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During 30 years of independence, Kazakhstan has transformed the market of educational services 
institutionally and conducted considerable legislative and financial reforms. The policy of national and 
state universities in the last decade has become aimed at increasing admission of self-funded graduates. 
The article presents the main results of the research in the choice of HEI and the access to quality edu-
cation for children from families with different income level. During research was conducted interview 
with parents of school graduates. Sample was 100 respondents. The composition of families was varied: 
large families, divorced, single parents, married etc. The interviewees were representatives of different 
professions, different levels of education, and socio-economic status. The aim of the research was to 
study the process of formation socio-economically determined higher education choice by school gradu-
ates in Kazakhstan. The study of this problem contributing to understand overall dynamics of the changes 
taking place in Kazakhstan education system. The obtained scientific results provide relevant and reli-
able information to reduce and eliminate barriers specific to young people of «underprivileged» groups 
in Kazakhstan. The conclusions and recommendations presented in this paper are applicable in planning 
of vocational career guidance among high school graduates and school graduates, the organization of 
information work of the admission board, preparation of normative legal acts and state programs in the 
sphere of higher education.
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Қазақстандық мектеп түлектерінің жоғары білімді таңдауда  
әлеуметтік-экономикалық ұстанымдары 

Тәуелсіздік алғаннан бері 30-жыл ішінде отандық білім беру жүйесі институционалдық 
тұрғыдан трансформацияланды және бірқатар маңызды заңнамалық және қаржылық реформалар 
жүргізілді. Жоғары оқу орындарының саясаты соңғы он жылдықта студенттерді ақылы негізде 
қабылдауға бағытталды. Мақалада Қазақстанда әр түрлі әлеуметтік топқа жататын жастардың 
жоғары оқу орнын таңдау мен сапалы жоғары білім алу қолжетімділігін зерттеу нәтижелері 
берілген. Зерттеу барысында мектеп түлектерінің ата-анасымен сұхбат жүргізілді. Іріктеу 
жиынтығы 100 респондетті құрады. Отбасы құрамы әр түрлі болды: көпбалалы, ажырасқан, 
жалғызбасты ата-аналар, заңды некеде тұрғандар және т.б. Респонденттер әр түрлі мамандық 
иелері, білім деңгейі, әлеуметтік-экономикалық дәрежелері әр түрлі деңгейде. Зерттеу мақсаты 
– қазақстандық жастардың жоғары білімді таңдауда әлеуметтік-экономикалық басымдықтың 
қалыптасу үдерісін талдау. Бұл мәселені зерттеу Қазақстандағы білім беру жүйесіндегі өзгеріс 
динамикасын түсіну тұрғысынан маңызды. Алынған ғылыми нәтижелер әлеуметтік «әлсіз» 
топтарға жататын жастарға тән жоғары білім беру саласындағы қиындықтарды азайту және 
жоюда қажетті релевантты және сенімді ақпаратты қамтамасыз етеді. Қорытындылар мен 
ұсыныстар жоғары сынып оқушылары мен мектеп түлектері арасында профориентациялық 
жұмыстарды жоспарлауда, қабылдау комиссияның ақпараттық жұмысын ұйымдастыруда, білім 
беру саласында нормативтік және мемлекеттік бағдарламаларды әзірлеуде қолданыс таба алады. 

Түйін сөздер: жоғары білім беру, білім беру қолжетімділігі, экономикалық кедергілер, 
жоғары оқу орнын, мамандық таңдау. 
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Социально-экономические аспекты выбора  
высшего образования выпускниками казахстанских школ 

В период 30-летней независимости Казахстан не только институционально трансформировал 
рынок образовательных услуг, но и провел значительные законодательные и финансовые 
реформы. Политика национальных и государственных вузов в последнее десятилетие стала 
направлена на расширение приема студентов на платной основе. В статье представлены основные 
результаты исследования выбора вуза и доступности получения качественного образования для 
разных социальных групп молодежи в Казахстане. В процессе исследования было проведено 
интервью с родителями выпускников школ. Выборка составляет 100 респондентов. Состав семей 
был разнообразным: многодетные, разведенные, одинокие родители, состоящие в браке и др. 
Респонденты были представителями разных профессий, имели разный уровень образования 
и социально-экономический статус. Целью исследования – является анализ процесса 
формирования социально-экономически детерминированных стратегий выбора высшего 
образования выпускниками школ в Казахстане. Изучение данной проблемы представляет 
интерес с точки зрения понимания общей динамики изменений, которые происходят в 
казахстанском образовании. Полученные научные результаты обеспечивают релевантной и 
надежной информацией для уменьшения или ликвидации барьеров, характерных для молодежи 
«непривелигированных» групп. Выводы и рекомендации, представленные в статье применимы 
в планировании профориентационной работы среди старшеклассников и выпускников школ, 
организации информационной работы приёмных комиссий, подготовке нормативных актов и 
государственных программ в сфере высшего образования.

Ключевые слова: высшее образование, доступность образования, экономические барьеры, 
высшее учебное заведение, выбор специальности.

Introduction

During 30 years of independence, Kazakhstan 
has not only institutionally transformed the market 
of educational services, but also conducted con-
siderable legislative and financial reforms, includ-
ing expansion of the range of paid education. The 
policy of national and state universities especially 
in the last years has been aimed at increasing ad-
mission of self-funded graduates. Considering the 
modern education system in Kazakhstan in the eco-
nomic section it is impossible not to notice its two 
important features. On the one hand, remaining the 
area of   the strategic interests of the state, it is sub-
ject to fairly strict regulation and order. Education 
is an area of considerable subsidies, and budgetary 
money is always a state control area. On the other 
hand, against the background of strict control in the 
higher education a market in a traditional «capital-
ist» understanding is developing. 

There is an obvious dissonance: on the one 
hand, education is traditionally looks like a strict 
and regulated system controlled by the state, and on 
the other – as an area of   free competition and active 
commercialization. From the very beginning here 
the conflict of commercial and strategic interests 
was inevitable, and one of the most difficult tasks 

– to bring them to a common denominator. In Ka-
zakhstan reforms aimed at ensuring the integration 
of Kazakhstani higher education in the European 
area are intensively carried out. However, mechani-
cal borrowing of European standards has compli-
cated the internal substantial system of university 
education. At this time new opportunities are only 
developing, and old ones are rapidly declining.

The country has seen an increase in HEIs and 
accordingly in the number of graduates, which 
shows high accessibility of education. If in 1990, 
there were only 55 HEIs, in 2020 its number reached 
127 HEIs (Ministry of Education and Science of 
the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2020). The number of 
graduates enrolled on a tuition-fee payment basis is 
growing all the time. It seems clear that education 
on a tuition-fee payment basis increases its acces-
sibility for graduates from high and middle-income 
families but decreases its accessibility for graduates 
from low-income families. 

To ensure equal access of all groups of popu-
lation to higher education, every year, the govern-
ment provides grant funding for higher education. 
Admission to universities is implemented on a com-
petitive basis through results of test examination. 
When the demаnd outnumbеrs the plаces offеred, as 
it is the cаse for most univеrsity and еspеcially the 

file:///C:/%d0%a0%d0%90%d0%91%d0%9e%d0%a7%d0%98%d0%95%20%d0%a4%d0%90%d0%99%d0%9b%d0%ab/%d0%9a%d0%b0%d0%b7%d0%9d%d0%a3_%d0%bc%d0%b0%d1%80%d1%82-%d0%b0%d0%bf%d1%80%d0%b5%d0%bb%d1%8c-2020/%d0%93%d0%a3%d0%9b%d0%ac%d0%9c%d0%98%d0%a0%d0%90/%d0%92%d0%b5%d1%81%d1%82%d0%bd%d0%b8%d0%ba%20%d0%a1%d0%be%d1%86%d0%b8%d0%be%d0%bb%d0%be%d0%b3%d0%b8%d1%8f%201-2022/%d0%be%d1%82%d1%80%d0%b0%d0%b1%d0%be%d1%82%d0%b0%d0%bd%d0%be/ 
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prеstigious ones, only the applicаnts with the highеr 
mаrks are аdmitted. Thіs leаds to strоng competіtion 
in the nаtіonal exаmіnаtions fоr entrаnce tо HEIs. 
As a rеsult, the mаjorіty of hіgh schоol studеnts 
nеed to receіve оut-оf-schоol suppоrt to prepare fоr 
the university entrаnce exаminations (Sianou-Kyr-
giou, 2010). Preparatory race exhausts family bud-
gets. Average cost of an hour of tutoring is $20-25 in 
Kazakhstan. In this aspect, high and middle-income 
families have more opportunities to pay for private 
tutoring of their children for preparation for the uni-
versity entrance examination. This greatly increases 
their chances to study in prestigious university. 

The aim of the research is to study social prac-
tices in the field of higher education and the process 
of formation socio-economically determined higher 
education choice by youth in Kazakhstan. 

The study of this problem represents the interest 
from several positions. Firstly, to understand overall 
dynamics of the changes taking place in the forma-
tion of Kazakhstan. Second, in the article the signifi-
cance of economic capital of the family in the mar-
ket of higher education and the social consequences 
of the choice of «affordable» vocational education 
are analyzed. The main results of the research in the 
choice of HEI and the access to education for chil-
dren from families with higher and lower income in 
Kazakhstan are presented.

The obtained scientific data and results provide 
relevant and reliable information to reduce or elimi-
nate barriers specific to young people of «under-
privileged» groups in Kazakhstan. The conclusions 
and recommendations presented in this paper are ap-
plicable in planning of vocational career guidance 
among high school graduates and school graduates, 
the organization of information work of the admis-
sion board, preparation of normative legal acts and 
state programs in the sphere of higher education.

Li te ra tu re Re vi ew

There is an аbundant internаtional literаture 
relаting to the relаtionship betwеen sociаl clаss, 
educаtional performаnce and highеr educаtion. 
According to these studiеs, although the pоlicies 
cоncerning the widеning of pаrticipation in highеr 
educаtion, class effects remаin over the decаdes, 
they just have transfоrmed to be іndіrect and hіdden. 
Familіes of different class differently assess sіmilar 
costs, expenses and the rіsks of educatіonal choіces 
of their children (Jack, 2016). It is these dіfferences 
that become a source of іnequality in education. Eco-
nomic capіtal allows families «investing» in the edu-

cation of children (Ou and Reynolds, 2014), as well 
as expanding opportunities for school graduates to 
choose the desired higher education (Binder, 2016). 
High social background helps parents provіde their 
children a quality education, which in turn allows 
them to occupy higher socіal position in the future 
(Zhimin and Yao, 2015). Mіddle class graduates 
receіving a quality hіgher educatіon is often a way 
of preservіng the socіal status of the famіly (Stocké, 
2007). Mіddle class parents pass theіr social positіon 
and status on to chіldren through educatіon (Blau 
and Duncan, 1967). Thus, education contrіbutes to 
the preservation of the socіal order in society (Kai-
ser, 2019).

The theory of cultural capital determines the 
importance of socialization through cultural prac-
tices, such as an interest in art and classical music, 
visiting theaters and museums, reading books. The 
youth who are not familiar with this type of social-
ization will consider the university as a «hostile» 
environment. As a consequence, they do not as-
pire to higher educatіon (own choіce), and if they 
decіde to get it, they do not achіeve the expected re-
sults (indіrect exception) (Shiner and Noden, 2015) 
may not be acknowlеdged by teachers (teacher’s 
choice) (Kalmijn and Kraaykamp, 1996). Another 
explanation of social class inequality in educational 
achievements is the social distribution of «cultural 
capital». Bourdieu argued that owning of cultural 
capital depends on a social class, but the education 
system requires a certain level of cultural capital 
(Dumais, 2002). Thus, the youth from the working 
class encounter certain difficulties in achieving aca-
demic success.

Raymond Boudon distinguished primary and 
secondary effects of social class in education 
(Kalmijn and Kraaykamp, 2007). The primary ef-
fect is determined by the influence of the economic 
capital of a family on academic success of student 
(Goldthorpe, 1996). Graduates from higher-income 
families study better than their peers from low-
income families. Since wealthy families provide 
their children with the best conditions for mental 
development (Dhesi, 2001). As a result, high aca-
demic results determine their furthermore ambitious 
educational choice (Van de Werfhorst, 2009). A 
secondary effect is determined by the influence of 
the economic capital of a family on the educational 
choice of school graduates regardless of their aca-
demic success. Even if graduates have the same per-
formance, graduates from a wealthy family is com-
mitted to a higher level of education than their peers 
from lower social class (Jackson, 2007).
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The іnternational debate about class effects on 
student hіgher educatіon choіce has been an issue of 
growing concern since the 1970s (Sianou-Kyrgiou, 
2010). In Kazakhstan, as well as in many developing 
countries, however it has been a matter of concern 
only during the last years. Due to the lack of em-
pirical studies on this issue in context of developing 
countries with special focus on Kazakhstan, findings 
of the research are going to be interesting. This issue 
is becoming particularly significant in Kazakhstan 
due to: 

1) Reduction of vocational schools (colleges), 
which led to a sharp transition of Kazakhstani sec-
ondary schools’ graduates to the higher education 
unit, thus increasing its demand;

2) The rise of private universities and the growth 
of enrollment of graduates to state universities on 
tuition and fee payment basis; 

3) The decline in the level of HEIs graduates’ 
employment by obtained specialties. 

At the core of the construction used during this 
study is the model of educational choice including 

the determinants (personal characteristics of the 
child and the socio-economic, cultural capital of the 
parents) and dependent factors (choice of education 
level, profession and educational institution).

Materials and Methods

The sample of the study consisted of one hun-
dred parents of school graduates. The composition 
of families was varied: large families, divorced, sin-
gle parents, married etc. The interviewees were rep-
resentatives of different professions, different levels 
of education, social status and economic well-being: 
representatives of the upper class – 30, middle class 
– 30, working class – 40 respondents. Parental edu-
cation has been recorded in terms of national quali-
fications and formed such groups: Low education, 
medium education and high education following ex-
isting practice (Ermisch, 2012; Jackson, 2013). Par-
ents` occupations were divided to the upper, middle, 
semi-skilled and unskilled occupations based on 
education and professions. 

Table 1 – Subsample details of school graduates’ parents

INTVW # Father’s education Mother’s education Father’s occupation Mother’s occupation Level of income
1 Higher Higher Businessman Housewife High 
2 Higher Higher Rector of HEI Businesswoman High 

4 Higher Secondary Deputy head of 
Department Housewife High 

10 Higher Higher Businessman Housewife High 
11 Higher Higher Diplomat Director High 
12 Higher Higher Financier Manager High 
66 Higher Higher Trainman Housewife Low
110 Higher Secondary Electrician Housewife Low 
120 Secondary Higher Electrician Kindergartener Low 
121 Higher Higher Small businessman Housewife High 

The interviews were conducted in Russian and 
Kazakh languages according to the request of inter-
viewees. In average, each interview lasted about an 
hour. The interviewees were informed about confi-
dentiality of conducted sociological research. The 
names listed in the article are replaced with ana-
logues. 

Results and Discussion

The education fees 
The cost of hіgher educatіon is often defined 

as the greatest barrіer to increasing workіng-class 
particіpation. Considering accessibility of higher ed-
ucation in the economic context, it is impossible not 
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to notice two parameters: the possibility of paying 
tuition fee and the possibility of using paid forms of 
preparation for receiving education grant. Widеning 
of participation in highеr еducation concеals many 
ambiguous diffеrentiation procеsses occurring in thе 
system of highеr education. Opportunities for obtain-
ing «quality» or high level of education are signifi-
cantly unequal for youth from different backgrounds 
(Shnarbekova, 2021). According to the data of the 
Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic 
of Kazakhstan, average expenditure on education in 
national HEIs is two times higher than in other pub-
lic and private HEIs. Tuition fees in national HEIs 
are $3000, in other HEIs – about $1,500. Policies 
aimed at increasing relative mobility need to begin 
from the fact that individual achievements are not 
judged in isolation, but in a positional competition 
that typically privileges those from higher social 
classes, due to their superior material and cultural 
assets (Bourdieu, 1984). Inequalities in class, status 
and power are a defining feature of the struggle for 
«positional goods» including credentials, incomes 
and high-status jobs (Brown, 2013).

Due to the limited financial capabilities for 
working-class families, range of choice of educa-
tional institutions is dramatically narrowed. Most 
of them agree with the fact that higher education 
requires material investments. However, they are 
forced to consider low-cost options, such as educa-
tion in less prestigious universities. The reasonable 
cost of tuition fee for them is around $1000, but it 
is not enough for study at national universities and 
especially prestigious ones. Mostly, working-class 
families orient their children to state grants and the 
choice of future profession is not related to competi-
tive advantage and high motivation of their children:

−	 We understand the importance of higher education 
but cannot afford to allocate money from the family budget 
on the education of the child. I do not work, although I 
have a degree, my husband, too, despite having a higher 
education, he is small businessman. Therefore, the month-
ly income is not constant. We have not chosen yet a HEI 
(Working class, interview #121).

−	 We have not decided what university will apply to. 
Of course, it is desirable that our son gets a degree, but if 
not – we’ll see what we do next. We will try to apply based 
on the state grant (Working class, interview #120).

−	 It is desirable that our son gets a bachelor degree, 
however we are not considering post-graduate education 
(master degree). We have chosen the trajectory «Ecology» 
but have not made a decision about exact specialty yet. 
Having looked through the marks of last year’s university 
entrance exam, we noted that in this educational trajec-
tory the competition is low. Timur (son – the authors’ note) 

wishes to study in the Kazakh National Agrarian Univer-
sity (Working class, interview #66).

Access to the prestigious education to a large ex-
tent is determined not only by the abilities of young 
people but also by family background. The allocat-
ed differences in the resource potential of families 
stipulate significant inequality in access to higher 
education. Along with the income, social (social 
status, family ties), and cultural capital (availabil-
ity of cultural and educational resources) become an 
important factor in obtaining prestigious education. 

Parents are aware of the need to pay for their 
children’s education. Payment is both discriminato-
ry and a levelling tool at the same time. Both work-
ing-class and middle-class families are willing to 
pay tuition fees, since education plays a central role 
in getting good job. However, higher social classes 
are more likely to apply for more prestigious HEIs. 
The upper class shows a strong aspiration to study 
abroad, while middle class has postgraduate educa-
tional aspiration (Master and PhD).

−	 We expect that our daughter will enroll a foreign 
university. Aizhan (daughter – authors’ note) wants to 
study at Seoul National University (Seoul, Korea). We are 
ready to pay up to $20,000-25,000. (Upper class, interview 
#10).

−	  We have not decided in which country our son will 
study. We want our son to have higher degrees. Elnur (son 
– authors’ note) wants to study at Kazakh-British Techni-
cal University (prestigious university in Kazakhstan – au-
thors’ note) (Middle class, interview #1).

−	 We want Aslan (son – authors’ note) most impor-
tantly, to get a quality education in a prestigious university, 
regardless of the tuition fee price. Then we plan to enroll 
in master degree program. When choosing a HEI, we pay 
special attention to the prestige of the university, access to 
quality knowledge. As for now our choice is KIMEP Uni-
versity (prestigious university in Kazakhstan – authors’ 
note) (Middle class, interview #4).

Where go to study: the choice of university
There are direct and indirect impacts of social 

class on the choice of university. Direct impact is 
seen in the range of available higher education in-
stitutions. The youth from low social class have 
limited options related to difficulties in paying for 
college tuition. While indirect influence is latent, it 
manifests in the differentiation of the level of a start-
ing educational capital by social class (Shnarbeko-
va, 2018). Starter educational capital of the graduate 
along with general knowledge includes knowledge 
of a foreign language and a scientific language, 
which to some extent facilitate the further education. 
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High social class parents increase the possibilities of 
their children’s turn to the out‐of‐school support and 
especially to the most expensive and effective forms 
of it, as it can ensure high performance and access to 
high academic status universities (Sianou‐Kyrgiou, 
2008). 

According to Bourdieu’s theory of cultural re-
production, explanation of social classes’ inequal-
ity in educational achievements is the social distri-
bution of «cultural capital». Bourdieu argues that 
owning of cultural capital depends on a social class, 
but the education system requires a certain level 
of cultural capital (Gaddis, 2013). Thus, graduates 
from the working class encounter certain difficulties 
in achieving academic success (Sianou-Kyrgiou, 
2010). According to the national youth survey, the 
top three most important factors of HEI choice are: 

1) Opportunities of getting a high-quality edu-
cation (89.7%). This criterion is essential for the 
majority of graduates from upper and middle-class 
families (99.8%) in the evaluation and selection of 
the university. This criterion is also important for 
working-class graduates, but to a lesser extent than 
for the upper and middle-class graduates and equals 
65.3%. It is indicative that a certain university and 
its status project high-quality education in the public 
opinion of graduates.

2) Low tuition fees and opportunities for tuition 
fee-free education (87.1%). Competition for edu-
cational grants requires a strong starter educational 
capital to obtain high results in the university en-
trance exams. Differences between knowledge re-
quired to successfully pass the university entrance 
exams and school knowledge, determined active 
development of paid services to prepare for the en-
trance exams. In this aspect, low income of fami-
lies becomes a barrier to admission to HEIs. Since 
preparatory race (private tutor services, additional 
courses etc.) exhausts family budgets. For example, 
the price of one hour of private tutoring in the re-
gions and cities varied from $15 until $30.

3) The importance of prestige and rankings of 
HEI (83.7%). The third criterion is equally impor-
tant for both upper- and middle-class graduates.

In interviews, along with parents of private ur-
ban schools are graduates and state school gradu-
ates. Implementation of the strategy of entering HEI 
starts much earlier for city graduates than for rural 
graduates. In cities, this process starts from the mo-
ment of school choice and time of immediate prepa-
ration for university entrance exam, while there 
is not so much type of school in rural areas. The 
analysis of their educational aspirations shows that 

graduates of paid private schools from upper class 
want to apply and study in prestigious and foreign 
universities. The high educational capital and the 
advantage of knowledge of foreign languages give 
them the opportunity to study in foreign universities 
too. Parents are willing to allocate money from the 
family budget to study abroad.

−	 Our daughter wants to get a degree in “Engineer-
ing”. We plan to apply to the Technical University of Vi-
enna (Vienna, Austria). Aloi (daughter – authors’ note) has 
made decision on her own, we fully agree with it. Particu-
lar attention is paid to the authority of the university, the 
position in the world rankings of universities, the prestige 
of the chosen specialty. We do not suffer financial difficul-
ties and we can pay up to $ 40,000. (Upper class, interview 
#11).

We want our son to receive high-quality education. 
After graduating from school, we plan to continue edu-
cation and to receive a master degree and then enroll in 
a doctorate program. We are willing to pay to $30,000. 
We think to study in a foreign university, but firstly Alibek 
(son – authors’ note) will have a six-month internship in 
University of Lancaster (Lancaster, Lancashire, England). 
Alibek is fluent in English and knows German too (Upper 
class, interview #12).

Regional differences in choice of profession
Every year, there is the displacement of the flow 

of rural school graduates to the large cities of Ka-
zakhstan such as Almaty and Nur-Sultan. 80% of 
graduates enrolled in universities are provided with 
a dormitory with a nominal fee (cost per year is 
$200-250), 10% rent apartments, and 10% live with 
relatives and friends, thus saving money on accom-
modation. In recent years, there have been changes 
in the settlement differences. A clear shift in favor of 
accessibility of higher education in the major met-
ropolitan areas Almaty, Nur-Sultan, Shymkent and 
others become noticeable. Almaty occupies the first 
place among other cities by the number of gradu-
ates and their number reached 133 736, which is two 
times more than in South Kazakhstan region, which 
occupies the 2nd position by the number of graduates 
in the Bachelor and Master educational programs. 
Rural school graduates from working class express 
strong aspirations for big cities. For them, the main 
goal is to enroll in universities in big cities. They 
choose affordable and achievable universities. In 
most cases, they try to study on a tuition fee free in 
non-prestigious universities, where competition was 
not high:

−	Our son will be a machinist. We are considering 
the option of paid education. For us acceptable price is 
$600-700, looking for the appropriate railway college or 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lancaster,_Lancashire
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institute. We have been recommended this profession by 
relatives and we agree with them. We believe that it is the 
most viable option for our son. Aidar (son – authors’ note) 
wants to get specialty “Railway specialist” and to study 
at Kazakh Academy of Transport and Communications 
named after M. Tynyshpayev (Almaty), but for our family 
it will not be acceptable – tuition fee is very high. It is de-
sirable that he graduates from college in Almaty, works 
for a while, and then we will see (working class, interview 
#110).

Conclusion

The development of new forms of organization 
of educational services (state and private schools, 
vocational schools, state and private universities) 
has increased differentiation of educational services 
according to its academic reputation and cost. The 
reasons of the differentiation by social groups, based 
on accessibility of a higher education, do not always 
coincide with the usual representations of the poor 
– rich, capable – incapable. Family income signifi-
cantly affects the accessibility of higher education 
and, consequently, the likelihood of enrollment. In 
general, awareness of the necessity to pay for edu-
cation is quite firmly rooted among the population 
of Kazakhstan. Social differences are mainly related 
to the quality of the education received that is mea-
sured by level of university academic status, and not 
by economic conditions of education (tuition fee 
free or paid). 

Both working-class and middle-class families 
pay tuition fee at the university. However, working-
class families choose cheaper options for education: 
less prestigious HEIs and specialties, less costly 
forms of education. Middle class has a strong com-
mitment to post-graduate education (Master and 
PhD programs). Study demonstrates that family 
background significantly influences on participation 

patterns. High-class families are ready to «invest» 
in their child’s education. They begin to «invest» in 
their children’s education from an early age: chil-
dren study in good private schools. Consequently, 
they have formed a high start-up capital, which 
gives them the opportunity to make ambitious edu-
cational plans and increases the competitiveness on 
the education market. Upper class graduates show a 
strong desire to study in foreign universities. 

Among rural graduates of working class there 
are strong aspirations for big cities in search of “a 
better life” and obtaining “affordable education”, 
while city schools of middle class aimed at obtain-
ing the “elite” education in Kazakhstan and upper 
class aimed at obtaining the education abroad. Rural 
graduates of working-class experience extra expens-
es (accommodation, transportation), that make them 
work during study. Therefore, their target is educa-
tion grants and the choice of the university and/or 
specialty with low competition. Such differentia-
tion increases the stratification of higher education 
institutions and the concentration of working-class 
graduates in non-prestigious educational institutions 
with low tuition fee. Therefore, in higher education 
system, in addition to general and vocational educa-
tion, there are quite pronounced elite and mass com-
ponents. 

Thus, in Kazakhstan’s higher education sphere 
an ambiguous situation is formed where on the one 
hand, the prestigious specialties in the leading Ka-
zakhstani HEIs are not accessible for school gradu-
ates of the rural schools and graduates from lower 
social class. On the other hand, school graduates of 
the big cities and from upper class for whom edu-
cation at the leading universities of Kazakhstan is 
affordable, but their aspirations are aimed at getting 
education in foreign universities.
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