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PROBLEMS OF IMPLEMENTING MULTILINGUAL EDUCATION IN KAZAKHSTANI
SECONDARY SCHOOLS

Annotation

The study was conducted to investigate problems of implementing multilingual education in Kazakhstani schools.
The study considered aspects of multilingual education, such as teachers’ attitudes towards multilingualism and the use
of a foreign language as a medium of instruction in secondary school classrooms. These issues were analyzed from the
secondary school teachers’ point of view; therefore, the sample consisted of 24 teachers from two trilingual secondary
schools in the Almaty region. Semi-structured interviews were conducted as instruments of qualitative data collection.
The thematic analysis showed that teachers had a positive attitude toward multilingualism in secondary school
classrooms, as long as they placed high importance on first language development. However, it turns out that in practice,
teachers use mostly students’ first language rather than second and foreign languages as a medium of instruction. The
lack of knowledge and experience of moving from monolingual to multilingual practice was stated as a reason for such
a situation. The conclusions suggest that pre- and in-service teachers should get special preparation or mentorship to
tackle the mentioned problems.

Key words: multilingualism, medium of instruction, teachers’ attitudes, secondary school classroom, foreign
language, first language, code-switching.

Introduction. The Kazakh language policy, aimed at promoting proficiency in the state language
(Kazakh), the language of interethnic communication (Russian), and a foreign language (English),
becomes the key to the personal competitiveness of the country's citizens. The benefits of
multilingualism are crucial, since under this concept lies not only the ability to speak three languages,
but also the ability to accept the cultural values of different peoples, which makes a dialogue of
cultures possible.

For several decades, the government of Kazakhstan has been moving in the direction of
multilingualism, aiming to create a developed system of distance learning, training teachers capable
of teaching academic subjects in a foreign language, and introduce English instruction from the first
grade in Kazakhstani schools. Zhikeeva (2011) argued that if bilingualism in Kazakhstan, which
covered almost the entire population of the country, was the result of a natural communicative
process, then "trilingualism as a process implanted "from above" was not yet accepted by the entire
population" [1]. Thus, according to her, a decade ago it was too early to talk about trilingualism in
the Republic of Kazakhstan.

As such, the purpose of this study was to find out what has changed in ten years of language
policy and to investigate Kazakhstani trilingual schoolteachers’ attitudes to multilingualism and the
use of foreign language as a medium of instruction in secondary school classrooms.

The term multilingualism is understood as a concept of using more than three languages at the
individual, institutional, or societal level. The concept of trilingual education (Kazakh, Russian, and
English) in the context of Kazakhstan is used as an institutional form of multilingual education and,
therefore, is treated as policy—driven reform in the country. To implement this reform, the
government stimulated and provided funding for the development of advanced innovative methods
of multilingual education, a model for the implementation of multilingual education through distance,
e-learning, a system for improving the qualifications of instructors, teaching core and specialized
subjects in foreign languages in trilingual schools, and programs for publishing educational and
methodological materials for multilingual education. Moreover, universities supported the
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development of multilingualism by opening new specialties to train specialists in line with the
trilingual educational policy.

Multilingualism is a complex phenomenon that gives many benefits to its possessors. So, Higby
et al., neurolinguist and psycholinguist investigating the phenomenon of multilingualism, stated that
there are “certain unique properties of multilinguals are beginning to be noticed, particularly
regarding early language representation, gray matter density, and speed of lexical retrieval”, which
distinguishes multilinguals from monolinguals and even bilinguals [2].

Multilingualism has been studied by many foreign scholars (Hammarberg, 2001, 2009; Jessner,
2002; Franz-Joseph Meifner, 2003; Larissa Aronin and Muiris O Laoire, 2004: Gabrys$-Barker,
2005), as aresult variety of theories have been developed trying to give explanations to the conceptual
base of multilingualism and its peculiarities. Multilingualism models were introduced by the
researchers to give “theoretical explanations of language contact, alternation and code-switching,
interference, diglossia, bilingual speech processing (e.g. Levelt’s 1989 speaking model), social
meaning and language structure, etc.” [3] Moreover, abovementioned models, except describing and
expounding the nature of multilingualism, made an attempt to differentiate between bilingualism and
multilingualism. All multilingualism models maintain that interconnections between the systems of
language of multilinguals are principal, and all the involved systems are employed collaterally (either
actively or passively). All models confirm the active role of preliminarily learned languages in
acquiring a new one [3, p.24].

Multilingualism, being a global trend, marked the beginning of an active study of this
phenomenon not only abroad, but also by Kazakh scientists. Well-known researchers who have
studied bilingualism and multilingualism from a theoretical point of view are Dijkstra, van Heuven,
Costa, Santesteban, Piske, Hernandez, Marion, Geva, Siegel, as well as domestic scientists
B.A.Zhetpisbayeva, A.N. Sadykova, E.D. Amanbekova, G. Aldabergenova, E.D. Suleimenova,
D.E.Gaipov and others.

Despite the fact that the multilingual approach has long become the norm of the educational
system, scientists consider this phenomenon from different aspects. Thus, Aronin (2018) considers
multilingualism as a social aspect, highlighting the coexistence of several languages in one society
as the main characteristic of multilingualism [3, p. 29]. Other scientists (Bloomfield, Macnamara)
defining multilingualism refer to the level of proficiency in several languages by individuals. In the
conclusions of these scientists, the phenomenon of multilingualism ranges from native-like
proficiency to having at least one language skills in several languages [4, 5].

In Kazakhstan, multilingualism was studied from the point of view of socio-pedagogical
conditions and the theoretical foundations for developing continuous multilingual education.
B.Zhetpisbayeva was a pioneer in this field. By “socio-pedagogical conditions”, Zhetpisbayeva
(2013) refers to “the totality of the requirements for the education system from all levels of the
structural hierarchy of the human community” [6]. She asserts that "the main vectors of the
development of multilingual education are aimed at the formation of linguistic pluralism and
linguistic tolerance within the multi-ethnic space and integration into the world community" [6, p.24],
which reflects the core values of Kazakhstani multilingual society.

Tleuzhanova G. K. (2021), who studied multilingualism through educational prism on the
example of some innovative educational institutions in Kazakhstan, states that effective integration
of multilingual education develops language pluralism and tolerance in multi-ethnic society,
members of which can easily access the global community [7].

But, in spite of the obvious advantages of multilingual education and governmental priorities
aimed at its development, its implementation in schools is still experiencing difficulties. Golovchun
(2017) explains these challenges by arguing that, by the fact that “multilingual education is mainly
designed for teaching ‘different’ language users rather than for creating a population of multilinguals™
[8].

To address the above problem, this study aims to answer two research questions:

1. What are the secondary school teachers’ perceptions of the multilingual context of language
teaching?
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2. What is the secondary school teachers’ attitude to the use of a foreign language as a medium
of instruction in a multilingual context of foreign language teaching?

Methods and materials. This study aimed to investigate problems of implementing multilingual
education in Kazakhstani secondary schools. The study examined aspects of multilingual education
including teachers’ attitudes to multilingualism and the use of foreign language as a medium of
instruction in secondary school classrooms. A qualitative research design was considered the most
appropriate to address the research aims, as it was intended to understand teachers’ contextual views
of their experiences in the multilingual context of education.

Semi-structured interview was conducted for 24 foreign language teachers in two secondary
schools selected through simple random sampling. The schools were selected through convenience
sampling, which means only available and willing ones participated. The participants included
foreign language teachers of different ages and experience of service in the field of education. All
participants gave their explicit consent to being anonymously interviewed and audio-recorded. Table
1 introduces the background data of research participants (Table 1).

Table 1. Background data of research participants

School 1 School 2
Age 14 10

Range 23-51 Range 21-49

Gender 93 % female 70% female
Level of education 7% no degree in higher education 10% postgraduate degree
86% undergraduate degree 90% undergraduate degree

7% postgraduate degree
Teaching experience Range 1- 28 Range 5-27

Source: developed by Shayakhmetova D.B.

Foreign language teachers were selected as participants to this study because they systematically
work with multiple language codes: the students' native language, the target language, and, often,
additional intermediary languages (e.g. Russian language for the Kazakhstani context). Although the
primary goal of a foreign language teacher is to teach one specific language, real-life teaching
conditions inevitably involve code-switching, parallel explanations, and comparisons of linguistic
structures, making their professional work relevant to the study of multilingualism. Moreover, foreign
language teachers demonstrate how multilingual resources can be integrated into learning process -
consciously or unconsciously - even in settings where one language of instruction formally
dominates.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted in Kazakh in the form of an informal discussion
of the interview questions developed and sent to participants in advance. The interview questions
aimed at learning about teachers’ background, identifying their attitudes to the development of
multilingual education and its manifestation in the classroom, and exploring language choice for
instructing students concerning their L1. During the interview, some questions were varied according
to the answers of the participants, and additional questions were asked for clarification and further
information. The answers were recorded and transcribed verbatim for further thematic analysis.

The sematic analysis of collected data followed a multi-staged procedure. After transcribing the
data, the codes, reflecting main ideas related to teachers’ experience, attitudes and classroom
language practices were generalized. At the next stage, the codes were grouped into broader
categories, which identified possible challenges of implementing multilingual education into
secondary school classroom. Finally, the themes were interpreted in relation to research aims,
questions and observed literature.

The data were interpreted taking into consideration both empirical evidence and theoretical
perspectives of multilingual education. The main attention was paid to participants’ contextual
explanations, which made it possible to reflect teachers’ lived experience rather than predefined
assumptions.
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The validity and reliability of data analysis were ensured through verbatim transcription of
interviews, a clear audit trail of coding and themes development, and finally by anonymity of
participants and ethical transparency.

Results and Discussion. Teachers’ attitudes to multilingual education (RQ1)

The multilingual context of education in modern educational conditions is a complex issue. For
example, the professional training of foreign language teachers is usually perceived as training a
specialist who teaches only one language. Even teachers themselves consider themselves to be
instructors of one language rather than another. Therefore, for the shift in “potential professional
identity” from a monolingual teacher to a teacher with awareness of multilingualism, a “multilingual
turn” must occur in teacher training [9].

One of the aims of the study was to find out what secondary school teachers’ attitudes to
multilingualism were. Our research showed a huge variation in teachers' views on multilingual
education in secondary schools.

The findings were based on the teachers’ response to the question of whether multilingualism
should be encouraged and developed in the classroom settings or whether the students should speak
only their first language. Most teachers expressed support for multilingual education, referring to a
variety of factors, among which are mental development, the acquisition of additional skills, and
opportunities for education abroad and employment. “When students learn several languages, their
thinking becomes more flexible, and they understand subjects better.” One of the more compelling
arguments was a necessity of promoting multilingual education encouraged by the Kazakhstani
government: “Since it is a new teaching tendency ... the governmental teaching objectives are
pushing the learning process on the multilingual side.” Moreover, other participants referred to the
idea of linguistic variety in the world and to be able to benefit from the experience of other people, it
is significant to speak several languages: “All languages are precious instruments of communication
and the significance of each of them should be admitted.” In addition, it was stated that it is not
enough just to speak the language, but there should be a positive attitude toward it. “Knowledge of
several languages gives students more opportunities for studying abroad and future employment,
which is the reason to have a positive attitude to the multilingualism.” Moreover, they see “the
distribution of books in different languages, holding extracurricular activities, rewarding
achievements in in-school and off-site projects, and language olympiads” as a way to implement
multilingual education in secondary schools.

But there are also teachers who have a more negative attitude towards multilingualism in
schools. They do not deny the benefits of introducing multilingual education; nevertheless, they see
it as a reason for challenging learning and low academic performance. “Students sometimes get
confused when too many languages are used, and this affects their academic performance.” Other
respondents expressed lack of readiness to learn several languages simultaneously among students.
“Not all students have a strong first language foundation, so introducing additional languages makes
learning more difficult for them.” Figure 1 demonstrates thematic analysis of the interview data
collected on the first research question.

Use of foreign language as a medium of instruction (RQ 2)

The importance of choosing the language of instruction is the key to success in learning a foreign
language and developing students' thinking in the target language. In the recent research, Opare-Kumi
(2024) defined a "language of instruction as a key input in education outcomes," which was reflected
in the research results. Thus, convincing evidence was presented that the degree of transfer to a
foreign language as a medium of instruction has a positive effect on learning outcomes in English
and does not have a significant negative effect on learning outcomes in other school subjects taught
in the native language. Moreover, the earlier this transfer occurs, the higher the possibility of effective
language learning [10].
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Figure 1. Teachers’ attitudes to multilingual education
Source: developed by Delovarova Kh.

In the framework of the second research question of the current study, when asked about the
methods of developing multilingualism in a classroom setting, many of the participants did not
mention the use of a foreign language as a medium of instruction. Therefore, it turned out that in most
cases, teachers switch to students’ L1 to give instructions and explanations. Teachers see the use of
the first language as appropriate and give a number of arguments to support their position, which
definitely make sense to exist. Firstly, teachers taught the students to estimate their first language,
which might have encouraged students to admit the importance of their mother tongue, consider it as
an integral part of human life: “The mother tongue is really important, as it distinguishes your
belonging to the society”.

Additionally, teachers had a common idea that L1 serves as a basis for cumulating further
knowledge and experience and can demonstrate students’ ability to transfer knowledge from one
language to another. Thereby, it was mentioned by several respondents that it was significant for a
student to understand some information in L1, for instance, abstract concepts, to be able to apply new
knowledge: “That’s really important that you understand such things in your mother tongue
otherwise, students cannot apply this knowledge.”

During the interview, the reasons, except attaching great importance to L1, for insufficient use
of a foreign language as a medium of instruction were also identified. Thus, the use of students’ L1
is explained by the teachers’ fear of not conveying the whole essence of the task or message, which,
in their opinion, is much more important than the possible benefit of using a foreign language as a
medium of instruction: “I¢ is more important for students to understand what they need to do.... their
first language can provide full understanding.” Moreover, in using L1, which makes the lesson less
formal and reduces affective filters, teachers see a means to be closer to the student. “When I speak
their language, students feel more relaxed and open to communication.” Better rapport, according to
teachers, leads to a more relaxed and accommodating classroom environment. And finally, the least
cogent reason is the underestimation of the importance of use of a foreign language as a medium of
instruction in the classroom by teachers. Therefore, teachers say that there are enough instructions in
a foreign language in textbooks, and if the student needs additional explanations, then it’s probably
better to do it in their L1: “... explain in a language that is more understandable to them”. Figure 2
visually demonstrates the results of the thematic analysis of the data collected on the second question.
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Figure 2. Reasons to avoid FL as a means of classroom instruction
Source: developed by Delovarova Kh.

Thus, despite the positive attitude towards multilingual education, many secondary school
teachers still deliberately often use students’ native language as a medium of instruction in foreign
language classes and have their own arguments and justifications for this. “Even though
multilingualism is important, in real lessons I often switch to the mother tongue so that students
clearly understand the material. ”; “Using the first language helps me avoid misunderstandings and
save lesson time.” Based on these arguments, it should be noted that the use of L1 in the foreign
language classroom is restricted by teachers’ practices and a lack of special preparation for
multilingual settings and priorities. “We were trained to teach one language, not to manage several
languages at the same time.”; “At university, we did not learn how to work in a multilingual
classroom.”

Although there is evidence of frequent and explained use of students’ L1 in foreign language
classrooms, it is important to distinguish pedagogically justified cases to understand whether the
reasons given by the teachers were valid. According to Yang & Foley (2025), pedagogically justified
use of L1 in the foreign language classroom includes: L1 use to support comprehension, scaffold
learning, create inclusive multilingual learning environments, processing complex information,
participation of learners with low L2 proficiency, and cross-linguistic knowledge transfer [11]. Other
reasons to shift to students’ L1 might be the evidence of teachers’ low proficiency in teaching in a
multilingual context.

Teacher education on how to implement the theoretical knowledge in practice or how to benefit
from students’ linguistic potential can be a solution to the described problem. “If we had more
training on how to use students’ languages effectively, it would be easier to apply multilingual
approaches.”; “Teachers need practical guidance, not only theory.” The need for professional
training of teachers in multilingual schools is explained in the contemporary publication by Shao &
Velasco (2025) and Shaba (2025), who confirm the significant difference in the pedagogical
processes of multilingual and monolingual schools. Thus, when planning successful educational
strategies, teachers in multilingual schools must take into account both methodological, cognitive,
communicative, and emotional aspects [12, 13].

As a form of professional training for teachers capable of working in multilingual context,
different in-service trainings might be considered. Among them are short-term courses and modules,
aimed at practical implementation of multilingual education (CLIL, translanguaging, flexible
language use). Also, teachers can have practice-oriented trainings and workshops, where they can
work with cases, analyse real academic situations in multilingual classes and model the lessons.
Another effective solution might be professional communities and mentoring practices, which will
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give them an opportunity to share experience and get support from colleagues who have an expertise
in working in multilingual contexts.

All these possible forms of professional training for teachers working in multilingual context are
reasonable to form required competencies:

- methodological competence (being able to consciously choose the language in different
academic situations, using L1 as a resource, and applying CLIL, scaffolding, and translanguaging
strategies);

- linguistic and interlanguage competencies (understanding of common and different aspects
of languages, developing of cross-linguistic transfer skills and strategies, controlling code-
switching);

- socio-linguistic and cultural competencies (awareness of students’ cultural identity, respect
to L1, understanding of language policies and their influence on secondary school education);

- affective-pedagogical competence (lowering students’ affective filters, providing a supportive
language environment);

- reflexive competence (self-analysis of language practices, critical assessment of effectiveness
of L1/L2, readiness and willingness of professional development).

Conclusions. The research findings revealed that secondary school teachers demonstrate a
generally positive awareness of multilingual education. This attitude is largely justified by the need
to promote multilingual education encouraged by the Kazakhstani government, as well as by the
recognition of linguistic diversity in the modern world and the benefits of speaking several languages.

However, the results also showed that teachers frequently switch to students’ first language (L1)
during classroom instruction, as they do not usually consider the use of a foreign language as a
medium of instruction to be an effective way of developing multilingualism. Among the reasons for
this practice, teachers mentioned the important role of students’ L1 in their social and educational
lives, concerns about not conveying tasks clearly, difficulties in achieving learning objectives due to
increased students’ affective filters in the classroom, and doubts about the effectiveness of using a
foreign language as a medium of instruction for developing multilingual competence.

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that secondary school teachers lack sufficient
knowledge, experience, and professional preparation necessary for effectively implementing
multilingual education in practice. This conclusion is consistent with the findings of Oliveira (2014),
who identified the challenges teachers face when transitioning to a multilingual professional identity
and emphasized the importance of specialized teacher education in multilingual teaching contexts as
a way to address this issue [10, p.11].

As a possible solution, teacher training programs such as short-term courses, specialized
modules, practice-oriented training sessions and workshops, professional learning communities, and
mentoring practices may help prepare teachers to work effectively in multilingual educational
environments.
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LCHY Yuueepcumemi
2 Abaii amvinoaser Kaszax yimmolk nedazo2ukaibly YHUeepcumenmi
1.2 Kazaxcman, Anmamor

KA3AKCTAH/BIK KAJIIIBI BIJIIM BEPETIH MEKTEIITEPJAE KOIITIJIAI
BIJIIM BEPY/I EHI'I3Y MOCEJIEJIEPI

Anoamna

3eprrey Kazakcran MekTenTepiHae KenTiai 6u1iM Oepyai eHrisy MocesesiepiH 3epTTey MaKcaThIHAA JKYPTi3uii.
3eprrey OapbIchIHAA KONTULII OiTiM OepyaiH MyFalliMAEpiH KONTUIAIIIKKE KO3Kapachl )KOHE OpTa MEKTEeNTepe IMIeT
TIJiH OKBITY KYpalbl peTiH/e MaiianaHy CUSKTHI aclleKTiiepi eckepinai. bym mocenenep sxammsl OimiM OGepeTiH MeKTer
MyFaniMIepi TYPFBICBIHAH KapaCTBIPBUIIBI, COHIBIKTAH ipiKTey AJIMAaThI OOJIBICEIHAAFHI €Ki VI Tie OiniM 6epeTiH opTa
MeKTeNTeH 24 MyFalliMHeH Kypaiabl. Camaisl AepeKTepai )KUHAY Kypaslbl peTiH/Ie )KapTbulail KYpBUIBIMABIK cyXx0aTTap
naigananeuiApl. JKUHATFAH MOJTIMETTEPAl TaKBIPBINITHIK Tajlnay >Kalmbl OUTiM OepeTiH MEKTeNTeri MYFaTiMIepIiH
KONTUINIIIKKE TETeH OH KO3KApachlH aHBIKTAIbI, OUTKEH] Y3aK YaKbIT OOWBI MyFaJliMIep OipiHIIi TiIII JaMBITyFa YIKSH
MoH Oepmi. Amaiima, Toxipubene MyFamiMaep OKBITY Kypallbl PETiHIE eKiHINI XoHE INeTel TiliH eMec, HETi3iHeH
CTyAEHTTEepAiH OipiHIN TUIH mainanaHaabl, OIPTIAMUIKTEH KONTUIAl ToXipuOere Kemly YLIIH onapra OUTIM MeH
ToxipnoOe xericnieini. KopbIThIHIBUIAD MyFaIiMAEP/IH OChI MaceJeNepi ey YIIiH KYMBIC alJbIH/Ia JKOHE JKYMBIC
0aphICHIHAA apHAIBI TaHBIHABIKTAH HEMECE TONIMIEPIIKTCH 6Tyl KAXKETTITH KOPCETTi.

Tyuinoi ce30ep: KONTUIIUIIK, OKY Kypaibl, MyFaJiMJIEpAiH IIKipi, OpTa MEKTel, MeT T, OipiHIIi TiJ, KOATHI
ayBICTBIPY.
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IMTPOBJIEMbI BHEJAPEHUSA MHOI'OA3BIYHOI'O OBPA3OBAHUA B
KA3AXCTAHCKHUX CPEJHUX HIKOJAX

AnHomayus

HccrnenoBanme MPOBOIMIOCH C LENBI0 W3YyUEHHs MPOOJIeM BHEAPEHHS MOJISI3BIYHOTO O00pa30BaHUS B ITKOJIAX
Kazaxcrana. B xone wmccrmemoBaHus OBUIM yYTCHBI TaKWE€ ACIEKTHI MOJMS3BIYHOTO 00pa3oBaHMS, KaK OTHOIICHHUE
yuuTeNeH K MONHA3BIYUI0 H HCIIONB30BAHNE WHOCTPAHHOTO A3bIKA B KA4EeCTBE CPEICTBA OOYUCHHUS B CPEIHUX INKOJIAX.
JlaHHBIE BOIPOCH PacCCMATPHBAIUCH C TOYKH 3PCHUS YUUTENCH CpPEJIHMX INKOJ, MOSTOMY BBIOOPKY cOCTaBwin 24
YYUTENS IBYX CPEIHUX TPEXBI3BIYHBIX MIKOT AJIMATHHCKON 00nacTu. B kauecTBe HHCTPYMEHTOB cOOpa KaueCTBEHHBIX
JAHHBIX KCIOJIb30BAIKChH MOJIY-CTPYKTYPHPOBAHHBIC MHTCPBBHIO. TeMaTHUCCKUI aHaN3 COOPAHHBIX JAHHBIX BBISBHI
MOJIOKUTEIBHOE OTHOLICHUE YYHTENed K MHOTOSI3BIYMIO B 00I1e00pa3oBaTeNIbHOM ILKOJE, TaK Kak JOJIToe Bpems
YUUTENs TPUAaBain 0OJbIIOE 3HAYCHUE PA3BUTHIO MEPBOro s3bika. OHAKO OKa3bIBACTCS, YTO HA MPAKTUKE yUUTEIS
UCTIONB3YIOT B KA4eCTBE CPEICTBA OOYYCHHUS B OCHOBHOM IMEPBBIA SI3BIK yYalllUXCs, & HE BTOPOH M HMHOCTPaHHBIM.
[puunHO# maHHOHU cuTYyaIu OblIa yKa3aHa HeXBaTKa 3HAHUH U OTIBITA [T TIEPEX0/1a OT OAHOSI3BIYHOM K MHOTOSI3BITHOM
MpaKTUKe. BBIBOIBI MpPEIIONararoT, 4TO YYUTENSIM JO W BO BpeMs pabOThl HEOOXOAMMO MPOWTH CIEHHAIBHYIO
MTOJITOTOBKY FUTM HACTABHUYECTBO JUIS PEUICHUS YKa3aHHBIX MPOOIIEM.

Kniouesvie cnosa: MHOTOS3BIYNE, CPEACTBO OOYUCHHUS, BOCHPUATHE YUUTENCH, CPemHSS INKOJA, WHOCTPAHHBIN
SI3BIK, POJTHOM SI3BIK, TIEPEKITIOYCHUE KOJOB.
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