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Abstract. This article discusses the role of the Kazakh language in Kazakhstan's higher education system amid institutional reforms, including changes in university admissions, unified national testing (UNT), internationalization, and the integration of artificial intelligence (AI). Despite its constitutional status, the Kazakh language's functional role in academic communication remains uneven. The study uses a policy-oriented approach, relying on legislative documents, national statistics, sociological research, and international research on higher education reform and AI in education. It pays particular attention to the interaction between perception mechanisms, language selection in standardized testing, and Kazakhstan's multilingual context. The analysis shows that admission and assessment reforms can change language incentives. Internationalization and English- and Russian-language programs create contradictions between global competitiveness and national language policy. The article examines AI as both a threat and an opportunity. AI can support academic writing and inclusive language teaching in Kazakh, but reliance on English-oriented AI models and limited Kazakh datasets can strengthen the existing language hierarchy. The article concludes that the future role of the Kazakh language depends on language policy, perception reform, and digital transformation strategies. Strategic integration of AI tools and academic language development can strengthen the Kazakh language in higher education and research.
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Аңдатпа. Бұл мақалада Қазақстанның жоғары білім беру жүйесіндегі қазақ тілінің рөлі институционалдық реформалар контекстінде қарастырылады. Университетке қабылдау жүйесіндегі өзгерістер, Ұлттық бірыңғай тестілеудің (ҰБТ) трансформациясы, білім беруді интернационалдандыру үдерістері және жасанды интеллектіні (ЖИ) тілдік білім беруге интеграциялау мәселелері талданады. Қазақ тілі Конституция бойынша мемлекеттік тіл мәртебесіне ие болғанымен, оның академиялық коммуникациядағы және ғылыми білім өндірудегі функционалдық рөлі жоғары оқу орындарында әркелкі болып қалыптасқан. Зерттеу саясатқа бағдарланған аналитикалық тәсілге негізделген және заңнамалық актілерге, ұлттық статистикалық деректерге, тіл саясатына қатысты социологиялық зерттеулерге, сондай-ақ жоғары білім реформалары мен білім берудегі жасанды интеллект туралы халықаралық зерттеулерге сүйенеді. Мақалада университетке қабылдау тетіктері, стандартталған тестілеуде тіл таңдау мәселесі және Қазақстандағы көптілді білім беру кеңістігінің өзара байланысы сынды аспектілерге ерекше назар аударылады. Талдау нәтижелері қабылдау және бағалау жүйесіндегі реформалардың тілдік мотивацияларға әсер ететінін көрсетеді. Сонымен қатар, интернационалдандыру саясаты мен ағылшын және орыс тілдеріндегі білім беру бағдарламалары жаһандық бәсекеге қабілеттілік пен ұлттық тіл саясаты арасындағы ықтимал дилеммаларды тудырады. Мақалада жасанды интеллект қос қырлы құбылыс ретінде қарастырылады: бір жағынан, ол қазақ тіліндегі академиялық жазылымды дамытуға және инклюзивті тілдік оқытуды қамтамасыз етуге мүмкіндік береді; екінші жағынан, ағылшын тіліне бағдарланған ЖИ модельдеріне тәуелділік және қазақ тіліндегі деректердің шектеулігі қалыптасқан тілдік иерархияны нығайтуы мүмкін.
Қорытындылай келе, қазақ тілінің жоғары білім мен ғылыми зерттеулердегі перспективалық рөлі тіл саясатының, қабылдау жүйесін реформалаудың және цифрлық трансформация стратегияларының синергиясына тікелей байланысты екендігі айқындалады. Жасанды интеллект құралдарын стратегиялық тұрғыда қолдану және академиялық тілдік құзыреттілікті дамыту қазақ тілінің жоғары білім беру мен ғылым саласындағы функционалдық рөлін арттыруға ықпал етеді.
Түйін сөздер: қазақ тіл саясаты; Қазақстандағы жоғары білім; университетке қабылдау реформасы; Бірыңғай ұлттық тестілеу (ҰБТ); тілдік білім берудегі жасанды интеллект; көптілді білім беру; академиялық қазақ тілі.

Introduction

Higher education (HE) represents a critical transitional space bridging secondary education, state policy, and the labor market. Within this ecosystem, language choices carry profound pragmatic, economic, and institutional value (Amirbekova et al., 2025). In Kazakhstan, contemporary macro-level reforms in university admission, standardized assessment systems, internationalization, and rapid digital transformation are actively reshaping linguistic incentives and academic practices. Although Kazakh holds constitutional status as the state language, its practical application in advanced academic communication, scientific research, and knowledge production remains unevenly distributed across institutional types and disciplines (Italmassova et al., 2022; Kucherbayeva & Smagulova, 2023). Understanding how evolving state reforms influence the functional status of Kazakh is therefore essential for evaluating the systemic coherence and long-term viability of national language planning (Didarbekova et al., 2025; Mingisheva, 2023).

Kazakhstan’s HE operates within a complex multilingual environment characterized by functional differentiation among Kazakh, Russian, and English. While Kazakh serves as the state language, Russian continues to play a strong role as a vehicle for interethnic communication and legacy academic interaction. Concurrently, English is heavily emphasized as the language of internationalization, global scientific visibility, and economic competitiveness (Tlepbergen et al., 2025). This asymmetrical distribution of linguistic capital directly impacts university admission protocols, mediums of instruction, academic mobility, and graduate professional trajectories. Consequently, universities serve as primary sites of operation where state language policy is negotiated, resisted, and enacted in daily practice (Yessenbekova, 2021; Kucherbayeva & Smagulova, 2023; Goodman et al., 2025; Hajar, 2026).

Recent systemic reforms have intensified these linguistic tensions. Planned structural modifications to the Unified National Testing (UNT)—specifically a shift toward literacy and competency-oriented assessment models designed to mirror international benchmarks like the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT)—are fundamentally reshaping the linguistic competencies demanded of university applicants. Simultaneously, state-driven internationalization policies and international student recruitment strategies prioritize English and Russian-medium instruction to attract external revenue. Parallel to these institutional changes, the acceleration of digital transformation and the integration of artificial intelligence (AI) tools cannot be viewed as isolated technological developments. Instead, AI serves as an emergent infrastructure that impacts academic communication, controls access to knowledge, and alters language hierarchies within HE ecosystems (Akavova et al.,2023; OECD, 2023; UNESCO, 2025). AI technologies hold the potential to either strengthen the functional role of regional languages through localized digital tools or exacerbate existing inequalities by favoring globally dominant, high-resource vehicular languages.

Research Gap: Isolating Converging Reforms

A rich body of scholarship has examined language policy in Kazakhstan, with foundational literature historically focused on sociolinguistic identity formation and bilingual or multilingual instruction within primary and secondary schooling ecosystems. More recently, attention has turned toward HE language policy, critically exploring the challenges of English-medium instruction (EMI), faculty readiness, and institutional implementation (Goodman et al., 2025; Hajar, 2026). However, existing HE research remains highly segmented. Studies generally analyze university management modernization, internationalization strategies, standardized testing, or educational digitalization as isolated administrative trends (Yessenbekova, 2021; Kucherbayeva & Smagulova, 2023; OECD, 2025). There is a notable lack of comprehensive scholarship investigating how admission reforms, competency-based assessment models, internationalization pressures, and emerging AI-driven technologies collectively and intersectionally reshape the functional capabilities of the state language (Baizhanov et al., 2025). The specific research gap is the lack of a unified framework to evaluate how these distinct, often competing, institutional forces alter language incentives for students and institutions alike.

Research Objective and Questions

The primary objective of this study is to examine how contemporary structural reforms—specifically in high-stakes admission testing, international student recruitment, and digital integration—collectively influence the functional status and institutional positioning of the Kazakh language within HE institutions.

To achieve this objective, the study addresses the following three research questions:
1) How is the state language positioned within the evolving architecture of university admission and standardized assessment systems in Kazakhstan?
2) How do internationalization strategies and multilingual educational practices influence or constrain the practical, functional status of Kazakh in university-level academic programs?
3) How do digital transformation processes and AI-supported educational tools alter the linguistic landscape, and how might they affect the future development of the state language in academic communication?

By synthesizing language policy analysis with perspectives from HE reform and digital transformation, this article makes a distinct theoretical and empirical contribution to the field of language policy and planning (LPP). 

Literature Review

Within the field of LPP, a critical distinction exists between top-down legislative declarations and bottom-up linguistic realities. From an LPP perspective, the functional status of a language is determined not merely by its formal legal or constitutional recognition, but by the structural depth to which it is actively deployed across core societal domains: education, standardized assessment, scientific research, public administration, and professional communication (Goundar, 2026; Pantaleon, 2026). Complementing this status is the concept of language incentives, defined as the matrix of institutional, academic, and socio-economic rewards or penalties that systematically shape individual and collective language choices within educational and professional ecosystems (Gonzales, 2025; Turba, 2026).

In multilingual HE systems, university admission policies and high-stakes assessment mechanisms do not operate as neutral administrative procedures; rather, they function as primary instruments of language governance (Miranda et al., 2024; Almashour, 2026). By assigning institutional value to specific languages, these gateways dictate linguistic hierarchies, control academic mobility, and calibrate the socio-economic return on a speaker's linguistic capital. Consequently, analyzing a state language requires evaluating how assessment reforms and institutional frameworks align to create structures for its daily, practical use.

In Kazakhstan, UNT serves as the definitive mechanism for university admission and the competitive allocation of state-funded educational grants (Didarbekova et al., 2025; Abdrasilov, 2026). As a high-stakes assessment, the UNT exerts a powerful washback effect on the entire educational pipeline, shaping pedagogical priorities in secondary education and steering language preferences in HE. 

Sociolinguistic research demonstrates that language selection during high-stakes testing is heavily pre-determined by the medium of instruction in secondary schooling and parental expectations of socio-economic return (Kuzhabekova, 2019; Sibanda & Tshehla, 2025). Historically, Kazakhstan's secondary school ecosystem has been bifurcated into Kazakh-medium and Russian-medium institutions. Graduates of Kazakh-medium schools naturally maintain their academic trajectory in the state language to maximize their performance on the UNT and secure state grants (Mirzoyeva et al., 2024; Khamit et al., 2025; Zharkynbekova et al., 2025). Therefore, the upward trajectory of Kazakh language selection at the UNT is fundamentally reflective of structural transformations within the macro school system—specifically, a demographic shift and a rising enrollment trend in Kazakh-medium primary and secondary education—rather than a shift in preference among individual applicants. As admission systems increasingly prioritize analytical reading, logical reasoning, and advanced academic writing, the qualitative development of Kazakh-language testing materials becomes paramount. However, a critical gap remains in the literature: it remains an open question to what extent the UNT's modernized, Kazakh-language academic content genuinely fosters and measures analytical thinking and subject-specific discourse, or whether it continues to lag established Russian or English academic matrices.

The rapid internationalization of Kazakhstan’s HE system further complicates these internal linguistic hierarchies. Data from the Bureau of National Statistics (BNS) (2025) indicates that 33,500 international students were enrolled in domestic universities during the 2025–2026 academic year. This diverse international cohort comprises citizens from different countries, with the largest student populations coming from Turkmenistan, India, and Uzbekistan.

While this influx highlights Kazakhstan's growing competitiveness in the regional education market, it simultaneously intensifies domestic multilingual asymmetries. To attract foreign revenue and elevate global rankings, universities rapidly expand their portfolios of Russian- and English-medium tracks—particularly in highly sought-after domains such as clinical medicine, engineering, and global business management. Consequently, international students are predominantly funneled into non-Kazakh medium tracks, languages associated with global mobility gain heightened institutional prestige and practical utility, while Kazakh is relegated to a symbolic or supplementary integration course (Akkari et al., 2023; Tajik et al., 2023; Yelubayeva et al., 2023). This reveals an unresolved policy paradox: the institutional push for global integration and international student recruitment directly competes with the domestic agenda of expanding the state language's functional capacity in higher-tier academic research.

Nevertheless, HE institutions remain crucial sites for potential linguistic integration. Coordinated language planning—such as credit-bearing academic literacy initiatives and institutional language support systems—could leverage this diverse environment to strengthen intercultural communication and long-term social cohesion. However, if internationalization policies proceed without deliberate structural integration, the state language risks becoming symbolically venerated but functionally marginalized within the nation’s elite, internationally oriented academic programs.

The current architecture of generative AI also threatens to worsen digital linguistic inequalities (Assaf, 2026). Because leading AI models are trained predominantly on massive English-language datasets, low-resource and regional languages face systemic marginalization, often exhibiting lower syntactic accuracy and limited discipline-specific nuance. In the context of HE, an over-reliance on English-centric digital ecosystems may subtly discourage students and researchers from producing original scholarship in the state language.

Limited empirical attention has been paid to how standardized assessment shifts, labor-market incentives, international recruitment strategies, and emerging AI technologies collectively influence the functional capability of the state language. This study addresses this theoretical and empirical gap by integrating these disparate threads into a unified analytical framework

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative, policy-oriented analytical review design to examine how HE reform, admissions policy, multilingualism, and digital transformation influence the functional role of the Kazakh language in Kazakhstan’s universities. Rather than generating primary empirical data, the study synthesizes policy documents, statistical reports, sociological studies, and scholarly literature in order to identify structural trends, institutional contradictions, and emerging language policy dynamics within HE.

Source Selection and Data Collection

The analysis is based on four categories of sources. First, legal and regulatory documents related to HE, language policy, and educational reform in Kazakhstan were examined. These included constitutional provisions, strategic development concepts, and official policy documents issued by the Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan (MSHE). Second, official statistical data were collected from the BNS and national education reports. These materials included data on UNT, language choice in standardized assessment, and international student enrollment in HE institutions. Third, the study analyzed sociology ical and analytical reports on language policy implementation in Kazakhstan, particularly the report titled Sociological and Analytical Studies on Language Policy Issues in the Republic of Kazakhstan. These reports were used to identify patterns of language competence, public attitudes, and expert evaluations concerning multilingualism and the functional role of the state language. Fourth, peer-reviewed international and regional scholarship on language policy, multilingual education, HE reform, and AI in education was reviewed. 

Priority was given to studies published between 2008 and 2026 that directly addressed multilingual HE systems, assessment reform, linguistic incentives,  and digital transformation in educational contexts. Sources were selected according to three criteria:
1. relevance to HE and language policy in Kazakhstan; 
2. direct connection to admission reform, multilingualism, or digitalization; 
3. institutional or scholarly reliability. 

 Analytical Framework

The study is theoretically informed by LLP theory (Spolsky, 2019; Shohamy, 2020), sociolinguistic approaches to multilingualism, and perspectives on HE reform. These frameworks were used not as empirical evidence but as conceptual tools for interpreting how institutional structures shape language use and linguistic incentives within HE.

The concept of functional status was used to examine the extent to which Kazakh operates as a practical language of assessment, academic communication, and knowledge production rather than solely as a symbolically recognized state language. The concept of language incentives guided the analysis of how admission systems, internationalization, and labor-market expectations influence language choice among students and institutions.

Analytical Procedures

The analysis was conducted using qualitative thematic document analysis. Policy documents, statistical reports, and scholarly studies were systematically reviewed and coded according to four thematic categories:
1. University admission and assessment reform; 
2. Multilingual educational practices; 
3. Internationalization and international student recruitment; 
4. Digital transformation and AI in language education. 

Comparative analysis was then used to identify relationships and contradictions between official language policy objectives and actual institutional practices. Statistical indicators were interpreted in relation to broader sociolinguistic and educational trends rather than treated as isolated quantitative findings.

The study also employed interpretive synthesis to integrate findings from policy documents, sociological data, and international literature, developing an understanding of how HE reforms influence the functional role of the state language.

 Scope and Limitations

The study focuses specifically on HE policy and institutional dynamics rather than classroom-level pedagogical practices. The analysis emphasizes system-level reforms, admission structures, and language policy implementation. Although the study discusses AI and digital transformation, it does not empirically evaluate specific AI platforms or conduct experimental analysis of educational technologies. Because the study relies primarily on document analysis and secondary data, its conclusions are interpretive rather than predictive. Nevertheless, the combination of policy analysis, sociological evidence, and comparative literature provides a comprehensive framework for examining language policy transformations in Kazakhstan’s HE system.

Results 

The analytical review identified four major patterns regarding the role of the state language in Kazakhstan’s HE system:
(1) Admission reform increasingly functions as an indirect language policy instrument;
(2) Multilingual educational practices continue to produce functional asymmetries between Kazakh, Russian, and English;
(3) Internationalization strengthens global competitiveness while complicating the functional expansion of Kazakh in HE;
(4) Digital transformation and AI create both opportunities and risks for the development of academic Kazakh. 

 Admission Reform and Linguistic Incentives

University admission policies serve as a primary regulatory mechanism for operationalizing language policy and governance in Kazakhstan's HE system (Didarbekova et al., 2025). Rather than simply controlling institutional access, standardized admission procedures, testing languages, and assessment formats establish powerful functional incentives that direct stakeholders' linguistic choices (Hajar & Karakus, 2026).

As a high-stakes national assessment, the UNT remains the sole definitive pathway for university admission and determines eligibility for competitive, state-funded educational grants (Hajar & Karakus, 2023; Abdrasilov, 2025; Serikbayeva et al., 2026). Consequently, the structural configuration and linguistic delivery of the UNT heavily dictate applicants' strategic choices, with recent empirical indicators highlighting a massive quantitative expansion of the state language within this screening mechanism (Didarbekova et al., 2025). According to the MSHE (National Testing Center, 2026), recent national monitoring data show that the UNT has experienced a sharp year-over-year increase to approximately 187,000 registered candidates, up 20,000. The linguistic breakdown of these test-takers reveals a striking numerical concentration (Table 1): 

Table 1
Applicants’ Linguistic Preferences for UNT 
	Language of testing
	Percentage
	Number of applicants (N)

	Kazakh
	75.2%
	140,624

	Russian
	24.6%
	46,002

	English
	0.2%
	189

	Total
	100%
	186,815










Note. Adapted from On the results of registration and statistical monitoring by the Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan (2026).

These metrics empirically validate the absolute quantitative dominance of the Kazakh language in high-stakes assessments. However, sociolinguistic theory cautions that a high volume of test-takers does not automatically imply equivalent functional status or real-world academic depth (Liddicoat, 2016; Smagulova, 2021). The choice of test language often reflects deeply entrenched prior schooling tracks and secondary educational environments rather than a conscious, proactive adherence to HE language-policy goals.

Multilingual Practices and Persistent Functional Asymmetries

While the Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan (1995) designates Kazakh as the state language, a sharp divergence persists between its legal status and its practical use across academic disciplines. Empirical findings from the 2025 national report, which contains extensive data from 6,000 adult respondents across all regions and 700 respondents from the business sector, reveal highly stratified linguistic competence: 48.3% of respondents report full fluency in Kazakh, 20.9% maintain reading comprehension but lack written literacy, 13.2% possess varying combinations of passive listening/speaking skills, and 18% report little to no proficiency (Committee on Language Policy, 2025, p.26). This uneven distribution underlines a critical literacy bottleneck. Because high-tier academic research and publishing demand advanced formal writing skills, this deficit structurally limits Kazakh's capacity to serve as a seamless interethnic medium in complex institutional spaces (Zharkynbekova et al., 2025).

This proficiency gap reinforces rigid functional asymmetries in higher-education tracking. Kazakh dominates public administration, law, and education, but Russian remains entrenched in technical and medical fields, while English dominates globalized academic tracks (Mirzoyeva et al., 2024). This university stratification mirrors the labor market, where 37.1% of business-sector respondents use Russian due to regional economic integration and a perceived lack of commercial utility in Kazakh (Committee on Language Policy, 2025, p. 139). Because students act as rational economic agents, their language selections at university are strategically calibrated against these market realities to balance identity with career mobility (Khamit, 2025).

Furthermore, expert evaluations confirm significant structural barriers to native knowledge production (Committee on Language Policy, 2025, p. 183): 26% cite methodological shortcomings in pedagogy, 24% point to low-quality textbooks and scarce scientific literature, and 12% note limited technical content. Consequently, while 26% view the language as fully developed, 62% of experts maintain that Kazakh requires systematic structural development to effectively sustain higher-tier scientific and academic research registers.

Internationalization vs. Functional Expansion of the State Language

The top-down drive to enhance global competitiveness in Kazakhstan's HE system introduces a distinct policy paradox: internationalization strategies heavily prioritize EMI to elevate global rankings, directly competing with the domestic agenda of expanding the state language’s scientific capacity (Akkari et al., 2023). According to the BNS, international student enrollment has shown a resilient upward trajectory over the past several years, following a brief contraction during the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 1):
Figure 1. Number of international students in Kazakhstan universities (2020–2025)[image: ]
Note. This figure illustrates the dynamics of international student enrollment at Kazakhstani universities from 2020 to 2025. Adapted from the official statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Bureau of National Statistics of the Agency for Strategic Planning and Reforms of the Republic of Kazakhstan, n.d. (https://stat.gov.kz/en /).

The international student enrollment has followed a resilient upward trajectory after a brief pandemic contraction: expanding from 29.1 thousand in 2020, through a low of 22.5 thousand in 2022, rebounding to 28.5 thousand in 2024, and peaking at 33.5 thousand from different countries at the start of the 2025–2026 academic year (Bureau of National Statistics, 2026). This international cohort relies heavily on regional and South Asian partners (Figure 2), primarily originating from Turkmenistan (10,200), India (9,000), Uzbekistan (4,100), Russia (2,400), China (1,900), Mongolia (1,500), and Pakistan (1,000) :

Figure 2: International Students’ Distribution by country, 2025-2026.
[image: ]
Note. The data represents the enrollment distribution of international students by their country of origin for the 2025–2026 academic year. Adapted from the official statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Bureau of National Statistics of the Agency for Strategic Planning and Reforms of the Republic of Kazakhstan, n.d. (https://stat.gov.kz/en /).

While this growing presence intensifies the multilingual character of universities, it creates an institutional disconnect. Because Kazakh is not a requirement for international admission, international students are overwhelmingly funneled into Russian- or English-language tracks in medicine, engineering, and business, while Kazakh is relegated to a supplementary integration course (Tajik et al., 2023). This structural asymmetry is mirrored in state financing: only 5,800 international students receive state-funded grants, accounting for a minor 2.2% of total allocations compared to 97.8% for Kazakhstani citizens (Bureau of National Statistics, 2026). This financial split underscores that while universities leverage international enrollment for global prestige, they continue to rely on foreign languages, thereby marginalizing the state language in elite, higher-tier academic research and in international student integration corridors. The geographic distribution of this international student population reveals a heavy reliance on regional states and South Asian partners.

Digital Transformation and AI as Catalysts and Risk Factors

The rapid integration of AI and digital tools into Kazakhstan’s HE system presents a dual paradigm: it introduces powerful mechanisms to bridge literacy gaps while simultaneously threatening to exacerbate linguistic inequities:
· On the architectural side, digital transformation and Generative AI offer valuable opportunities to bolster academic Kazakh. Writing and Literacy Support Large Language Models (LLMs) provide automated real-time writing assistance, syntax correction, and stylistic editing. The domestic launch of Kaz-LLM, developed through localized partnerships between Beeline Kazakhstan and Qazcode, represents a critical step toward building a native-language infrastructure. Training models on localized datasets helps standardize technical terminology and reduces dependence on English-centric software (Aldash et al., 2025). 
· The digital affordances carry severe systemic risks without a coordinated national strategy. Global AI ecosystems remain overwhelmingly dominated by resource-rich languages like English. Because Kazakh has a smaller digital footprint and less annotated training data, global commercial AI models often produce lower-quality outputs in the state language.

If national investments in the digitization and curation of native academic text corpora lag behind, university students may strategically switch back to English or Russian AI platforms to access superior analytical outputs. This shift could create a new layer of digital language stratification, potentially reinforcing the marginalization of Kazakh in advanced research and automated assessments.

Discussion

The empirical findings uncover a fundamental tension at the heart of Kazakhstan’s HE ecosystem. While top-down structural mechanisms have successfully anchored the symbolic authority and numerical dominance of the state language, its advanced academic applications remain constrained by market incentives, internationalization pressures, and digital resource constraints.

By analyzing these dynamics through the lens of modern LPP  theory (Spolsky, 2019), this section explores how these four patterns interact to shape the real-world trajectory of language governance.

The Admissions Lever: Moving from Numerical Presence to Analytical Literacy
The overwhelming concentration of UNT applicants choosing the Kazakh medium (75.2%) validates the power of centralized testing as an instrument of macro-level language governance (Lauridsen, 2013; Spolsky, 2019). By directly linking university entry and state-funded grants to a single high-stakes examination, the state has created a potent structural incentive that shapes the entire secondary schooling pipeline (Smagulova, 2021). However, as Shohamy (2020) notes, high-stakes assessments are never merely passive evaluation tools; they actively define institutional norms. The current policy push to align the UNT with skills-based international benchmarks, such as the SAT framework (College Board. (n.d.)), shifts the testing paradigm away from rote memorization and toward advanced cognitive competencies, logical reasoning, and evidence-based analytical literacy.

This shift exposes a critical qualitative dependency. If Kazakh-medium testing materials are designed as reactive translations of Russian or English prototypes rather than via autonomous item generation, they risk losing psychometric validity and penalizing native test-takers. To ensure true educational equity, the state must move beyond superficial numerical goals and prioritize developing high-quality, authentic Kazakh academic content that fosters native, subject-specific discourse from the point of entry.
  
Market Realities and the Limits of De Jure Revitalization

The stratification of language proficiency highlighted in the 2025 national report underscores the persistent gap between de jure constitutional status and de facto functional implementation (Spolsky, 2019). The finding that 20.9% of respondents can read Kazakh but lack formal written literacy poses a direct challenge to HE. Because advanced academic discourse relies heavily on sophisticated written registers, this widespread literacy bottleneck structurally limits the state language's capacity to serve as an independent engine of scientific inquiry.

This literacy gap reinforces the disciplinary asymmetries observed across university tracks. The Kazakh has successfully normalized its presence within public administration, law, and education—fields closely tied to state institutions and local legal frameworks. Conversely, technical, medical, and globalized business domains remain heavily anchored in Russian or English.

This tracking is a rational response to a labor market where 37.1% of corporate professionals favor Russian due to regional economic integration and a perceived lack of commercial utility for Kazakh (Committee on Language Policy, 2025, p.139). Because students act as rational economic agents, they calibrate their language choices at university against tangible market rewards (Khamit, 2025; Mirzoyeva et al., 2024). Consequently, declarative language status alone cannot compel broader academic adoption if elite professional sectors continue to incentivize the use of external languages (Spolsky, 2019). The structural barriers cited by experts—methodological shortcomings (26%) and poor textbook quality (24%)—demonstrate that Kazakh is limited by material infrastructure rather than any intrinsic academic deficit.

The Internationalization Dilemma: Managing Prestige and Two-Tiered Academics

The steady rise in international enrollment, reaching a peak of 33.5 thousand students in the 2025–2026 academic year, reflects Kazakhstan's growing regional academic competitiveness. Yet, this expansion highlights an unresolved policy paradox: the institutional push for international recruitment directly competes with the domestic mandate to expand the scientific capacity of the state language.

To sustain enrollment volumes from regional and South Asian partners, universities funnel international students into EMI or Russian-medium tracks, particularly in high-demand specializations such as medicine and engineering (Akkari et al., 2023). Within this framework, Kazakh is frequently excluded from the core curriculum and reduced to a symbolic, non-mandatory integration course.

This parallel track creates an institutional hierarchy of prestige (Tajik et al., 2023). By positioning English and Russian as the exclusive media for international research and funding—as evidenced by the fact that foreign recipients account for only 2.2% of state educational grants—the system implicitly codes Kazakh as a localized, non-exportable language. This structural split risks cementing a two-tiered academic hierarchy where local identity languages remain isolated from globalized knowledge corridors.

 Digital Transformation: AI as an Equalizer or an Asymmetry Vector

The rapid deployment of digital tools and sovereign projects like Kaz-LLM introduces a powerful, unpredictable variable into language planning (Omarova, 2024). On the one hand, generative AI can serve as a vital equalizer, offering automated editing, syntax correction, and adaptive instructional feedback that directly bridge the written literacy gaps observed among university entrants.

On the other hand, without coordinated state-led investment, this technological turning point could dramatically worsen existing linguistic inequities. LMMs are fundamentally data-dependent architectures that favor resource-rich languages (Bender et al., 2021). Because academic Kazakh has a significantly smaller digital footprint and fewer annotated training datasets, commercial AI tools often produce lower-quality analytical outputs in the state language.
If university students find that Kazakh-medium AI engines cannot match the cognitive depth and terminological precision of English- or Russian-language models, they will strategically migrate back to dominant-language platforms. To prevent a future in which Kazakh is digitally marginalized, language policy must transition from merely using AI tools to aggressively funding the systematic digitization, curation, and standardization of comprehensive native academic text corpora.

To resolve these structural asymmetries, Kazakhstan can draw on successful international models of language normalization, like in other countries:
· Estonia (Keeleklikk): Demonstrates the power of centralized digital architectures to rapidly normalize language acquisition across professional tracks (Pool et al.,2024).
· Israel (Ulpan): Illustrates the efficacy of intensive, workplace-aligned language immersion that links communicative competency directly to career advancement. (Manor & Masry-Herzallah, 2026).)
· Quebec, Canada (Franchising Frameworks): Proves that language revitalization succeeds when structural, institutional incentives make the local language an essential asset for economic and professional mobility (Albouy, 2008).

Importantly, national survey data reveal that only 2% of domestic experts advocate for a restrictive, monolingual educational model, indicating overwhelming public support for a balanced multilingual reality (Committee on Language Policy, 2025, p. 179).
Therefore, university language policy should reject zero-sum replacement strategies and focus entirely on establishing functional parity within a stable trilingual framework. The institutions can actively drive this normalization by implementing three targeted, structural reforms:
· Advanced Writing Support: Establish dedicated writing centers to build formal academic literacy and support peer-reviewed research production in Kazakh.
· Corpus Digitization: Actively fund the compilation and annotation of native scientific text corpora to standardize technical terminology for AI integration.
· Balanced Incentive Structures: Align academic advancement and institutional publishing metrics to reward the generation of high-tier research natively in the state language.

By shifting the policy focus from symbolic validation to building the material and digital infrastructure of knowledge production, Kazakhstan can successfully resolve its HE paradox—transforming the state language into an enduring, independent engine of advanced scientific inquiry and global academic integration.

The findings of this study demonstrate that the role of the state language in Kazakhstan’s HE system is increasingly shaped by the interaction of admission reform, multilingual educational practices, internationalization, and digital transformation. Rather than functioning independently, these processes collectively influence linguistic incentives, academic mobility, and the practical value of language choice within universities. The analysis suggests that the future position of Kazakh in HE depends less on formal constitutional recognition alone and more on the extent of its institutional integration into assessment systems, academic communication, and digital infrastructure. 

Conclusion

The evolution of language governance in Kazakhstan’s HE system highlights the limits of purely quantitative policy metrics. While centralized admissions mechanisms have successfully established the numerical dominance of the state language (75.2% of UNT applicants), a distinct gap persists between this symbolic authority and its advanced functional execution. The university ecosystem remains constrained by a formal written literacy bottleneck among entrants, a labor market that structurally incentivizes legacy languages in technical and commercial domains, and an internationalization strategy that isolates the state language from global cohorts. Furthermore, the transition to digital architectures such as generative AI risks exacerbating these asymmetries if native scientific data infrastructure remains underfunded.
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