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LANGUAGE POLICY REFORMS IN KAZAKHSTAN:
AN OVERVIEW OF THE POST-INDEPENDENCE PERIOD

D. Kucherbayeva

This paper examines the evolution of Kazakhstan's language policy reforms
from 1991 to 2025 through qualitative analysis of legislative acts, state
programs, policy concepts, and educational strategies. Using a chronological
and thematic approach, the study identifies changes in language status,
functional domains, language hierarchies, and multilingual education
and interprets these changes in relation to nation-building, sociopolitical
transformation, and globalization. The analysis demonstrates that
Kazakhstan's language policy has evolved through three major stages: the
institutionalization of Kazakh as the state language and the restoration of its
social functions; the expansion of its use in public administration, education,
media, and other social domains; and the development of an institutionalized
multilingual model incorporating Kazakh, Russian, and English. The main
finding is that Kazakhstan's language policy has shifted from a primarily
status-oriented approach focused on strengthening Kazakh toward a
functionally differentiated model of multilingualism. Within this model,
Kazakh increasingly serves as the language of statehood and national identity,
Russian retains a significant role in everyday and professional communication,
and English has gained importance in education, science, and international
communication. The study contributes to an understanding of post-Soviet
language planning by demonstrating how nation-building objectives have
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KasakcraHaafbl Tin cafcaTbl: ToyeCi3gik Ke3eHiHAeri Tin caAacaTbiHa Woay

Angatna. byn makanaga KasakcraHgasbl Tin cascatbl pedopmanapbiHbi, 1991-2025 xbingap apanbifbiHAafbl
3BONOLMACH 3aHHaManbIK akTinepai, MemaekeTTik bafgapnamanappl, Tin cascaTbl TyYXKbipbiMAaManapblH >XaHe
6inim Gepy cTpaTtervsnapbiH canasnblk Tangay HerisiHAe KapacTbipblnagbl. XPOHONOTMUANbIK, XHE TaKbIPbIMTbIK,
TocingepAi KonAaHa oTbipbin, 3epTTeyae TingepaiH MapTtebeciHaeri, GyHKUMOHANAbIK KONAAHBIC CananapbliHAaFbl,
TiNAIK nepapxusgarbl, COHgalr-aK kenTingi binim bepyaeri esrepictep ankbiHAaNbIN, ONAPAbIH, YT KanbinTacTbipy,
aNeyMeTTiK-cascy TpaHchopMaLLms XaHe xahaHaaHy yaepicTepimeH 6arnaHbicbl TangaHaabl. Tanaay KasakcTraHHbIH,
TiA cascaThbl YL Heri3ri KeseH apKblibl JaMblfaHblH KepceTesi: Kasak TiliH MEMAEKETTIK Til peTiHAe MHCTUTYLMO-
HaNZaHAbIPY XKOHEe OHbIH 9NeYMeTTIK KbI3MEeTTepiH KaarnblHa KenTipy; Kasak, TiliHiH MemaekeTTik 6ackapy, 6inim
6epy, bykapanblk aknapat Kypangapbl XxaHe 6acka fa KofamablK cananapAarbl KONAaHbICbIH KEHEWTY; CoHAan-aK
Ka3aK, OpbIC XaHe afblilWbIH TINAEPIH KAMTUTbIH UHCTUTYLMOHANAAHABIPbINFAH KONTiAAI MOAENbAiH, KabinTacybl.
3epTTeyAiH, HEeri3ri FblIbIMU HaTWXKeCi Ka3akCcTaHHbIH, Tin cascaTblHbIH, ka3ak, TiliH HblFailTyFa bafbiTTanfaH, HerisiHeH
MapTebenik TacingeH TingepadiH GYHKUMOHanAblk capanaHyblHa HerisgenreH KenTinginik mopeniHe 6ipTiHaen
aybiCKaHblH alrikbiHAayAaH Typadbl. Byn mMogenb ascbiHAa kasak Tili MeMmaeKeT MeH YATTblK BiperennikTin, Tini
peTiHAeri KbI3MeTiH 6apfaH CaiblH KyLUeiTyAe, OpbIC TiNli KYHAENIKTI XaHe Kacibn KOMMyHWKauusaa eneyni peni
cakTan OTbIp, a/1 afblILWbIH TiiHiH, 6iniM 6epy, FbIbIM XaHe Xablkapasblk KOMMYHMKaLWs cananapblHAaFbl MaHbi3bl
apTa TycTi. 3epTTey MOCTKEHECTIK Ke3eHJeri TinAik XocnapiayAbl TyCiHyre yaec Koca OTbipbin, KasakcTaHHbIH,
KONTiNgi KoFamblHAa YAT KaiblNTacTblpy MakcaTTapblHbIH OPbIC Ti/iHIH CakTanbin OTbipFaH (YHKLMOHaNAbIK
MaHbI3Zbl/IbIFbIMEH XaHe afbl/ILLbIH TiNiHIH, ©Cin Kene XaTkaH peniMeH Kanaw yiaecTipinreHiH kepcetegi.

Tyliin ce30ep: KasakcTaH, Tin cascartbl, Tin pedopmanapsl, Toyencisgik, kasak, Tisi, opbIC Tiji.

Pedopmbl asbikoBoii nonntukm B KasaxcraHe: 0630p A3bIKOBOW NOJIMTUKM B NOCTCOBETCKUIA Nepuoj

AHHoOTaumA. B cTaTbe paccMaTpuBaeTcs 380JOLMA pedopM A3bIKOBOIN NoamnTmkm KasaxctaHa B nepuog ¢ 1991
no 2025 roZ Ha OCHOBe KaueCcTBEHHOrO aHa/in3a 3aKOHOAATe/IbHbIX aKTOB, FOCYAapPCTBEHHDBIX MPOrpamM, KOHLen-
LI A3bIKOBOW MOIMTMKM M 06pa3oBaTeNbHbIX cTpaTervin. C MCnosib30BaHMeM XPOHOIOrMYECKOro U TeMaTUyeckoro
MOAXOA0B B NCCNIEAOBAHVN BbISBAAIOTCA U3MEHEHMA B CTaTyCe A3bIKOB, chepax nx GyHKLMOHaNbHOrO NCMO/b30Ba-

AJTAM SJIEMI
154 Tom 28, No 4(110) 2026, :xenroxcan


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0195-9665
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Language policy reforms in Kazakhstan: an overview of the post-independence period

HWS, A3bIKOBOW MepapXmnn U MHOTOA3bIYHOM 0BPa30BaHMK, @ Tak)Ke NHTEPMNPETUPYETCA UX CBA3b C NPOLeccaMu Ha-
LIYOHaIbHOTO CTPOWTENBCTBA, COLMaNbHO-MONNTUYECKOW TpaHCchopMaLMm 1 riobannsaummn. AHaau3 NoKasbiBaeT,
yTO A3bIKOBaA NoauTMKa KasaxctaHa npoLuna TpM OCHOBHbIX 3Tana: MHCTUTYLIMOHAIN3ALMIO Ka3axCKoro A3blka Kak
roCyAiapCTBEHHOTO Y BOCCTAHOBJIEHUE €T0 COoLManbHbIX GYHKLMWIA; pacluypeHne ero UCnoJib30BaHWA B rocyaap-
CTBEHHOM YynpaBfeHuKn, obpa3oBaHUW, CPEACTBAX MacCOBON MHOOPMAaLMKU U ApyrMX OBLLECTBEHHbIX chepax; a
Takxke GOpMUpPOBaHUE UHCTUTYLIMOHAAN3MPOBAHHOW MOAENN MHOrOS3blUMS, BKAKOUAOLEN Ka3aXCKUM, PYCCKuUiA
N aHIINACKUIA A3bIKK. OCHOBHOW Hay4HbI/ pe3ynbTaT UCCAef0BaHMs 3aK/I04aeTCs B BbISBAEHUN NOCTENEHHOTO
nepexofa A3bIKOBOV MOANTUKM KasaxcTaHa OT MpPevMYyLLECTBEHHO CTaTyCHO-OPUEHTUPOBAHHOTO MOAXOAA, Ha-
NpaBAeHHOro Ha YKpernaeHve Ka3axckoro f3blka, K GYHKLMOHaNbHO AnddepeHLMpOoBaHHON MOAENN MHOMOA3bI-
ums. B pamkax faHHO MOAENN Ka3axcKuii sA3biK BCe B 6OJbLUEN CTEMEHN BbICTYMaeT A3bIKOM roCyapCTBEHHOCTU U
HaLMOHaNbHOW UAEHTUUHOCTY, PYCCKUIA COXPaHSAET 3HaUNTENbHYHO POJib B MOBCEAHEBHOW M NPOdeCccMoHanbHOM
KOMMYHWKaLIMK, @ aHINACKUIA NpuobpeTaeT Bo3pacTatoLLee 3HaueHre B chepe 06pa3oBaHus, Hayku 1 MeXayHa-
pPOAHON KOMMYHUKaLMK. ViccnesoBaHe BHOCUT BK/IaZ B MOHVMAaHWeE A3bIKOBOTFO MIaHNPOBAHNSA B MOCTCOBETCKOM
NMPOCTPaHCTBE, MOKa3biBas, KakuM 06pa3oM Lean HaLMOHaNbHOTO CTPOWTENbCTBA B MHOTOSA3bIYHOM O6LiecTBe
KasaxctaHa coueTatoTca ¢ coxpaHstolenics QyHKLMOHaIbHOW 3HaUYMMOCTBbIO PYCCKOrO f3blka M BO3pacTatoLLeit

POJIbKO @aHTIMINCKOTO A3biKa.

Knroueswie cnoea: KazaxcraH, A3blkoBas NOANTUKA, A3bIKOBbIE pquOprl, He3aBMCMMOCTb, Ka3axckuii A3bik,

pyccKui A3biK.
Introduction

The year 1991 marked a pivotal moment
for Kazakhstan's language policy, initiating
efforts to promote the Kazakh language and
raise its status through a process commonly
referred to as Kazakhification. In the wake of
independence, the government undertook
a series of measures aimed at restoring the
cultural and symbolic value of the Kazakh
language and fostering a heightened sense of
ethnic and national identity. Central to these
efforts was the development of legislative
and normative frameworks to provide an
institutional basis for implementing these
policies [1]. These policies reflect broader
state-building objectives, seeking to reconcile
the promotion of Kazakh with the country’s
multilingual and multiethnic realities. In this
paper, | examine the legislative and normative
frameworks established to regulate language
use in Kazakhstan. The discussion focuses
on key developments in language policy,
including the development and expansion of
the roles of Kazakh, Russian and English over
recent decades.

This paper employs a qualitative document
analysis approach to examine the evolution of
language policy reforms in Kazakhstan from
1991 to the present. The study is based on the
analysis of official state documents, legisla-
tive acts, governmental programs, and policy
concepts related to language planning and
language education in Kazakhstan. Using a
historical and policy-oriented perspective, the
paper explores how language reforms have re-
flected broader sociopolitical transformations,
nation-building processes, and globalization
trends in the post-socialist context.

The analysis of normative and policy doc-
uments demonstrates that the state has con-

sistently prioritized strengthening the status
and functions of the Kazakh language as a
symbol of national identity and statehood,
while simultaneously preserving the commu-
nicative and political significance of Russian.
Over time, language reforms evolved from
policies primarily focused on revitalizing Ka-
zakh after the Soviet period to broader initia-
tives promoting multilingualism and trilingual
education, including the growing role of En-
glish in education, science, and international
communication. The analysis further indicates
that although substantial progress has been
achieved in expanding the use of Kazakh in
education, administration, media, and public
life, Russian continues to maintain a strong
presence in urban communication, profession-
al domains, and popular culture.

Methodology

This study employs qualitative document
analysis combined with chronological, themat-
ic, and comparative approaches to examine
the evolution of Kazakhstan's language policy
between 1991 and 2025. This methodological
approach was selected because the primary
objective of the study is to identify changes in
official language ideologies, policy priorities,
and institutional approaches as articulated in
state documents rather than to quantitative-
ly measure language use among the popu-
lation. The primary corpus consists of official
documents adopted between 1991 and 2025,
including legislative acts, language policy con-
cepts, state programs on the development and
functioning of languages, educational devel-
opment programs, and strategic documents
addressing multilingualism and trilingual edu-
cation. These include the Concept of Language
Policy of the Republic of Kazakhstan (1996)
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[2], the Law “On Languages in the Republic
of Kazakhstan” (1997) [3], state programs on
the development and functioning of languag-
es, educational reform initiatives, and policy
frameworks promoting multilingualism and
trilingual education. The documents were se-
lected based on their direct relevance to lan-
guage planning, language status, language
education, and the functional use of languages
in public institutions and society.

The analysis was conducted in three stag-
es. First, the documents were organized
chronologically in order to identify changes
in language-policy priorities across different
periods. This chronological analysis made it
possible to distinguish three major stages in
the development of Kazakhstan's language
policy: the institutionalization of Kazakh as the
state language and the restoration of its social
functions; the expansion of its use in public ad-
ministration, education, media, and other so-
cial domains; and the development of an insti-
tutionalized multilingual model incorporating
Kazakh, Russian, and English.

Second, the documents were analyzed the-
matically. The analysis focused on identifying
recurring themes, ideological priorities, and
shifts in language planning strategies over
time. Relevant provisions were identified and
grouped according to the following analytical
categories: (1) the legal and institutional sta-
tus of languages; (2) functional domains of
language use; (3) language hierarchies and
the distribution of functions among Kazakh,
Russian, and English; (4) language education
and multilingualism; (5) language planning,
including terminology, orthography, and cor-
pus development; and (6) the relationship be-
tween language policy, national identity, and
state-building. Particular attention was paid
to changes in the objectives and mechanisms
proposed for strengthening the Kazakh lan-
guage, maintaining the functional role of Rus-
sian, and expanding the role of English.

Third, a comparative analysis was conduct-
ed across policy periods to identify continu-
ities and changes in state priorities. The anal-
ysis examined not only the stated objectives
of individual documents but also the chang-
es in the scope of proposed measures, target
social domains, and institutional mechanisms.
This made it possible to distinguish between
changes in the formal status of languages and
changes in their intended functional distribu-
tion across society.
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The analysis followed an interpretive and
descriptive approach. Policy documents were
treated as expressions of official language ide-
ologies and state priorities rather than as direct
measurements of actual language practices.
Therefore, claims concerning the implementa-
tion and social effects of language policy were
interpreted cautiously and, where appropriate,
supplemented with statistical data and find-
ings from previous empirical studies.

Secondary academic literature on post-So-
viet language policy, multilingualism, nation-
alism, and language ideologies in Central Asia
was used to contextualize and interpret the
findings of the document analysis. The com-
bination of primary policy documents and sec-
ondary scholarly literature allowed the study
to connect changes in formal language policy
with broader sociopolitical transformations,
nation-building processes, and globalization.

Main part

The findings reveal that Kazakhstan's lan-
guage policy since independence has been
characterized by a continuous effort to balance
nation-building, ethnic diversity, and global
integration within a multilingual society. The
following sections examine the major stages
of Kazakhstan's language policy development,
focusing on the legal status of languages, the
institutional measures introduced to expand
the functions of Kazakh, and the implementa-
tion of multilingual education policies in the
context of social, political, and global transfor-
mations.

The Establishment of Conditions for the
Development of Kazakh: 1991-2000. After Ka-
zakhstan gained independence from the Soviet
Union in 1991, Kazakh was granted the status
of the state language, and demand for its use
increased in government organizations. Positive
changes were also observed in the use of lan-
guages in the education system. Schools with
Kazakh as the medium of instruction accounted
for 43% of all schools in 2000, and the share
of students attending Kazakh-medium schools
was 50.5%, while 45% attended Russian-medi-
um schools. Despite the official promotion of
Kazakh, the Russian language continued to be
prevalent in the domains of science, education,
and mass media throughout the 2000s. Dur-
ing this period, Kazakhstan saw the circulation
of 393 Russian-language newspapers and 78
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Russian-language magazines alongside the op-
eration of 20 Russian television channels. The
media landscape underscored the continued
dominance of Russian as a primary source of
information. In contrast, the circulation of Ka-
zakh-medium newspapers was comparatively
limited, highlighting the need for greater ex-
pansion of Kazakh-language media to meet
public demand [4]. Tussupova (2010) further
observed that the circulation figures for news-
papers published in Kazakh were consistently
lower than those for Russian-language publica-
tions [5]. For instance, the weekly circulation of
the popular Kazakh-language newspaper Zhas
Alash stood at approximately 70,000 copies,
less than half the circulation of the Russian-lan-
guage newspaper Vremya, which reached ap-
proximately 180,000 copies.

Following  Kazakhstan's independence,
the Kazakh language did not fully assume the
functions envisaged for it as the state language.
State institutions experienced a shortage of
specialists with sufficient proficiency in Kazakh
to perform their official duties effectively,
resulting in the limited use of Kazakh in
paperwork and internal communication. This
linguistic gap was particularly pronounced
within the armed forces, where the role of
Kazakh remained limited and its integration
into military administration and communication
was incomplete. To create conditions for the
development of the state language and other
languages, the government introduced the
Concept of Language Policy of the Republic of
Kazakhstan (CLPRK, 1996, hereafter), approved
by the Decree of the President of the Republic of
Kazakhstan dated November 4, 1996, No. 3186
[1], and the State Program for Development
and Functioning of Languages for 1998-2000
(SPDFL for 1998-2000, hereafter), approved by
the Decree of the President of the Republic of
Kazakhstan dated October 5, 1998, No. 4106 [6].

Asignificant measure in the implementation
of language policy involved the phased
transition of official paperwork into the state
language alongside the establishment of
conditions for the active function of the Kazakh
language across key societal domains such
as science, education, culture, mass media,
public administration, legal proceedings,
etc. Between 1998 and 2000, essential tasks
included the refinement of the Kazakh
alphabet, its orthography, and terminology, as
well as the development and modernization
of the language to meet contemporary needs.

This period prioritized the training of qualified
personnel, and development of modern
Kazakh military terminology.

Strengthening the social and
communicative functions of Kazakh: 2001-
2010. In February 2001, the government
approved the State Program for Development
and Functioning of Languages for 2001-2010
(SPDFL for 2001-2010, hereafter) [7], which
aimed at the expansion and strengthening
of the social and communicative functions of
the state language. The program suggested
measures to ensure the functioning of the
state language as the language of public
administration and office work in all state
organizations and local government bodies.

Regarding language modernization, the
SPDFL for 2001-2010 outlined the measures
for the unification of the norms of the modern
Kazakh language, word formation, and
improving and standardizing the language
literary norms of modern Kazakh. With
regard to Russian, the program envisaged
continued support for the language, given
its official use in state organizations and local
government bodies. Other ethnic communities
in Kazakhstan were also expected to be
supported in learning their respective mother
tongues. The SPDFL for 2001-2010 placed
particular emphasis on creating favorable
conditions for citizens to learn English. The
program proposed enhancing the quality of
English language instruction across all general
education institutions, including specialized
schools and HEls. Additionally, it advocated
for the establishment of a flexible system
of personnel training, designed to support
the educational process with appropriate
methodological and teaching materials.

At the XIlI session of the Assembly of
the People of Kazakhstan held in October
2006, the first President of the Republic of
Kazakhstan, N. Nazarbayev, introduced the
idea of trilingual education in Kazakhstan,
stating that knowledge in three languages (i.e.,
Kazakh, Russian, and English) was necessary
for the national unity of Kazakhstan. It was
argued that the introduction of multilingual
education in the country could contribute to
the modernization of the education system;
access to quality education could ensure a
harmonious development of the individual.

To strengthen and further develop the
country as a democratic and social state, on
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November 21, 2007, Decree No. 1122, the
Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan
approved the document entitled “The Concept
of Expanding the Sphere of Functioning of the
State Language, Increasing its Competitiveness”
(CESFSLIC, 2007, hereafter) [8]. The main
directions and mechanisms for implementing
the CESFSLIC (2007) involved replenishing state
bodies’ internet resources with high-quality
state language information and developing
informatization programs. The document also
aimed at expansion of the use of Kazakh on
the Internet. In this regard, constant work
was proposed to organize Kazakh language
courses and improve their structure (from
beginner to advanced levels). The outcomes
of such language courses were not limited
to teaching the language for communication
purposes but also covered training specialists
who could independently produce documents
in Kazakh.

The CESFSLIC (2007) proposed the
elimination of low level of literacy in the
Kazakh language. The document highlighted
the importance of ensuring appropriate and
accurate terminology in Kazakh-language
television programming. For example, it
recommended revising monotonous and
didactic programs broadcast in the state
language and increasing the production of
original content in Kazakh. Furthermore, the
CESFSLIC proposed the establishment of a
unified, nationwide system of free Kazakh
language courses accessible to all citizens.

The implementation of language policies
from 2001 to 2010 showed positive outcomes
in some fields. For example, the CESFSLIC
(2007) stated that considerable work has
been undertaken in corpus planning. Spelling,
orthoepic, dialectological, and phraseological
dictionaries, a dictionary of synonyms, and a
dictionary of epithets in the Kazakh language
were published with a total circulation of
100,000 copies. The total number of Kazakh
medium schools increased. By 2007, there
were 3,750 schools with Kazakh as the
medium of instruction, while in 2000, it was
only 3,400. However, it is worth noting that
80% of Kazakh-medium schools were rural,
and more than 50% of them were small.
Rural secondary students and teachers had
limited access to library resources, information
technology, distance education, etc. Although
some original textbooks, teaching materials,
and other popular literature were available
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in Kazakh, secondary and vocational schools
and higher education institutions (HEIs) were
reported to need more textbooks, teaching
and learning resources, and methodological
literature.There was also a shortage of
foreign-language teachers, Kazakh-language
translators, and specialists in Kazakh-language
teaching.

An analysis of official document flows
showed only limited improvement across
regions, including those with an overwhelming
majority of Kazakh speakersThe preparation
of documents in the Kazakh language in the
central state bodies made up merely 20-30%,
and the general document flow in the Kazakh
language was only 45-50%. Regarding the
use of the Kazakh language in media, 458
newspapers and magazines out of 2,300 media
groups were published in the Kazakh language,
and only five central and local television and
radio channels out of 215 broadcast in the
state language.

Maintaining a Harmonious Language
Policy: 2011-2025. The State Program for
Development and Functioning of Languages for
2011-2019 (SPDFL for 2011-2019, hereafter),
introduced on June 29, 2011 (updated on July
2, 2018), aimed at maintaining a harmonious
language policy in Kazakhstan, ensuring the
functions of the state language as a critical
factor in strengthening the unity of the country
[9]. The program prioritized enhancing the
prestige of the state language and increasing
demand for Kazakh, alongside efforts to
improve and systematize its vocabulary.
The SPDFL for 2011-2019 also sought to
standardize the advance methodologies for
teaching the state language and to develop
the infrastructure to support its function.
The program recognized the continued role
of Russian in Kazakhstan's communicative
and linguistic landscape, and supported the
preservation of minority languages to foster
linguistic diversity.

Another strategic document guiding
language-policy modernization was the
National Development Plan of the Republic
of Kazakhstan until 2025, dated February
15, 2018, No. 636 [10]. The plan envisaged
providing access to educational resources and
programs for all population groups through
both stationary and mobile devices, in Kazakh
and Russian. Furthermore, the government
committed to providing favorable conditions
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for the establishment of foreign university
campuses within Kazakhstan. Building on the
successful model of Nazarbayev University,
which uses English as a medium of instruction,
two additional top-tier universities are planned
to be established.

As a result of language-policy
implementation, Kazakh language learning
centers were created, and compulsory Kazakh
language courses were introduced based on
local executive bodies and universities. Apart
from that, the circulation of paperwork in the
Kazakh language and level-based teaching
of the state language were introduced in
secondary schools. There was an uneven
level of proficiency in the state language
and low motivation for its use in the social
and communicative environments. The total
number of children attending Kazakh-medium
kindergartens and mini centers was 340,400,
while 92,000 children attended Russian-medium
institutions It is noteworthy that, as the status
of Kazakh increased, non-Kazakh parents were
increasingly motivated to send their children to
Kazakh-medium kindergartens or mini-centers.
More than 93,000 children from non-Kazakh
families, including Russian and other ethnic
groups, attended preschool institutions where
Kazakh was the medium of instruction.

The share of outgoing documents in
Kazakh in the total document flow of state
bodies amounted to 93%. However, the
quality of these documents and the volume
of applications submitted in Kazakh remained
insufficient. The results of sociological surveys,
stated in the SPILP for 2020-2025, showed
that in administrative and government bodies,
only 7.9% of respondents reported using the
Kazakh language, and 27.4% "in most cases
use the Kazakh language.” The use of the
Kazakh language in banks, law enforcement,
and courts remained low. According to the
survey results reported in the SPILP for 2020-
2025, only 7.3% of respondents reported using
only Kazakh when communicating with banks,
and 26.7% spoke Kazakh in most cases in 2018.

To assess language skills, government
workers were required to pass a "Kaztest,” a
Kazakh language proficiency test developed by
The National Testing Centre of the Ministry of
Education of Kazakhstan. To improve learners'’
proficiency in Kazakh, language courses for
teaching the Kazakh language to government
workers were developed and administered for
free. Although learners expressed enthusiasm

about attending these language classes, they
were unhappy about the outdated teaching
methods (Aksholakova & Ismailova, 2013, p.
1585) [11].

Despite the growth of Kazakh-language
media (e.g., from 55% in 2014 to 73% in
2018), the proportion of consumers remained
relatively low, according to the results of
sociological studies on language policy
reported in the SPILP for 2020-2025. Moreover,
78.2% of respondents expressed that they used
Russian, and only 20.2% used Kazakh to obtain
information from Internet resources. There
was a need to produce high-quality Kazakh-
language content that met consumer needs
and covered a variety of topics and formats
in order to attract Internet users to Kazakh-
language materials. There was also a need to
increase the number of media, i.e., newspapers,
magazines, websites, TV channels, and
periodicals in the Kazakh language. The figures
remained low: 548 media outlets (16.5%) out
of a total of 3,328 — including 2,790 registered
newspapers and magazines, 128 television
channels, 70 radio stations, 181 news agencies
and websites, and 159 periodicals — published
content in Kazakh. Further efforts were needed
to expand the use of Kazakh, including by
encouraging greater consumption of Kazakh-
language newspapers [12].

The State Program for  Education
Development in the Republic of Kazakhstan for
2011-2020 (SPED for 2011-2020) was approved
by the Decree of the President of the Republic
of Kazakhstan dated December 7, 2010, No.
1118 [13]. Since the program was primarily
aimed at increasing the competitiveness of
education and developing human capital,
much attention was devoted to forming
an intellectually, physically, and spiritually
developed citizen of the country. Regarding
language matters, the program stated that the
country paid particular attention to developing
the state language.

According to the SPED for 2011-2020, by
2020, the share of multilingual pre-school
organizations should have reached 50%. The
program proposed increasing the number of
schools providing education in three languages
(Kazakh, Russian, and English) from 33 to 700.
The Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools, thus,
should have become the platform for testing
the multilingual education model. Regarding
innovation and upgrades in the HE system, the
SPED for 2011-2020 noted the need to develop
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teaching materials, translate textbooks into
Kazakh, and provide the university library with
the necessary literature. The SPED for 2011-
2020 stated that the best textbooks in foreign
languages in economics, technical, and natural
sciences would become available to students
in HEIs.

The main strategic directions of the trilingual
policy were developed and spelled out in the
Roadmap for the development of trilingual
education for 2015-2020 (Roadmap, hereafter)
[14]. The document set tasks for the regulatory
and legal framework of trilingual education.
To ensure a gradual transition to trilingual
education, the government developed
the State Program for the Development of
Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan for
2016-2019 (SPDE for 2016-2019, hereafter)
[15]. The program stated the steps to develop
trilingual education in Kazakhstan and enhance
competitiveness in science and education.

According to the State Program of Education
and Science of the Republic of Kazakhstan for
2020-2025 (SPES for 2020-2025, hereafter) that
was approved by the Decree of the Government
of the Republic of Kazakhstan dated December
27, 2019, No. 988, the transition to the Latin
script will be carried out gradually [16]. As
part of this process, the subject "Alphabet
book” will be introduced in the first grade,
utilizing the methodology developed by
Akhmet Baitursynov. The State program for
the implementation of the language policy
in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2020-2025
(SPILP for 2020-2025, hereafter) developed by
the Ministry of Education and Science of the
Republic of Kazakhstan was approved by the
Decree of the Government of the Republic
of Kazakhstan on December 31, 2019, No.
1045 suggests that the share of participants
in written communication using the Latin
alphabet should have reached 50% by 2025
[17]. The Kazakh language Latinization policy
will be implemented by 2031 (Satubaldina,
2021) [18].

Discussion

The number of Kazakh-speaking people in
Kazakhstan has increased since independence.
The 2021 National Census [19] shows that the
share of ethnic Kazakhs who identified Kazakh
as their mother tongue was 30% higher than
the corresponding share recorded in the
2009 Population Census [20]. The number
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of educational organizations with Kazakh
instruction increased to 5,644. The share of
children attending Kazakh-medium schools
increased from 33.8% in 1991 to 62% in 2016
[21]. According to the 2020 education statistics
of the Republic of Kazakhstan (Information
Analytical Center, 2020) [22], the number of
higher education students receiving instruction
in Kazakh exceeded the number receiving
instruction in Russian. For example, in the
1998-1999 academic year, 26.8% of students
in higher education institutions received
instruction in Kazakh. In 2019, 393,999 students
received instruction in Kazakh, compared with
182,297 who received instruction in Russian.

Despite the increased number of Kazakh-
speaking secondary school and university
students, Russian continues to play a key
role, and it remains the primary language of
communication among school-aged children,
even among those who attend Kazakh-
medium schools [23]; Kuzhabekova, 2019 [24];
Smagulova, 2016 [25]).Russianiscommonly used
outside school settings and in communication
with immediate family members. However,
language-policy documents projected that, by
2025, the share of school graduates educated
in languages other than Kazakh who could
demonstrate B2-level proficiency in the state
language would reach 55%.

With regard to the development of the
communicative function of the state language,
it is worth noting that, by 2023, the share of
Kazakh-language broadcasting in state media
and the proportion of Kazakh-language
content in print media had exceeded 85% [26].
Several television projects (e.g., reality shows,
Kazakh language lessons, animated films, etc.)
in the Kazakh language were implemented.
However, the quality of Kazakh-language
media products and information does not
always meet the needs of audiences. For
example, secondary school students in both
Kazakh-medium and Russian-medium schools
tend to prefer Russian-language music,
television programs, and online resources to
their Kazakh-language counterparts because
of "the lack of age-appropriate content in
Kazakh on the Internet” and “the dominance
of Western and Russian popular culture” [11,
24]. The use of the Kazakh language in popular
culture is developing, however. High-quality
Kazakh-language entertainment programs
(e.g., TV shows, music videos, podcasts, etc.)
are emerging [27], and the number of Kazakh-
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medium websites is increasing [28]. This trend
may contribute to the continued use and
wider acceptance of Kazakh among younger
generations.

More than 270 terminological dictionaries
have been published in the fields of education
and industry. According to the A. Baitursynov
Institute of Linguistics, the Kazakh terminology
corpus includes around 330,000 units; among
them, 33,479 are non-equivalent foreign terms
in the Kazakh language, 6,317 terms were
coined based on the Kazakh language, and
293,204 are complex terms coined with the
help of both Kazakh and foreign languages
[17]. Efforts to regulate and standardize
the country’s onomastic landscape have
also intensified. Over the decades since
independence, the names of about 20 districts,
cities, and regions; approximately 1,500
settlements; about 1,400 facilities, including
educational, cultural, and sports facilities;
85 railway stations; and about 25,000 other
geographical and urban features, including
streets, avenues, and neighbourhoods,
have been changed [17]. Intensive work has
been done in corpus planning. For example,
electronic versions of the 15-volume Dictio-
nary of the Kazakh Literary Language and Ka-
zakh Sozdigi are available online through iKi-
tap.kz. In addition, there are different websites
(onomastic, spelling databases, children’s
activities, etc.) for learning and using the
Kazakh language (e.g. “Tilalemikz” "Atau.
kz,” "Emle.kz,” "Termincom.kz,” “Tilmedia.kz,"
“Balatili.kz,” "Qujat.kz,” etc.).

Russian is more widely used in professional
settings [28]. Government employees are
expected to acquire proficiency in Kazakh,
although there is no mandatory Kazakh-
language  proficiency  requirement  for
employment in the public sector. Some
government officials still needed to gain better
knowledge of the Kazakh language. The Law
on Languages obliges government officials
to respond to queries in the “language of the
original request” [11, 29].

Conclusion

In this paper, | examined the major legisla-
tive and policy documents adopted since Ka-
zakhstan's independence in 1991 to strengthen
the status and prestige of the Kazakh language,
preserve the functions of the Russian lan-
guage, and support the use and development

of minority languages within the country. The
analysis demonstrates that Kazakhstan's lan-
guage policy has been shaped by the need to
balance nation-building, multilingualism, and
global integration in a multiethnic society. The
primary objectives of the language policy re-
forms have included elevating the status of Ka-
zakh as the state language, creating favorable
conditions for citizens to learn and use Kazakh,
expanding its use in government institutions,
mass media, education, science, culture, legal
proceedings, and public administration, as
well as standardizing Kazakh terminology and
gradually transitioning official documentation
and correspondence from Russian into Kazakh.
At the same time, Kazakhstan's language poli-
cy has aimed to preserve linguistic diversity by
supporting minority languages and promoting
a multilingual model in which Kazakh functions
as the state language, Russian as a language
of interethnic communication, and English as
a language of global integration and interna-
tional competitiveness. Following the collapse
of the Soviet Union, the Kazakh language was
granted the status of the sole state language,
while Russian continued to function as a de
facto official language widely used in govern-
ment institutions, education, media, and urban
public life. As Hogan-Brun and Melnyk (2012)
noted, language legislation in Kazakhstan con-
tributed both to the increasing visibility of Ka-
zakh and to the continued functional impor-
tance of Russian within society [30]. One of the
most significant outcomes of language policy
reforms has been the expansion of Kazakh-me-
dium education and the increasing number of
students attending schools with Kazakh as the
language of instruction. The use of Kazakh has
become increasingly prominent in the linguis-
tic landscape, state institutions, media, popu-
lar culture, and religious spheres. Nevertheless,
Russian continues to occupy a dominant po-
sition in many urban, professional, and com-
municative domains. The ongoing transition
to a Latin-based Kazakh alphabet represents
another important step aimed at modernizing
the language, strengthening national identity,
and increasing interest in learning Kazakh.
The findings of this study contribute to a
broader understanding of the transformation
of language policy in Kazakhstan during the
post-independence period. The chronologi-
cal and thematic analysis of policy documents
from 1991 to 2025 makes it possible to identify
three major stages in the development of Ka-
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zakhstan's language policy. This periodization
suggests that Kazakhstan's language policy has
gradually shifted from a primarily status-ori-
ented approach focused on strengthening the
position of Kazakh toward a more functionally
differentiated model of multilingualism. In this
model, the three languages have developed
distinct, although overlapping, spheres of use.
Kazakh has increasingly become associated
with statehood, national identity, and official
communication; Russian has retained a sub-
stantial role in everyday, urban, professional,
and interpersonal communication; and English
has gained institutional importance in higher
education, science, technology, and interna-
tional communication. Thus, the development
of multilingualism in Kazakhstan should not be
understood simply as the simultaneous pro-
motion of three languages, but rather as the
institutional differentiation of their social and
communicative functions.

At the same time, the findings reveal a gap
between the objectives formulated in official
language-policy documents and the actual
distribution of language use across different
social domains. Although the formal status
and institutional presence of Kazakh have in-
creased considerably, Russian continues to
play an important role in a number of com-
municative and professional contexts. This in-
dicates that changes in legal status and insti-
tutional policy do not necessarily result in an
immediate or uniform transformation of estab-
lished language practices. The development of
language use is influenced not only by state
regulation but also by patterns of urbaniza-
tion, education, professional communication,
media consumption, and individual language
preferences. The findings also demonstrate
that language policy in Kazakhstan has devel-
oped through the interaction of nation-build-
ing objectives with the practical requirements
of maintaining social cohesion and integrat-
ing the country into global educational and
economic networks. The strengthening of
Kazakh has served important symbolic and
nation-building functions, while the contin-
ued functional role of Russian has enabled the
preservation of established communicative
practices and multilingual interaction. At the
same time, the growing role of English reflects
the country’s orientation toward internation-
alization, particularly in higher education, sci-
ence, and professional development.

Accordingly, the main contribution of this
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study is to conceptualize Kazakhstan's post-in-
dependence language-policy development
not simply as a linear process of Kazakhifica-
tion but as a transition from the restoration
of language-status toward a functionally dif-
ferentiated multilingual framework. The analy-
sis demonstrates how the state has sought to
reconcile the promotion of Kazakh as a mark-
er of statehood and national identity with the
continued social and professional relevance
of Russian and the expanding role of English.
This perspective provides a more nuanced un-
derstanding of language-policy development
in Kazakhstan and contributes to the broader
study of post-Soviet language planning, where
national identity, multilingualism, and global-
ization remain closely interconnected.
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