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CRITICAL THEORY AND CRITICAL REFLECTION
IN SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION IN KAZAKHSTAN

According to global ethical principles of social work, social workers are called upon to challenge
stigmatization, discrimination, oppression and violation of human rights in all forms. Considering Ka-
zakhstan’s unique cultural context, Social Work faces challenges related to the need to integrate Global
professional standards and local socio-cultural norms. In this regard, critical theory and critical reflection
are becoming the most important components of social worker training. This research aims to analyze
the integration of critical theories and the development of critical reflection in educational programs on
social work in Kazakhstan, with an emphasis on emerging ethical contradictions and strategies used by
teachers. The study involved 14 teachers (n=14) from seven universities in Kazakhstan. The methods of
in-depth interviews and reflective thematic analysis were used. Analysis of qualitative data has shown
that critical theories are applied fragmentally and often intuitively, while feminist theory is the most
recognizable. According to the teachers, the discussion of stigmatization, discrimination and gender
inequality is actively supported, while the topics of power and hierarchy are perceived by them as po-
liticized and irrelevant for social work. In addition, the concepts of critical thinking and critical reflection
are confused. The authors emphasize the need for institutional support and improving the competence of
social work teachers for the systematic implementation of critical education, contributing to the forma-
tion of social sensitivity and professional self-awareness of future social workers. The conducted research
contributes to the development of the theoretical and methodological base of critically oriented social
work education in Kazakhstan. The practical significance of the results lies in the possibility of their use
in the development of curricula, teacher training and the formation of educational policy in the field of
social work in Kazakhstan and other countries with a similar cultural context.

Keywords: critical reflection, critical theory, social work education, professional ethics, social jus-
tice, cultural values.
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KasakcTaHAaFbl 9AEYMETTIK XKYMbIC BiAimiHAeri
CbIHM Teopusi XKaHe CbiHU pedpaeKcHus

OAEYMETTIK >XXYMbICTbIH, >kahaHABIK, 3TMKAAbIK, MPUHUMITEPIHE COKEC, DAEYMETTIK KbI3METKEPAED
CTUrMaTM3aUMsFa, KEMCITYLIIAIKKE, KbICbIMFA >XOHE aAaM KYKbIKTapbiHbIH Oy3blAybiHA GAPAbIK,
HbICAHAQPAQ KApChl TypyFa Lakbipbirasbl. KasakcTaHHbIH Giperein MoAEHM KOHTEKCTIHAE SAEYMETTIK
>KYMbIC BAEMAIK KBCiOM CTaHAAPTTAP MEH XEPriAiKTi 9AeYMETTIK-MAEHU HOPMAAAPAbI MHTErpaLmsAay
KXKETTIAIriHe 6aAaHbICTbl KUbIHAbIKTapFa Tan 60AaAbl. OcbiFaH 6ANAAHBICTbI CbiHM TEOPUS MEH ChbiHM
pedAeKcUs SAEYMETTIK KbIBMETKEPAI AaMblHAQYAbIH MaHbI3Abl KOMMOHEHTTepiHe ainHaAaAbl. Ocbl
3epTTeyAiH MaKcaTbl CbIHW TEOPUSIAAPABIH MHTErpaLMsICbiH TaAAQyFa XXoHe MyFaAiMAEp KOAAAHATbIH
3TUKAABIK, KAWLILIAbIKTAP MeH cTpaTervMsAapra 6aca Hasap ayaAapa oTbipbin, KasakcraHaarbl
SAEYMETTIK XXYMbIC GorbIHLLA Ginim 6epy 6aFAapAaMarapbiHAA CbiHM pedAEKCHsIHBI AaMbITY. 3epTTeyre
KasakcraHHbIH >KeTi yHuBepcuteTiHeH 14 okpITyubl (n=14) KatbiCTbl. TepeHaeTiAreH cyxb6artracy
>KoHe peAeKCUSABIK TakbIPbINTbIK, TAAAQY SAICTEPI KOAAAHBbIAABL. CanaAbl AepekTepAi TaApdy CbiHU
TeopUsAapAbIH (PPArMEHTTIK YKOHe XXMi MHTYMTUBTI TYPAE KOAAQHbIAQTbIHBIH KOPCETTi, aA (DEMUHUCTIK
TEopusi eH TaHbIMAaA OOAbIN TabblAaAbl. MyFaAiMAEpAIH MiKipiHwe, CcTUrMaTM3aumns, KemcCiTyliAiK
KOHE TEHAEPAIK TEHCI3AIK MaceAeAepiH TaAkblAayFa GEACEHAl KOAAQY KepceTiaeai, aa GUAiK neH
mepapxust TakblpbiNTapblH OAap CasiCaTTAHAbIPbIAFAH YKOHE 9AEYMETTIK >KYMbIC YLIiH MaHbI3Abl emec
Aen Kabbiaparabl. COHbIMEH KaTap, CbiHWM TYPFblAQH OMAQy >KOHE CblHU pPedAEKCUs YFbIMAAPSI
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Critical theory and critical reflection in social work education in Kazakhstan

6oAaLLaK, DAEYMETTIK KbIBMETKEPAEPAIH DAEYMETTIK Ce3IMTaAAbIFbl MEH KOCiOM ©3iH-63i TaHyblH Ka-
ABIMTACTbIPYFa bIKMAA €Te OTbIPbIN, CbiHM BIAIM OEpPYAl XKYMeAi TYpAe XKy3ere acbipy YLliH SAeYMETTIK
SKYMbIC MYFaAIMAEPIHIH, MHCTUTYLIMOHAAABIK, KOAAQYbl MEH KY3bIPETTIAITIH apTThIpy KaXKeTTIAIriH aTan
kepceteai. XXypriziareH 3eptrey KasakcraHAarbl 9AEYMETTIK XKyMbIC OOMbIHLLA CbiHW OaFAapAaHFaH Oi-
AIM OepYAiH TEOPUSIABIK, XKBHE dAICTEMEAIK 6a3acblH AAMbITYFa YAEC KOCaAbl. AAbIHFAH HOTMXKEAEPAIH
NMPaKTUKAAbIK, MaHbI3AbIAbIFbI OAAPAbI OKY >KOCMAPAAPbIH 93ipAEY, OKbITYLIbIAAPAbI AASpAQYy XKOHe Mo-
AEHM KOHTEKCTI ykcac KasakcTaHAaa >keHe 6acka eAAepAE DAEYMETTIK KYMbIC caracbiHAa Oiaim Gepy
CascaTblH KAABINTACTbIPY Ke3iHAE MaiAaAaHy MYMKIHAIFIHAE >KaTbIp.

AAbBIHFAH HOTUXKEAEPAIH MPAKTUKAABIK, MAaHbI3ABIAbIFbI OKY >KOCMapAapbIH 83ipAeYyAE, MyFaAiMAEp-
Al AasipaayAa, KasakcraHAQ >koHe MOAEHM KOHTEKCTKE YKCaC 6acka eAAEPAE DAEYMETTIK >KYMbIC CaAa-
CbiHAQFbI GiAiM Bepy casicaTblH KAAbINTACTbIPYAQ KOAAAHY MYMKIHAIT BOAbIM TabbIAAAbI.

Ty¥iH ce3aep: CbiHM peddAEKCHSI, CbIHM TEOPUS, DAEYMETTIK XKYMbIC OiAIMi, KBCiIOM 3THKa, dAEYMET-
TiK ©AIAETTIAIK, MBAEHW KYHABIABIKTAP.
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Kputnueckas Teopusi M Kputudeckas pedrekcus
B 00pa3oBaHUM couMarbHOM paboTbl B KazaxcraHe

B coOoTBETCTBUM C FAOGAABHBIMU ITUUYECKMMM MPUHLMMIAMM COLMAABHOM PabOTbl, COLMAAbHbIE
paboTHMKM MPU3BaHbI GOPOTLCS CO CTUrMaTM3aLUmen, AMCKPUMUHALMEN, YTHETEHUEM M HAPYLLIEHNEM
npaB YeAoBeKa BO Bcex hopMax. B yCAOBUSIX YHMKAAbHOIO KYAbTYPHOro KoHTekcTa KasaxcraHa co-
uManbHas paboTa CTaAKMBAETCS C MPOOAEMaMM, CBSI3aHHbIMU C HEOOXOAMMOCTbBIO MHTEerpaumm rao-
6aAbHbIX MPO(PECCUOHAAbHBIX CTAHAAPTOB U MECTHbIX COLIMOKYAbTYPHbIX HOPM. B CBS31 € 3TUM Kpu-
TUYecKas Teopus M KpuTnueckas pepAekcus CTaHOBSTCS BaXKHEMLIMMM KOMMOHEHTaMW NMOATOTOBKM
COUMAAbHOTO PaboOTHMKA. LIeAblO HACTOSILIEr0 UCCAEAOBAHMS SIBASIETCS aHAAM3 MHTerpaumm Kputu-
YECKMX TEOPUI U PA3BUTUM KPUTUUECKON pedAeKcrn B 06pa3oBaTEAbHbIX MPOrpaMmax Mo CoLMaAb-
Hon paboTe B KasaxcTaHe, C aKkLEHTOM Ha BO3HMKAOLIME 3TUYECKMe MPOTUBOPeYrs M CTpaTerunu,
MCMOAb3yeMble MpernoaaBaTeAsiMu. B nccaeaoBaHmu npuHsam yyactue 14 npenoaaBateseit (n=14)
n3 cemu yHuBepcuTeToB KasaxcraHa. bbiAM MCMOAb30BaHbl METOAbI TAYOUHHBIX MHTEPBbLIO U pechAek-
CMBHOIO TEMATMUeCKOro aHaAm3a. AHaAU3 KaueCTBEHHbIX AAHHbIX MOKa3aA, YTO KpUTUUeCcKue Teopum
NMPUMEHSIIOTCS (PParMeHTapHO M YaCTO MHTYUTUBHO, B TO BpeMsl Kak (DEMUHUCTCKAs TEOPUS IBASIETCS
HanboAee y3HaBaemoi. [1o cAoBam npenoasasateaei, 06Cy>KAeHUe CTUrMaTU3aLmMm, AMCKPUMMHALMK
M reHAEPHOro HepaBeHCTBA aKTMBHO MOAAEPXKMBAETCS, B TO BPEMS KaK TeMbl BAACTU U MepapXuu
BOCMPUHUMAIOTCS MMM KaK MOAUTM3UPOBAHHbIE U HE MMEIOLLME OTHOLLEHMS K COLMAAbHOM paboTe.
Kpome TOoro, MOHSTUS KPUTUUECKOTO MbILLIAEHWS U KPUTUUECKOM peAeKCHM NMyTaloTcs. ABTOPbI MOA-
YEepPKMBAIOT HEOOXOAMMOCTb UHCTUTYLIMOHAABHOM MOAAEPKKM M MOBbILLEHUS KOMIETEHTHOCTU npe-
NOAABATEAEl COLMAAbHOM PaboTbl AASI CUCTEMATUUECKOTO BHEAPEHWUS KPUTUUECKOro 06pa3oBaHus,
Cnoco6CTBYIOLEro (DOPMUPOBAHMIO COLIMAABHOM YYBCTBUTEABHOCTM M MPOGreCCUOHAABHOTO CaMOCO-
3HaHUS OYAYLIMX COLMAAbHbBIX PAaBOTHUKOB. [TPOBEAEHHOE MCCAEAOBAHME BHOCUT BKAQA B pa3BUTHE
TEOPETUYECKON U METOAMYECKON 6asbl KPUTUUYECKM OPUEHTUPOBAHHOTO 06Pa30BaHMs MO COLMAAb-
Hon paboTe B KazaxcraHe. [NpakTnyeckast 3Ha4YMMOCTb MOAYUYEHHbIX PE3YAbTATOB 3aKAOYAETCS B BO3-
MO>KHOCTM MX MCMOAb30BaHUS MpW pa3paboTke yuyebHbIX MAAHOB, MOATOTOBKE MpenoAaBaTeAen U
popmrpoBaHUKM 06PA30BATEABHOM MOAUTUKM B 06AACTU COLMaabHOM paboThl B KazaxcraHe 1 Apyrmnx
CTPaHax CO CXOXKMM KYAbTYPHbIM KOHTEKCTOM.

KatoueBble cAoBa: Kputuueckas pedAaekcus, KpuTuueckas Teopwus, obpasoBaHue B o06AacTu
coumanbHOM paboTbl, MPOECCMOHAAbHAS STUKA, COLLMAAbHASI CTIPABEAAMBOCTb, KYAbTYPHbIE LIEHHOCTM.

Introduction

Understanding social work as a socially con-
structed field suggests that its content and forms
depend on cultural values, social norms, and the his-
torical context of a particular society. This means
that social work practices are not universal but must
adapt to the local context in order to respond more
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effectively to the needs of the community (Gray,
2013).

In Kazakhstan, the development of social work
takes place in a specific cultural context character-
ized by collectivist attitudes, re-traditionalization
and reviving Islamic influence, previously sup-
pressed during the Soviet period (Kudaibergenova,
2018; Malik, 2019). The country’s historical heri-
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tage, including its nomadic lifestyle, has shaped
moral guidelines based on interdependence, respect
for authority, and social hierarchy — values that con-
tinue to influence social interactions today (Altayev,
2021; Kabakova, 2013).

However, while ensuring the preservation of
identity and continuity, certain cultural norms can
contribute to stigmatization, social exclusion, and
increased inequality. Such manifestations hinder
the realization of the key values of social work —
social justice, equality and inclusion. This creates a
situation in which social workers and teachers find
themselves caught between cultural expectations
and global professional norms (Mustafina, 2024). In
this context, critical reflection is needed as a way
to identify and analyze patterns of oppression, dis-
crimination, and power imbalance present both in
client situations and in one’s own professional at-
titudes (Fook, 2013).

Kazakhstan’s professional regulation of social
work emphasizes the importance of preserving and
respecting cultural and historical traditions, reflected
in the Norms of Professional Ethics of Social Work-
ers (Order of the Minister of Labor and Social Pro-
tection, 2022). International professional standards,
including the Global Definition of Social Work
(IASSW & IFSW, 2014) and the Global Statement
of Ethical Principles (IFSW, 2018), simultaneously
emphasize the need to confront cultural practices
that promote oppression, stigmatization, or exclu-
sion. Consequently, social workers should be able
to critically reflect on both individual situations and
the broader cultural and structural context in which
they work (Walker, 2021).

Literature review

It is particularly important for social workers to
be familiar with critical theories and able to apply
them in their practice. Critical theories originating
in the Frankfurt School are a set of theoretical ap-
proaches aimed at identifying, analyzing and trans-
forming social structures that reproduce inequality,
oppression and injustice. They are united by a fo-
cus on social criticism, a rejection of the neutrality
of knowledge and a desire for the emancipation of
marginalized groups. Unlike traditional (positivist)
theories, critical theories view knowledge as ideo-
logically and contextually conditioned. (Brookfield,
2005).

These foundations underpin critical reflection in
social work, which serves as an essential element of
professional awareness and practice. Unlike general

reflection, critical reflection involves understanding
experiences not only on a personal level, but also in
the context of structural, cultural, and political influ-
ences. It aims to identify hidden assumptions, ideol-
ogies, and power relationships that shape both pro-
fessional behavior and the social reality of clients
(Fook & Askeland, 2007; Fook & Gardner, 2013).
Thus, critical reflection serves not only as a means
of professional development, but also as an instru-
ment of social transformation — it promotes aware-
ness of one’s own position in the hierarchies of
power, reveals the internal contradictions of profes-
sional practice and allows working with inequality,
discrimination and social injustice in deeper forms.

In international practice, social work actively
integrates critical reflection as a key element of
professional training. In countries with developed
academic traditions, such as the United Kingdom,
Australia, Canada, and the Scandinavian countries,
critical reflection is incorporated into educational
standards, professional codes, and practical models
(Walker, 2021; Reid, 2024). For example, in Aus-
tralia it is considered a necessary condition for pro-
fessional integrity (AASW, 2020, 2023), and in the
UK its systematic application contributes to the for-
mation of sustainable, meaningful and socially just
practices (Fook & Askeland, 2007).

Meanwhile, in Kazakhstan, critical reflection—
both as a theoretical concept and a practical tool—
continues to occupy a marginal position in academic
and professional discourse. Despite the gradual de-
velopment of social work as an academic discipline,
elements of critical theories and critical reflection
are practically not integrated into the training and
daily activities of specialists. The lack of research
aimed at understanding these approaches in the con-
text of Kazakhstan’s socio-cultural specifics makes
it difficult to develop a local model of social work
that is sensitive to issues of power and justice.

The aim of this study was to examine the per-
ception of critical theory (CT) and critical reflection
(CR) by social work teachers in Kazakhstan as sig-
nificant and applicable components of professional
training, with an emphasis on identifying the poten-
tial and limitations of their integration into the con-
tent of educational programs (EP).

Materials and methods
The study was guided by three research ques-
tions: (1) How are critical theories integrated into

social work education programs in Kazakhstan? (2)
What contradictions do students encounter between
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the professional ethical principles of social work and
the sociocultural norms of Kazakhstan, and how are
these issues addressed in the educational process?
(3) What strategies are employed in educational
programs to foster critical reflection among stu-
dents, grounded in the principles of critical theory?

The study was conducted as part of the disser-
tation research of the first author (educational pro-
gram “8D11401 — Social Work”, Department of
Sociology and Social Work of Al-Farabi Kazakh
National University) under the scientific supervi-
sion of the second and third authors from February
to May 2025.

Participants and Sampling

A purposive sampling was used to select the
participants. The study involved 14 teachers from
seven universities in Kazakhstan, teaching courses

Table 1 — Participant characteristics

related to social work. The main criterion for inclu-
sion was the experience of teaching in higher edu-
cation. Among the participants were both special-
ists with Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in Social
Work (BSW, MSW), as well as representatives of
related fields such as sociology, pedagogy and ar-
chival studies. Teaching experience ranged from 1
to 24 years, which made it possible to cover the
views of specialists at different stages of the pro-
fessional path. Both Russian and Kazakh-speaking
teachers were represented, which ensured the lin-
guistic and regional diversity of the sample. The
table below summarizes participants’ characteris-
tics (Table 1).

This qualitative study used Braun and Clarke’s
reflexive thematic analysis (Byrne, 2022) to explore
educators’ perspectives on the integration of critical
theory in social work education in Kazakhstan.

Participant University & City Qualifications Worl;;:;esl)‘ience I}ﬁ;‘f;ﬁ%ﬁ,ﬁf
P1 L.N. Gumilyov ENU, Astana BSW, MSW 3 Kazakh
P2 L.N. Gumilyov ENU, Astana BSW, MSW 5 Russian
P3 Narxoz University, Almaty MSW 2 Russian
P4 Narxoz University, Almaty BSW, MSW 2 Kazakh
PS5 Narxoz University, Almaty Pedagogy 19 Kazakh
P6 Buketov University, Karaganda BSW, MSW 24 Russian
P7 Buketov University, Karaganda BSW, MSW 4 Kazakh
P8 Buketov University, Karaganda BSW, MSW 18 Russian
P9 Kazpotrebsoyuz University, Karaganda BSW, MSW 3 Russian
P10 Auezov University, Shymkent Sociology 2 Kazakh
P11 Esil University, Astana BSW, MSW 3 Kazakh, Russian
P12 Toraighyrov University, Pavlodar BSW, MSW 6 Russian
P13 Al-Farabi KazNU, Almaty Archival Studies 1 Russian
P14 Kazakh Women’s Pedagogical University, Almaty Sociology 7 Kazakh

Data Collection

To collect qualitative data, in-depth interviews
(n = 14) were conducted based on interview guide
that included 12 open-ended questions. The inter-
views focused on teachers’ understanding of critical
theory, how it is taught and integrated into training
courses, as well as the presence of contradictions
between professional ethics and socio-cultural char-
acteristics that arise during the learning process.
In addition, the methods to foster students’ critical
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reflection were discussed. Examples of questions:
What critical theories do you apply in your teach-
ing practice and how? Are there any contradictions
between professional ethical principles and socio-
cultural norms of Kazakhstan in the learning pro-
cess? How do you discuss such cases with students?
How do you help students understand how their
personal views and stereotypes can influence their
work in the social sphere? How are the contents and
methods aimed at developing critical theory and
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critical reflection implemented in your educational
program?

The interview guide was prepared in both Ka-
zakh and Russian; each interview was conducted in
the language preferred by the participant.

Data analysis

Audio recordings of in-depth interviews were
transcribed verbatim. Transcripts were prepared in
the original language of the interview (Kazakh or
Russian) to preserve semantic and cultural nuanc-
es. The translation into English was carried out at
the stage of analytical writing, as needed. The data

analysis was carried out using Braun and Clark’s
reflexive thematic analysis (Byrne, 2022), which is
a flexible approach to identifying, describing, and
interpreting semantic themes across a qualitative
dataset.

Results and discussion

Thematic analysis of the data revealed four key
themes: inconsistent application of critical theories;
ambiguity of values tension; opportunities and limi-
tations for developing critical reflection; critical re-

usg

[ Greater focus on practice } [

Unconscious or intuitive

Feminist theory as the

most recognizable

flection in curriculum design (Figure 1).
of Critical theories }

) |

Inconsistent

g ™
Case analysis for developing
critical reflection or critical
hinking

- ~
Interchangeability of Critical
Reflection and Critical
Thinking

limitations for

Reflection

Unwillingness of students to
think critically

© Theme

application of
Critical theories

Opportunities and

developing Critical

Ambiguity of values
tension

Critical Reflection
in curriculum design

|| Sub-Theme
Link to Sub-Theme

Relationship between Themes

Fgure 1 — Results of reflexive thematic analysis

Inconsistent application of critical theories

This theme includes three sub-themes: (1) a
greater focus on practice; (2) the unconscious or in-
tuitive use of CT; and (3) Feminist Theory as the
most recognizable. When asked which theories are
included in the course content, the interview partici-
pants noted the applied nature of social work. An
interdisciplinary approach prevailed in the choice
of theories (sociology, psychology, pedagogy, phi-
losophy), which was associated with the lack of own

theories in social work and a focus on practice-ori-
ented learning in response to student requests. Some
teachers included separate theoretical approaches.

“Students generally have a greater request for
practice, they are more interested in the practi-
cal part, of course, I associate this with theory, but
mostly it’s about practice” (P1)

“There are a lot of theories. We are social work-
ers, we don’t have our own theory. We use: psycho-
logical, sociological, pedagogical theories” (P2)
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“I would say it’s better to talk about approaches,
since social work is an applied science” (P14)

The second sub-theme is interpreted as “Uncon-
scious or intuitive use of CT.” Expecting that the
level of teachers’ familiarity with critical theories
may vary, we have provided a brief description of
these approaches in the context of social work. A
variety of answers were received to the question of
whether Critical Theories are applied in teaching
practice. Some teachers have not heard about the
existence of CT and do not apply them, others noted
that issues of stigmatization and discrimination are
discussed, but without a theoretical basis, that is,
teachers intuitively and unconsciously apply them.

“This is the first time I’m hearing from you that
there are critical theories in social work™ (P10)

“I’m not familiar with these critical theories; 1
actually became quite interested in them. Perhaps
we don’t explicitly apply a particular theory, but
these are the values of social work that we work
with” (P3)

“These theories are necessarily discussed in [the
participant lists many disciplines]” (P14)

“I don’t purposefully apply critical theories, but
sometimes it happens” (P7)

During the thematic analysis, critical topics dis-
cussed in the classroom were identified. The most
common topics that social work teachers focus on
are stigma and discrimination. Teachers note the
importance and great interest among students in dis-
cussing these topics.

“Precisely, stigma, certain stereotypes, and dis-
crimination are what we discussed” (P7)

“We mostly discuss stigmatization and discrim-
ination” (P11)

“They (students) are always ready to discuss
topics of discrimination and stigmatization” (P13)

During the interview, some teachers noted that
gender inequality issues are always relevant for stu-
dents in a gender-mixed study group. An interest-
ing observation is that almost all teachers consider
the topics of power to be irrelevant and inapplicable
to social work. According to them, power and the
imbalance of power are political and sociological
topics.

“Probably, power imbalances and such issues
are more relevant to sociologists. But power imbal-
ance, | think, is more of a political category” (P3)

“Ultimately, power and the institution of power,
in my view, relate to sociology more” (P8)

There is a wide range of critical theory approach-
es that have emerged as a result of reflective analysis
and theoretical support for the emancipatory aspira-
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tions of various social and political movements, in-
cluding feminist theory, critical racial theory, theory
of structural oppression, as well as postcolonial and
decolonization theories. After listing and explain-
ing all the theories, the participants noted the use
of Feminist Theory. It is the most familiar and rel-
evant to teachers, so the third subtheme sounds like
“Feminist theory as the most recognizable.”

“Feminist theory or, in general, sexism is dis-
cussed. For example, nowadays, whether it’s about
boys or girls, we are discussing sexism” (P4)

“Feminism is trending now” (P5)

“Within the discipline of Social work with
women, feminist theory is being considered” (P9)

Ambiguity of values tension

When asked whether there are contradictions
between professional ethical principles and socio-
cultural features of the Kazakh context in the learn-
ing process, teachers’ opinions were divided: some
confirmed the existence of such contradictions, oth-
ers did not note them. The former point out the pres-
ence of ethical dilemmas that social workers regu-
larly face in their professional activities.

“Well, of course there are, in this case we are
talking about ethical dilemmas. Social workers of-
ten face ethical dilemmas” (P2)

“In classes on Ethics , we consider ethical di-
lemmas, where we discuss their (students’) actions
in a particular situation” (P5)

In the process of discussing ethical dilemmas,
disagreements and differences of opinion often
arise among students. Some teachers emphasize that
there is no single correct solution in such situations,
emphasizing the need for an individual approach to
each specific case, considering its context. On the
other hand, in the process of resolving dilemmas,
there is a focus on the priority of professional ethics,
which is considered as a key principle in decision-
making in difficult situations.

“My students know the ten professional ethical
principles of social work by heart. I always ask them
(students) to rely on them (ethical principles)” (P5)

“We teach them (students) to overcome such
contradictions and, especially in working with cli-
ents, to rely on professional ethics” (P4)

Opportunities and limitations for developing
Critical Reflection

During the thematic analysis, various interac-
tive teaching methods were identified, but the most
popular for the development of critical reflection or
critical thinking are Cases.
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“Students reflect critically in my classes. This is
probably a discussion of some cases” (P9)

“We discuss situational tasks or cases involving
women’s issues” (P12)

When answering the question about ways to
promote the formation of critical reflection among
students, many teachers, even at the stage of ex-
plaining the term, preferred to refer to a more fa-
miliar concept — critical thinking, which is reflect-
ed in the sub-theme “Interchangeability of Critical
Reflection and Critical Thinking” and highlights
the existing conceptual confusion between the two
concepts.

“Critical thinking is about considering the
strengths and weaknesses” (P1)

“It also develops students’ critical thinking”
(P2)

“I didn’t focus on my students’ critical think-
ing” (P10)

Some teachers actively support the process of
forming a CR, giving students the opportunity to
analyze the impact of their beliefs on their profes-
sional activities. In turn, the lack of sufficient train-
ing for students in the field of reflection often causes
them difficulties in solving complex ethical and
professional dilemmas. There is “Unwillingness of
students to think critically” noted by social work
teachers.

“I explain to the students that we should assess
situations in this way, address issues accordingly,
and avoid stereotypical thinking” (P4)

“At times, social workers counsel in an unpro-
fessional manner, simply echoing societal messages
like, “You’ll be shamed tomorrow’” (P11)

“Well, I'm (SW teacher) probably not in favor
of supporting these LGBT people either. ’'m proba-
bly a proponent of these traditional views and meth-
ods” (P6)

When discussing critical topics, participants
note the students’ lack of discomfort and resistance.
Modern students are very active and savvy. How-
ever, there are cultural differences between Russian
and Kazakh groups, while the former are more open
in expressing their thoughts, the latter have a certain
tightness. Teachers point to the impact of cultural
traditions in Kazakh society, which form the norms
of hierarchical relations, according to which the
opinion of elders is perceived as authoritative and
not subject to dispute.

Thus, despite the efforts of individual teachers
and educational institutions, in general, the devel-
opment of critical reflection among students, social
workers and teachers remains limited.

Critical Reflection in curriculum design

During the interviews, all respondents noted
that social work educational programs are updated
annually in accordance with the requirements of the
Ministry of Education. Relevant topics are included
through discussions with colleagues and institution-
al leadership.

“Our educational program is updated every
year. We receive suggestions from the administra-
tion or employers, we take into account the opinions
of experts, and we adjust it based on the recommen-
dations from our Ministry of Education.” (P12)

However, critical theories and critical reflection
of students are not considered when updating the
study content. Teachers are aware of the importance
of promoting CT and the formation of students’ CR
and talk about the need to create common standards
for implementation.

“Specifically, critical theories were not consid-
ered. It probably even needs to be considered within
the framework of one or several topics” (P6)

“Critical reflection should always be present—
that is, critical rethinking or reflection” (P13)

“It is also important to provide teachers with
methods or frameworks to explain to students what
critical theories are and how these theories either
support or hinder our practice. Creating a unified
framework would be effective” (P4)

The interview participants also noted the need to
design special courses, or modules and topics within
existing disciplines to discuss cultural practices.

“A special course with real-world practices to
explain what contradictions may arise” (P7)

“The module should be developed within the
educational program, and 2-3 disciplines should be
included in this module” (P8)

The study results highlight the multi-layered and
contradictory nature of teaching critical theories and
the development of critical reflection in social work
educational programs in Kazakhstan. One of the key
findings was critical theories are applied in a frag-
mented way without stable methodological support.
This is due both to the lack of an established tradi-
tion of teaching these approaches in social work and
to the dominance of a practice-oriented model of
professional training that meets short-term needs of
students and employers (Fook & Askeland, 2007).

The fact that teachers often use elements of criti-
cal approaches on an intuitive level, without linking
them to specific theories, shows a lack of theoretical
training in this area. The predominance of feminist
theory as the most recognizable one illustrates the
limited understanding of critical approaches and in-
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dicates that the assimilation of individual ideas took
place mainly at the applied level, without sufficient
reliance on a theoretical basis. This is especially true
in conditions where both teachers and students are
within the same cultural norms, which makes it dif-
ficult to develop a critical view of social processes.

Discussing critical topics such as stigma, dis-
crimination, and gender inequality demonstrates
students’ potential sensitivity to such issues. How-
ever, the rejection of topics related to power and the
imbalance of power, because of their “politicality”,
indicates a partial understanding of the nature of so-
cial injustice. This is a challenge for social work,
which involves not only helping an individual cli-
ent, but also striving for social transformation.

Tensions between the professional ethical prin-
ciples and the socio-cultural norms of Kazakh so-
ciety are observed not only among students, but
also among teachers. This contradiction highlights
the influence of cultural traditions such as religios-
ity, collectivism, and an emphasis on public opinion
(Mustafina, 2024; Kudaibergenova, 2018; Malik,
2019). In such conditions, the lack of a stable prac-
tice of critical reflection leads to the reproduction
of unjust social practices, where decisions are made
not on the basis of professional ethical standards,
but under the pressure of social expectations (Fook
& Askeland, 2007).

In addition, the confusion of the concepts of
“critical thinking” and “critical reflection” indicates
a conceptual ambiguity that prevents their purpose-
ful formation in the educational process. Despite the
use of case studies and situational tasks, the devel-
opment of students’ ability to critically self-assess
their own values, beliefs and its impact on profes-
sional actions remains at a low level.

It is important to note that students’ sensitivity
to critical topics may vary depending on their cul-
tural background, which highlights the need for a
culturally sensitive approach in the educational pro-
cess. Thus, Kazakh-speaking groups tend to show
great restraint and respect for hierarchy (Altayev &
Imanbayeva, 2021; Kabakova & Maulsharif, 2013),
which may make it difficult for alternative points of
view to be freely expressed. This, in turn, requires
the teacher to pay special attention to creating a safe
and respectful atmosphere in which students can
confidently express their opinions and develop criti-
cal reflection.

Finally, educators’ recognition of the need to
incorporate critical theories and critical reflection
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into educational programs—while no practical steps
are being taken in this direction—points to structural
barriers within the higher education system. Among
them are the insufficient professionalization of so-
cial work, the presence of gaps in the professional
training of teaching staff and limited autonomy in
the curricula design. Previous studies have shown
that critical education cannot be systematically im-
plemented without institutional support and clear
standards (Brookfield, 2009; Garrett, 2024).

Thus, the results of the study emphasize the
need to rethink the educational paradigm in social
work in Kazakhstan. This includes the integration
of critical theories as a basis for understanding so-
cial injustice, the development of critical reflection
as a professional skill, as well as systematic teacher
training. Only in this case is it possible to form so-
cial work as a discipline capable not only of adapt-
ing to existing conditions, but also of transforming
them.

Conclusion

The development of critical reflection and the
integration of critical theories into social work edu-
cational programs requires not only methodological
training of teachers, but also institutional support.
The conducted research shows that teachers fre-
quently incorporate elements of critical approach
intuitively, however, the lack of a systematic theo-
retical foundation and limited autonomy in the for-
mation of training courses make it difficult to fully
implement critical education. Cultural character-
istics such as respect for hierarchy and restraint in
expressing opinions also influence students’ percep-
tion of critical topics. This requires the teacher to
take a culturally sensitive approach aimed at creating
a safe space for dialogue. The findings highlight the
need for further development of teaching competen-
cies, systematic studies, and institutionalization of
critical approaches, which can be a significant step
in strengthening social justice and professionalizing
social work in Kazakhstan.

This article was prepared as part of grant fund-
ing for scientific and/or scientific-technical projects
for 2025-2027 by The Committee of Science of the
Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Re-
public of Kazakhstan (AP26194657 “Indigenization
of Social Work Practice and Education in Kazakh-
stan”)
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