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Chapter

Enhancing Quality of Higher
Education and Employability in
Kazakhstan: Gender Aspects

Maigul Nugmanova

Abstract

How can the higher education system of Kazakhstan be improved so that
graduates are in demand in the labor market and are prepared for the challenges
of a changing world? This chapter provides an analysis of the quality assurance
(hereinafter the QA) systems of European universities, national QA system analysis
of Kazakhstan, Belgium, France, and Sweden; and survey of internal QA systems in
Kazakhstani Universities. This chapter examines the possibilities and acceptability
of applying the best European practices in Kazakhstani Universities and argues that
educational reforms successful in Europe may be ineffective in Kazakhstan due to
the different starting conditions to reform. This chapter agrees that improvement
of the internal standards of the QA and the quality culture contribute to improving
the education quality and graduates employability, provided that all other areas
such as economy, business, and living standards shall comply with international
standards. The main aspects of this research deal with the interrelation between
quality of education and employability of graduates, interconnection between
gender discrimination and restricted employment opportunities of women. The
chapter argues that the quality of higher education and training of highly qualified
and employable specialists are the important prerequisites of sustainable social and
economic development of society.

Keywords: external and internal quality assurance system, quality of higher
education, employability of graduates, gender discrimination

1. Introduction

Quality of higher education and training of highly qualified and employable
graduates are the important prerequisites of sustainable social and economic develop-
ment of society [1]. Training of graduates in line with international standards can
positively impact population’s well-being in the long-term period. Nowadays, the HEIs
must provide the high-quality student-centered learning and the ongoing adaptation
of study programs and teaching methods to diverse expectations of labor market.

QA in higher education assumes, on the one hand, the process of creating
conditions to promote the education quality, and, on the other hand, focus on
an objective evaluation of the quality of learning outcomes and the professional
competencies of students and graduates [2]. The education quality is one of the
important components in the reproduction of the labor force, which contributes to
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the quality of the labor force and through it to the increase of the country’s social
and economic growth. Currently, the quality of higher education is an important
issue for Kazakhstan, as the country needs highly qualified personnel capable of
adapting to the changing realities of the labor market and solving complex issues to
ensure sustainable social and economic development of the country. Having joined
the Bologna Process in 2010, Kazakhstan introduced reform of the quality assurance
system aimed at further improvement of the education system, its quality, and effi-
ciency. As a guideline, the Bologna Declaration standards [2] were chosen. In 2011,
anew version of the Kazakhstan Law “On Education” was adopted [3]. It aimed at
the creation of a national quality assurance system in Kazakhstan, development of
an internal quality assurance system in the HEIs, increase of the capacity of national
quality assurance agencies, establishment of a network of independent local quality
assurance agencies, and provision for procedures of the HEIs’ accreditation. In
2012, the “Register 1” of independent accreditation agencies was worked out.

However, at the moment, there’re no effective internal quality control systems
in Kazakhstani HEIs [4]. There are no clearly defined internal standards to ensure
the quality of education to evaluate the educational programs and the graduates’
training level [4]. The HEIs manage in accordance with outdated internal standards
and quality assurance tools that aren’t adapted to modern conditions and national
practices [4]. Normally, the quality assurance issues are limited to documentation
and document workflow. The modern education system still encounters problems
of centralized management [4]. The education reform came across with evident
contradictions such as outdated laws and regulations governing the educational sys-
tem. The new law “On Education” dated July 4, 2018, which is the so-called Law on
the Autonomy of the Higher Educational Institutions provides innovations designed
to resolve the contradictions between the efforts to reform education and the old
management and the rules and regulations [5]. This paper analyzes the possibility
and acceptability of the European best practices to be applied in Kazakhstani HEIs
considering country’s local contexts and how educational reforms successful in
European countries are effective in Kazakhstan. The paper provides an analysis
of the QA systems of three European universities (University de Liege, Royal
Institute of Technology KTH, University de Lorraine), visited in the framework of
international project experts training on QA in higher education; national quality
assurance system analysis of Kazakhstan, Belgium, France, and Sweden; and survey
of internal QA system in three Kazakhstani universities (University of International
Relations, National Agrarian University, and University of Economics, Finance and
Trade). This research uses data from a survey of Kazakhstani students, faculty, and
staff between March and April 2018 as one of the methods to assess the education
quality. However, often the HEIs aren't interested in an objective assessment of their
effectiveness [1, 4]. In this regard, in order to get more objective assessment of the
education quality, an additional survey was done to determine the more real picture
of the University of International Relations graduates’ employability. Employability
would be one of the indicators of the competitiveness and demand for graduates
in the labor market and proof of the high quality of education in the HEI they
have graduated. This research was also aimed at the identification of the nature of
employment to analyze its gender aspects.

Now, there is a clear gap between the labor market, the market needs, and
the education system. The labor market is managed by employers who dictate
the labor force demand and specify the demand for HEI graduates on the labor
market. In this regard, this research analyzes the actual situation with the employ-
ment of the University of International Relations graduates in order to assess
how competitive our graduates are in the labor market and assess the quality of
their training, conduct a gender analysis of the opportunities and conditions of
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graduates’ employment in the labor market, and analyze the role of the university-
employer partnership to ensure the education quality and enhance the graduates’
employability.

2. Methods

Analysis of the internal QA system of Kazakhstani universities is based on a
survey conducted with the staff of the Quality Assurance units and observation of
three Kazakhstani universities, as well as on their self-evaluation reports provided
to the accreditation commission. In all these universities, the author was engaged
in the accreditation process either as an expert of the accreditation commission or
as an employee who participated in the preparation of a self-evaluation report to be
accredited. For the purpose of survey, the questionnaire was used to cover questions
on the institutional QA, namely, whether there is a specific structure/unit in charge
of the QA or major directions of the QA strategy. Is there a specific official docu-
ment on a QA strategy or is it an integral part of the university’s overall strategy?
Describe the QA mechanisms such as commissions, indicators, and assessment
procedures. What are the internal and external stakeholders involved in the QA?
Describe how they participate. Check the list to set the Standards and Guidelines
for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (hereinafter ESG).
Describe activities to confirm this standard implementation.

Analysis of the national and the institutional QA systems of European universi-
ties such as University de Liege (Belgium), Royal Institute of Technology KTH
(Sweden), and University de Lorrain (France), which were visited under the
international project training for QA experts in higher education, was done in terms
of the possibilities and acceptability of application of the best European practices in
Kazakhstani universities. Information provided at trainings by national QA agencies
in Belgium, Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (AEQES); in France,
Commission des Titres d’Ingénieur (CTI) and High Council for the Evaluation of
Research and Higher Education (HCERES); and in Sweden, The Swedish Higher
Education Authority (UKA), was used in this paper.

One of the methods of internal evaluation of the University of International
Relations effectiveness is monitoring and analysis of the quality of the educational
services provided. In March—April 2018, the anonymous survey “Faculty Through
the Eyes of Students” among the students and the questionnaire of faculty members
“The social well-being of the academic staff” were conducted. Questionnaires
“Faculty Through the Eyes of Students” had 10 questions regarding the faculty
teaching competence in the following areas: the student-oriented approach,
interaction with students including ethical behavior, the relevance of the material
provided to students to the latest science achievements, the information relevance,
and the use of innovative teaching methods and technologies. The students filled
in 12,036 questionnaires about 404 faculty members, while the survey coverage
was 90% of the entire teaching staff. According to the survey results, 96% of
students were satisfied with the teaching quality. The average score was 4.8 points
out of 5 possible. Thus, according to this internal assessment, the University of
International Relations has a high education quality.

Under the questionnaire “The Social Wellbeing of the Faculty Members,” 413
questionnaires or 92% of the total staff were filled in by the faculty. A respondent
might choose several answers from the set list of questions. A survey of respon-
dents showed that 73% of the faculty members are satisfied with their work at the
University of International Relations while 23% aren’t. 51% of them are in favor of
improving the psychological climate, and 49% think that it is necessary to improve
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working conditions, reduce unnecessary paperwork, provide more time for sci-
entific creative work, computerize all processes, increase the Internet speed, and
improve automated processes. In general, based on the results of both surveys, the
University of International Relations has a high grade of the faculty effectiveness
and the entire educational process. However, just the opinions of students and
faculty do not provide an objective assessment of the education quality. A more
fundamental indicator of the University of International Relations effectiveness
would be the graduates’ employability. “Employability is an aggregate of competen-
cies, skills, understanding, and personal characteristics that provide graduates with
career prospects that contribute to the development of the economy and society”
[6]. A high indicator of the graduates’ employment proves the relevance of demand
for graduates and their specialty. It would be a proof of recognition of the compe-
tences received and the education quality in this HEI.

Under this research, 1261 graduates of 2017 from 1323 of the University of
International Relations were interviewed. Sixty-two graduates were foreign citizens
and were not interviewed. To confirm data received under this survey, information
was requested from the Interdepartmental Settlement Center for Social Payments
(hereinafter Center for Social Payments) on the pension contributions made by our
graduates. The 2017 database of graduates with information on respondents includ-
ing passport data and the University of International Relations name was provided
to the Center for Social Payments. It was done to track respondents in the tax base
and to get data on their social payments. The social payments of a respondent would
confirm his/her official paid employment.

Open questions with an open-ended choice of answers were used. The survey
was done in the form of a telephone interview with pre-prepared questions in
February to March 2018, that is, the 8th-9th months after the graduation.

3. Data analysis, results, and discussion
3.1 Analysis of the national and the institutional quality assurance systems

In 2010, in an effort to integrate into the global educational space, Kazakhstan
has signed the Bologna Process. Most Kazakhstani HEIs have signed the “Magna
Carta of Universities,” which is the fundamental of the “Bologna Declaration.”
The Lisbon Convention “On the recognition of qualifications on higher education
in the European region” and the Sorbonne Declaration “On the harmonization
of the architecture of the European higher education system” were signed, while
the declaration “Zone of European higher education” was adopted. Having signed
these documents, Kazakhstan demonstrated its will for democratization, improve-
ment of the education quality, and the establishment of the autonomy of HEIs
[7]. Kazakhstan has chosen to modernize the education system and comply with
international standards. All the HEIs nationwide have transferred to a three-level
system of education including the undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral (PhD.)
The educational process was reorganized into a credit training system based on
comparability with the ECTS credit transfer system. The HEIs all by themselves
have started to develop and approve the procedure to transfer credits according to
the ECTS type and regulate its application. “The Rules to organize the educational
process under the credit technology” and “Classifier of specialties of higher and
postgraduate education of the Republic Kazakhstan” with enlarged groups of
specialties were approved nationwide [8].

A critical issue of modernization is the creation of a National QA system, which
would not just control over the education quality but also the development of the
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system to ensure the quality of education. The ESG were applied as the basis for
the QA system in Kazakhstan. Accreditation of the HEI and study programs is

the external quality assurance mechanism. The national accreditation model is
independent and voluntary. Accreditation shall be implemented by accreditation
agencies included in the Register 1, which is the list of accreditation agencies in the
field of education, which are the National Register of Accreditation Bodies of the
Republic of Kazakhstan (hereinafter the RoK) Ministry of Education and Science.
The RoK Ministry of Education and Science recognizes all European accredita-
tion agencies listed in the European QA Register (EQAR). However, in order to

be able to accredit Kazakhstani HEIs, they shall be registered in Kazakhstan and
join the Register 1. Currently, 11 accreditation agencies are listed in Register 1,
among them are 6 Kazakhstani organizations, Kazakhstan Agency for Quality
Assurance in Education (IKAQAE), Independent Agency of Accreditation and
Ratings (IAAR), Kazakhstan Association for Engineering Education (KAZSEE),
Agency for Recognition and Quality Assurance in Education (ARQA), Eurasian
Center for Accreditation and QA (ECAQA), and Independent Accreditation Center
(IKAC), and 5 international ones—FIBAA (German), ASIIN (German), MusiQue
(Belgium), ACQUIN (German), and ACBSP (USA).

Since 2017, national agencies IAAR and IKAQAE became the international ones
and joined the European Association for the Quality Assurance in Higher Education
(ENQA). In addition, they were listed in the European Register for Quality
Assurance (EQAR) [9]. According to the report of the Center for the Bologna
Process, the listing of Kazakhstani agencies into the European Register “demon-
strated the recognition of procedures and processes at the European level the whole
Kazakhstani education” [9]. The RoK National agencies accredit under the QA
standards they have developed, in accordance with national education standards
and the ESG. “Special standards analogous to the ESG in the field of the QA are not
developed in Kazakhstan yet” [9]. Conceivably, the IAAR and the IKAQAE are the
independent agencies and do not depend on public finance. However, the HEIs pay
the agencies for accreditation and choose an accreditation agency by themselves.
Eventually, these factors affect the assessment fairness, by taking into account the
low level of quality culture. For example, the French High Council for Evaluation
of Research and Higher Education (HCERES) is an independent national QA in
higher education agency, which does not depend on state funding and of HEI. The
HCERES is funded by the parliamentary vote.

Despite the fact that accreditation is voluntary for the HEIs, all of them are
interested in it. First of all, the non-accredited HEIs shall not train the state-funded
grantees. The status of an accredited university is critical for a HEI. Such status
would confirm the compliance of a university and its educational programs with
international standards. This status provides an HEI with a chance to be recogniz-
able in Europe and to develop joint educational programs and academic mobility.
However, the ambitions of Kazakhstani HEIs to be accredited shortly and the com-
petition for being top in the ratings often resulted in an unreliable self-assessment
reports and colored truth. But it is just the transparent, objective, reliable results
of the internal assessment and audit of a HEI and the quality of its educational
programs that are done by its staff at the institutional level could help to identify
weaknesses and ways to address them. The accreditation procedure as such presup-
poses to pass a final verdict upon the completion of the assessment. The “F” would
entail no access to many of the above benefits. It might be advisable to use the
experience of the French agency HCERES and first provide Kazakhstani HEIs with
an independent evaluation. Such an evaluation does not imply placing a HEI in the
ranking, but is done in order to identify weaknesses and provide an opportunity to
improve a HEI management.
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One of the impediments to improve the education quality would be the non-
transparent and inaccurate statistics. All the HEIs of the country on an ongoing
basis upload their data to the ESU-VO, Unified Management System of Higher
Education. This is a multilevel information system that includes all the HEIs, the
RoK Ministry of Education and Science, and other government structures and
agencies involved in the education development. Quite often, the data uploaded
by universities in ESU-VO differ from those provided by them in self-assessment
reports and from the real situation at a HEI. HEIs are not interested in creating a
transparent statistical database. For example, data on the number of students and
their socioeconomic status are overestimated, since the amount of funding from
the Ministry of Education and Science depends on this. The decrease in the number
of students, specifically the students from low-income families, as a result has a
decrease in funding from the Ministry of Education and Science. Efforts by the
Ministry of Education and Science to introduce the “Platonus” electronic system
have not gained traction in numerous HEIs. Specifically, at the University of Liege,
a statistic list has been created on the university’s website in the public domain. All
the university s statistics is placed there. This is the automated data processing. This
list is ongoingly updated. Each university unit has access to a statistical database.
The use of this French experience could reduce the time spent by employees of
Kazakhstani HEIs to collect and process data to be provided to accountable bodies
and make university statistics transparent.

The survey of Kazakhstani universities found that all the HEIs have the devel-
oped QA system (according to their responses) with a separate unit in charge,
the QA policy, mechanisms, and procedures that comply with the European QA
Framework and ESG. The QA procedures include surveys of students and employ-
ers. The major standards and parameters of the Bologna Process were proclaimed in
Kazakhstan at the national and institutional levels as “adopted and implemented.”
However, their real implementation is yet an issue. Challenges arise since the HEIs’
employees have no skills to develop educational programs which shall comply with
the qualification framework and in the regulation and evaluation of the HEIs’
activities, and they have no responsibility for learning outcomes. Universities
encounter the overcentralized management and outdated internal QA tools. The
institutional QA systems are limited to a quality management system that complies
with the ISO 9001. The academic integrity, rating methods, the teaching quality,
and the development of a “culture of quality and trust” [4] remain problematic.
The development of a quality culture implies that each unit and each staffer shall
be responsible and aware of their involvement in the final result, namely, in the
qualitative training of specialists, and participate in the continual improvement of
the education quality.

Most HEIs in France, Belgium, and Sweden are public; however, all of them have
academic and financial independence. Currently, higher education in Kazakhstan
transits from the centralized administration by the RoK Ministry of Education and
Science to the HEIs” autonomy. Unfortunately, very often autonomy is considered
by the HEIs barely as financial self-sufficiency and independent distribution of
financial and material resources. In an effort to reduce the expenditure side of
the university budget, the administration often downsizes the number of faculty
and staff, increasing the workload of those remaining. In the HEISs, there is still a
practice to finance in-service training of faculty on a residual basis. There are con-
tradictions between the outdated methods of education management and efforts to
modernize the education system. The reforms undertaken do not yet provide full
academic and financial freedom to the HEIs. Reform of the higher education system
and the will to provide greater autonomy to the HEIs are restrained by outdated laws
and regulations in all areas of a HEI’s development. For example, the transition to
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credit training technologies implies for students the independent choice of subjects
for study, that is, have freedom of choice. However, the strategy of public financing
of the HEIs is still based on the state education standards and compulsory model
curricula, which means no alternatives to choose [10]. This contradiction limits the
academic autonomy of the HEIs. Overcentralization prevents the HEIs from consid-
eration of local needs.

The HEISs’ right to develop a corporate governance designed to fulfill not only an
advisory, but also a controlling role, and to ensure interrelation and consideration
of the national interests, business, and society was limited to the creation of the
regents of the universities and the supervisory board at a HEI, which do not have
any legal force and exist just on paper. The lack of appropriate laws and regulations
restrains the expansion of the HEIs” autonomy. Most HEIs operate as national state-
owned enterprises on the basis of the right of economic management. The law “On
State Property” governing these HEIs conflicts with the main strategies to develop
academic and financial independence [11, 4].

To further promote the HEIs’ autonomy, a new RoK Law “On Amendments
and Additions to Certain Legislative Acts of the Republic of Kazakhstan on the
Expansion of the Academic and Administrative Independence of Higher Education
Institutions” of July 4, 2018, was adopted, and over 70 regulatory legal acts were
elaborated [5]. This law provides the state enterprises for possible transformation
of the legal form into nonprofit joint-stock companies. Such transformation would
be another step to autonomy, since the nonprofit form of organization makes it
possible for HEIs to maintain corporate standards in management and ensure the
efficient redistribution of income for its development. This law shall entitle the
HEISs to legally pursue commercial activities. The reform also affected the methods
to finance the HEIs and provides for the transition to credit financing without
reference to the period of study [5]. The new law also provides the development of
anew Classifier on the training areas. In accordance with this Classifier, the HEIs
shall independently develop the new educational programs. The new Classifier will
replace the old one with numerous specialties which have not been in demand in the
labor market for a while [12].

The institutional autonomy is not a goal in itself. The main argument to expand
the HEIs” autonomy would be an effective QA system, which implies the HEIs’
institutional responsibility for the education quality and social responsibility for
the population’s well-being in the end. “Autonomy shall be implemented under a
national framework that balances institutional freedom with various social goals”
[13, 14]. The HEIS’ overcommercialization, increased tuition fees, and the current
methods of the RoK Ministry of Education and Science to distribute educational
grants have resulted in limited access to education for the disadvantaged popula-
tion. Educational grants are primarily awarded based on academic merit. School
graduates from low-income families and applicants from rural areas, where poverty
is 2.7 times higher than in the urban ones and the instruction level and material
security of schools is lower than in the cities [15], were on a back foot. Granting
autonomy to the HEIs would not mean taking away responsibility of the state to
support them and the vulnerable groups. Given the low level of socioeconomic
development of the country (compared to European countries), Kazakhstan needs
the Government support for the HEIs at this stage of transition to academic and
managerial independence.

In Europe, the transformation period in the education system to create the
common education space and the labor market has more than 50 years. The national
and domestic QA systems of the HEIs in France, Belgium, Romania, Sweden,
and Bulgaria are guided by the ESG standards aimed at improving the education
quality and developing a quality culture in higher education, bolstering the role
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of students and employers in the QA processes. The national QA agencies evaluate
the HEIs’ activities and intend, per their recommendations provided, to promote
them providing quality services and increase the graduates’ employability as the
main indicator of the education quality. However, the policy to ensure the quality of
each country has its own specifics, adapts to local terms, and considers the condi-
tions for the development of the local labor market and the living standard of the
population.

At the end of the last century, France and Belgium already had a developed
quality assessment system. In the early 2000s, in order to ensure comparability of
educational programs, create a common educational space, and promote student
mobility, the European HEIs begin to transit to accreditation as the final stage of
assessment to confirm that a HEI complies with the ESG standards. Currently,
Belgium develops a new methodology for an external QA system. It focuses on
support of HEIs and promotion of their quality approaches, the internal QA system,
and strengthening autonomy and responsibility for the QA in a HEI and transfers
from just a summative assessment to an effective formative assessment which
involves monitoring in order to provide its results to the HEIs to improve teaching
and learning.

All the analyzed European HEIs are independently responsible for the educa-
tion quality while keeping their traditions and specifics that took years. The QA
system of all European HEIs gives priority to their self-evaluation, assessment of
learning outcomes, increased autonomy, and the level and nature of the graduates’
employment. For example, the University de Lorraine Quality Management Unit
has been monitoring graduates for employment for several years. The survey key
questions are set by the Ministry of Education, but the HEIs can freely add any
questions of their interest. The statistics received under the survey are available on
the universities’ website and used to evaluate their activities. They are also provided
to the Ministry of Education to create a centralized database of all universities. At
the national level, the survey results are processed, and databases are compiled at
different levels, in different subjects, for each university, and at the national level.

The Swedish QA system under the requirements of the Bologna Process was
formed with the already high-quality education in the country. The Swedish Higher
Education Authority (UKA) is a state agency controlled by the State. The major
focus of this agency is to ensure that the assessment conducted by the agency
helps to improve the education quality at the university. Sweden has developed a
new QA system implemented since 2017 and made up four separate assessments:
an institutional assessment of the QA process, an assessment of educational pro-
grams, an assessment of degree applications, and thematic assessments. Thematic
assessment would mean evaluation of the entire educational system, comparison
of the achievements of the HEIs in areas important to the country, and ensuring
quality in higher education by topics such as internationalization or gender equal-
ity. “Sustainable development in education” was determined for a thematic assess-
ment in 2017. The Swedish QA system is characterized by ongoing monitoring and
periodic evaluation of educational programs; a university has a close relationship
with the business sector and with employers and is strongly orientated to the labor
market. In Sweden, a government agency, working on labor market research, works
effectively to determine the skills and competencies that will be in future demand in
a country and regions.

The Swedish experience in the study of the labor market could be a good guide
for Kazakhstani students when choosing subjects, for the HEIs and employers to
develop educational programs, and for the Ministry of Education and Science to
determine state education standards, working out strategies and programs for
education development. The RoK Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of the
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Population in cooperation with the RoK Ministry of Education and Science forecast
specialties that will be in demand on the labor market. According to the forecasts,

a state educational order is formed. According to the latest forecast data, the most
on-fire specialties are the industrial and the technical ones [16]. However, there

is practically no more national industrial sector, and therefore there will be no
demand for graduates in these subjects in the labor market. The Soviet experience
of the development of vocational education which had strong relationship with the
industrial sector was completely ignored since there is no industrial sector anymore.
Since applicants are not interested to enroll on these specialties, it would be advis-
able to provide them with incentives to stimulate their choice of specialties strategi-
cally important for the country’s future.

The European HEIs are financially independent, yet the state provides them
with financial support. According to the latest available data from UNESCO, in
2015 government expenditures on education in Kazakhstan amounted to 2.79%
of GDP, which is way below than in European countries (Figure 1). Herewith, in
Kazakhstan the share of expenditures on tertiary in total expenditures on education
is lower (Figure 1). Likewise, the share of expenditures on tertiary in total expen-
ditures for education in Kazakhstan tends to decrease and amounted to 15.26% in
2015, 11.64% in 2016, and 10.56% in 2017 [17].

Currently, Kazakhstani HEIs encounter financial difficulties such as provision
of a decent salary for employees, renovation of material-technical basis of HEI,
promotion of academic mobility, and in-service faculty training. An unreasonable
increase of tuition fees (compared to the financial capacities of local households)
results in a loss of students due to the general low level of the population’s well-
being. Consequently, the public finance of Kazakhstani HEIs is needed and should
be a priority for the state as support to the economy and business. For the internal
QA system of Kazakhstani HEIs, it would be advisable to adopt the experience of
European HEISs to create mechanisms for continuous, comprehensive, and transpar-
ent assessment. On this basis further improvement of the education quality would
be developed. The current practice to conduct an accelerated and chaotic assessment
under the preparation for accreditation creates stress for all the HEI employees and
suspends all its activities. All European countries under consideration are character-
ized by a high life quality and a high level of economic development, the industrial
sector, the SME, the popular employment in nongovernmental organizations due
to decent salaries there, and the social environment. All this creates a wide labor
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of government expenditure on education (%). Source: based on UNESCO data (http://data.uis.unesco.org/),
accessed on August 2019.
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market and hence a greater demand for graduates. To ensure the effective mod-
ernization and reform in Kazakhstan, the government support of education also
should comply with international standards; the level of the populations’ well-being
and the country’s socio-economic development would allow students to choose a
university that provides sound academic background and they would be able to pay
for quality education and later find a decent work and fair salary.

3.2 Quality of higher education and employability in Kazakhstan: gender
aspects

According to the graduates’ survey results, out of a total number of respondents
1261 (100%), 929 (74%) of the University of International Relations graduates have
found a job and are currently employed, of which 18 persons have started a business
and are registered as individual entrepreneurs. Of a total number of respondents,
178 (14%) graduates have continued their education, while 154 (12%) persons
had no job at the survey time. However, the Center for Social Payments confirmed
official data for any payments only for 771 graduates out of the 929 graduates who
answered they were employed. This means that only 771 graduates had a paid
employment while the remaining 158 (12.5% of all respondents) were informally
employed (Figure 2).

Seventy percent (992 persons) of all University of International Relations
graduates (1323 persons) are women, while 30% (331 people) are men. Of a total
number of interviewed (1261) graduates, 75% (945 persons) were women and 25%
(316) men. Evidently, among those who received higher education in the University
of International Relations, women are in majority. Similar situation is nationwide.
In Kazakhstan, the education level of the employed population is high: 39% of the
employed population have higher education, 37.5% specialized secondary educa-
tion, and 17% general secondary one. At the same time, the education level among
women is higher than that of men. 43.8% of employed women have higher educa-
tion; this number among men is 34.5%. According to the survey, the percentage
of female graduates with a high GPA (3.2-4.0 out of 4.0 possible) is 46% (out of
all female graduates of 2017). Of a total number of male graduates, 42% of male
graduates have a high GPA. However, whereas therere no gender differences in
the cognitive abilities of women and men, there’re gender inequalities in the labor
market, namely, in hiring, in access to highly paid and prestigious jobs.

According to the graduates’ survey results, 74% of the University of
International Relations female graduates surveyed have found jobs (701 per-
sons), and out of 316 of the interviewed male graduates, 72% (228 persons) were
employed. Thus, the percentage of the University of International Relations female
and male graduates’ employability is almost the same. However, there is a signifi-
cant difference in the employment nature. Namely, there’re gender differences in
the spheres chosen by women and men and the positions offered by employers, in
employment conditions and salaries. On the surface, there’s no gender discrimina-
tion as a phenomenon in Kazakhstan. Equal rights and opportunities for men and
women are legislated at the state level. But in reality, there is gender discrimination
in the labor market such as professional segregation, which, namely, is evident as
the feminization of low-paid jobs and in the representation of women mainly at the
lower levels of the economic hierarchy. A simple comparison of the average monthly
wages of men and women shows the existence of gender differences when women’s
labor is paid lower than men’s one, and women’s wages are 69.6% of men’s wages
[18]. According to the RoK Statistic Agency, the wages of men in major groups of
positions and professions are approximately 1.1-2.2 times more than the average
wages of women on similar positions (Figure 3).
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Women have limited access to prestigious work, since it is assumed their labor
has a low return. According to the survey results, almost 70% of employed female
graduates work in schools and colleges as teachers. In turn, the majority of male
graduates (about 60%) work in prestigious companies, where wages are higher. The
education sphere in Kazakhstan is one of the lowest paid with majority of women
employed, since the men aren’t interested in such employment and do not compete
with women here. Female graduates do not sustain competition with the males for
well-paid jobs, where they shall work overtime and ongoingly upgrade qualifica-
tions. Even if a woman is unmarried at the time of hiring, employers prefer the
man since a woman’s employment is sort of risky, namely, in terms of her future
marriage and maternity leave. It is known that in future women will devote all their
off-hours to the family and practically will have no opportunity to upgrade their
skills and work overtime. Incompatibility of biological reproduction and economic
production is “a fundamental source of dynamic allocative inefficiency and a basic
cause of women’s inequality” [19].

Currently, paid work outside the home and unpaid chores and women’s time
for childcare, especially in young low-income families, are almost incompatible.
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Figure 2.
Survey of 2017 University of International Relations graduates employability. Source: based on survey results.
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Figure 3.
Average monthly nominal wage of men and women for selected occupations and functions (for all observed
forms of economic activity). Source: the RoK Statistic Agency, 2018.
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Low-income families cannot afford to automate their chores, hire a babysitter,

and pay for preschool education. The lower the level of a household welfare, the
higher the women’s workload in the household, and the less is her ability to get

paid work outside the home [20]. This situation is exacerbated by inadequate social
support by the Government and the lack of social infrastructure accessible to the
needy families. “The lack of social policy measures and supports for unpaid family
responsibilities hits poor and vulnerable families the hardest, as they have the weak-
est economic capacity to purchase goods (processed foods, labor saving devices)

or services (private childcare, domestic help) that can free up their time for paid
work. They are often forced to choose between employment and care or to combine
them—choices which require painful sacrifices in terms of quality of employment
and/or quality of care. These choices also have longer-term welfare and economic
consequences” [21]. The functions of a mother and housewife are very critical for a
Kazakhstani woman who sincerely believes that it is her mission to be the guardians
of the hearth. However, in order to support our national traditions, we need to cre-
ate proper social economic conditions for women to provide reasonable conjunction
of mother’ responsibility and homework with paid work. Moreover it should be a
woman’s choice either to stay at home or to work outside for salary.

Nationwide, in 2017, the share of the paid-employed was 77% or 6.5 million
and self-employed 23% or 2 million persons [18]. At the same time, women make
up 62% of all self-employed. Informally employed in the country make up 16%
of the total number of employed or almost 1.4 million individuals, and almost
half of them are women. Informally employed in the country do not have access
to social security, are not eligible for loans, and do not have stable incomes and
pension savings. According to a survey at the University of International Relations,
it was revealed that 12.5% (158 individuals) of all respondents are employed in the
informal sector. 57% (90 individuals) of them are women. Most of them responded
that they work as interpreters/translators, but since they do not pay taxes and social
contributions, they apparently work as freelancers in informal sector. This means
that the work of 158 unemployed graduates is not protected by law and is normally
characterized by worse working conditions. Informally employed women are more
vulnerable in the labor market due to the fact that they are more dependent on
social benefits, sick leave, and maternity leave.

All respondents noted that it is very difficult to find jobs in national and private
companies, where wages are higher than in public sector, without any support and
patronage. Employers require work experience in a certain field, which is mostly
unacceptable for the HEIs’ graduates. All respondents said the majority of job ads
require 1-3 years of work experience in the relevant field. Also, respondents noted
that if any work experience wasn’t required, such job did not require higher educa-
tion and had low wages (50,000KZT/month ($135)). Employers aren’t interested
in additional on-the-job training for newcomers. One of the respondents said he
lost his first job because the employer would need employees who already know
everything and would not waste time for training. “Nobody was eager to share
information I didn’t know;” the respondent complained. The HEIs’ graduates are the
least competitive in the labor market due to a lack of work experience and relevant
skills. The situation with female graduates is exacerbated due to gender stereo-
types about hiring. State-support programs for the HEIs’ graduates to encourage
employers to hire graduates could assist newcomers to avoid stress, depression, and
disappointment.

According to official statistics, the unemployment rate in the RoK among young-
sters is 38% of the total number of unemployed nationwide, and most of them are
the HEIs’ graduates [18, 15]. In this case, it is more difficult for female graduates to
find job than for males. The level of woman’s unemployment nationwide among
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the youth is about 8%, while the man’s unemployment rate is 6% [18]. Women are
the majority among the unemployed. Female graduates face great difficulties in the
labor market while getting more prestigious job. Employers secretly prefer to hire
men, because they assume that women would marry sooner and go on maternity
leave and could not work overtime due to their family obligations. Several female
respondents noted that employers asked them on job interviews whether they
intend to marry or have children sooner. Such questions shall violate women’s rights.

One hundred fifty-four persons out of all the respondents did not get a job.
61% of all unemployed respondents are women while 39% are men. Some unem-
ployed respondents have valid reasons, among them are the army service for
men and the maternity leave for women who have to perform only unpaid chores
and childcare. Unemployed female graduates with children at the survey time
responded they cannot get paid work since they devote all their time to childcare
and chores, due to the fact that they cannot afford the babysitting services.
Women’s unpaid work in the reproductive sector including childcare and educa-
tion of future generation is important to reproduce the labor force and the future
national economic growth [22]. The state support of young families and the
improvement of social infrastructure would be cost-effective both for the families
and for society as a whole.

Women are in minority among those who start business in the country. At the
same time, most women entrepreneurs have small businesses. Only 15% of large
companies in the country are headed by women [18]. Women choose small busi-
nesses since it does not require high costs and resources, as well as special knowl-
edge and skills to manage financial documents and reports [23]. The University of
International Relations graduates both females and males are in equally difficult
positions when in open business, due to lack of financial resources and entrepre-
neurial skills. According to the survey results, only 1.9% of employed graduates
were able to start business. Herewith, among the respondents who started business
only 16% are women, while 84% are men. Obviously, the HEIs’ graduates need the
state support to start and run the business, in the form of preferential taxation,
access to loans, etc. In addition, the HEIs could pre-train students for business
through the integration in the curricula of courses on the basics of entrepreneurial
skills, business management, and project management.

The most important aspect to ensure the education quality is the development of
partnerships with real sector of economy. All the universities surveyed have entered
into partnerships with business and public sectors where students had internships.
For students, it is a good opportunity to test their knowledge and skills in real
conditions, and for employers it is possible to assess the competencies of potential
employees. According to the survey at the University of International Relations,
37% of employed graduates found jobs through the university in entities which
are the universitys strong partners and mainly in the organizations where they'd
internships. The university-employer cooperation is also implemented through
business and public sector representatives teaching at the university, development
of educational programs, assessment of students, and job fairs. Employers’ survey
on their satisfaction with the quality of training of the HEIs’ graduates is one of the
methods to assess the conformity of knowledge, skills, and competencies gained
with the needs of the labor market. The question remains. How to ensure the
objectivity of the assessment? How to process the comparability of the assessment
results on the training quality in different universities? How to consider the dif-
ferent specializations of the HEISs, differences by region, between urban and rural
areas and cultural and national aspects?

The further strengthening of the University-Business network and the more
systematic involvement of employers in the development of educational programs
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would facilitate the adaptation of program content to the needs of the labor market
and the elimination of the gap between the labor market and education.

To be competitive, the HEIs’ graduates currently should be able to solve issues in
different fields of expertise. In this regard, interdisciplinary education is relevant
for the HEIs. Educational programs including interdisciplinary courses in the field
of entrepreneurship or project management can develop business and projects’
development skills. Interdisciplinary courses in the gender economics can increase
awareness of socioeconomic processes in society, instill a culture of equality, and
develop critical thinking.

4. Conclusions

The primary standards and parameters of the Bologna Process adopted at the
national and the institutional levels in Kazakhstan encounter a problem of their real
implementation. First of all, the reformation should consider the level of socio-
economic development of the country, the conditions to develop the local labor
market, and the living standard of the population. It may take some time to change
the mindset, develop skills, and teach the universities’ staff to be responsible in
developing educational programs that comply with international standards and in
regulating and evaluating the HEISs’ activities.

The internal QA system of Kazakhstani HEIs should focus on the adoption of the
experience of European HEIs to create mechanisms for continuous, comprehensive,
and transparent assessment. The current practice to conduct an accelerated and
chaotic assessment under the preparation for accreditation creates stress for all
the HEI employees and suspends all its activities. An analysis of the QA systems of
European universities has revealed that using the best practices of the European
national and institutional QA systems can be a solution to the education quality
in Kazakhstan. In the meantime, it should be borne in mind that Kazakhstan has
completely different starting conditions for modernization than European coun-
tries. This paper argues that educational reforms successful in European countries
are still ineffective in Kazakhstan due to the lower level of socioeconomic develop-
ment of the country, a quality culture and quality of life, and insufficient budget
expenditures to finance education.

Currently, Kazakhstani HEIs need the support of the state and the QA agencies
to create a mechanism of an ongoing, comprehensive, and transparent self-evalu-
ation that helps to improve the university and educational programs and does not
imply a race for a place in ratings, in creation incentives for an effective and objec-
tive internal evaluation.

For the successful implementation of the best European practices in
Kazakhstan, it is necessary that government expenditures on education, the welfare
level of the population, and the life quality and socioeconomic development of the
country also comply with international standards, so that Kazakhstanis can choose
a HEI that provides quality education, be able to pay for quality education, and get
a decent work.

Based on the survey results, the University of International Relations has a high
percentage of graduates’ employability and trains competitive graduates. Despite
the fact that there’re no gender differences in the cognitive abilities of male and
female graduates and the employability percentage is almost the same for both
women and men, women are more vulnerable, cannot compete in the labor market,
and are employed in less paid sectors. Women are fewer among those who start and
run their business. The low competitiveness of the female labor force in the labor
market is primarily associated with their childcare and chore obligations, which
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require more womens’ time the lower the well-being is in the household. Woman’s
labor in the reproductive sector is not paid for but is important in shaping human
capital and the labor force quality. Thus, the gender aspect is an essential factor that
can impact future wages, employment opportunities, and skills development and
retraining. State social support for young families and incentives for employers to
hire female and male graduates will ultimately bring economic benefits to society as
a whole. Employability is a common issue that should be solved jointly by a student
himself and with the support of the HEIs, business, and the state.

The employers’ survey on the assessment of the graduates’ competences could
provide a more realistic picture of the demand for graduates in the labor market,
as well as their professions, and most importantly, on the quality of their training
in the HEIs. It would also be rational to have an additional survey of the same 2017
graduates a few years later, to track/analyze considering the gender aspects—
whether they were able to retain their jobs or find opportunities to retrain in order
to get new skills that meet the modern demands of the labor market, who of them
was able to be promoted, and whether women after maternity leave could brush up
and compete in the labor market.
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