages in the final examination.

In general, educational data in Kazakhstan must
meet international standards with quality and proper
accessibility and a more robust understanding of
evaluation and assessment instruments as tools for
further improvement (OECD, 2018: 6-7) [19]. It is
also required to develop teaching leadership and in-
volve educational management in decision-making
processes for national examinations and assess-
ments (OECD, 2020: 30) [9].

Results and discussion

To statistically analyze the UNT data in 2014, 2017,
and 2020, a two-way between-groups analysis of vari-
ance was applied to assess the individual and combined
effects of two independent variables (area and language)
on one dependent variable (UNT results). This approach



N.A. Mingisheva

also allows to examine of the main effect for each inde-
pendent variable and explores the possibility of the inter-

action effect (Pallant, 2020: 288) [20] between Kazakh
and Russian schools in urban and rural areas:

Table 3 — Main effects of language and area on UNT results in three years 2014, 2017, and 2020

YEAR Source dfl df2 F Sig. partial n?
2014 language 1 31 10.202 .003 248
area 1 31 6.418 .017 172
language * area 1 31 3.785 .061 .109
2017 language 1 31 1.206 281 .037
area 1 31 1.129 296 .035
language * area 1 31 1.064 310 .033
2020 language 1 31 5.021 .032 136
area 1 32 8.175 .007 203
language * area 1 32 3.270 .080 .093
Table 4 — Post hoc Sidak tests for area differences in both languages on UNT
YEAR | language (1) area (J) area Mean Std. Error Sig. 95% Confidence Interval for
Difference Difference®
(I-)) Lower Bound Upper Bound
2014 Kazakh rural urban -12.869" 4.959 .014 -22.984 -2.754
Russian rural urban -6.568" 3.175 .047 -13.044 -.091
2017 Kazakh rural urban -1.247 5.435 .820 -12.332 9.838
Russian rural urban -6.109" 2.349 .014 -10.901 -1.317
2020 Kazakh rural urban -6.1117 1.596 .001 -9.361 -2.861
Russian rural urban -3.248 2.016 117 -7.354 .858
Table 5 — Post hoc Sidak tests for language differences in both areas on UNT
YEAR area (I) language | (J) language Mean Std. Error | Sig.” | 95% Confidence Interval for Difference®
Difference (I-J) Lower Bound Upper Bound
2014 rural Kazakh Russian -8.323" 2.392 .002 -13.202 -3.445
urban Kazakh Russian -2.022 2.184 362 -6.475 2432
2017 rural Kazakh Russian 5.019 3.480 159 -2.080 12.117
urban Kazakh Russian 157 3.177 961 -6.323 6.637
2020 rural Kazakh Russian -3.205" 1.119 .007 -5.486 -.925
urban Kazakh Russian -.342 1.119 762 -2.623 1.938
90,00
80,00
70,00
60,00
50,00
40,00
30,00
20,00
10,00
0,00
Kazakh Russian Kazakh Russian Kazakh Russian

2014 2017 2020

Mrural ®murban

Figure 1 — Mean UNT results for both areas, languages, and all three years.
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In 2014 urban schools demonstrated higher
scores than rural schools in Kazakh and Russian
languages, where the latter was better than the for-
mer but only in rural areas, while the two languages
were similar in urban areas. In other words, Rus-
sian schools showed higher results than Kazakh
schools in rural areas, while both languages were
equal in urban schools. In 2017 urban schools had
better results only in the Russian language than ru-
ral schools, while the Kazakh language was similar
in urban and rural schools. At the same time, both
languages were similar in urban and rural areas. The
results changed significantly in 2020 when urban
schools were better than rural ones only in Kazakh.

These results demonstrated that language made
a more significant difference in rural than urban ar-
eas, and it seems that rural areas affected Kazakh
schools more than in Russian. It is unclear what in-
fluenced these changes. Changes in the UNT’s con-
cept can probably explain these inconsistent find-
ings. Its implementation started in 2017 when the
UNT was divided into Final Attestation in Grade 11
and the examination to enter Kazakh universities.
Furthermore, new item types, such as reading and
mathematical literacy, were introduced in the UNT
to improve functional literacy based on international
standards such as PISA and SAT.

The other explanation concerns long-term social
context when these changes — the relation between
Kazakh and Russian language schools — require
some time to become evident in the national assess-
ment data to understand, analyze and interpret this
kind of data. Whether or not these inconsistent and
unsustainable trends should be explored in further
studies. The UNT data from 2014 to 2020 demon-
strated no differences between languages, except in
Kazakh schools in 2020, but between urban-rural
in the tables within-subject and between-subject ef-
fects. The pairwise comparison tables demonstrated
that urban is better than rural in Russian and Kazakh
schools.

This study revealed that more data is required
to analyze the large-scale assessment in Kazakhstan.
Data on areas and languages demonstrated how
changes in education policy, particularly in 2017,
affected the UNT results in 2020. According to the
OECD report, to initiate assessment studies in Ka-
zakhstan, it is required to publish a separate techni-
cal report with sampling design, scoring techniques,
scaling, statistical analyses, and quality control on
a dedicated website (OECD, 2020: 33-34) [9]. Fur-
thermore, the UNT development from fact-based
items to higher-order competencies such as inno-
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vative thinking and problem-solving skills takes a
long time and requires a gradual organizational pe-
riod with the involvement of teaching communities,
commissioning, and considering research based on
international examples.

Urban students were also better performing than
their rural peers considering international studies.
For instance, the study of rural disadvantage using
PISA 2009 explored lower outcomes in reading
among rural students in Australia compared with
Canada and New Zealand and less positive educa-
tional experiences. Another economic reason for
public investments in rural education explained the
differences between Australia and New Zealand in
2009 (Sullivan, 2018: 9) [4]. The qualitative re-
search on female achievements in mathematics in
rural Iceland after PISA 2003 revealed that parent
involvement, peer pressure, the combination of
study and sport, plans, and self-reflection resulted
in better education among girls in rural areas (Stein-
thorsdottir, 2008: 599) [6].

The quantitative research on UNT in Kazakh-
stan in 2014, 2017, and 2020 explored those differ-
ences between urban and rural areas that are larger
than between languages. Urban-rural gaps are ex-
plained by various PISA studies worldwide. Rural
education is characterized by geographical distance,
small population, low social-economic status, ethnic
homogeneity, and socially cohesive communities.
Only 30 percent of students from rural areas plan
to go to universities compared with 50 percent of
their urban peers. Various challenges interpret such
gaps for rural students, such as lack of information,
low socioeconomic profiles of schools, low educat-
ed parents and their support to children, and others.
On the other hand, life satisfaction is higher among
rural students than urban students (Echazarra, 2019:
16) [8].

PISA 2015 stated that reducing of urban-rural
gap benefits higher academic performance and eq-
uity among the young generation while enhancing
infrastructure has resulted in successful economic
development worldwide (Echazarra, 2019: 9) [8].
The language effect is significant for countries with
larger migrant flows and ethnic minorities where
students have barriers to studying in another lan-
guage environment. PISA 2009 showed that native-
born students in Kazakhstan were around 80 per-
cent, and the difference between actual and adjusted
means in language equated to two, which implied
low discrepancy (Soh, 2014: 10) [21].

Considering the UNT results on Kazakh-lan-
guage and Russian-language schools in urban and
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rural areas in 2014, 2017, and 2020, it seems that for
thirty years after the Soviet collapse, relations be-
tween Kazakh and Russian schools changed signifi-
cantly. Kazakhstan experienced the intensified rus-
sification process in the Soviet period when Russian
dominated cities while Kazakh was primarily used
in peripheries. Presently, the urban area with the
growing infrastructure of Kazakh-language schools
demonstrated better results in the UNT than rural
schools. Nevertheless, PISA in Kazakhstan general-
ly demonstrated higher results for Russian-language
students than their peers from Kazakh-language
schools. It is most probably required to study and
evaluate the test languages in the UNT and PISA
to understand these differences in the internal and
external assessments.

Conclusion and further research

The comparison of the UNT data in 2014, 2017,
and 2020 showed a contradictory trend when lan-
guage significantly differed in rural than urban ar-
eas. The UNT data available since 2014 include
limited variables for analysis, such as scores, urban-
rural regions, Kazakh-Russian-English languages,
and subjects. More detailed information on national
assessment using international approaches (SES,
gender, parental education and involvement, teacher
support, and others) will be helpful in building a
substantial policy to improve educational opportu-
nities and experiences among students in urban and
rural areas of Kazakhstan. Also, it will be benefi-
cial to enhance the quality of education and student
competitiveness and reduce educational inequality
in cities and peripheries. As the international studies
demonstrated, issues of rural areas were analyzed
(Sullivan, 2018: 8-9) [4] and represented that some
students were also successful in various subjects
(Steinthorsdottir, 2008: 598) [6].

The UNT results revealed how changes in stan-
dardized testing in 2017 affected its results in 2020,
mainly in Kazakh language schools in the urban
area. These changes probably have a more prolonged
effect that requires further studies on language is-
sues in the large-scale examination. It is also vital
to include socioeconomic status, gender, teacher,
and parent involvement in further national assess-
ment studies. Authorities should use international
examinations for external evaluation of educational
achievement and for initiating local research as in
other countries that participated in PISA.

In 2021 the UNT continued modification of
the standardized testing of Kazakhstan within
PISA and SAT standards (Vlast, 2020) [1]. Stu-
dents took the final examination electronically
(Zakon, 2021) [22] for the first time after its in-
troduction in 2004. The significant changes in
the examination after the whole year of distance
learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic impact-
ed possible troubles with results, particularly for
students from rural areas where digital infrastruc-
ture is undeveloped.

Presently, UNT experiences various challenges
to meet international standards as designing and in-
troducing new types of items on competency-based
curriculum and criterion-based assessment. The
UNT wvalidity is lacking and requires developing
critical thinking and problem-solving skills that take
a long-standing concern. Reforming and transform-
ing national assessment demand the involvement of
stakeholders from government and local communi-
ties and increased studies.

The initiated study on the UNT in 2014, 2017,
and 2020 demonstrated the effects of changes in as-
sessment policy on the examinations’ results in cit-
ies and peripheries of Kazakhstan. More accessible
data (gender, SES, teacher support, parental educa-
tion, and involvement) will enhance further stud-
ies on national assessment and improve building a
sustainable educational policy to reduce education
inequality in rural and urban areas and align the
disbalance between Kazakh and Russian language
schools.
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