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Abstract
Exploring Perceptions of University Students with Diverse Learning Needs on
the Unified National Testing (UNT)

The Unified National Testing (UNT) is a crucial stage in school students’ academic
development. Although designed to ensure fairness and transparency in university
admissions, its high-stakes nature often creates inequalities and barriers for students with
diverse learning needs. These barriers include socio-economic disparities that limit access to
preparation and significant psychological pressure affecting exam outcomes, raising concerns
about the inclusivity of the system. As central stakeholders, students’ lived experiences
provide important practical insights into the examination. This study explores the perceptions
of university students with diverse learning needs regarding the UNT, the challenges they
faced, and their suggestions for more inclusive approaches. Conducted in Astana universities,
the study employed a qualitative phenomenological approach using semi-structured
interviews with students who had taken the UNT for admission. The data were analyzed
through a social justice perspective, drawing on Nancy Fraser’s (1998; 2009) dimensions of
redistribution, recognition, and representation.

The findings indicate that while students recognize the UNT as a necessary
standardized assessment tool, their voices are often misrepresented, their needs
misrecognized, and access to preparation unevenly distributed. Psychological pressure
emerged as a consistent barrier across participants, evident during both preparation and
examination stages, reinforced by teachers’ emphasis on high stakes and exacerbated by
exam supervision, reflecting insufficient psychological support. The UNT was also perceived
as prioritizing preparation strategies over the assessment of broader academic abilities, with
strong dependence on external resources. Participants highlighted misalignment between

exam content and the school curriculum, as well as linguistic barriers, particularly for



vii
Kazakh-language students, limiting their ability to demonstrate their potential. These issues
contribute to disproportionate barriers and unequal opportunities. Additional systemic
concerns include underdeveloped Kazakh-language academic resources, limited preparedness
of teachers and supervisors for inclusive practices, and rigid exam administration that
prioritizes procedures over student well-being. Overall, the UNT does not fully align with
principles of inclusive education and social justice, underscoring the need for systemic
reform that ensures equitable access to preparation, recognition of diverse needs, and
inclusion of student voices in decision-making.

Keywords: UNT, diverse learning needs, self-identified needs, social justice
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Anaarna

¥arTeiK Oipbiarail Tectisiey (¥bT) MekTen oKyIblIIapbIHBIH aKaIeMHUSITBIK
JaMYbIHBIH MaHbI3/1bI K€3eH1 00JIbI Tabbu1a k1. JKOoFaphl OKY OpBIHIApbIHA TYCY YAEpiCiHe
OUIJIIK MEH allIbIKTHIKTBHI KAMTaMachl3 €Tyre OarbITTalFaHbIHA KapaMacTaH, OHBIH YKOFaphbl
MaHBI3JIBUTBIFBI OPTYPIIl OKY KOXKETTUTIKTEP1 6ap CTYyIEHTTEp YIIIH KU1 TEHCI3AIKTEP MEH
Keaepriiep TyblHAaTaabl. by kenepriiepre qaibIHABIKKA KODKETIMIUTIKTI IEKTEUTIH
QJIEYMETTIK-2KOHOMUKAJIBIK albIpMalIbIIBIKTAP, COHAAM-aK eMTUXaH HOTHKeIIEpiHe acep
€TETIH alTapJIBIKTai IICUXOJIOTHSIIBIK KbICHIM YKaTabl, OVJI )KYHECHIH HHKIFO3UBTLIITTHE
KATBICTHI aJlaHJayIIBIIBIK TYAbIpaabl. Heri3ri My eni Tapantap peTiHae CTyaeHTTep
©3/IepiHIH OMIpIIK TOMKIPUOECiHE CYyiieHe OTBIPBII, EMTUXAH TYPabl MAHbI3Abl TIPAKTHKAIIBIK
TyciHikrep Oepeni. Ocbl 3epTTeyAe SPTYPIli OKY KaKeTTinikTepi 0ap crynentrepain ¥bT-ra
KATBICTBI KaObLIAayNIaphl, oJlap Ke3JeCTipreH KUbIHABIKTAp MEH Keeprijiep, COHIai-aK
E€MTHXaHFa HeFYPJIbIM MHKJIIO3UBTI TOCUIIEP/l €HT13Y KOHIHAET1 YChIHBICTaphI
KapacThIpbLIaibl. 3epTTey AcTaHa KalachIHBIH YHUBEPCUTETTEPIHE camnajblK
(eHOMEHOIOTHSITBIK TOCUT apKbUIbI XKYpri3iiin, ¥BT-Hbl Tancepbin, OKyFa TYCKEH
CTYICHTTEpPMEH >KapThUTail KYphIIbIMIaHFaH cyx0arTap Konaansuiabl. [lepekrep Honcu
Opeiizep (1998; 2009) ychlHFaH SKOHOMHKANBIK KaliTa 001y, MOJIEHU TaHy KOHE CasiCu
OKUIIIK eJIIeMIepiHe CYHEHTeH dJIEyMETTIK 9UIETTUIIK TYPFBICBIHAH TaJJaH Ibl.

Hormxenep crynentrepain ¥ bT-HbI KaKeTTi cTaHIapTTaNFaH Oaranay Kypaibl
peTiHe MOMBIHAANTHIHBIH KOPCETKEHIMEH, OJIap/IbIH JaybICTaphl kKU1 €CKepUIMEHTIHIH,
KOKETTUTIKTEPI MOMBIHIAIMANTHIHBIH JKOHE TaWbIHABIKKA KOJDKETIMILTIKTIH O1pKenKi
OeniHOeNTIHIH aHFapTaabl. [ICHXOMOTUSIIBIK KBICBIM OAPIIBIK KaThICYIIbUIAP YILIIH TYPAKThI
KeJIepri PeTiH/Ie aHBIKTATBII, JaWbIHABIK Ke3eHIH e /Ie, EMTHXaH OapbhICHIHIA J]a KOPIiHiC
TaNThI; OJ MYFATIMAEPAiH KOFapbl MaHBI3IBUIBIKKA OAaCBIMIBIK OepyIMEH KYIISHTLIIN,

CMTHUXaHAbI 6aKBIJ'Iay 6apBICLIHIIa OoJaH Spl YIIBIKKAH, 6¥H TMCHUXOJIOTHSIIBIK KOJIAayAbIH



XKeTkumikci3airia kepcereai. ConsiMeH Katap, ¥bT aschiHIa KeH ayKbIMIIbI aKaJEMUSITBIK
Kabinerrepai OaranayaaH repi JalbIHABIK CTpaTErusIapbiHa 0aChIMIBIK OCPIJICTiHI )KOHE
CBIPTKBI pECypCTapFa TOYEIIUIIK )KOFaphl ekeHi Oalkanabl. KaTeicynisuiap eMTuxaH
Ma3MYHBI MEH MEKTeN OarapiiaMachl apachlHIaFbl COMKECCI3IIKTI, COHIal-aK TUIIIK
KeJIepriiep/i, acipece Kazak TIIiHAEC OKUTBIH CTYICHTTEp YIIIiH, aTall oTTi, OyJ1 oJapIbIH e3
QJICYeTIH TOJIBIK KOpPCETYIHEe MIEKTeY KOsl byl Mocenenep TeHCI3 MYMKIHIIKTEp MEH
MIPOTIOPITMOHANIBI €MEC KeAEPTiJIep/IiH maiaa 0omybIHa bIKIA eTedl. KockiMina xyienik
npo0ieManapra Ka3ak TUTIHAET] aKaJeMHSUIBIK PECYpCTapablH JKEeTKUTIKCI3 1aMYbl,
MyFaiimMep MeH OaKbUIayIIbUIapAbIH HHKITFO3UBTI TOXKIpUOenepre )KeTKUTKCI3 JailbIHbIFbL,
COHJIali-aK eMTHUXaH OTKi3y OapbIChIHIA POCIMACPIIH CTYACHTTEP/IiH AI1-ayKaThIHAH dKOFaphbl
KOWBLTYHI jkatajbl. JKanmel anranga, ¥bT nHkit03uBTI 6151iM Oepy MEH dJIeyMETTIK
OMUIETTUIIK KaFuAaTTapbIHA TOJBIK COMKEC KeIMei i, Oy TalbIHABIKKA T€H KODKETIMIUTIKTI
KaMTaMachI3 €TETiH, OpPTYPJIi KaKETTUTIKTepAl MONBIHIAUTHIH KOHE HICIIiM KaObl1aay
YAepiciHe CTYASHTTEPIIH MiKIpIH ECKEePETiH KYHeniK peopmanapabiH KaKEeTTITITH
alKbIHIANTBI.

Kinm ce30ep: ¥BT, opTypi oKy KaKETTUTIKTEP1, ©31H-031 aHBIKTAJIFaH

KOKETTUTIKTEP, QIEYMETTIK 9MITETTUIIK



AHHOTALUA

Enunoe narmonansHoe tectupoBanue (EHT) sBiasieTcs BaxKHEHIIIMM TalloM B
aKaJIeMHUYeCKOM Pa3BUTHH YYCHHKOB IIKOJI. HecMoTps Ha TO, UTO OH MpU3BaH 00ECIIEYUTh
CIPaBEIMBOCTD U MPO3PAUYHOCTD MPH MOCTYIJICHUH B BY3bl, €70 BHICOKAs 3HAYMMOCTh
3a4acTyIO CO3J]aeT HEPABEHCTBO U MPETMSATCTBUS IS CTYIEHTOB C Pa3IN4YHbIMU
noTpeOHOCTAMU B 00yueHuu. K 3TUM mpensTcTBUAM OTHOCSATCS COLUAIbHO-3KOHOMHYECKHE
pa3nuyus, OrpaHUYUBAIOLIUE TOCTYI K IOJIFOTOBKE, a TAK)KE 3HAYUTEIIbHOE
MICUXOJIOTHYECKOE IaBlICHUE, BIUAIOIIEE Ha PE3yNIbTaThl 9K3aMEHAa, YTO BBI3bIBACT OMACCHHUS
OTHOCHUTENIbHO MHKIIFO3UBHOCTU CUCTEMBI. Kak KiltoueBble 3aMHTEPECOBAHHBIE CTOPOHBI,
CTYICHTBI, ONUPAsICh HA CBOI JKU3HEHHBIN OIBIT, JAIOT Ba)KHbIE MPAKTUYECKUE
npecraBieHus 00 sk3ameHe. B naHHOM nccienoBanuu usydatorcs Bocnpusitue EHT
CTYJEHTaMHU C PA3IMYHBIMU TOTPEOHOCTAMU B 00y4EHUH, IPOOIEMBI, C KOTOPHIMH OHU
CTAJIKUBAJIUCH, & TAK)KE UX MPEATIOKEHUS 110 BHEPEHUIO 00JIee MHKIIO3UBHBIX MMOIX0/I0B.
HccnenoBanue npoBOAMIOCh B YHUBEpCUTETAaX ACTaHbl C UCIIOJIb30BAHUEM Kau€CTBEHHOTO
(heHOMEHOIOTHYeCKOro T0IX0/]a Ha OCHOBE MONYCTPYKTYPHUPOBAHHBIX HHTEPBBIO CO
crynentamu, caaBmimMu EHT it moctyruienns. AHanu3 JaHHBIX TPOBOJUIICS Yepe3 MpU3My
COLIMAJIBHOW CIPaBEIMBOCTH C OMOPOM Ha ONpEEIeHUs IepepacpeesieHus], IPU3HaHUs U
MIpeICTaBUTENbCTBA, TIpeioxkeHHbie Harncu @peiizep (1998; 2009).

Pe3ynbTarhl MOKa3bIBaIOT, YTO, XOTS CTYAEHTHI npu3HaoT EHT HeoOxoaumbiM
CTaHAAPTU3UPOBAHHBIM HHCTPYMEHTOM OLIEHKH, UX I0JIOCa YaCTO HE YUYUTHIBAIOTCS, UX
MOTPEOHOCTH HE MPU3HAIOTCS, & TOCTYH K MOJTOTOBKE paclpe/ielieH HepaBHOMEPHO.
[Icuxonoruveckoe 1aBlI€HUE CTAJIO MOCTOSHHBIM MPETSITCTBUEM ISl BCEX YUACTHUKOB,
MIPOSIBIISIBIIMMCS KaK Ha dTare MOoArOTOBKH, TaK U BO BpeMs IK3aMEHa; OHO yCYTYOIISI0Ch
aKIIEHTOM YYUTEJeH Ha BHICOKYIO CTaBKY M 00OCTPSIIOCH B X0/1€ YK3aMEHAIIMOHHOTO

Haa3opa, 94TO CBUACTCIILCTBOBAJIO O HEJ0CTAaTOYHOH ICUXOJIOTHYECKOM MMOAACPIKKE. KpOMC



Xi

TOr0, CYUTANIOCH, UTO B paMkax EHT npuoputer oTaaercsa crparerusiM NOArOTOBKH, a HE
OlLIeHKe OoJiee MUPOKUX aKaJIeMUYECKUX CITIOCOOHOCTEH, MPU 3TOM HAOIIOAAETCs CUIIbHAS
3aBUCUMOCTB OT BHEIIHMX PECYPCOB. YUYAaCTHUKU OTMEUYAJIU HECOOTBETCTBUE MEXKIY
coJiep>KaHuEeM 2K3aMeHa U IIKOJIbHOW MPOrpaMMOoii, a Takxke sI3bIKOBbIE Oapbepbl, 0COOEHHO
JUIA ydanuxcs, o0y4Jaroluxcsl Ha Ka3aXCKOM SI3bIKE, UTO OPaHUYMBAIO UX CIOCOOHOCTh
MIPOJIEMOHCTPUPOBATH CBOW MOTEHILIUAN. DTU MPOOJIEMBI CIIOCOOCTBYIOT BO3HUKHOBEHHIO
HEMPOIMOPIUOHAIBHBIX 0APHEPOB U HEPABEHCTBY BO3MOXKHOCTEH. JlOMOTHUTENbHBIE
CUCTEMHBIE MPOOIEMBbI BKIIIOUAIOT HEAOCTATOYHO PA3BUTHIC aKaJJeMUUECKHIE PECYPCHI Ha
Ka3aXCKOM $sI3bIKE, OTPAHMYEHHYIO MMOATOTOBKY yuuTeNel u HabmoaaTeneil K MHKIIO3UBHBIM
MIPaKTUKaM, a TAKXKE )KECTKOE MPOBEJCHUE FK3aMEHOB, TP KOTOPOM MPOLEAYPHI CTABITCS
BhIIIe Onarononyuns ydamuxcs. B neiaom, EHT He moTHOCTBIO COOTBETCTBYET MPHUHIIUIIAM
WHKITIO3UBHOTO 00pa30BaHUs U COLMATBHON CIPaBEUIMBOCTH, YTO MOAYEPKUBACT
HE00XO0IMMOCTh CUCTEMHON peopMbl, 00ecTieunBaroIIei paBHbBIN JOCTYI K MOJATOTOBKE,
MPU3HAHUE Pa3HOOOpa3HBIX MOTPEOHOCTEN U yUeT MHEHHSI YYaIlluXcsl B IPOIiecce MPUHATHS
peLIeHui.

Kniouesvie cnosa: EHT, pasHooOpa3Hble TOTpeOHOCTH B 00yUYEHHUH,

CaMOI/I,I[eHTI/I(I)I/II_II/IPOBaHHBIe HOTpe6HOCTI/I, conraJibHas CIipaBCaJINBOCTDb
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This chapter outlines a study focused on exploring the perceptions of university
students with diverse learning needs regarding their experiences with Kazakhstan’s
Unified National Testing (UNT), with particular emphasis on possible barriers they
encountered and the suggestions they might have to promote an inclusive approach to the
testing. The study examines potential barriers to the success of a more inclusive UNT in
Kazakhstan through the experiences of university students as the main stakeholders, in
order to capture meaningful insights into the practical implementation of the test.

After Kazakhstan’s independence, one of the country’s key initiatives was to
identify and adopt national development strategies by abandoning remnants of the Soviet
education system and transitioning toward a competitive knowledge economy
(Mingisheva, 2023). In the post-Soviet period, the country’s young population experienced
high unemployment due to insufficient skills for a competitive professional environment.
Therefore, the primary goal was to support economic development by addressing
underdeveloped industrial production associated with a large proportion of low-skilled
youth. This shift was further reinforced by the announcement of Kazakhstan’s Strategy
2050, which reflects the country’s ambition to join the world’s top 30 developed
economies, with the knowledge economy identified as a key area of long-term
development (Aitzhanova et al., 2014).

To meet the demands of that period, national development efforts were centered on
the education system, which led to a rapid increase in the number of universities and,
consequently, expanded access to higher education for citizens (Bakas uulu & Smagulov,
2016). Therefore, the proliferation of universities created a perception among citizens that
obtaining higher education could guarantee “easier,” non-physical jobs associated with

higher social status. As Bakas uulu and Smagulov (2016) further elaborate, this



proliferation contributed to growing non-transparency in university admissions. As a
result, many students with insufficient academic skills managed to enroll in higher
education, while other applicants, particularly those from marginalized groups, sought less
equitable and non-transparent ways to gain acceptance (Jumabayeva, 2016). The situation
was further compounded by students entering programs that were not in high demand,
prompting the government to recognize the urgency of reforming the education system by
revisiting university admission procedures to ensure that enrolled candidates met the
necessary academic requirements. This initiative aimed to contribute to the country’s
economic growth by selecting candidates with objectively sufficient knowledge and
increasing transparency in university admissions.

This underscored the importance of developing a transparent and fair assessment to
replace disparate local exams, which led to the introduction of the Unified National
Testing (UNT) in 2004, marking a key milestone in Kazakhstan’s education reform
(Mingisheva, 2020). As a result, the National Testing Center was established as a single
independent body to implement measures supporting these government initiatives. Beyond
addressing domestic challenges, the UNT also aimed to increase accountability and raise
education standards in Kazakhstan, thereby strengthening the country’s position in
international education assessments. Accordingly, the UNT was described as a tool for
measuring students’ quality of knowledge while mitigating corruption in admission
procedures (OECD, 2007). Similar to other international high-stakes examinations, such as
Germany’s Abitur, China’s Gaokao, and the UK’s A-levels, the UNT aims to ensure
comprehensive admission outcomes through the standardization of assessment (Abdrasilov
et al., 2025; Baizhanov et al., 2025).

Despite advantages such as improved efficiency in processing student outcomes,

combating non-transparency, and providing school graduates with the necessary



certification, controversy surrounding the exam’s effectiveness has persisted. Concerns
have arisen about the content of the UNT, particularly the quality and format of multiple-
choice questions (Mingisheva, 2020). This reliance on memorization and recall, rather than
on the development of advanced intellectual skills such as argumentation and inference,
has been considered insufficient for success in competitive higher education. Another
concern is the narrowing of the curriculum caused by the limited scope of the test, which
compels students to prioritize exam performance over comprehensive learning (Bridges,
2014). In addition, the growing importance of the UNT has exacerbated emotional stress
and challenged students’ psychological preparedness, especially among those from
disadvantaged backgrounds due to socioeconomic differences (Chankseliani et al., 2020).
Overall, debates surrounding the UNT as an objective assessment of students’
knowledge and its impact on examinees persist despite its initially positive aims. These
issues are believed to obstruct the effective implementation of inclusivity in high-stakes

educational assessment, which significantly affects students’ lives.

Problem Statement

Although the UNT was intended to be a fair and transparent assessment tool for
evaluating students’ knowledge during the university application process, it has revealed
several issues and gaps in educational assessment from the perspective of inclusion. High-
stakes tests (HSTs) worldwide impose immense pressure on examinees due to their
influence on critical educational transition stages, which subsequently shape students’
academic and professional outcomes, and a similar perception extends to the UNT (Zwier
et al., 2021). Similar to other HSTs, the UNT is influenced by factors beyond students’
control, particularly demographic variables such as socio-economic status, place of birth

and residence, and language of examination (Abdrasilov, 2025).



In terms of functional effectiveness, the UNT can be described as a valid
standardized assessment of students’ cognitive abilities for university admission, yet it
exerts a strong psychological influence on examination outcomes (Abdrasilov, 2025).
Regarding its psychological effects, it is suggested that, compared to actual learning,
success in the exam depends more on students’ ability to manage test anxiety and their
familiarity with the UNT format.

Concerning linguistic aspects, existing literature identifies minor differences
between Kazakh- and Russian-language examinees. However, there is limited research on
why the Kazakh-language format of UNT questions may be difficult for native Kazakh
students to process. Existing studies suggest that code-switching between Kazakh and
Russian may hinder comprehension of the academic Kazakh required in the UNT, while
the language’s complex word formation and the scarcity of high-quality Kazakh-language
educational resources further contribute to these challenges (Mussakhojayeva et al., 2022).

Therefore, the majority of existing research has examined the UNT through the
lens of demographic factors, while limited attention has been given to students’
perceptions of the exam, particularly those with diverse learning needs and their inclusion.
Given the UNT’s significant impact on students’ educational and career trajectories in
Kazakhstan, it is essential to examine the test from an inclusion perspective in order to
assess its alignment with national efforts to promote an inclusive education system, which

should extend to high-stakes assessment practices such as the UNT.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions of university students with
diverse learning needs regarding the UNT in Kazakhstan, with a focus on understanding
their preparation and examination experiences, the possible challenges or barriers they

may have encountered, and the potential suggestions they might offer to improve



inclusivity in assessment procedures. The findings of the study may contribute to a more
practical understanding of the UNT, as test-takers provide insights based on their lived
experiences.

In this study, diverse learning needs are conceptualized as a broad term
encompassing differences in backgrounds, learning styles, experiences, and other factors
that may influence students’ learning or test-taking outcomes. This definition is not limited
to formally documented physical needs but also includes emotional and cognitive needs, as
well as socio-economic barriers, including those that may not be formally recognized. This
broader perspective allows for self-identification of needs and acknowledges individual
feelings of inclusion, both of which play a significant role in the implementation of
inclusive education (Parekh & Brown, 2020). Including students’ self-identification of
needs is essential, as it helps avoid assumptions about diverse learning needs and raises

awareness of their variability (Skrzypiec et al., 2015).

Objectives of the Study
1. To explore and interpret the experiences and perceptions of students with
diverse learning needs in relation to the UNT;
2. To identify and analyze the challenges and barriers encountered by these
students throughout the UNT process;
3. To examine and synthesize students’ recommendations for enhancing

inclusivity within the UNT.

Research Questions
To guide this study, the following research questions are proposed:
1. How do students with diverse learning needs perceive their experiences of

the Unified National Testing (UNT)?



2. What challenges or barriers did these students encounter during the UNT
process?
3. What suggestions do these students provide for improving the UNT to

better accommodate diverse learners?

Significance of the Study

The significance of this study lies in its comprehensive exploration of students’
perceptions as key stakeholders of the UNT, providing insight into the exam’s inclusivity.
By capturing participants’ views, the study highlights the practical challenges and barriers
experienced during the UNT. The findings aim to inform understanding of the UNT from
an inclusivity perspective and to amplify the voices of primary stakeholders, thereby
contributing to improved accommaodation practices for diverse learners, including those

with both officially recognized and self-identified learning needs.

Definitions of Terms

Unified National Testing (UNT): This refers to a nationally administered
standardized test established to fairly and transparently assess the academic preparedness
of high school graduates for entry into higher education institutions in Kazakhstan
(Jumabayeva, 2016). It serves as a critical tool for accountability, aiming to maintain
educational standards in the country, and its implementation may have significant
consequences for students, as the test results frequently determine university admission.

Inclusive Education: Inclusive education is defined by an equitable approach that
ensures access to education while taking into consideration learners’ diverse needs,
including physical, cognitive, emotional, cultural, and other individual characteristics that
may affect their learning (Orynbassarov et al., 2025). Its importance lies in its crucial role
in shaping learners’ development as members of society and in ensuring their equal

participation in various aspects of life.



Diverse Learning Needs: The concept of diverse learning needs refers to the
varied differences among learners in physical, psychological, social, economic, cultural,
and other backgrounds that may affect their learning processes and outcomes (Skrzypiec et
al., 2015). Diverse learning needs extend beyond physical disabilities and encompass
individual characteristics that influence students’ academic experiences.

Self-identification of Learning Needs: The definition of self-identification of
diverse learning needs can be characterized as individuals’ recognition of their conditions
and needs, independent of official labels and in contrast to institutional identification
(Parekh & Brown, 2020). Self-identification of needs plays a significant role in learners’
academic and social experiences.

Outline of the Study

This study comprises six chapters that explore Astana university students’
perceptions of their experiences with the UNT, with a focus on potential barriers they
encountered and recommendations for developing more inclusive practices in UNT
procedures. Chapter 1 introduces the contextual background of the UNT, the research
problem, the purpose of the study, objectives, research questions, the study’s significance,
definitions of key terms, and an outline of the study. Chapter 2 reviews national and
international research on inclusive practices in high-stakes tests, including the UNT,
through the lens of social justice theory in education (Fraser, 1998) to provide a
comprehensive theoretical framework. Chapter 3 presents a qualitative phenomenological
study within an interpretivist paradigm, detailing participant recruitment, semi-structured
interviews, and ethical considerations. Chapters 4 and 5 examine students’ lived
experiences regarding their preparation for and examination of the UNT, as well as

potential gaps or issues in accommodating diverse learners’ needs through the study’s



theoretical framework. Chapter 6 summarizes the study’s findings and examines their

significance for future research.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter provides a review of the existing literature on high-stakes standardized
testing, inclusive education, and the social justice theory framework, analyzing
Kazakhstan’s Unified National Testing (UNT) within both national and international
contexts. The chapter is organized into several sections, including explanations of how
inclusive education is perceived internationally and nationally, definitions of equity and
equality in educational assessments along with their conceptual differences, and an
introduction to high-stakes testing and its potential implications for inclusion. The chapter
concludes by reviewing relevant empirical research through the lens of social justice

theory, highlighting potential gaps in the existing literature related to the study.

Inclusive Education in Global and Local Contexts

Inclusion is a practice grounded in the key values of human rights that responds to
the diverse needs of all learners by viewing diversity as the norm and implementing
modifications within the general education classroom to accommodate learners’ needs and
eradicate exclusion (Abawi et al., 2018). Although the fundamental principles of inclusive
education originate in the international context and are consistent with local imperatives,
the language and interpretation of inclusive education vary across local contexts, thereby
emphasizing the importance of context-specific approaches to its implementation
(Carrington et al., 2018). The formulation of inclusive education at the policy-making level
is described as less challenging than the implementation of inclusive education policies,
highlighting that, despite policy recognition of inclusion, it is often not adequately realized
in practice. This is particularly evident in developing countries, which frequently adopt
policies from developed countries that are not aligned with their local contexts and are

therefore not effectively implemented due to sociocultural, structural, and institutional
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barriers, namely sociocultural attitudes, resource availability, funding allocation, teacher
capacity, and inadequate monitoring (Khoiriyah et al., 2024; Obah, 2024).

Definitions of inclusive education at the national level vary depending on
sociopolitical and cultural contexts. For instance, the conceptualizations of inclusive
education in Slovakia vary and frequently lack coherence, affected by broad definitions of
inclusion and misalignment between educational policies (Kas¢ak & Strouhal, 2023). In
Indonesia, inclusive education practices are not yet institutionalized and thus require
systematic support (Setiawan & Tohari, 2025). Despite global frameworks such as the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) providing an international policy agenda,
inclusion in education is hindered by numerous factors, including differing interpretations
of inclusion, poor data on excluded children, and uncoordinated governance (Ydo, 2020).

In the context of Kazakhstan, after signing international declarations such as the
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006), the
Convention against Discrimination in Education (UNESCO, 1961), and the Salamanca
Statement (UNESCO, 1994), inclusive education became a focal point in the State
Programs for Education Development of the Republic of Kazakhstan between 2011 and
2020 (Makoelle, 2020). The first inclusive education practices were implemented in 2009
with the establishment of pilot inclusive schools teaching children with disabilities
alongside non-disabled students, as well as through training teachers to change attitudes
toward inclusion and diversity as part of professional development programs, yet the
effectiveness of this training remained unclear. Despite Kazakhstan’s attempts and
progress in the implementation of inclusive education, the concept has not been clearly
conceptualized due to language and terminology mirroring the USSR’s education system,

which was largely based on corrective and remedial teaching and medical classifications
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(Makoelle, 2020). Thus, it is necessary to develop policies to eliminate the Soviet legacy in
education, specifically by shifting toward the social model of inclusion and abandoning the
medical model (Assanbayev & Makoelle, 2024). It is also evident from initiatives
incorporating inclusive principles into Kazakhstani technical and vocational education and
training (TVET) institutions that awareness of the need for more comprehensive
inclusivity is increasing and remains ongoing, although the engagement of students,
teachers, and communities is essential (Assanbayev & Makoelle, 2024). Therefore, it can
be concluded that identifying conceptual clarity and developing a local discourse of
inclusion in Kazakhstani education is an urgent priority (Makoelle, 2020).

Overall, inclusive education can be described as an internationally recognized and
endorsed educational principle rooted in the core values of human rights, intended to
ensure a shared educational classroom for all learners regardless of their diverse needs.
However, its interpretation varies depending on the context, and in the Kazakhstani

context, the conceptualization of inclusive education remains unclear.

The Conceptual Distinction Between Equity and Equality in Educational Assessment
Understanding the definitions and conceptual distinctions between equity and
equality may provide a complementary perspective for examining fairness in educational
assessment. Equity is defined as a principle aimed at ensuring equal learning opportunities
for all learners. However, it prioritizes providing access to educational outcomes that
account for circumstantial differences, rather than guaranteeing equal results. In contrast,
equality focuses on the uniform provision of inputs to support students (OECD, 2018).
Therefore, educational innovations should be directed toward enhancing equity
among learners and promoting equitable assessment practices, rather than solely
emphasizing academic excellence and achievement (Lucas-Oliva, 2022). It is essential to

address existing gaps among learners and reconsider curricular standardization in order to
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foster a sustainable and inclusive educational system. Scholars also emphasize the
importance of developing equity literacy among teachers by preparing them to critically
reflect on injustices in education and influence school-level practices and student attitudes
(Posti-Ahokas & Janhonen-Abruquah, 2021).

To achieve equity in education, assessment bias must be addressed. Equity in
educational assessment is multifaceted, as it encompasses the environment in which
learners are assessed, the tools and practices employed during assessment, and the quality
of feedback and support provided by teachers (Onumah et al., 2023). Reflecting on these
components may contribute to the development of more responsive and context-sensitive
assessment practices.

Nevertheless, several barriers continue to impede equity in educational assessment.
As revealed during the COVID-19 pandemic, equitable assessment is affected by
disparities among learners, including social inequalities (Setlhodi, 2021). During the
pandemic, the quality of assessment was negatively influenced by unequal access to
learning materials and adequate preparation, thereby exposing pre-existing structural
barriers that hinder equity in education. Persistent systemic inequalities, reliance on
uniform approaches that fail to capture diverse learners’ capabilities, disregard for cultural
differences, and the underdevelopment of inclusive digital learning tools further constrain
the promotion of equitable educational assessment (Zandvakili & Gordon, 2025).

In sum, recognizing the distinctions between equity and equality in education is
essential for critically reconsidering standardized assessment practices that may be
misaligned with the needs of diverse learners. Equitable assessment seeks to ensure
fairness by providing learners with appropriate and context-responsive access to

assessment opportunities, whereas equality emphasizes the uniform provision of support.
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High-Stakes Testing: Implications for Equity and Inclusion

As issues of equity in educational assessment have been raised, it is important to
explore the role of high-stakes testing. High-stakes testing (HST) is introduced and
practiced globally with the aim of improving students’ learning outcomes by raising
educational standards and accountability, as well as ensuring fairer placement. HSTs were
initially designed as aptitude tests to enhance school and student accountability and to
predict students’ success by collecting data on their academic progress over time
(Marchant, 2004).

Despite their intended purpose, HSTs have been criticized due to the challenges
they create for learners. For example, HSTs frequently carry significant consequences for
students, generating high levels of competition that exacerbate socio-economic disparities
among learners (Zwier et al., 2021). These tests also impose considerable pressure on
students, as they often prioritize score improvement over actual learning, which can distort
both students’ and teachers’ perceptions of HSTs (Spann, 2015). Consequently, HSTs may
inadvertently reinforce existing inequities in education.

Overall, despite their widespread use in international education systems, the role of
HSTSs in promoting educational equity and their influence on students warrant careful re-
evaluation. Alternative assessment tools that emphasize equity may offer fairer and more

meaningful measures of learning.

Empirical Evidence on Formal Fairness and Practical Inequities in the UNT

After gaining independence, Kazakhstan’s education system has undergone major
transformations to meet global education quality standards and align with international
education practices (Sarmurzin et al., 2021). In this context, since 2004, the Unified
National Testing (UNT) has been administered annually by the National Testing Center as

an assessment tool designed to evaluate the quality of secondary education and predict
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students’ admission to higher education (Abdrasilov et al., 2024). The UNT was

introduced to ensure objective and transparent assessment of students’ achievements, while
also reducing admission disparities among school graduates and minimizing opportunities
for corruption in education (Jumabayeva, 2016).

Although the UNT’s intended implementation was a positive initiative, empirical
research indicates that teachers and students perceive it as formally fair but lacking an
equitable approach (Jumabayeva, 2016). Students’ socio-economic differences may
inadvertently affect their preparation and overall performance, as those from rural regions
or disadvantaged backgrounds may have limited access to preparatory materials and
external tutoring services compared to their more advantaged peers (Zwier et al., 2021).
Similarly, high-stakes tests tend to overlook students’ diverse backgrounds and
experiences, generating increased pressure and anxiety among disadvantaged students
(Fitzgerald, 2015). As evaluative tools, HSTs often lack inclusivity by failing to consider
individual learning trajectories, including those of students with special needs (Avdiu &
Ahmedi, 2024). These factors can reinforce existing inequalities and negatively affect
examination performance.

From a policy implementation perspective, the socioeconomic challenges
associated with the UNT highlight the policy’s formal aim of ensuring fair competition
among students, while also revealing its practical limitations in accommodating diverse
socioeconomic groups (Chankseliani, 2021). This dynamic may further widen the gap
between rural and urban candidates in access to higher education, particularly due to
increasing reliance on private tutoring and competitive preparation. Overall, this
misalignment between policy objectives and implementation underscores the need to re-

examine the exam structure to achieve genuinely fair outcomes.
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Interestingly, previous studies have mostly explored the aforementioned gaps from
teachers’ perspectives, so the voices of students as the main stakeholders have not been
extensively examined to include their concerns and potential suggestions for improving
inclusive practices in the UNT (Bakas uulu & Smagulov, 2016). This is particularly
relevant for students with diverse learning exceptionalities, whose opinions could provide
valuable insight for future changes to the UNT.

Therefore, the challenges and gaps surrounding HSTs highlight the growing
importance of incorporating more inclusive and diversified assessment approaches within
high-stakes testing systems. In some countries, such as Canada, mid-stakes assessments
have been introduced to mitigate the negative consequences of HSTs by strengthening
formative feedback and aligning assessment practices with student learning and
development (Hargreaves, 2020). Similarly, a range of alternative assessment models,
including portfolio-based assessment, self- and peer assessment, interactive tasks, and
project-based evaluation, have been adopted to complement traditional testing by enabling
students to demonstrate their knowledge through more diverse representations of learning
(Avdiu & Ahmedi, 2024; Gozuyesil & Tanriseven, 2017). In Kazakhstan, criteria-based
assessment has been introduced as a complementary approach aimed at reducing reliance
on rote memorization, although its implementation remains an ongoing process
(Begimbetova et al., 2023).

In sum, empirical research has revealed several gaps in HSTs, particularly the
limited evidence on students’ perceptions, especially those from diverse backgrounds,
regarding the UNT’s inclusivity, insufficient exploration of policy gaps, and the lack of
contextually appropriate alternative assessment models. These gaps underscore the

significance of the present study, which aims to explore students’ perspectives alongside
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policy and comparative evidence to contribute to more inclusive assessment practices in

Kazakhstan.

Theoretical Framework

Respecting students’ unique learning paths and diverse learning needs serves as a
core principle of inclusivity in education. This aligns with the principles of social justice,
which promote the equitable engagement of diverse learners in an environment designed to
meet their needs and foster meaningful change in education (Adams & Bell, 2016; Fraser,
1998). However, inclusivity in classrooms is often formal rather than substantive, as the
mere presence of diverse students in general classrooms does not necessarily indicate that
they fully participate in classroom activities or receive appropriate support (Shyman,
2015). Moreover, to effectively ensure inclusion in educational settings, students’ diverse
needs and unique experiences need to be recognized, fair access to necessary resources and
opportunities needs to be redistributed equitably, and reflections of learners on changes in
education need to be represented (Keddie, 2012).

Similar challenges may arise in standardized educational assessments. From a
social justice perspective, educational assessment should reflect learners’ diversity and
individual experiences, rather than functioning solely as a measurement tool, a
consideration that HSTs frequently overlook (Adams & Bell, 2016). The social justice
framework is often conflated with diversity; although the two concepts are interconnected,
they are distinct. Social justice involves recognizing diversity respectfully and ensuring the
fair distribution of economic, cultural, and political resources (Fraser, 1998; 2009).

In the context of the UNT, a social justice lens seeks to mitigate inequities in
access to preparatory materials and services, address socio-economic disparities, and

account for other factors that may influence students’ examination performance and
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outcomes (see Figure 1). Therefore, social justice is crucial in systems prone to inequities,
such as the UNT.

Figure 1. Nancy Fraser’s Three-Dimensional Social Justice Framework

Applying Fraser’s Social Justice Framework to Students’ Experiences with the UNT

Redistribution Justice Recognition Justice Representation Justice
Recognizing student Addressing Ensuring inclusive
identities and socioeconomic student participation
differences inequalities in decision-making

Overall, the social justice framework provides an essential critical lens for
examining and challenging the inequalities and injustices inherent in high-stakes testing.
Applying this framework supports the development of inclusive assessment practices that
promote meaningful learner participation and improve educational outcomes, as it
highlights the persistent and growing inequalities within the education system, particularly
in standardized high-stakes assessments such as the UNT in Kazakhstan.

Gaps in the Literature

Upon reviewing the existing empirical literature, several gaps have been identified
regarding students’ perceptions of the UNT, the challenges encountered during both the
preparation and final examination stages, and their views on how the UNT could adopt
more inclusive approaches to better accommodate learners with diverse needs. In
particular, there is limited research exploring how students from diverse backgrounds,
including those with physical and psychological exceptionalities, experience the UNT
from both psychological and content-related perspectives. Furthermore, students’

perspectives on potential changes that could enhance inclusivity within the UNT remain
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underexplored. This study addresses these gaps by examining the UNT in practice from
the perspective of students with diverse needs as key stakeholders, focusing on their lived
experiences to gain insights into the practical realities of the examination process and its

impact on them.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This chapter outlines the methodology employed in this study to address questions
related to students’ experiences of the UNT, the challenges and barriers they encountered,
and their suggestions for enhancing inclusivity within the UNT to better accommodate
learners with diverse needs. To address these research questions, the study adopted a
qualitative phenomenological approach within an interpretivist paradigm to explore
students’ lived experiences in depth. The chapter also provides context on the research site,
participant sampling strategies, the use of semi-structured interviews for data collection,
data analysis procedures, ethical considerations observed during the interviews, the
researcher’s positionality, and the strategies used to ensure the trustworthiness of the

study.

Research Design

A qualitative phenomenological approach within an interpretivist paradigm served
as the framework for this study (Lim, 2025), ensuring a comprehensive and coherent
examination of how university students with diverse learning needs experience the UNT.
The qualitative approach was selected for its constructivist nature, which allows for the
exploration and interpretation of contextual depth through examining underlying
interactions and patterns in order to understand social phenomena. It also emphasizes
reflexivity, the role of subjectivity, and the examination of nuances in individual
experiences and perspectives (Lim, 2025).

In the context of this study, qualitative research was employed to explore
participants’ diverse lived experiences of the UNT, recognizing the importance of a
context-rich understanding co-constructed with participants and offering an adaptable and
flexible approach to inquiry (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). Furthermore, the systematic

nature of data collection and analysis in qualitative research supports the credibility and
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rigor of the findings by incorporating both subjective and empirically grounded
interpretations.

Phenomenology was employed in this study as it provides a lens for exploring
participants’ lived experiences in a layered manner, enabling the researcher to examine the
phenomenon alongside its revealed nuances and insights (Neubauer et al., 2019). This
approach allows for a comprehensive examination of meaning by considering both what
participants experienced and how they interpret those experiences. Drawing on this
foundation, the phenomenological approach captures the essence of students’ perceptions,
positioning those with diverse learning needs as central actors in experiencing the UNT,
thereby enhancing student representation. By prioritizing students’ voices, this approach
helps uncover barriers that may otherwise remain invisible in policy discourse. Moreover,
as scholars emphasize, incorporating student perspectives adds authenticity and value to
educational decision-making, informing policies and practices that directly impact learning
through meaningful student representation (Matthews & Dollinger, 2022).

Furthermore, the interpretivist paradigm was employed to explore students’
perceptions in relation to their backgrounds and contexts, recognizing that experiences can
be understood from multiple perspectives and aiming to uncover complex, context-specific
issues (Pervin & Mokhtar, 2022). This approach allows the study to examine students with
diverse learning needs, acknowledging that their experiences and perceptions of the UNT
are neither singular nor uniform, but shaped by personal, socio-cultural, economic, and
educational contexts. In this way, the UNT is positioned not merely as a standardized
assessment, but as a complex interplay of expectations and practices that students must

navigate.
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Research Site

The study was conducted with participants enrolled in universities in Astana. As
the capital of Kazakhstan, Astana provides an appropriate site for this research, serving as
a central hub for higher education and hosting institutions with diverse student populations
alongside growing initiatives aimed at promoting inclusivity in learning (Kim &
Comunian, 2024). The city’s educational landscape, shaped by internationalized
universities, evolving accessibility policies, and varied mediums of instruction, offers a
rich context for capturing the perceptions of students with diverse learning needs regarding
the UNT.

The study is limited to students based in Astana, and therefore the findings cannot
be generalized to all higher education contexts in Kazakhstan. However, since Astana
attracts students from diverse backgrounds across the country, the experiences shared by
participants provide valuable insights that may reflect broader patterns, while
acknowledging that the full range of experiences in rural or less-resourced areas may not
be comprehensively represented.

Participants and Sampling Strategy

The selection of participants is a critical element in ensuring that the research
captures meaningful and credible insights. For this study, eight students with officially
documented or self-identified diverse learning needs were recruited through a combination
of institutional facilitation and snowball sampling strategies, in line with qualitative
phenomenological research principles. The relatively small sample size was determined by
the study’s focus on in-depth analysis of participants’ responses, prioritizing the richness
of data generated through the quality of dialogue and emphasizing the exploration of
events and lived experiences rather than the number of participants (Sim et al., 2018),

reflecting the view that phenomenological studies prioritize depth over breadth and
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intensive engagement with participants rather than statistical generalization. Shorey and
Ng (2022) note that while there are no universal rules governing sample size in
phenomenology, ranges between 5 and 25 participants are widely considered sufficient for
in-depth exploration. This focus on narrative richness rather than numerical sufficiency
aligns with the objectives of the current study, as the exploration of the lived experiences
of university students with diverse learning needs regarding the UNT requires a sample
size that enables depth of inquiry without diluting the richness of individual narratives.

The participants were recruited based on following criteria:

1. University students with officially recognized learning needs or who self-
identify as having diverse learning needs.;

2. Aged 18 years or older;

3. Currently enrolled in a university in Astana through the UNT;

4. Willing to participate voluntarily.

The participants were excluded if they did not meet the inclusion criteria, including
being under 18 years of age, being enrolled in universities outside Astana or in universities
in Astana through routes other than the UNT, not having officially documented or self-
identified learning needs, or being unwilling to participate voluntarily in the study.

The diversity of students’ learning needs was conceptualized as a general term
which encompasses documented physical disabilities as well as officially recognized and
self-identified psychological and cognitive needs, socio-economic backgrounds, learning
styles, and other needs that may create barriers to students’ preparation for the UNT and
the exam’s outcomes. The full overview of the participants’ characteristics is outlined in
Table 1.

The participants were identified and accessed through institutional facilitation

following contact with six universities in Astana, three of which granted permission to
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recruit students who met the participant selection criteria. Students were invited by their
universities to contact the researcher directly, after which detailed information about the
study was provided through the participant invitation and informed consent form
(Rakhshanda et al., 2020). Upon providing explicit consent, participants selected a
convenient interview date, language, and format. All participants opted for the online
interview format, citing convenience.

Given the difficulty of accessing participants who met the selection criteria,
snowball sampling was employed to expand the pool of potential respondents by asking
initial participants to refer other students who met the criteria. Snowball sampling was
particularly appropriate as an effective technique for reaching individuals within specific
networks or communities, such as students with diverse learning needs, who may be
difficult to access through conventional sampling strategies, thereby enhancing recruitment
and response rates (Ting et al., 2025). Additionally, this approach builds on existing trust,
as referrals from peers or acquaintances can increase participants’ willingness to engage

openly in interviews.
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Participant Description
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Particip  Age Sex Program Degree  Year of UNT Learning
ant code level taking language need
UNT format
Aruzhan 20-21 Femal Two Undergrad 2022 Kazakh Difficulty
Foreign uate, year walking
e Languages: 4
English and
Chinese
Beibarys 21 Male  Translation Undergrad 2022 Kazakh Psychologi
Studies uate, year cal, self-
3 identified
Kanat 20-21 Male  General Undergrad 2022 Kazakh Psychologi
Medicine uate, year cal, self-
2 identified
Aibek 18-19 Male  Automation Undergrad 2024 Kazakh Psychologi
and Control uate, year cal, self-
Engineering 2 identified
Zhasulan 18-19 Male Informatics Undergrad 2024 Kazakh Logistical
uate, year (remote
2 rural area
with a
population
of no more
than 100
people)
Adil 21-22 Male  Medicine Undergrad 2021 Russian ~ Sarcoma,
uate Group /11
disability
Madina  20-22 Femal General Undergrad 2023 Kazakh Heart
Medicine uate, year failure,
e 3 Group 11
disability
Raushan 22-24 Femal Stomatolog Undergrad 2021 Russian ~ Congenital
uate, year idiopathic
e y 5 scoliosis,

Grade 4
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Data Collection Instruments

The study employed semi-structured interviews, which are well suited to
qualitative phenomenological research for exploring the core features of students’
experiences and perceptions of the UNT. These interviews facilitate rapport, often leading
to deeper disclosures and richer data by enabling the researcher to understand the
phenomenon from participants’ perspectives and explore their experiences prior to
drawing analytical conclusions (Adhabi & Anozie, 2017). Moreover, the semi-structured
format allows the researcher to pose follow-up questions to gain a more nuanced
understanding of participants’ experiences.

To accommodate participants’ circumstances and preferences, interviews were
conducted in both online and offline settings. Online interviews, in particular, enhance
accessibility by offering a cost-effective approach that reduces barriers related to mobility,
health, or scheduling, allowing participants to engage from their own homes at convenient
times and thereby promoting greater inclusivity in research (Saarijarvi & Bratt, 2021). This
flexibility is especially important for students with diverse learning needs, as it helps
create a supportive environment conducive to open and reflective responses.

Data Collection Procedures

Interested participants were provided with an invitation outlining the purpose of the
study, their rights, and the researcher’s contact information, followed by an informed
consent form to confirm voluntary participation. Semi-structured interviews served as the
primary data collection method, each lasting 15-20 minutes. Although I initially planned
for the interviews to last 45-60 minutes, participants presented recurrent experiences, and
no new substantial themes emerged from their responses, indicating that data saturation
had been reached. In qualitative research, interviews of approximately 15 minutes may be

sufficient when participants share similar experiences (Mwita, 2022). Participants were
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assigned pseudonyms to ensure anonymity. To maximize accessibility, interviews were
conducted either face-to-face or online, according to participants’ preferences. Interviews
were conducted in Kazakh or Russian, based on participants’ preference, and were
subsequently transcribed and translated into English by the researcher, who holds a
Bachelor’s degree in Translation Studies, for analysis and reporting.

With participants’ permission, interviews were audio-recorded. All data were
transcribed verbatim, anonymized immediately following transcription, and stored
securely on the researcher’s password-protected personal laptop, with access restricted
solely to the researcher. Participants were reminded that they could withdraw from the
study at any time prior to the commencement of data analysis, without any penalty.

This combination of recruitment strategies and flexible interview formats ensured
both inclusivity and feasibility while maintaining ethical standards of confidentiality and
voluntary participation.

Data Analysis

The thematic analysis used in this study consists of six stages within a
phenomenological framework to examine participants’ lived experiences and perceptions
of the UNT. This approach enables the examination of collected data in a structured yet
flexible manner, allowing for the identification and analysis of recurrent patterns or themes
in the study (Clarke & Braun, 2017).

During the first stage, | familiarized myself with the data collected from semi-
structured interviews by transcribing them verbatim from Kazakh and Russian into
English, after which | read the interview transcripts multiple times to ensure reflexivity. |
also assigned pseudonyms to participants to protect their identities. This stage involved
note-taking to identify potential nuances in students’ responses and to gain a deeper

understanding of the data.



27

The second stage of the analysis focused on the manual organization of data into
manageable and meaningful units, referred to as codes, which provide both summaries of
the main meanings and their interpretation. Reflexivity was a key component during this
stage and was maintained to minimize bias, thus ensuring the rigor of the study (Ahmed et
al., 2025).

The third stage involved organizing related codes into meaningful themes to
identify shared patterns. At this stage, | reviewed the codes and examined their
relationships based on the study’s research questions. This stage enabled an in-depth
analysis of underlying patterns by grouping similar codes into themes, which were further
refined to maintain reflexivity. After the themes were identified, the fourth stage involved
reviewing them for coherence and distinctiveness, while reflecting on the refinements
made during the revision process.

The fifth stage (see Appendix F) involved the assignment of clear definitions to the
identified themes. The importance of this stage lies in the accurate representation of each
theme, while also analyzing the interactions among themes and their connection to the
study’s research questions (Clarke & Braun, 2017).

Finally, the sixth stage involved summarizing the themes into a coherent report
that demonstrates their alignment with the research questions and their contribution to the
study. During this stage, | provided explanations of the themes, supported by participants’
quotes, and emphasized the depth of the collected data.

This approach facilitated the identification of individual perceptions, unigque
experiences, systemic barriers, and inequities, as well as students’ direct suggestions for
improving inclusivity, reflecting the social justice framework underpinning the study.
Rigor and trustworthiness were maintained throughout the analysis by documenting coding

decisions, practicing reflexivity, and ensuring confidentiality. Participants retained the
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right to withdraw prior to data analysis, reinforcing ethical standards of voluntary
participation.
Ethical Considerations

Ethical integrity was a central consideration in this study, ensuring that the
protection of participants’ rights and well-being remained the highest priority throughout
the research process. All participants received an invitation form outlining the study’s
purpose, potential risks and benefits, and an informed consent form detailing their rights,
including the voluntary nature of participation. Participants signed the informed consent
form and were reminded during the interview that they could withdraw from the study at
any point.

Identification and access to students meeting the participant criteria were facilitated
through direct contact with universities, following the acquisition of a support letter from
the Dean of the Nazarbayev University Graduate School of Education.

Participants’ confidentiality was strictly maintained through the use of
pseudonyms. Interviews were anonymized immediately after transcription, and audio
recordings were translated into English and securely stored on a password-protected
personal laptop, with access restricted solely to the researcher

To minimize potential discomfort and accommodate participants’ diverse needs,
individuals were allowed to select the interview format (face-to-face or online), language
(Kazakh or Russian), as well as the date and time most convenient to them. This flexibility
promoted a supportive environment conducive to open and reflective responses.

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Nazarbayev University
Graduate School of Education Ethics Committee prior to data collection. Reflexivity was

maintained throughout the research process, with careful consideration of the researcher’s
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positionality and acknowledgment of how personal experiences and perspectives may have
influenced interactions and the interpretation of participants’ responses.
Positionality

As the researcher, | acknowledge the ways in which my educational background
and personal experiences influence my approach to the study and the interpretation of
participant responses. Although I do not identify as a student with diverse learning needs, |
took the Kazakh-language format of the UNT in 2019, placing me in a marginal position
that allows for both analytical distance and empathetic understanding of participants’
experiences. As an inclusive education agent, | have sought to maintain reflexivity
throughout the research process, recognizing how my perspectives, assumptions, and
experiences may shape interactions and the representation of participants’ voices.

This reflexive approach aligns with the principles of the social justice framework,

ensuring the accurate and ethical representation of students’ experiences and suggestions.

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness is essential in qualitative research as it ensures that findings are
valid, rigorous, and credible, allowing confidence in the study’s results through the criteria
of credibility, applicability, consistency, and neutrality (Kakar et al., 2023; Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). This study employed this model to achieve trustworthiness across all four
dimensions.

Credibility was established through repeated and careful review of interview
transcripts and translations throughout the research process to accurately capture
participants’ perspectives. Applicability was supported by providing rich descriptions of
participants and their experiences, illustrating how the insights and suggestions of students
with officially documented or self-identified learning needs can inform broader

educational contexts beyond standardized and high-stakes testing, from an inclusive
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education perspective. Consistency was maintained through transparent and systematic
procedures for data collection, transcription, and thematic analysis, ensuring that the
research process is coherent and could be replicated under similar conditions. Neutrality
was achieved by maintaining analytical distance from participants, carefully documenting
analytical decisions, using direct participant quotes to support interpretations, and
practicing consistent reflexivity, thereby ensuring that findings reflect participants’

experiences rather than researcher bias.

Summary

In summary, this chapter has outlined the methodological framework guiding the
study, including the qualitative phenomenological design, research setting, participant
sampling, data collection instruments and procedures, data analysis, trustworthiness,
researcher positionality, limitations, and ethical considerations that collectively ensure
rigor and validity. Together, these elements provide a solid foundation for examining
students’ perceptions of the UNT, capturing student voices, and exploring the tensions
between the exam and inclusive education practices. The following chapter presents the
study’s findings regarding students’ experiences and perceptions of the UNT, the
challenges and barriers they encountered, and their suggestions for fostering more

inclusive assessment practices.
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Chapter 4: Findings

This chapter presents the findings of a research study exploring the perceptions of
university students with diverse learning needs regarding the UNT, focusing on students
from universities in Astana. The study is guided by social justice theory, which emphasizes
inclusive access to equitable educational opportunities, as well as the fair recognition and
treatment of students with diverse learning needs.

As outlined in the methodology chapter, the themes were developed through an
inductive coding process. Eight participants with diverse learning needs were selected to
take part in semi-structured interviews. The interview transcripts were carefully examined,
and meaningful units of data were identified. The participants included individuals with
officially recognized physical disabilities and self-identified psychological needs, as well
as one participant from an isolated rural area who had taken the UNT in both Kazakh and
Russian.

These meaningful data segments were subsequently assigned open codes and
grouped into broader pattern codes based on recurring patterns. The related pattern codes
were then organized into overarching themes that capture shared experiences among
participants through an iterative process of comparison and refinement. The themes were
finalized based on their relevance to the research questions and their internal coherence.

All interviews were transcribed from Russian and Kazakh, and participants’
identities were kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms.

The study was guided by the following research questions:

1. How do students with diverse learning needs perceive their experiences of

the Unified National Testing (UNT)?

2. What challenges or barriers did these students encounter during the UNT

process?
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3. What suggestions do these students provide for improving the UNT to

better accommodate diverse learners?

The findings were organized into four overarching themes and multiple sub-
themes, which are discussed in the following sections. All participants reported
experiencing psychological barriers related to the UNT, contributing to Theme 1,
Psychological pressure of the UNT experience, which comprises two sub-themes:
psychological pressure and psychological support from teachers. A similar pattern was
observed in the development of Theme 2, UNT as Preparation-dependent rather than
reflective of holistic academic ability, as all participants shared this perception.

The majority of participants (6 out of 8) described experiences that informed
Theme 3, Extraneous cognitive and environmental factors shaping UNT performance.
Additionally, half of the participants (4 out of 8), specifically those with officially
diagnosed physical disabilities, contributed to the sub-theme Accommodating students’
diverse needs within Theme 4. However, all participants expressed a preference for
subject-focused assessment and the inclusion of critical thinking in the UNT, as reflected
in sub-themes 1 and 2 of Theme 4. Table 2 provides an overview of the identified themes

and corresponding sub-themes, along with key verbatim excerpts from the participants.
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Table 2
Themes and Corresponding Sub-themes

Themes Sub-themes Key verbatim expressions
1 Psychological pressure of Psychological “no mental support”,
the UNT experience pressure “enormous stress”,

“psychological difficulties”

Psychological support  “psychological pressure”,

from teachers “occasional support”

2 UNT perceived as No sub-theme “11 years of study”,
preparation-dependent “reflection of abilities”
rather than a holistic
academic ability

3 Extraneous cognitive and Extraneous load “poor question formulation”,
environmental factors “questions in Kazakh were
shaping UNT confusing”

erformance - : . .

P Misalignment between “mistakes in questions”,
preparation materials  “gaps in preparation and
and UNT content exam content”,

“overwhelming preparation”
Forced self-reliance “fear-driven self-preparation”
Perceived impact of “uncomfortable examination
exam environment”, “pressure from
environment/setting exam supervisors”
on performance

4  Expectations for Preference for subject- “focus on profile subjects”,
competency-focused and  focused assessment “remove unnecessary
student-centered UNT questions”

ractices . :

b Preference for critical ~ “add open-ended questions”,
thinking in exam “improve critical thinking”
content
Accommodating “physical convenience”,
students’ diverse “improve digital
needs accessibility”, “more breaks”,

“improve psychological
support”
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Theme 1: Psychological Pressure of the UNT Experience

This theme illustrates how psychological pressure emerges as a defining feature of
the UNT experience. In this study, “psychological pressure” refers to inconsistent or
insufficient psychological support from school teachers, the amplified importance
attributed to the UNT, and the resulting anxiety that led to students’ psychological needs
being overlooked or inadequately addressed. The participants’ accounts revealed two sub-
themes: (1) psychological pressure and (2) psychological support from teachers. These
sub-themes are examined in the following sections.
Sub-theme 1: Psychological Pressure

In the UNT, as in any high-stakes examination, students frequently experience
significant responsibility and psychological pressure. Regarding this sub-theme, all
participants reported similar experiences, describing substantial psychological pressure
both during the preparation period and throughout the examination itself. In particular,
pressure during the preparation phase was linked to prevailing beliefs about the importance
and influence of the UNT on students’ future prospects. These beliefs either reinforced
existing anxieties or generated negative perceptions, even when students had multiple
opportunities to retake the exam. As participants explained, this pressure had a detrimental
effect on students’ mental preparation, as they were often overwhelmed not only by the
study demands but also by additional responsibilities, such as financial concerns and
meeting external expectations. In this context, school teachers were reported to contribute
to the intensification of this pressure. During the examination, both the exam environment
and the behavior of supervisors were perceived to place students in vulnerable positions,

negatively affecting their mental well-being and, consequently, their exam performance.
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Aruzhan, who has an officially recognized difficulty walking emphasized
experiencing significant psychological pressure and intense stress reactions during the
examination process. Aruzhan stated:

I personally think that many people and also government make this exam sound

like something bad. You think that you cannot get into a university and this is an

aspect the UNT overlooks; there is probably no mental support from the
government at all.

Based on Aruzhan’s explanation, the government and society should focus on
mentally preparing students for the UNT, given the exaggerated significance attributed to
the exam in shaping students’ future academic and career paths, and should not neglect the
provision of emotional support during this crucial transitional stage. As Aruzhan further
explained, fear associated with the UNT or other high-stakes examinations appears to be
common among students, even in the absence of additional barriers:

The only barrier is the mental aspect of preparation. Students are scared not only

during the UNT but when it comes to any exams in general. It is an enormous

stress for us as we are told that our future and so on are dependent on this exam.

Similarly, Beibarys with self-identified psychological needs noted that many
students perceive the UNT negatively due to the overwhelming responsibilities associated
with preparation: “Mostly students face psychological difficulties as they cannot decide on
their program, are torn between subjects and it is hard to prepare oneself for the exam.
Difficulty concentrating and pressure negatively affect them the most.”

Drawing from his response, students should be provided with the necessary
guidance to manage exam anxiety, while also ensuring that their individual concerns are
addressed. Another participant from an isolated rural area in Northern Kazakhstan named

Zhasulan described a comparable experience, emphasizing the high stakes of the
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examination and limited financial alternatives said: “Failing UNT meant that I would not
enter a university as paying for tuition was not an option for me because | could not afford
it. Thus, the preparation was long and hard.” This underscores the importance of
approaching student guidance with appropriate professionalism, tailoring emotional
support to students’ individual circumstances in order to foster effective preparation. He
also described emotional distress during the examination itself expressed that: “I was
sitting in the examination room and | was trembling. | was scared but eventually I passed
and left with huge relief.” As Zhasulan explained, he had to manage stress during the
examination independently, and despite successfully passing and being satisfied with the
results, this underscores that he experienced a strong emotional response to stress and had
to cope with it on his own. This aligns with the observations of other participants,
indicating that psychological pressure persists not only during the preparation process but
also throughout the examination itself.

Madina, who has an officially documented Group I11 disability, reflected on the
experience as predominantly negative, although not entirely devoid of positive elements:
“Obviously, it was a negative experience. Sometimes | think that | could have done better
but I understand that UNT is temporary. | was extremely anxious but | do have good
memories as well like meeting other students.”

According to Madina, although students may occasionally encounter positive
aspects of the exam, negative experiences clearly outweigh them, and students reconcile
with this by recognizing that the UNT represents a temporary transitional stage, despite its
significant negative influence on their perceptions of the examination. Likewise, Raushan,
who has an officially diagnosed Grade 4 congenital idiopathic scoliosis, highlighted that

repeated exposure to the examination did not reduce stress levels: “It was a very
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responsible and quite stressful work. I took UNT three times, one time for a tuition-based
program and twice for a government-funded one, and every time was very stressful.”

Overall, participants consistently described both the preparation process and the
examination experience as predominantly negative. They attributed this to the perceived
exaggerated emphasis on the importance of the UNT and its impact on their future. This
heightened significance appears to intensify anxiety and fear, stemming from the
overwhelming responsibility associated with the examination. The intensified anxiety
stemming from the high stakes of the UNT disproportionately affected students with
additional individual challenges, such as physical or psychological needs, suggesting that
existing practices may privilege some learners while placing others at a disadvantage.
Sub-theme 2: Psychological Support from Teachers

All students reported receiving occasional or no psychological support from school
teachers during the preparation process. Aruzhan explained that, rather than alleviating
anxiety, some teachers intensified it: “One of the teachers said ‘If you do not pass, I will
laugh at you’. You are such an awful class that will not pass.” This commentary highlights
either the absence of psychological support or the invalidation of students’ concerns and
emotions at moments when such support is most needed, from teachers with whom they
spend the majority of their time. This may suggest that school teachers and exam
supervisors possess insufficient professional experience and training in this area, which is
particularly critical during major educational transition stages such as the UNT.

Similarly, Aibek, an Automation and Control Engineering student with self-
identified needs, confirmed that teachers’ discouraging remarks undermined students’
confidence and negatively affected their preparation:

There was occasional pressure from school. The school administration sometimes

entered our classes and called us “rakue-csixue” (you are something else) and that
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we would not pass UNT. Who will you become? So, it was difficult for us. There

was some psychological pressure.

However, some participants acknowledged receiving psychological support from
teachers and they noted that such support was inconsistent and insufficient and
interestingly, when emotional support was present, it was described to positively influence
students’ preparation. Zhasulan who had received such support emphasized that emotional
encouragement positively influenced his preparation:

We had a 60 years old informatics teacher who confessed that she knew little about

informatics but could help me with mathematics. She supported the most and | am

very grateful to her. The school principal and other teachers believed in me as well.

Zhasulan emphasized the importance of transparency, as such a relationship fosters
trust between teachers and students. Drawing from his positive experience of receiving
support from a teacher, it can be inferred that teachers’ influence on students’ well-being
and preparation may be greater than commonly anticipated. However, even those
participants who acknowledged receiving psychological support from teachers noted that
such support was inconsistent and insufficient. Madina similarly described mixed
experiences, noting that teacher attitudes toward support and accommodation varied: “We
had different teachers. Some expressed support by reminding that we had two attempts to
take the exam and provided classrooms for preparation, while others were strongly against
it.”

This may suggest that while some teachers possess experience in providing
psychological support, its availability varies across educators, thereby undermining the
overall effectiveness of such support. Raushan reported a comparable pattern: “Some
teachers tried to support us by giving us practice tasks. For example, the Russian language

teacher supported us so we passed it well. Others seemed not to care.” Therefore, it
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appears that all teachers should receive uniform training in providing psychological
support to students, in order to ensure consistency across the support system and to
maximize its effectiveness in enhancing students’ preparation.

In sum, psychological support was perceived as important by students; however,
teachers’ attitudes often contributed to increased anxiety by undermining students’
potential rather than fostering encouragement. Even when support was present, it appeared
to be inconsistent and unevenly distributed. It can be suggested that existing educational
practices may have gaps in providing adequate psychological support, limiting the creation
of an inclusive environment that fully accommodates students with diverse psychological

needs.

Theme 2: UNT Perceived as Preparation-dependent Rather Than Holistic

This theme addresses students’ perceptions of the UNT as an assessment that does
not evaluate holistic academic ability but is instead heavily dependent on the quality and
extent of preparation. In responding to the research question, “How do students with
diverse learning needs perceive their experiences of the Unified National Testing (UNT)?”
participants frequently reflected on the nature of the examination itself. All participants
acknowledged the importance of the UNT as a standardized assessment tool for accessing
further education. One participant with international study experience compared the exam
to other high-stakes tests globally, characterizing it as a common practice.

However, participants expressed frustration regarding inequities in preparation,
noting that not all test takers have equal access to preparatory services and resources,
particularly highlighting the proliferation of private test preparation centers. According to
the participants, the core issue lies in the misalignment between the UNT and the school
curriculum it is intended to assess. Specifically, they argued that exam content does not

fully correspond to school textbooks or taught material, thereby placing additional pressure
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on students. The presence of “unexpected” questions was perceived to compel students to
seek supplementary preparation in order to perform successfully.

All participants indicated that the UNT primarily reflects how well students recall
content accumulated over 11 years of schooling, thereby emphasizing rote learning and
memorization rather than broader competencies. In other words, preparation was primarily
perceived as test-specific training, whereby students are required to memorize potential
exam patterns and items. Zhasulan argued that the examination does not adequately assess
critical thinking or overall academic ability: “In my opinion, UNT poorly reflects students’
abilities. I do not think it tested my abilities; | just had to revise all 11 years of study and
that was all.” Consequently, based on Zhasulan’s commentary, the effectiveness of the
UNT as an accurate and objective assessment of students’ abilities is called into question,
as success appears to depend primarily on the extent of preparation rather than the
application of their knowledge and skills.

Although another participant, Kanat, described his overall experience of the UNT
as positive, he nonetheless expressed a similar view regarding its focus on preparation
rather than comprehensive knowledge, indicating that “UNT did reflect my abilities.
Preparation was mostly about 11 years of study materials.” He further highlighted that the
UNT is fair in terms of assessment, as it primarily requires students to be familiar with the
school curriculum and encourages them to reflect on their learning, while still
acknowledging a reliance on memorization and review of the school program. Based on
his commentary, although he framed the recall of school materials as a means of reflecting
on learning, memorization and recall nonetheless remain central to preparation for the
UNT.

Kanat also noted that the UNT did not present barriers in terms of its format or

administration, particularly emphasizing the convenience of the computer-based format.
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Rather, he identified a more common issue among test takers as insufficient knowledge to
fully meet exam requirements, as well as the potential influence of teachers’ instructional
approaches on how information is delivered and understood. Specifically, he suggested
that variations in teaching styles may affect students’ comprehension of the material.
Furthermore, Kanat highlighted the need for greater discussion of exam questions between
teachers and students, reporting that many UNT items contained errors, particularly in
cases where questions required the selection of a single correct answer despite including
multiple correct options. He further noted that, in such cases, he sought to address these
issues both at school and in external preparatory centers, but the experience proved
unsatisfactory.

Overall, based on participants’ responses, it can be concluded that students
perceive the UNT as an assessment that inadequately reflects their broader academic
abilities. Rather, they view it as heavily reliant on intensive preparation, often involving
rote learning and memorization of school content accumulated over 11 years of study.
Access to preparatory resources is unequal, and even when such resources are available,
test takers may still question the sufficiency of their preparation. This dynamic reflects a

potential distrust toward the UNT and exacerbates existing fear and exam-related anxiety.

Theme 3: Extraneous Cognitive and Environmental Factors Shaping UNT
Performance

This section examines the challenges or barriers students faced during the UNT
process. These obstacles were largely attributed to extraneous cognitive load arising from
the complexity of exam preparation materials and content, as well as the influence of the
exam environment on students’ performance. Participants’ responses to the research
question “What challenges or barriers did these students encounter during the UNT

process?” were analyzed and categorized into the following sub-themes: (1) extraneous
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load, (2) misalignment between preparation materials and UNT content, (3) forced self-
reliance, and (4) perceived impact of exam environment on performance.
Sub-theme 1: Extraneous Load

Among the participants, six out of eight who took the UNT in Kazakh, their native
language and the medium of instruction at school, reported difficulties in understanding
question formulations. They noted that a significant portion of exam time was spent
interpreting the questions rather than answering them, and that psychological pressure
further exacerbated these comprehension challenges. Madina explained that some
questions were so complex that they had to be read multiple times, yet doubts remained
regarding their understanding. Agreeing with Madina’s concerns, Kanat highlighted issues
in subjects such as chemistry and biology: “In most cases UNT questions were unclear,
and as a result, you do not know which option to choose; you lose confidence, you are not
sure what is being asked, and which answer to select.” He added that the exam questions
included challenging terminology that should be aligned with students’ linguistic abilities
and expressed frustration over how this issue complicates time management during the
exam.

Similarly, Aibek, whose profile subjects included physics, reported: “I will be
straightforward: some questions were confusing. It is sometimes easier for me to process
information in Russian than in Kazakh, although | studied in Kazakh.” Aibek further
explained that contextual questions in physics were particularly confusing, and even after
discussions with teachers during preparation, misunderstandings persisted. Attempts to
practice using mock tests in both Kazakh and Russian revealed that while subjects such as
history and reading literacy were more accessible in Kazakh, technical subjects such as

physics and mathematics remained challenging.
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Zhasulan, whose profile subjects were informatics and mathematics, shared similar
concerns regarding linguistic difficulties:

Sometimes questions in Kazakh were confusing. In general, | think that some UNT

questions in Kazakh were translated from Russian, and there is a feeling that

something is wrong. You answer the questions while being unsure whether the
question formulation is correct.

He further noted that some informatics terms, such as “mouse,” were translated
into unfamiliar equivalents, creating a language barrier even in his native language.
Notably, participants who took the UNT in Russian did not report similar issues related to
linguistic comprehension.

Therefore, students who took the UNT in Kazakh, particularly those with technical
profile subjects, experienced significant extraneous cognitive load while attempting to
comprehend exam questions. This additional burden arose despite having studied in
Kazakh as their language of instruction, highlighting how linguistic and subject-specific
factors contributed to performance challenges.

Sub-theme 2: Misalignment Between Preparation Materials and UNT Content

By “misalignment,” students referred to the lack of correspondence between school
materials, mock test practices, and the actual UNT content. This discrepancy resulted in
low confidence when answering questions, despite extensive preparation. Although
students perceived the UNT as assessing the full 11 years of school knowledge and
practiced using mock tests, they frequently doubted their answers and encountered
unexpected questions.

Kanat explained that a common challenge was the limited alignment between
school-taught material and the exam content. He noted that UNT questions drew from both

an “old” database, which emphasized precise factual knowledge such as dates and
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formulas, and a “new” database, which included contextual items requiring understanding
beyond memorization. Questions based on the new database were often concise and
contained complex terminology, whereas the old database included more detailed
questions. In some cases, UNT questions drew on the new database, while the correct
answers corresponded to the old one. Kanat further noted errors in the answer options: “I
had such questions: when a question was supposed to have one correct answer, it came
with two or three correct answers. There were many mistakes like that.”

The majority of participants, specifically six out of eight, reported that even school
teachers occasionally struggled to interpret UNT questions. Students observed this when
requesting error correction exercises, often encountering contradictions between their own
interpretations and those of their teachers, who at times found it challenging to understand
and clearly explain the tasks. Aibek shared one teacher’s candid reaction: “My
mathematics teacher openly shared that UNT changes every year and that teachers cannot
catch up with those changes.”

In terms of preparation materials, which presented an additional barrier, Zhasulan
reported that limited Internet access prevented him from participating in online UNT
preparation courses, leading him to rely on printed textbooks. However, preparing for
informatics using multiple textbooks for the same subject due to differences between
humanities and science streams and variations among authors rendered the preparation
process overwhelming:

UNT is based on several authors, as | understand. For example, grade 11 has

several tracks, such as mathematics for humanities and for science. | had to revise

both to prepare for UNT completely. It took too much of my time.

In summary, unpredictable exam content and the misalignment between school

curriculum, preparation materials, and UNT questions exacerbated students’ extraneous
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cognitive load and anxiety. This misalignment negatively affected both their performance
and overall perception of the examination, undermining the exam’s primary purpose of
assessing knowledge accumulated and developed through the school curriculum and
thereby compromising fairness.

Sub-theme 3: Forced Self-Reliance

All participants identified a common challenge during UNT preparation: the need
to rely on external resources beyond school textbooks and available exam preparation
materials due to misalignment between these resources and the actual UNT content. As
previously discussed, attending preparation centers was a common practice. However,
respondents did not perceive this trend positively, noting that students often felt compelled
to attend these centers, even though the UNT is intended to assess knowledge acquired at
school.

This reliance on external resources presented personal challenges for students.
Aruzhan, Zhasulan, and Beibarys cited financial constraints, while Kanat, who had access
to such resources, emphasized the limited quality of instruction in group preparation
sessions. He reported that preparatory courses themselves posed challenges to the
effectiveness of preparation, ultimately necessitating a return to self-study. Large group
sizes often impeded effective teaching, particularly when detailed analysis of UNT
questions was required, leaving students confused. Kanat described his experience:

At preparation centers | experienced many situations in which | could not clearly
hear the correct answers. Many students simultaneously discussed the questions with
teachers, which often left me guessing what they said and what the correct answer was.

Then | had to look up the necessary information myself anyway.
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For Zhasulan, self-reliance was further reinforced by challenges in accessing
preparatory materials, which compelled him to spend the majority of his time at school or
travel to a neighboring town to obtain Internet access. He explained:

I was born and raised in a very isolated village with a population of fewer than 100

people, and the Internet connection was poor, so | had no access to online

preparation services or even online textbooks, including mock testing on the
website of the National Test Center. So, | had to travel to a neighboring town with

a population of a few thousand people to access the Internet, and | spent most of

my time downloading preparation materials and studying for the exam.

In terms of preparation, Aibek described his experience of preparing independently
by seeking out preparatory materials and occasionally completing Russian Unified State
Exam (USE) mock tests for his profile subjects, physics and mathematics. He explained
that he used USE mock tests because they are comparatively more challenging, requiring
greater critical thinking, while also noting that reliable preparation materials for these tests
are more readily accessible than those for the UNT.

Additionally, two participants indicated that these issues impose additional
pressure on test takers, even when they have access to preparatory resources, as they foster
a degree of distrust toward the UNT. Aruzhan stated:

I was ready but the questions were tough and | did not expect these questions to

come. You try to prepare yourself when you go there, so you think you are ready;

question formulation is difficult, students forget what they know.

From this, it appears that students may encounter difficulties in aligning with exam
expectations, thereby prompting them to question the adequacy of their preparation.

Another participant, Raushan, expressed a similar view yet her account further

highlighted that some test takers may resort to questionable and inequitable practices, such
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as accessing leaked exam materials through online platforms. Notably, despite attending
preparatory courses and receiving both academic and emotional support from a school
teacher, she reported still seeking out such materials. Raushan reported: “I went to a
preparation center but also revised leaked exam questions on Telegram channels. In
general, | revised extensively.” Similarly, Adil, who had spent considerable time abroad
receiving treatment, also relied on leaked exam questions due to limited time available for
formal preparation.

In summary, despite varied educational needs and contextual challenges, forced
self-reliance emerged as a common issue among students. Anxiety and fear associated with
the UNT drove them to depend on external preparation sources, navigate misaligned
materials, and, in some cases, consult leaked exam questions, thereby exacerbating their
emotional stress during the preparation process.

Sub-theme 4: Perceived Impact of Exam Environment on Performance

This section explores how the examination environment influenced students’
performance, taking into account both the organization of the exam and the attitudes of
exam supervisors, which exerted underlying negative effects on the students. All
participants reported experiencing a certain degree of psychological discomfort during the
examination process, with four of the eight participants who had officially diagnosed
disabilities experiencing additional physical discomfort.

Aruzhan received accommodations such as additional time and teacher assistants
but described the classroom as inconvenient in terms of layout and planning:

Better technical support, such as improved computers and network, should be

provided, and the study room where the UNT is held should be larger and have

windows. | also think there is no need for so many people walking around while

you are taking this test, as it increases stress even further.
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Drawing on this, Aruzhan commented on the intense monitoring by exam
supervisors, which created distractions. She also suggested the consideration of UNT
alternatives for students with mobility difficulties to enhance the convenience of the exam.

Based on the commentary of all participants, psychological pressure and
discomfort were evident, even if not experienced with the same intensity by all. For
example, Adil described the exam environment as uncomfortable, despite not being
directly affected by it:

The exam environment did not affect me, but | would not say that it was

comfortable at all. | understand that it is necessary to check whether students have

cheat sheets, but the supervisors did it with “rakum ocrepsenenuem™ (such wild
ferocity). It was definitely uncomfortable because of passive aggression, and when
students entered the examination room, they were checked “gyts 11 He 10 TpycoB”

(down to their underwear). | was wearing a watch to see the time, as | did not have

my phone, and they would pick it apart on the spot.

Adil noted that this aggressive behavior reinforced students’ negative perceptions
of the exam. He suggested that supervisors may create obstacles to an inclusive and safe
examination by treating all students uniformly, including those with special needs, thereby
highlighting the potential distress caused by overly strict and aggressive interactions:

In general, 1 did not experience difficulties specifically related to my diagnosis. |

was given a disability after | received treatment for cancer. After cancer treatment,

people are not fully healthy; some may experience muscle contractions, weakness,
and so on. Part of the muscles in my arm were removed, and my arm would go
numb, but | personally did not have problems. However, for other groups, for
example, those who are unable to walk, use a wheelchair, or have diabetes, | think

that if someone with diabetes came, their insulin pump could be taken away. They
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wanted to take away my watch, so nothing would stop them from taking the insulin

pump.

The attitudes of exam supervisors impacted not only students’ emotional states but
also neglected their special needs, thereby exacerbating discomfort and further
complicating the examination experience. Raushan reported experiencing physical pain
due to being required to remain still for the entire duration of the exam: I lost
concentration during the four-hour exam because | was restricted in movement, so | would
not say that the exam reflected my knowledge 100%.”

She also emphasized that fear of supervisors’ strict monitoring contributed to this
stress:

There definitely was pressure from supervisors. We were told not to move our head

left or right. | knew students who were asked to leave the examination room after

moving too much, and their results were cancelled. Teachers told us that our future
depended on this exam.

In sum, the examination environment exerted a significant, yet often overlooked,
impact on students’ psychological and physical well-being, influencing both their
performance and overall experience of the exam. Excessive monitoring and aggressive
supervisory behavior contributed to distrust and heightened anxiety among test takers,
particularly those with special learning needs, whose needs were frequently neglected.
Theme 4: Expectations for Competency-Focused and Student-Centered UNT
Practices

This theme explores students’ expectations and recommendations for more
inclusive UNT practices, aiming to accommodate all exam-takers, including those with
diverse learning needs. In response to the research question, “What suggestions do these

students provide for improving the UNT to better accommodate diverse learners?”
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respondents addressed both the exam content and organizational aspects, resulting in the
following sub-themes: (1) preference for subject-focused assessment, (2) preference for
critical thinking in exam content, and (3) accommodating students’ diverse needs.
Sub-theme 1: Preference for Subject-Focused Assessment

Participants emphasized that the UNT should reduce the overwhelming volume of
content and eliminate “unnecessary” questions, prioritizing profile subjects that are
directly related to students’ intended fields of study. Given that the exam is perceived as a
measure of students’ knowledge, they suggested that focusing on profile subjects would
more accurately reflect their preparedness, rather than requiring rote memorization of
extensive core subjects. Consequently, students prioritize practical and future-oriented
knowledge that directly aligns with their career decisions, which they argued should be
reflected in the exam.

Beibarys highlighted the importance of reducing the level of detail in certain
subjects, such as history, which currently requires memorization of excessive information:

“UNT requires specific knowledge in subjects. Narrowing the number of subjects
and focusing on profile subjects with more questions in them instead so that students could
focus on them more rather rote-learn all this mess.”

He further explained that the exam’s excessive content may not be effective in
terms of quality, as test takers ultimately devote time to knowledge that may not be
relevant to their chosen professions. Supporting this view, Kanat emphasized that
prioritizing profile subjects in the UNT enhances students’ readiness for the first year of
university, since content from these subjects is subsequently revisited in higher education:

Profile subjects in UNT are taught again in the first year of university and then

students’ basic knowledge will be clear. If I did not have basic knowledge, I would

not have understood material and many things would be confusing to me.
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Aibek expressed a similar view, noting that certain topics in subjects such as
biology and physics are unnecessary and could be reduced in favor of content more
directly related to students’ profiles:

For example, biology is taught until grade 9 but some topics are unnecessary.

Those who selected chemistry and biology told me that some materials are

unnecessary. The same thing is in physics. | think content should be reduced

focusing more on profile subjects.

In addition, Adil expressed the perception that some exam questions appeared to be
included merely for the sake of inclusion, offering limited informational or assessment
value in evaluating test takers’ knowledge or keeping pace with annual exam updates. He
further noted that, given the exam’s intended purpose of assessing students’ profession-
related knowledge, this practice is problematic:

UNT is supposed to test students’ knowledge in a specific profession, isn’t it? I had

an impression that some questions were for the sake of asking as the exam needs to

be updated annually.

In general, students emphasized the need for the UNT to concentrate on selected
profile subjects rather than overwhelming students with extensive information unrelated to
their chosen field. They perceived many questions as unimportant and questioned the
practical purpose they served in assessing their readiness for further study. The participants
suggested that increasing the number of subject-related questions could make the
assessment more practical and equitable, better demonstrating students’ potential in their
chosen areas.

Sub-theme 2: Preference for Critical Thinking in Exam Content
Five out of eight students strongly agreed on the need to reform the UNT format to

assess knowledge more accurately, shifting away from rote learning and memorization
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toward an emphasis on critical thinking. Two participants compared the UNT to other
high-stakes examinations, noting that the exam’s demand for advanced cognitive skills,
such as critical thinking, is relatively low and should be enhanced to improve the quality
and objectivity of assessing students’ potential.

Aibek compared the UNT with the USE and proposed the inclusion of open-ended
questions to better foster critical thinking:

If we compare UNT with other Unified State Exam and SAT or other international

high-stakes exam, UNT is very easy. Even if students do not know the answer, they

can predict it. It should have open-ended questions to improve critical thinking.

Participants noted that, despite the standardized testing purpose, UNT content was
often misaligned with the school curriculum, not only in terms of coverage but also in how
it fosters students’ critical thinking. Kanat expressed the view that some elite schools, such
as Bilim-Innovation Lyceums (BIL), have curricula that differ from those of mainstream
schools, being more closely aligned with the cognitive skill requirements of the UNT,
including critical thinking: “For example, chemistry tasks asked about calculating the
probability of something. We had not done it before but such a logical database exists in
BIL, as far as | know.”

Adil further advocated for the removal of questions that do not meaningfully reflect
students’ knowledge and supported the inclusion of open-ended questions: “In fact, such
exams are held practically everywhere around the world and they contain not only test
questions but also open-ended questions. | would remove insignificant questions that do
not reflect students’ true knowledge of the subject.”

Thus, students emphasized that the UNT should consist of questions clearly

articulated to align with students’ comprehension and recommended a combination of
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multiple-choice questions focused on profile subjects with open-ended questions aimed at
fostering critical thinking.
Sub-theme 3: Accommodating Students’ Diverse Needs

This section examines how the UNT could become more inclusive by addressing
the physical and psychological needs of students with diverse learning requirements. Four
out of eight participants proposed potential improvements aimed at addressing the often-
overlooked challenges faced by students with physical needs.

Aruzhan, from a perspective of a person with officially documented physical
disability, suggested:

One thing | want to advise is that they have to make UNT home-based because

home-based exam is more convenient for students who cannot walk, for example,

or who are on a wheelchair. Me personally, | can walk, but even if | can walk it is
hard for me and we have students who cannot walk or are on a wheelchair and
come to pass this exam and it is hard for them.

The students recommended making the exam more accessible in terms of location
through an improved digital format. Zhasulan emphasized the importance of enhancing
Internet access and the availability of online preparation services in rural areas to support
equitable participation. To accommodate physical needs during the exam itself, Raushan,
who needed to relieve her pain from sitting too long due to her physical disability,
suggested incorporating breaks to reduce physical discomfort and maintain focus,
particularly during long examinations; “I do not know how possible this is, but I think
adding breaks or at least not restricting us in movement would be good. Sitting for 4 hours
is difficult.”

Participants also highlighted the role of teachers in supporting students’

psychological well-being. They recommended improving teacher training to enhance the
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provision of emotional and psychological support during both preparation and
examination. Such support would help teachers understand diverse student needs and
prevent interactions from negatively affecting performance, thereby fostering a more
positive exam experience.

Overall, students emphasized that the UNT should be organized to accommodate
both physical and psychological needs, making the preparation and examination process
more inclusive and comfortable. This could be achieved by improving the digital format,
allowing rest periods, and ensuring that teachers and exam supervisors are trained to
provide appropriate emotional support.

Summary of the Findings

This chapter presented the perceptions of Astana university students with diverse
learning needs regarding the UNT by examining their preparation and examination
experiences. A careful analysis of participant responses identified psychological pressure
as a common barrier across all participants, including those with officially diagnosed
disabilities and self-identified learning needs. Notably, these psychological barriers were
evident both during the preparation stage, manifesting as pre-existing negative perceptions
about the exam’s importance, often reinforced by school teachers, and during the
examination itself, where they were further exacerbated by exam supervisors. These
findings suggest that school teachers should enhance their professional skills in providing
psychological support to ensure a safe and supportive learning environment, taking into
account the individual needs of students regardless of their backgrounds or circumstances.

Regarding perceptions of the examination’s content, participants consistently noted
that the UNT emphasizes preparation strategies, which are often contingent on students’
access to resources, over the assessment of broader academic abilities. This emphasis

limits students’ opportunities to fully demonstrate their potential. Specific issues, such as
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misalignment between the exam’s language and students’ comprehension, as well as
discrepancies with the taught curriculum, intensify the already high stakes of the exam,
prompting students to question both the adequacy of their preparation and their overall
readiness.

The combination of these findings suggests that the current UNT format may not
fully align with the principles of inclusive education and social justice. Students with
diverse learning needs experience disproportionate barriers, while those with access to
appropriate preparation resources are placed at an advantage. Furthermore, the
psychological demands of the exam are insufficiently addressed, undermining equitable
assessment. By highlighting these systemic barriers, this chapter underscores the need for
reforms aimed at promoting fairness, meaningful assessment, and accessibility.

These findings are discussed in the next chapter, in which the implications of the

UNT for student equity and inclusivity are critically examined.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

This chapter revisits the study’s research questions concerning (1) how students
with diverse needs perceive their experiences with the UNT, (2) the challenges and
barriers they encounter, and (3) their recommendations for fostering a more inclusive
approach to the examination. Overall, the findings suggest that students predominantly
perceive the UNT negatively, largely due to its limited inclusivity as experienced by
learners with diverse needs, thereby necessitating a more nuanced and multi-faceted
examination of the issue.

The analysis highlights a pressing need to strengthen the preparation of school
teachers and exam supervisors in providing adequate psychological support, in order to
ensure a safe and supportive learning environment. In addition, participants consistently
reported that the UNT amplifies existing socio-economic and logistical disparities among
test takers, consequently undermining principles of fairness and inclusivity. Beyond its
high-stakes nature, further barriers were identified, including concerns regarding exam
content, particularly the substandard quality of Kazakh-language questions, as well as
external distractions related to the organization of the assessment.

Despite these challenges, students continue to recognize the UNT as a valid
standardized assessment tool yet they strongly advocate for reforms aimed at improving its
inclusivity. In particular, they emphasize the need for a more comprehensive approach that
accounts for frequently overlooked student needs and actively incorporates student
perspectives, thereby contributing to a more equitable and accessible examination
experience.

This chapter is structured into three sections, corresponding to the study’s research
questions. Within each section, key findings from the data analysis are discussed and

interpreted in relation to relevant literature and are framed through Nancy Fraser’s (1998)
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three-dimensional framework of social justice, namely redistribution, recognition, and
representation.

In this study, the recognition of students with diverse learning needs in the UNT is
defined as the extent to which their psychological, cognitive, physical, and other relevant
needs that affect their participation in educational settings are acknowledged and addressed
to ensure equitable participation.

From a redistribution perspective, students’ socioeconomic status and their access
to the resources necessary for successful UNT outcomes are examined to identify
underlying factors that may intensify systemic inequalities.

With regard to the representation dimension of Nancy Fraser’s (2009) framework,
the findings highlight the importance of incorporating students’ voices into reforms related
to the UNT, as these voices are often overlooked despite students being the primary
stakeholders affected by the examination. As Fraser (2009) argues, all three dimensions of
justice must be addressed in an integrated manner, as they are interrelated and, together,
can more effectively respond to the injustices shaping students’ experiences and outcomes
in the UNT. The chapter concludes by examining students’ recommendations for
mitigating barriers faced by learners with diverse needs and by considering strategies for a

more inclusive approach to the UNT.

RQ1: How do students with diverse learning needs perceive their experiences of the
Unified National Testing (UNT)?

The findings of the study indicate that participants’ predominantly negative
perceptions of their experiences with the UNT emerged from the interaction of both
extrinsic and intrinsic factors. Extrinsic factors included psychological pressure during the
preparation and examination stages, which was associated with inconsistent or absent

support from teachers and an exaggerated emphasis on the high-stakes nature of the exam.
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In contrast, the intrinsic factor was reflected in students’ perception that the UNT
inadequately assesses their overall academic abilities.
Psychological Barriers in the UNT Experience

A closer examination of psychological barriers in the UNT highlights that the
implementation of systematic psychological support within school culture is often
inconsistent or absent. From the perspective of Fraser’s (1998) recognition justice, students
faced misrecognition as their psychological diversity was undermined by a school culture,
particularly in the relationships between school staff and students, that prioritized
academic outcomes and student independence over well-being. As teachers failed to
recognize students’ lived experiences as key participants in educational processes, this led
to a certain level of subordination, which resulted in students’ inability to openly voice
their needs and demand necessary psychological support.

Psychological support from teachers was generally described as absent, sporadic,
inconsistent, or even contradictory. Moreover, all participants reported that their schools
failed to provide uniform psychological support, and half indicated that at least one teacher
had violated teaching ethics by expressing negative views about students’ abilities. This
suggests that, although psychological support is formally recognized as important, its
implementation remains weak: teachers may not fully appreciate its significance or may
require further professional training, and the prevalence of such incidents points to broader
institutional issues.

Participants reported that most teachers appeared unaware of how their presence
and support could influence student preparation and performance, despite being central
figures in students’ academic lives. This lack of support led students to question their
academic adequacy and self-confidence, while also fostering negative perceptions and

prejudices toward the exam. In the context of the UNT, where stakes are particularly high,
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students’ psychological state strongly influences their performance, with personal
vulnerabilities and extrinsic pressures placing them in precarious positions and
exacerbating inequalities, particularly for those from disadvantaged backgrounds or with
special needs, often leading them to question their own abilities. Participants noted that
this pressure affects students regardless of need, representing a persistent barrier in the
examination process. As Anuarbekova and Yaylaci (2025) show, empirical evidence
indicates that heightened anxiety can hinder learning, resulting in lower academic success
even when students possess similar knowledge and preparation. Conversely, when
psychological support was provided effectively, students experienced positive effects on
their preparation. Notably, cultural factors, such as the enforcement of strict obedience
norms and the broader culture surrounding the UNT, which amplifies the perceived
consequences of the exam and fosters pessimistic views about success, may exacerbate
psychological barriers for students. Therefore, it can be argued that school teachers should
prioritize fostering trusting student—teacher relationships.

Importantly, students’ voices, although central to the effectiveness of psychological
support, were frequently overlooked, influencing how teachers perceived and implemented
such support when it was available. Participants reported that psychological support in
schools is still developing and requires improvements not only in-service availability and
quality, but also in consideration of student satisfaction. In line with these observations,
Mamerkhanova et al. (2025) emphasize that, despite formal recognition of its importance,
psychological support in Kazakhstan remains at a preparatory stage of development, while
Sarzhanova et al. (2025) stress that student satisfaction is critical for its effective
implementation; therefore, students’ voices and their psychological diversity must be
actively incorporated into these processes. This finding underscores significant, yet often

overlooked, social and systemic obstacles, particularly the failure to recognize students’
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psychological needs as an integral component of their preparation and performance, and
the lack of proactive engagement with student well-being as a central aspect of school
culture, especially during a critical transitional stage such as the UNT.

Overall, recognitive justice is essential for respecting students’ identities and
acknowledging their diverse psychological conditions in high-stakes contexts such as the
UNT, thereby enhancing the effectiveness and inclusivity of psychological support.
Students should be positioned as central figures within this system, with changes informed
by their authentic feedback, particularly for those with diverse needs who are placed in
vulnerable positions. However, the ongoing development of psychological support in
schools, combined with teachers’ limited knowledge and experience and the influence of
cultural factors, hinders progress in recognizing students as individuals whose voices
should directly shape the system. Addressing this aspect is crucial to making the UNT
experience both more supportive and meaningful for test takers.

Students continue to rely on rote learning, despite the UNT being designed to encourage
deeper understanding

Another consistent issue emerging from the study findings is that students perceive
the UNT as inadequate in assessing their overall academic abilities, as the exam primarily
relies on lower-order cognitive skills practiced through test-specific training, particularly
through the revision of common test patterns. This finding suggests that students’ diversity
in learning may not be sufficiently recognized, resulting in misrecognition within the
assessment framework due to a narrow conception of academic ability. While one
participant described their experience as positive, another as neutral, and the remainder as
negative, participants emphasized that their main concern during preparation was how

effectively they could engage with the school curriculum in a test-focused manner.
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These observations align with Spann (2015), who notes that high-stakes tests are
inherently limited in their ability to guarantee positive educational outcomes, as they
prioritize performance on specific skills over broader learner potential, producing negative
consequences that may affect students’ future trajectories. Furthermore, the extensive
reliance on test-specific skills fosters a belief among students that success in the UNT
depends solely on repetitive preparation, with little expectation for critical thinking.
Consequently, beyond this systemic gap, such practices may reinforce negative
perceptions of both the exam and its examinees, as students reported that the UNT often
appears to require lucky guesses.

Interestingly, despite their negative associations with the UNT, students
acknowledged the exam as a necessary standardized assessment tool, comparable to other
high-stakes tests worldwide, and suggested that it should evaluate students’ potential in a
manner that meaningfully contributes to their future academic and professional
development in line with contemporary competitive demands. However, in comparison
with international counterparts, students noted that the UNT still requires reforms to better
equip test takers to meet global trends and contemporary demands. Indeed, Baizhanov et
al. (2025) highlighted that the exam format remains misaligned with today’s academic and
professional requirements, as students continue to rely heavily on memorization and
frequently encounter difficulties in developing argumentation, critical thinking, creativity,
and other advanced cognitive skills that are highly demanded in real-world contexts. This
suggests that students’ expectations regarding the UNT’s role in their long-term academic
and professional plans may not fully align with the skills necessary for them, which results
in the misrecognition of important, more future-oriented skills.

In particular, students highlighted the UNT’s future-oriented role in developing

skills applicable to real-world contexts, expressing concerns that even successful
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preparation and passing of the exam may not fully capture or guarantee their overall
potential. This perspective is supported by Baizhanov et al. (2025), who demonstrated that
high UNT scores do not necessarily reflect students’ actual knowledge, as evidenced by
instances in which applicants with strong exam results failed to meet the academic
standards of competitive universities, thereby revealing a misalignment between school-
based preparation and university expectations.

Consequently, the underdevelopment of these skills may place students at a
disadvantage in competitive academic and professional environments. This illustrates that
students perceive assessment broadly, extending beyond successful university enrollment
to encompass their preparedness for meeting the expectations of their chosen academic
programs and future professional roles.

Nevertheless, the UNT is undergoing transformations aimed at aligning with global
education standards and preparing students as skilled and knowledgeable human capital.
Existing research on UNT reforms indicates a gradual shift toward a competency-based
approach, moving away from outdated assessment practices. Importantly, students’
perspectives should also be integrated, as they are key stakeholders whose voices must
help shape educational trends within a system as significant as the UNT. This further
underscores the necessity of treating students with respect and recognition to uphold social

justice within the examination process.

RQ2: What challenges or barriers did these students encounter during the UNT
process?

The participants reported experiencing difficulties when working with preparatory
materials for the UNT due to misalignment among exam preparation resources, curriculum
content, and the exam itself, which substantially affected their outcomes. During the

examination process, participants also highlighted experiencing extraneous cognitive load
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arising from the formulation of exam questions. Specifically, students reported difficulties
in understanding questions presented in the Kazakh-language format of the UNT, which
hindered their ability to maintain attention and manage examination time, thereby
increasing anxiety and negatively affecting their perceived performance.
The Kazakh-language format of the UNT requires improvement to better accommodate
students’ linguistic needs

A linguistic barrier emerged as a significant challenge in students’ experiences with
the UNT, particularly among those who took the exam in the Kazakh language, whereas
students who completed the Russian-language version did not report similar issues.
Although Kazakh is their first language, these students found the exam questions
confusing and difficult to comprehend. This difficulty was reflected in students’ frustration
with the structure and wording of questions, as well as with the interpretation of specific
scientific and technical terms, an issue that was especially pronounced in science-related
subjects, including mathematics, physics, chemistry, informatics, and biology.

Participants suggested that these challenges may stem from the use of overly
complex academic and scientific terminology in Kazakh that is not aligned with students’
levels of understanding. Following this idea, it can be understood that academic language
proficiency required in the UNT is not aligned with students’ actual levels, and these
inconsistencies led students to question their own comprehension abilities, further
complicating the preparation process. This concern was further reinforced during exam
revision sessions, where discrepancies in interpretation between teachers and students
became evident, with the same questions being understood differently. Consequently,
students struggled to manage their time effectively during the exam while attempting to
interpret the questions accurately. Based on Fraser’s (1998) concept of recognitive justice,

this suggests that the standardized format of the UNT expects a certain level of language



64

comprehension from students, and when they fail to meet this expectation, their actual
linguistic levels may not be fully recognized. As a result, these students may not be able to
fully participate in the assessment.

Therefore, these findings highlight concerns regarding the quality of question
formulation in the Kazakh-language version of the UNT and raise broader issues about the
development and standardization of academic and scientific language in Kazakh. From a
social justice perspective, this also suggests a limited recognition of students’ linguistic
needs and backgrounds in the design of exam content, potentially imposing additional
barriers to their performance. The importance of exam question quality in HSTs was
highlighted in the findings of Madaus and Russell (2010), who emphasized that question
design directly affects how students interpret and engage with tasks. Well-designed
questions must go beyond exam content to consider factors influencing students’
information processing, and students’ ability to correctly process information should be
appropriate to their developmental stage.

According to the concept of extraneous cognitive load introduced by John Sweller
(1988), students may experience unnecessary cognitive effort imposed by poorly designed
instructional materials, even when the content itself is familiar and comprehensible,
thereby further supporting participants’ concerns. This aligns with participants’ growing
distrust toward exam questions, which should not impose additional cognitive load,
particularly when examinees possess the necessary knowledge; therefore, overcomplicated
question formulations should be avoided.

Additionally, this issue raises an important consideration that academic and
scientific Kazakh used in schools and in the UNT may not be fully aligned, suggesting that
the teaching and standardization of modern Kazakh terminology should be more actively

promoted among students. The study by Anafinova et al. (2025) further supports this
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concern, demonstrating that contemporary Kazakh scientific, technological, and media
terminology is significantly influenced by Russian and English. Given the structural
differences between these languages, the standardization of Kazakh in testing contexts
remains an evolving process, highlighting the need for further research on its development.

Although this issue appears to be common among students, there is limited
research addressing it, and further investigation is required to understand why native
Kazakh-speaking students perceive the Kazakh-language format of the exam as more
challenging. Empirical evidence also suggests a relationship between the language of
instruction in Kazakhstani schools and UNT outcomes. Taken together, these findings
indicate the need to examine the underlying factors contributing to the complexity of
students’ comprehension of academic Kazakh language.
Misalignment in UNT Preparation

Another consistent issue emerging from the study findings is that students perceive
the UNT as inadequate in assessing their overall academic abilities, relying instead largely
on the quality and duration of exam preparation. In particular, students identified gaps
between the school curriculum and the UNT content as a major challenge. By
“misalignment,” students specifically referred to difficulties in achieving confidence when
selecting correct answers, despite having covered the topics at school, as exam questions
often contained errors. For example, one participant shared that some questions included
more than one correct option, even though they were designed as single-answer questions.
Moreover, students noted that textbooks provided at schools contained information that
differed from the exam content, which prompted them to consult textbooks by different
authors on the same subjects to ensure more comprehensive revision and build confidence

in their preparation.
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Given that mainstream schools often provide insufficient coverage of the content
necessary for successful UNT preparation, students are forced to rely on supplementary
preparatory services outside of school. Although the use of test preparation centers is
widespread, students expressed concerns that the proliferation of such centers and their
somewhat normalized culture is problematic, asserting that students should not contribute
to their expansion. They emphasized that effective preparation for the UNT should ideally
depend on knowledge acquired in school and its practical application.

While the UNT may demonstrate formal stakes fairness on paper, it frequently
overlooks disparities in starting points, particularly regarding access to and quality of
preparation. Consequently, fairness in exam consequences does not fully account for
students’ real-life inequalities, including financial constraints, and logistical disadvantages,
raising significant concerns regarding the recognitive justice of preparation opportunities
and the persistent gaps between students from different socio-economic and educational
backgrounds.

This aligns with the findings of Avdiu and Ahmedi (2024), which suggest that
students may be forced to invest unequal amounts of financial resources and time not only
in the preparation process itself, which already imposed substantial psychological pressure,
but also in searching for and accessing appropriate preparatory materials. As a result,
students with easier access occupy a privileged position, reflecting socio-economic
disparities among learners and contributing to feelings of inadequacy, which in turn
intensifies pressure and responsibility. Further supporting this, Anuarbekova and Yaylaci
(2025) note that these disparities directly influence examination outcomes: not only do
disadvantaged students experience preparation difficulties, but even those with access

report dissatisfaction with the quality of supplementary preparatory services.
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Therefore, exam success is perceived as closely tied to circumstantial factors, such
as the accessibility and affordability of additional preparatory services, the quality of
knowledge delivery in schools and test preparation centers, and the interpretation of exam
content by both teachers during revisions and students’ own understanding of the
questions. These inequalities should be addressed through the lens of socially just
redistribution, which affirms that economic and other disparities that hinder access to
quality preparation obstruct the inclusion of students from diverse backgrounds, not only
during the examination process but also from the very starting point of their academic
journey.

RQ3: What suggestions do these students provide for improving the UNT to better
accommodate diverse learners?

In order to develop inclusive approaches to the UNT, the majority of students
emphasized the significance of improving both the content of the exam and the conditions
under which it is administered. Specifically, improvements in the exam content were
proposed to potentially address inequalities at the preparation stage, particularly in relation
to participants’ individual experiences, financial and logistical disadvantages, and the need
for a more accurate assessment of overall student potential. Regarding the conditions of
the examination procedure, students highlighted the importance of minimizing discomfort
and distractions caused by overly strict security checks, classroom conditions, and rigid
rules in the examination environment. This underscores the often-overlooked influence of
exam organization, suggesting that classroom conditions should be more accommodating
to students with diverse psychological and physical needs. Students’ lived experiences
revealed underlying factors that often go unnoticed by decision-makers when changes are
made to the UNT, as students are influenced by the exam throughout the whole process,

from the preparation stage to the examination stage, each of which has its own
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peculiarities. This suggests that, in order to make the UNT more inclusive, students’ lived
experiences need to be recognized, distributive inequalities among examinees need to be
addressed, and their voiced needs need to be represented altogether. Only by meeting all
three dimensions of justice can the UNT become more inclusive (Nancy Fraser, 2009). A
similar perspective is reflected in Shyman’s (2015) study, which emphasizes that
accommodating students’ needs should involve addressing all potential barriers and
ensuring a comfortable learning environment to provide comprehensive inclusive support.
Students recognize the importance of the UNT but desire a more comprehensive and
flexible format

One suggestion made by several students was to ensure that the content of profile
subjects is relevant and to incorporate open-ended questions into the UNT. The content of
profile subjects in the UNT was described as overwhelming and, at times, irrelevant, with
participants recommending that it be narrowed to essential topics more frequently applied
in their prospective university studies. The perceived irrelevance of exam questions was
framed in relation to students’ practical expectations of their chosen professions,
particularly regarding how often certain topics would be used in real-life contexts;
however, students reported encountering overly specific factual questions that they
considered unrelated to their specialization. These perceptions indicate that students
remain engaged with and attentive to the purpose of the exam, while expressing a clear
preference for greater alignment between exam content, their specialty expectations, and
practical applications. As Fraser (2009) explains, this further suggests the importance of
adequately representing students’ voices in shaping reforms of the UNT, as key
stakeholders whose participation in decision-making processes directly contributes to more

equitable and responsive assessment practices.
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Also, open-ended questions were proposed as a means of more fairly assessing
students’ learning by encouraging the use of higher-order cognitive skills that are more
closely aligned with the demands of competitive academic and professional environments.
In particular, students suggested that current UNT question formats are somewhat
predictable due to reliance on memorization and rote learning, thereby limiting students to
the use of lower-order cognitive skills and offering little long-term benefit. This suggestion
aligns with findings by Baizhanov et al. (2025) indicate that such questions can serve as an
effective tool for fostering advanced cognitive skills, such as creativity and reasoning,
which are essential for further educational environments. In contrast, the absence of open-
ended questions in testing was described as potentially limiting creativity. Therefore, it is
recommended that students be given opportunities to approach tasks in different ways and
demonstrate argumentation when solving them, which aligns with the requirements of
contemporary educational standards.

Another perceived benefit of open-ended questions in standardized testing, as
highlighted by students, is that, compared to the current closed-ended questions in the
UNT, they may better represent the diversity of students’ thinking. This is particularly
important in the context of inclusive assessment practices, as examinees may have diverse
learning needs that can influence their UNT outcomes. This perspective aligns with the
findings of Adams and Bell (2016), who argue that the foundation of inclusive practices in
assessment, and in education more broadly, lies in acknowledging students’ individuality
and learning experiences, including their unique interpretations of exam content and
performance. Thus, participants expressed that the current UNT format may not accurately
assess students’ knowledge and therefore requires modification to become more

comprehensive, particularly through changes to the question format. Such changes could
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enhance both the recognition and representation of students within the UNT, suggesting
pathways toward more inclusive testing practices.

Both the content and the examination environment are crucial, particularly for students
with diverse psychological and physical needs

Factors influencing student outcomes in the UNT that are often overlooked relate
to the examination environment, particularly exam administration and its impact on
students’ physical and psychological well-being. Participants’ accounts highlight how
formal procedures, such as security checks, invigilator monitoring, classroom conditions,
and examination rules, are perceived as integral yet insufficiently addressed components of
the broader assessment system. All participants’ lived experiences suggest that the UNT
process should be consistently supported from beginning to end.

Despite familiarity with the exam format, participants reported psychological and
physical discomfort, including heightened anxiety and, in one case, visible shaking and
pain. Exam supervisors were frequently described as overly strict, displaying distrust and
passive aggression during security checks and monitoring, which contributed to cognitive
distraction and reduced concentration. Their emphasis on obedience imposed additional
physical and behavioral constraints, with students reporting restrictions on movement and
threats of removal for non-compliance. Concerns were also raised regarding students with
disabilities, particularly those using assistive medical devices, as stringent security
procedures were perceived to place additional pressure on them. Distrust between
examinees and supervisors emerged as a key source of anxiety, further shaping negative
examination experiences.

These findings raise questions about supervisors’ preparedness to foster supportive,
trust-based interactions. They also reflect broader attitudes toward inclusive practices, as

well as cultural norms emphasizing authority and strict discipline. From a social justice
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perspective, this suggests a form of recognition injustice, whereby students’ diverse needs
and lived experiences are insufficiently acknowledged.

Negative examination experiences were found to reinforce pre-existing concerns
about the UNT, particularly among students with officially diagnosed physical conditions,
raising questions about the system’s capacity to ensure full and equitable participation.
This aligns with Makoelle and Burmistrova (2024), who emphasize that inclusivity should
involve not only presence but also meaningful participation and support.

Additionally, inadequate classroom conditions, such as excessive heat, poor
ventilation, and disruptions during the exam, further exacerbated these challenges.
Participants suggested that improved environmental conditions and accommodations,
including scheduled breaks, could enhance performance and support inclusivity. These
issues may not only relate to students’ comfort but also to how resources may be
distributed unequally in providing examination conditions, and to how their physical and
psychological needs are overlooked and misrecognized. This is consistent with Adams and
Bell (2016), who argue that inclusive practices require proactive recognition and support
of students’ diverse needs.

Once again, this finding underscores that achieving a fully inclusive approach to
the UNT as a high-stakes examination requires the recognition of student diversity, the
equitable redistribution of resources influencing examination outcomes, and the
meaningful representation of students’ voices in decision-making processes and system-
level reforms. Social justice is essential for inclusivity in high-stakes assessments such as
the UNT and should be addressed across all three interrelated dimensions, as together they

form a coherent system for ensuring justice (Fraser, 2009).
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Summary

In sum, the findings indicate that students generally hold negative perceptions of
the UNT, primarily linked to barriers encountered during preparation, exam content, and
administration, rather than the exam itself, which remains an important standardized
assessment of academic potential in Kazakhstan. Analyzing these barriers through a social
justice lens reveals that students’ voices, as central stakeholders, are insufficiently
represented. Exam changes often overlook content appropriateness for students’ linguistic
comprehension, preferences for subject-relevant questions that foster higher-order
cognitive skills, and equitable distribution of resources to support diverse preparation
needs. These oversights may intensify existing inequalities and hinder inclusive
approaches to the UNT.

The study also identified systemic issues affecting social justice and inclusivity.
First, the underdevelopment of academic and scientific Kazakh-language resources,
alongside gaps between the school curriculum and the UNT, creates linguistic barriers for
Kazakh-language students. Second, teachers’ and exam supervisors’ limited preparedness
for inclusive practices, potentially influenced by institutional or cultural norms, contributes
to non-recognition of students’ individuality and needs, straining teacher—student
relationships. Finally, examination administration was reported as overly strict, prioritizing
formal procedures over students’ psychological and physical well-being, particularly for
those with officially recognized needs.

Overall, enhancing inclusivity in the UNT requires recognizing students’ lived
experiences, needs, and individuality to enable their active engagement in the system and
decision-making processes. Institutional and cultural barriers must be addressed, and gaps
in access to preparation reconsidered to ensure both fairness and equal starting points,

highlighting distributive injustice in the system. The UNT should be conceptualized as a
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broader system that includes both preparation and examination stages, providing
continuous support to students throughout the process. Its justice toward students needs to
be addressed through all three dimensions simultaneously, with their diverse needs and
individual backgrounds being recognized, inequalities in participation caused by the
misdistribution of resources being addressed, and students’ voices being included in

decision-making, as they are the ones directly affected by the UNT.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

This study explores perceptions of university students with diverse learning needs
on the UNT, guided by the following research questions: (1) How do students with diverse
learning needs perceive their experiences of the Unified National Testing (UNT)? (2)
What challenges or barriers do these students encounter during the UNT process? (3) What
suggestions do these students provide for improving the UNT to better accommodate
diverse learners? To achieve these objectives, this study analyzed perceptions of students
from three universities in Astana with officially documented physical disabilities and self-
identified psychological and other needs, with diversity of needs kept broad to ensure
stronger student representation and a more comprehensive examination. This study applied
Nancy Fraser’s (1998; 2009) three-dimensional social justice framework, namely
recognition (students’ backgrounds), redistribution (potential economic injustices), and
representation (the extent to which students’ voices are included in decision-making
regarding the UNT).

In relation to the first research question, the findings revealed that students
perceived their experiences of the UNT negatively due to psychological aspects of
preparation and examination, which were frequently overlooked or insufficiently
addressed by school teachers and exam supervisors. They attributed to and due to exam
content that prioritized rote learning rather than fostering higher-order cognitive skills such
as critical thinking and argumentation among examinees. Ongoing gaps in psychological
support in schools and insufficient attention to student well-being suggest that teachers
should receive professional training in this area to better support students at a critical stage
such as the UNT (Mamerkhanova et al., 2025; Sarzhanova et al., 2025). Students also

expressed a preference for the UNT to provide an objective assessment of overall student
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potential while simultaneously allowing the development of skills aligned with
contemporary academic and professional demands (Baizhanov et al., 2025).

Regarding the second research question, students’ challenges and barriers were
linked to linguistic barriers in the Kazakh-language version of the exam, which were
perceived to result from a misalignment between UNT language proficiency expectations
and students’ actual comprehension levels, particularly in technical and science-related
subjects such as mathematics, informatics, physics, chemistry, and biology. The findings
suggest that academic and scientific Kazakh language is insufficiently developed among
students and should be more systematically supported and promoted (Anafinova et al.,
2025). Another barrier encountered by participants was the misalignment between UNT
content and the materials provided and taught in schools, which led students to seek
additional preparatory services. The proliferation of such services was negatively
perceived by participants and was seen as exacerbating inequalities among students (Avdiu
& Ahmedi, 2024).

The third research question explored students’ suggestions for developing more
inclusive approaches to the UNT for learners with diverse needs. Students highlighted the
importance of addressing overlooked factors affecting their performance, particularly
examination administration conditions such as monitoring practices, classroom
environment, and examiner—student interactions. This suggests the need for a more
proactive approach to recognizing students’ diverse needs, alongside more meaningful
engagement and support (Adams & Bell, 2016; Makoelle & Burmistrova, 2024).

Overall, ensuring social justice and promoting more inclusive approaches to the
UNT requires the balanced and integrated implementation of all three dimensions of

justice, as these are deeply interrelated (Fraser, 2009).
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Limitations

This study contains limitations that should be acknowledged when interpreting the
findings. The first limitation is that the study focused on students from three universities in
Astana, as these institutions agreed to provide access to students who met the participant
selection criteria; therefore, the findings may not be fully applicable to the broader
Kazakhstan context beyond Astana. However, as the capital city and an educational hub of
the country, Astana attracts students from other regions with diverse backgrounds, which
contributes to the diversity aspect of the study.

The second limitation is that some students provided relatively brief responses due
to limited prior experience with interviews and difficulty elaborating on their experiences,
despite the use of probing and follow-up questions. Nevertheless, the number of
participants was sufficient to achieve data saturation, as no new ideas emerged, thereby

still providing comprehensive insights.

Implications and Contributions of the Study

This study offers theoretical, policy, and practical implications for understanding
and improving the inclusivity of the UNT. It also makes several key contributions to the
existing body of research.

From a theoretical perspective, the study extends the application of Nancy Fraser’s
three-dimensional social justice framework to the context of standardized high-stakes
assessments such as the UNT, conceptualizing the examination as a broader system. The
findings demonstrate how the dimensions of redistribution (students’ socio-economic
backgrounds and how these affect access to exam preparation), recognition (students’
diverse needs and backgrounds), and representation (students’ voices in UNT decision-

making) are reflected in the lived experiences of students with diverse learning needs,
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highlighting the importance of addressing all three dimensions to tackle both structural and
practical inequalities and to promote justice and inclusivity in assessment.

In terms of policy implications, the findings indicate the need for a more inclusive
approach to the implementation of the UNT. This includes ensuring equitable access,
improving the distribution of preparatory resources, and incorporating students’ voices into
decision-making processes related to assessment reforms. Policymakers should consider
students’ diverse backgrounds and needs to enhance the responsiveness of the UNT and
reduce barriers to participation and performance.

At the level of practice, the study underscores the importance of institutional
support for students. This includes improving the examination environment to make it
more accommodating to diverse learning needs, as well as providing adequate
psychological support to enhance students’ overall experience and performance. The
findings may also inform teachers, parents, and decision-makers seeking to implement
more inclusive approaches within the assessment system.

In addition to these implications, the study contributes to the literature in several
ways. Empirically, it foregrounds the lived experiences of students with diverse learning
needs, including those with officially documented disabilities, self-identified psychological
needs, logistical barriers, and other contextual challenges affecting their engagement with
the UNT. It also highlights students’ perceptions of the Kazakh-language format of the
UNT as a significant but underexplored area of concern. Furthermore, the study draws
attention to the perceived demand for greater emphasis on critical thinking and other
higher-order cognitive skills within the UNT, which students believe may better support
their future academic and professional development. Importantly, the study amplifies
student voice, positioning learners as key stakeholders in evaluating and improving high-

stakes assessment systems.
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Overall, this study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the UNT by
foregrounding students’ lived experiences and emphasizing the need for a more inclusive,

responsive, and equitable assessment system.

Recommendations for Future Research

Although this study provides multi-layered insights regarding the UNT, several
areas require further examination.

First, to expand the diversity of participants, it is recommended that similar studies
incorporate other regions of Kazakhstan. This could ensure broader participant
representation and a more nuanced and accurate investigation.

Second, the Kazakh-language format of the UNT should be examined more
thoroughly from the perspective of students and their lived experiences to ensure a more
accurate and in-depth understanding of this barrier.

This study may be useful for teachers, parents, and decision-makers involved in the
UNT who may seek to propose or implement more inclusive approaches to the assessment
system. By examining this study through Nancy Fraser’s (1998; 2009) three-dimensional
social justice framework, it provides a nuanced and holistic understanding of how justice

and inclusion are enacted within the assessment system.

Final Reflection

As an inclusive education agent at a marginal position, | reflected on my own
experience of the UNT; thus, I had certain expectations, most of which were confirmed. |
had a somewhat unique experience with preparation, as I initially planned to study abroad,
which is why | dedicated the first half of my final year of high school to preparing
application documents for a foreign institution, while my classmates attended preparatory
test centers. Due to certain circumstances, my plans changed, and | had to catch up with

my peers. Overwhelmed by sudden changes in my plans, increased personal responsibility,
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and reluctance to attend preparatory courses, | began preparing independently, which
largely relied on rote learning and memorization, as | selected World History as my second
profile subject. | attended preparatory courses only towards the end of the final school year
and managed to outperform other students in the same group, which reinforced the
perception that success in the exam is strongly dependent on memorization.

As I witnessed my peers’ constant anxiety and lack of psychological support from
teachers, as well as the normalized reliance on preparatory centers, | further realized that
standardized testing requires reform and a stronger focus on inclusivity. Most participants’
responses resonated with my own experience, while also providing deeper and more
valuable insights from individuals with diverse backgrounds compared to mine.

I sincerely hope that this study contributes to further research on similar topics,
offering valuable insights into inclusive practices within the UNT system and promoting

justice for students as its central stakeholders.
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Appendix B: Recruitment Emails

Dear Ainagul,

| hope this message finds you well. My name is Altynay Sherkuat, and | am a MSc Educational Leadership (Inclusive Education) student at the Nazarbayev University Graduate
School of Education, currently conducting my thesis research under the supervision of Professor Sourav Mukhopadhyay.

| have been advised that students seeking access to research sites at other universities can request an official support letter from the Dean, which can then be attached to their
outreach or invitation letters. | understand that this process has successfully supported many students in the past

In line with this, | would like to kindly request assistance with obtaining such a support letter from the Dean for my research. My study focuses on the experiences of university
students with diverse learning needs during the Unified National Testing (UNT) in Kazakhstan, and | will need to contact universities in Astana to identify eligible participants.

My study involves interviewing university students who meet the following criteria:
1. University students who have formally documented diverse learning needs or who self-identify as having such needs;
2. Aged 18 or older;
3. Currently enrolled in a university in Astana through the UNT;
4. Willing to participate voluntarily.

If you could please guide me through the required steps or let me know what documents or information you need from my side, | would be happy to provide them immediately
(research description, ethics approval, recruitment materials, etc.)

Thank you very much for your time and support. | greatly appreciate your help with this formal requirement

Warm regards,

Altvnav Sherkuat

Dea@l)

| hope this email finds you well. | am writing to share information about my thesis research titled “Exploring Perceptions of University Students with Diverse Learning Needs on the
Unified National Testing (UNT).” | would be grateful if you would consider taking part in a research interview to share your experiences. Your contribution would be valuable, but pleas
note that participation is entirely voluntary.

You can find detailed information about the study in the attached Participant Invitation Sheet and the Informed Consent Form

If you agree to participate, please let me know your preferred date and time, the interview format (online or face-to-face), and the language you would like to use (Russian or Kazakh).
To ensure confidentiality and protect anonymity, | kindly ask that you do not discuss your participation with others.

Thank you for your time and consideration

Best regards,

Altynay Sherkuat
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Form

Exploring Perceptions of University Students with Diverse Learning Needs on the
Unified National Testing (UNT)

DESCRIPTION: You are invited to participate in a research study that aims to explore
the experiences and perceptions of university students with diverse learning needs
regarding the Unified National Testing (UNT) in Kazakhstan. The study will investigate
how students experienced the UNT, the challenges they encountered, and their
suggestions for improving the testing process to make it more inclusive.

Participation will involve a one-on-one semi-structured interview, which, with your
consent, will be digitally recorded for research purposes. You may choose to participate
online or face-to-face, at a time that is convenient for you.

TIME INVOLVEMENT: Your participation in this study will take approximately 45-60
minutes.

RISKS AND BENEFITS:
Risks:

e Emotional discomfort: Some questions may ask you to recall past experiences
with the UNT that could be upsetting. You may skip any question, pause, or stop
the interview at any time without any consequences.

e Privacy concerns: As the study involves sharing personal experiences, you may
have concerns about confidentiality. These will be addressed by anonymizing all
data and securely storing recordings and transcripts. No personal or identifying
information about you will be disclosed.

Benefits:

Although there is no direct benefit to you, your participation would add the following
value:

e Students (you): Sharing your experiences may provide a sense of empowerment
and validation, contributing to a better understanding of students’ needs.

e Education stakeholders: The study may provide insights into improving the
inclusivity of the UNT in Kazakhstan.

e Research: The findings will contribute to the limited literature on inclusive
assessment practices and may inform future policy and practice.

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS:

Your participation is voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any time
without giving a reason and without any negative consequences. You may refuse to



answer any question.

The information you provide will be anonymized and used only for academic
purposes, including my thesis and presentations. Only the researcher and supervisor
will have access to identifiable data.

This study is conducted in compliance with the ethical guidelines of the Nazarbayev
University Graduate School of Education (GSE) Research Ethics Committee.

CONTACT INFORMATION:

Questions: If you have any questions, concerns, or complaints about this research, its
procedures, risks, or benefits, contact me or my Supervisor regarding this research study.

Independent Contact: If you are not satisfied with how this study is being conducted,
or if you have any concerns, complaints, or general questions about the research or your
rights as a participant, please contact the NU GSE Research Committee by writing to
gse_researchcommittee@nu.edu.kz.

CONSENT
By signing this form, I confirm that:
e | have read and understood the information provided above.

e | understand the purpose and procedures of the study.

92

e | understand that all data will be kept confidential and only accessed by the

researchers.
¢ | understand that I may withdraw at any time without penalty.
e | voluntarily agree to participate in this study.

Participant Name (printed):

Participant Signature:

Date:

Researcher Name (printed):

Researcher Signature:

Date:

Signature: Date:

The extra copy of this signed and dated consent form is for you to keep.
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol

Exploring Perceptions of University Students with Diverse Learning Needs on the
Unified National Testing (UNT)

Date of the interview:

Start time of the interview:

End time of the interview:

Place of the interview:

Participant:

Interviewer:

Opening and Rapport-Building

1. 1 will thank the participant for joining and remind them of the study’s purpose: to
understand experiences and perspectives of university students with diverse
learning needs regarding the Unified National Testing (UNT).

2. 1 will reconfirm consent and remind them they may skip any question or stop at any
time.

3. Asawarm-up, | will ask: Could you tell me a little about yourself — for example,
what you are studying now and when you took the UNT?

Section 1: Perceptions of UNT (RQ1)

4. When you think back to your experience of the UNT, what are your first impressions or
memories?

5. How would you describe your overall experience of preparing for and taking the UNT?
6. In what ways did the UNT reflect (or not reflect) your abilities and knowledge?

Section 2: Challenges and Barriers (RQ2)

7. What challenges did you face when preparing for or taking the UNT?
8. Were there any specific difficulties related to your learning needs?

9. Did you feel that the UNT process created barriers for you? If so, how?

Section 3: Suggestions for Improvement (RQ3)

10. Looking back, what kind of support would have made the process easier for you?
11. If you could change something about the UNT, what would you suggest?

12. What advice would you give to policymakers or educators to make the UNT more
inclusive for students with diverse learning needs?



Closing Questions
13. Is there anything else about your UNT experience that you think is important but we
haven’t covered?

Closing statement: 1 will thank the participant again, remind them that their responses
will be anonymized, and emphasize that their contribution is valuable for improving
understanding of educational equity in Kazakhstan.
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Appendix E: Information Sheet

Dear Sir/Madam,
Thank you for taking the time to read this letter.

My name is Altynay Sherkuat, and | am a graduate student at Nazarbayev University
Graduate School of Education. I am currently planning research entitled “Exploring
Perceptions of University Students with Diverse Learning Needs on the Unified National
Testing (UNT)”. I hope you will consider being part of my Master’s study.

The purpose of my research is to explore the experiences and perceptions of university
students with diverse learning needs regarding the Unified National Testing (UNT) in
Kazakhstan. Specifically, the study seeks to understand how students experienced the UNT,
the challenges or barriers they encountered, and the suggestions they may have for
improving the testing process to make it more inclusive and supportive of all learners. By
investigating these experiences, the study aims to provide insights that can contribute to
more equitable and inclusive standardized testing practices in Kazakhstan.

You are invited to participate if you are a university student of legal adult age who has taken
the UNT and consider yourself to have diverse learning needs.

Participation in this study will involve an interview conducted either online or face-to-face
at a time convenient for you. With your consent, the interview will be digitally recorded and
used as part of this research. The interview is expected to take approximately 45-60 minutes.

Your participation is entirely voluntary. You may choose not to answer any question, and
you may pause or withdraw from the interview at any time without any negative
consequences. Your name or any other identifying information will not be shared with
anyone apart from myself and my supervisor. All interview data will be anonymized,
securely stored, and used solely for my thesis and related academic presentations. 1 will be
following the ethical guidelines set by the NU GSE Research Ethics Committee.

Should you have any additional questions, please contact me or supervisor via the following
E-mail:

E-mail: altynay.sherkuat@nu.edu.kz WhatsApp: +7 705 714 11 24

Supervisor’s E-mail: sourav.mukhopadhyay@nu.edu.kz

Regards,

Altynay Sherkuat

Graduate School of Education

Nazarbayev University
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Appendix F: Data Analysis Coding Samples

Patterns across participants:

pattern 1 - psychological pressure

pattern 2 - psychological support from teachers

pattern 3 - extraneous load

pattern 4 - perceived impact of exam environment/setting on performance
pattern 5 - misalignment between preparation materials and UNT content
pattern 6 - preference for subject-focused assessment

pattern 7 - perception that UNT prioritizes preparation over broader abilities
pattern 8 - forced self-reliance

pattern 9 - preference for critical thinking in exam content

RQ1: How do students with diverse learning needs perceive their experiences of the
Unified National Testing (UNT)?

pattern 1 - psvchological pressure
pattern 2 - psychological support from teachers
pattern 7 - perception that UNT prioritizes preparation over broader abilities

THEME 1 and 2: psychological pressure + psychological support from teachers + perception
that UNT prioritizes preparation over broader abilities = Theme 1: Psychological pressure as a
defining characteristic of the UNT experience/Theme 2: UNT perceived as preparation-
dependent rather than a holistic academic ability

RQ2: What challenges or barriers did these students encounter during the UNT
process?

pattern 3 - extraneous load

pattern 4 - perceived impact of exam environment/setting on performance
pattern 5 - misalignment between preparation materials and UNT content
pattern 8 - forced self-reliance

THEME 3: extraneous load + perceived impact of exam environment/setting on performance +
misalignment between preparation materials and UNT content + forced self-reliance =
Extraneous cognitive and environmental factors shaping UNT performance

RQ3: What suggestions do these students provide for improving the UNT to better
accommodate diverse learners?

pattern 6 - preference for subject-focused assessment
pattern 9 - preference for critical thinking in exam content

THEME 4: preference for subject-focused assessment + preference for critical thinking in exam
content = Expectations for competency-focused and student-centered UNT practices
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