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Abstract

Thesis title: Examining the Enactment of Child Protection Policies in Kazakhstan’s
State Schools

Key words: child protection, safeguarding, policy enactment

This thesis explores the enactment of child protection policies in state schools in
Kazakhstan, with a particular focus on how safeguarding is understood and practiced by
school staff. Although Kazakhstan has introduced legislative and policy reforms aimed at
protecting children’s rights and wellbeing, limited research has examined how these
policies are enacted within everyday school contexts. This study seeks to address this gap
by investigating educators’ and school administration’s perceptions, experiences, and

practices related to child protection in schools.

The research is guided by Stephen Ball’s policy enactment theory, particularly the
concepts of policy as text, policy as discourse, and policy as practice. A qualitative
research design was adopted to explore how child protection policies are interpreted and
implemented by teachers, psychologists, social pedagogues and school administrators in
Kazakhstani state schools. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and

analyzed thematically.

The findings reveal that while participants generally recognized the importance of
child protection, safeguarding practices were often shaped by institutional constraints,
cultural norms, and limited professional preparation. Many educators associated child
protection primarily with discipline and student behavior management rather than broader
safeguarding responsibilities. Participants also highlighted challenges such as unclear role
distribution, lack of training, time constraints, and insufficient collaboration among

school staff.

This study contributes to the limited body of literature on child protection and
safeguarding in Kazakhstan’s education system. It highlights the gap between policy
intentions and school-level realities and emphasizes the need for clearer safeguarding

frameworks, professional development, and stronger institutional support for educators.



AHjaarTna

JAuccepranusi TakbIpblObl: Ka3aKCTaHHBIH MeMJIEKETTIK MeKTelTepiHe

6asiasiapapl KOPFay casicaTbIHBIH JKOCIIAPFA aCYBIH 3epTTey

KinT ce3nep: 6amanapapl Kopray, KOpFay, cascarThl KaObLUIaay

byn nuccepraumsna Kazakcranmarbl MeMJIEKETTIK MeEKTeNTepae Oamamap/sl
KOpFay CasCaThbIHBIH KaOBUIIAHYBl 3€pTTENefl, oCipece MEKTeNm KbI3METKEPIEPIHIH
KOpFaylbpl Kajlal TYCIHETIHIHE XOoHE >Ky3ere achlpaTblHbIHA 0Oaca Hazap aynapbUIajibl.
Kaszakcran OanamapablH KYKBIKTapbl MEH oJ-ayKaTblH KOpFayFa OarbITTasFaH
3aHHAMaJIbIK JKOHE casicu pedopmanapibl €HTI3TeHIMEH, IIEKTEYJl 3epTTeyiep Oy
casicaTThIH KYHJENIKTI MEKTEI KarJaiiblH/ia Kanai *Ky3ere acblpblIaThbIHbIH 3epTTel. by
3epTTey OUTIM OepylIiepAiH >KOHE MEKTEN OKIMIIUTITIHIH MEKTenTepaer: Oamanapabl
KOpFayFa KaTbICTbl TYCIHIKTEPIH, TOXKIpUOENIepiH KoHE TIKIpUOEIepiH 3epTTey apKbLIb
OCBI OJIKbUIBIKTHI KOIOFa OAFBITTAJIFaH.

3eprrey CtuBen bomnaplH casicaTTel KaObUIIay TEOpPUSICHIHA, dcipece cascar
MOTIH peTiHIEe, cascar JUCKYpC PEeTIHIE JKOHE cascar Toxipube peTiHae JAereH
yFbIMAapra Herizzenred. KazakcTaHIblK MEMJIEKETTIK MeKTenTep/e Oananapiabl Kopray
CasiCaTbIHBIH ~MYFaJIIMJEp, IICUXOJIOITap, JJIEYMETTIK MEJarorrap >kKoHE MEKTell
OKIMIIIJIEp] TapalblHAH KaJlail TYCIHIIPUIETIHIH *OHE JKY3€re achlpbUIAThIHBIH 3€pTTEy
YIIIH canajibl 3epTTey Au3aiiHbl KaOblaaHabl. Jlepexrep xKapThllall KypbUIbIMJIATIFaH

c¥x6aTTap APKBUIBI )KUHAJIBII, TAKBIPBIITHIK TYPAC TaJIAaHAbI.



3epTTey HOTHXKENEpl KaThICyIIbUIAp Oananapibl KOPFAYIbIH MaHbI3IbUIBIFbIH
JKaJImbl MOWBIHIAAFaHBIMEH, KOpray TokipuOenepi KeOiHece WHCTUTYIMOHAIBIK
IIEKTEYJIepre, MOJICHU HOpMallapra KOHE IIEKTEeYl KOCiOM MailbIH/IBIKKA OalIaHbBICTHI
OonrranblH Kepceteni. KenrTeren mnemarortap Oajamapipsl KOpPFaylbl KEHIPEK KOpFay
MIHJIETTEPIMEH e€MeC, HETI31HEeH TOPTIN MEeH OKYIIbLIApIbIH MiHE3-KYJIKbIH OacKapymMeH
OaiimaHbICTRIpABI. KaTeicymbiiap COHIai-aKk pesiepaiH aHbIK eMec OOIiHyi, OKBITYIbIH
KETICTIEYIIITl, YyaKbIT IINEKTEYlIepl JKOHE MEKTeN KbI3METKepJIepl apachIHIaFbl
BIHTBIMAKTACTHIKTBIH JKETKLUTIKCI3/IIT1 CUSKTHI KHBIHIBIKTAP/IbI aTar OTTi.

byn 3eprrey KazakcranueiH OiiM Oepy kyHeciHieri Oanmamapibl KOpFay >XKoHE
Kopray OOWBbIHIIA omeOueTTepAiH MIeKTeysi OonyblHa bIKHan eremi. On cascu HHETTEp
MEH MEKTEeN JIEHIeHiH/eri MIBIHABIK apachIHaFbl alIIAKTHIKTHl KOPCETEIll XKOHE alKbIH
KOpray IIeHOepJIEPiHiH, KOCIOM JTaMy/IbIH KOHE TeIarorrapra KyITi HHCTUTYITHOHAJIIBIK

KOJIIayAbIH KQXKETTUIITIH aTamn KepceTe/i.
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AHHOTAUA
Ha3panmue auccepramumn: M3yueHue peaju3anuu TNOJUTHKH 3alUTHI JeTell B
rocyiapcTBeHHbIX mkoax Kazaxcrana
KuoueBble cjioBa: 3ammra ereid, odecrneueHne 6e30MacHOCTH, pean3alis MOJIUTHKI

B nmanHO#W nmmccepranMmM MCCIAEAyeTCsS peanu3anus MOTUTHKUA 3allWThl JeTeH B
TrOCyJIapCTBEHHBIX IKojaxX KazaxcTaHa, ¢ 0COOBIM aKIIEHTOM Ha TO, KaKk obOecrieueHue
0€30MacHOCTH MTOHUMAETCS M MPAKTUKYETCS IIKOJBHBIM mepcoHaioM. Hecmotps Ha To,
yto KazaxcraHn mpoBes 3aKOHOJATENIbHBIE U MTOJIMTHYECKUE peOopMbl, HAITpaBICHHBIC Ha
3aIUTy TIpaB W OJaromoyy4wsi JeTed, HMCCIEAOBAaHMS, IMOCBAIICHHBIE TOMY, KaK 3TH
MOJINTUKU PEaM3yI0TCsl B TOBCEIHEBHOM INKOJBHOM cCpene, orpaHuveHsbl. JlaHHOE
HCCJIEIOBAHKUE TTPU3BAHO BOCIIOJHUTH ATOT MPOOEI MyTeM U3YUYEHHUS BOCIIPHUSATHUS, OMBITA
YU TPAKTUKHA TIEJAaroroB W INKOJIBHOW aJIMUHHCTPAIIMM B OTHOIICHHWH 3alllUTHI JICTCH B
IIKOJIaX.

HccnenoBanne OoCHOBaHO Ha TEOpUM peanu3anuu noautuku CtuBeHa bomia, B
YaCTHOCTH, Ha KOHIICTIIIUAX MOJIMTUKU KaK TEKCTa, TIOJUTUKH KaK TUCKYpCa M TOJTUTHKA
KaK MpakTUKu. JIJiss M3ydeHus] TOro, Kak TMOJUTHKA 3alUThl IETeH WHTEPIPETUPYETCS U
peanu3yeTcsi YYUTEISIMHU, TICUXOJIOTaMH, COIMAJbHBIMHU TIE€IaroraMd W IIKOJIbHBIMH
aIMUHUCTpATOpaMu B TOCYIAapCTBEHHBIX mkojax KaszaxcraHa, OBUT HCIOIB30BaH
Ka4eCTBEHHBIH HCCIIeIOBATeNIbCKUN 1moaxod. JlaHHble OBLIM COOpaHBI IOCPEACTBOM

MOy CTPYKTYPUPOBAHHBIX UHTEPBBIO U MPOAHAIN3UPOBAHBI TEMATUYECKH.
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Pesynbrarbl MCCIENOBaHMS TOKA3bIBAIOT, YTO, XOTS YYaCTHUKH B IIEJIOM
MPU3HABAJIHM BaYKHOCTh 3alUTHI JIETCH, MPaKTHKa 00eCreueHHsI uX 0Ee30MacHOCTH 4acTo
OTIpeNeisilach MHCTUTYIIUOHAIBHBIMA OTPAaHUYCHUSMH, KYyJIBTYPHBIMH HOPMaMH U
HEJIOCTATOYHOM MPOQPECCHOHAIBHONW MOATOTOBKOW. MHOTHE TIeJarory CBS3bIBAIIN 3aAIIUTY
JeTed B TIEPBYIO OYepeb C TUCIUTUTMHONW U YIIPABJICHUEM TTOBEICHUEM YUaIlUXCs, a HE C
OoJiee MUPOKUMH OOS3aHHOCTSAMHU TI0 OOECIICUCHUIO OE30MaCHOCTH. YYaCTHUKHU TaKKe
yKa3blBaJll Ha TaKUe MPOOJIEMbI, KaK HEYETKOE pacIpelesieHue pOJieH, HEIO0CTaToOK
oOy4eHus, HEXBaTKa BPEMEHHU U HEJOCTATOUYHOE COTPYIHUYECTBO MEXKIY COTPYIHUKAMHU
TITKOJTBI.

DTO WCCIeOBaHUE BHOCUT BKJIAJ, B OTPaHMYCHHBIH OOBEM JHTEpaTyphl IO
3anuTe JIeTe 1 o0ecriedeHnio 0e30IacHOCTH B cucTeMme oOpaszoBanus Kazaxcrana. OHO
MOJYEPKUBACT Pa3pbIB MEXKTy MOJUTHYCCKUMHU HAMEPEHUSIMH U PEabHOCTHIO Ha YPOBHE
IIKOJI U aKIEHTHPYET BHUMaHUE Ha HEOOXOAMMOCTH 00Jiee YETKUX PaMOK 0OeCreueHHs
0e30macHOCTH, MPOGECCHOHATLHOTO Pa3BUTHA W 0Oojiee CHIIBHOW MHCTUTYIIMOHAIBHOU

MTOJIZIEP>KKH TIEAaroroB.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Child protection and safeguarding have become critical global priorities, as the
incidence of crimes committed against children continues to rise worldwide, according to
official statistics reported by Save the Children (2024). Protecting and safeguarding
children in a constantly changing world full of political instabilities becomes harder and
harder every year. The Annual Children and Armed Conflict Annual Report of the
Secretary-General (2024) has identified a staggering 25 % surge in grave violations
compared to 2023. It is also becoming more difficult to keep children safe at school from
both their own peers and adults. The UNICEF report (2025) on keeping children safe at
school suggests that globally, half of students aged 13—15, some 150 million, report
experiencing peer-to-peer violence in and around school. Slightly more than 1 in 3
students between the ages of 13 and 15 experience bullying, and about the same

proportion are involved in physical fights.

According to the goals of UN Agenda 2030, leaders committed to creating a
world in which every child grows up free from violence. It is crucial to recognize that the
violence affecting a billion children today will undermine the health, prosperity and
stability of our societies tomorrow. As schools are the place where children spend most of

their time growing up, it is of high importance to prioritize child protection at schools.

1.1 Background and Context

Kazakhstan, having ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC), has made formal commitments to safeguarding children’s rights in all
sectors, including education. Over the past two decades, the government has introduced a
number of strategic policies aimed at protecting children from abuse, neglect, and
exploitation. These include national legislative frameworks such as the Law on the Rights
of the Child (2002), announcing 2022 as the year of children and their rights, the Family
and Gender Policy Concept 2030, the national programme of "Protecting Children from

Online Violence, Abuse and Exploitation in Kazakhstan", funded by the Safe Online
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Fund, introducing Compulsory Social Health Insurance (CSHI) system for all children,
reviewing the national school policy on child protection, introducing nationwide school
anti-bullying policies, various education-sector initiatives, and general steps to enhancing

legal protections for children since receiving Independence in 1991.

Kazakhstan's partnership with global actors like UNICEF, UN, USAID and the
Council of Europe has helped to shape these policies by embedding international
standards into local legal documents and reform strategies. The aim of these reforms is to
establish a more child-centered system that protects young people in all institutional

settings, particularly in schools, which are critical spaces for early intervention and

support (UNICEEF, 2017).

Despite these intentions, the reality on the ground tells a more complex story.
Formative evaluation of the system for prevention and response to violence against
children in Kazakhstan both at schools and outside from 2011 to 2020 commissioned by
UNICEF Kazakhstan and the Kazakh Human Rights Commissioner reports the fact that
while laws and policies appear to be robust on paper, multiple cases of child abuse and
neglect both at homes and schools suggest that their implementation and enactment
remain ineffective and, in some instances, entirely symbolic (UNICEF & Commissioner

for Human Rights in the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2021).

Modelling for Integrated Child Protection System in Kazakhstan (2011) suggested
systemic shortfalls in enactment and interpretations of safeguarding systems in
Kazakhstan public schools. It highlighted specific issues with schools’ being unable to
identify children in need of protection and unawareness of school staff of referral
mechanisms. One of the examples of failure to report a safeguarding issue at school was
in 2024, it was revealed that in Kyzylorda that a sixteen year old minor school girl had
been sexually trafficked by her own classmates and had been missing the school for six
months. While her parents did not notice anything wrong, school leadership along with
teachers had failed to notice, report and seek for the minor for six months since the start

of the horrendous crime according to Azattyq Asia (2025).
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Formative evaluations conducted by organizations such as UNICEF and the
Commissioner for Human Rights (2022) consistently highlight shortcomings in practice.
Problems include lack of clarity in reporting procedures, limited staff training,
insufficient coordination with local authorities, and weak institutional follow-through
according to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child - Kazakhstan State
report/follow-up (CRC/C/KAZ) (2024) collaborated with the Y. Altynsarin National
Academy of Education. These gaps result in environments where school staff are either
unaware of their responsibilities or feel ill-equipped to act effectively in safeguarding

roles.

According to OECD Review of schools in Kazakhstan (2015), Kazakhstan’s child
welfare reforms, though aligned with global deinstitutionalization models, frequently lack
enforcement mechanisms and are perceived by stakeholders like school staft as top-down
directives. Schools, as institutions operating within a highly centralized education system,
are particularly affected by these symbolic reforms. They often lack both the autonomy
and the operational capacity to enact child protection policies in ways that are
contextually meaningful and sustainable. Without autonomy, schools struggle to tailor
protective practices to their unique cultural and demographic contexts, thus diminishing

the overall impact of national reforms.

If we question why the implementation gap persists, the reasons might be a
combination of factors. One of the root causes of the enactment gap lies in Kazakhstan’s
centralist governance model. Kazakhstan, like other Central Asian States, achieved its
independence in 1991. Again, like other ex-Soviet States, Kazakhstan continues to
operate a child protection system that is still largely based on the pre-1991 Soviet model
(UNICEF, 2011). It relies heavily on institutionalisation and has an under-developed
children’s services sector. The child protection system’s shortcomings and the
mechanisms by which child protection is delivered have been commented on in a number
of reports. Reforms are often designed and imposed at the national level with limited
consultation or adaptation at the school level. This rigid top-down approach constrains
the ability of school leaders and teachers to exercise discretion or professional agency in

interpreting and applying policies (Yakavets et al., 2023).
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Moreover, unclear job descriptions and general unawareness of safeguarding
culture from school staff brings in another challenge for enactment. Modelling for
Integrated Child Protection System in Kazakhstan (2011) suggested systemic shortfalls
by school management and other staff members in clear enactment procedures and

interpretations of safeguarding systems in Kazakhstan public schools.

Another reason can be the idea of cultural behavioural norms and attitude to
corporal punishment of children by adults. UNICEF and local authorities in Kazakhstan
(2023) found that about 75% of adults support corporal punishment to control the
behavior of their children. Every second child aged between 2-14 is exposed to or
involved in violent forms of discipline in the family in Kazakhstan according to UNICEF
(2023). This culture adds up to the possibility of children getting physically abused both
at home along with aforementioned possibilities of getting abused by peers and/or
teachers at schools. Mori et al. (2021) found that feeling unsafe at school was related to a
range of mental health difficulties, including emotional problems and suicidal behavior
leaving another reason why it is so important to keep children physically and mentally

safe at schools and home.

Furthermore, broader socio-cultural factors, such as stigma around abuse, lack of
parental awareness, and prevailing norms about adult-child relationships, can also
undermine protective mechanisms. These systemic inequalities highlight the need for a
more holistic, school-embedded understanding of child protection and safeguarding on a

national level.

In summary, although Kazakhstan has adopted ambitious child protection
frameworks, little is known about how these policies are enacted in everyday school
practices, especially in urban state schools where densely populated classrooms make it
harder to track safeguarding. There is no clear job specific definition and responsibilities
of school psychologist, no clear reporting systems with designated leads supervising
issues. Also, while Kazakhstan’s legal and strategic frameworks indicate a strong
rhetorical commitment to child protection, there exists a significant enactment gap at the

school level because of centralized governance model in education according to
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Formative evaluation of the system for prevention and response to violence against
children in Kazakhstan commissioned by UNICEF & the Human Rights Commissioner
(2011-2020).

1.2 Problem Statement

Although Kazakhstan has established a broad legal foundation for child
protection, actual practice within the education system remains inconsistent and
problematic. This gap is particularly evident in public urban schools, where structural,
institutional, and professional challenges intersect to hinder the realization of policy
goals. According to Khamzina (2025) child protection protocols are rarely internalized or
operationalized by school staff. Instead, they are often perceived as bureaucratic
obligations rather than meaningful safeguards. The review of legal documents and
analysis of cases showed that laws operate in theory while in practice the story is usually

not for the favor of children.

The Human Rights Watch (2019) report and Formative evaluation of the system
for prevention and response to violence against children in Kazakhstan from 2011 to
2020 - Commissioned by UNICEF Kazakhstan and the Kazakh Human Rights
Commissioner (2021) highlighted that many educators are unaware of inclusive practices
or feel unable to act on suspected abuse cases due to fear of institutional retaliation or

administrative inaction.

Leadership engagement can also be lacking in many cases. Thus, it can be
concluded child protection is viewed as a supplementary school element, oftentimes
missing the whole point and rationale for safeguarding and child protection. Without a
strong directive from principals or vice-principals, child safeguarding is rarely positioned
as a strategic priority within schools. If school leadership is not yet prepared to follow
official legislative protocols, we can assume that teachers, administrative staff can be
unsupported and under-trained, while school psychologists, who are often designated as
protection officers, lack clear job descriptions or procedural tools. These systemic
challenges underscore the importance of understanding how school staff interpret,

respond to, and sometimes resist the mandates of child protection policies.
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1.3 Research Purpose

This study sought to explore how child protection policies are understood,
interpreted, implemented and, most importantly, enacted by educational professionals
working in urban state schools in Kazakhstan. By focusing on frontline actors such as
school heads, deputy academic and pastoral heads, teachers, social pedagogues, school
psychologists, and administrators, the study aims to uncover the barriers and enablers that

shape the everyday enactment of protective policies.
1.4 Research Significance

The significance of this research lies in its potential to contribute to a better
understanding of policy implementation dynamics in post-Soviet education systems,
particularly in Kazakhstan’s highly populated urban cities. While considerable attention
has been given to Kazakhstan’s educational modernization agenda, few empirical studies
have focused on the micro-level experiences of school staff as they engage with child
protection mandates. This study is important because it examined a pressing yet
insufficiently explored issue within Kazakhstan’s public education system: the
constrained and poorly defined role of school psychologists and other safeguarding
related responsible positions in addressing student behaviour (Hernandez-Torrano et al.,
2021; Myrzapeissova et al., 2025). In contrast, existing research indicates that in
Kazakhstan their effectiveness is limited by unclear role expectations, insufficient
training in behaviour management, and weak involvement in school-wide
decision-making processes (Hernandez-Torrano et al., 2021). The findings of this study
may inform future training initiatives, school leadership programs, and national reform

strategies to bridge the gap between policy and practice.

1.5 Aims and Objectives
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The general aim was to examine how school staff in urban state schools in

Kazakhstan understand, interpret, and enact child protection policies.
Specific Objectives:

By conducting the research, it was possible to explore how teachers, social
pedagogues, school psychologists and school leaders understand and enact child
protection policies and how they perceive their roles in safeguarding children. By
understanding school staft’s perceptions of their roles, the research opened ways to define
safeguarding more clearly. Moreover, another important objective was to identify
institutional and professional barriers and enablers to effective policy implementation.
Also, the study focused on assessing how national child protection reforms influence
day-to-day practices in urban school settings. Finally, it was highly important to notice
and highlight specific strategies or conditions that enhance or hinder protective outcomes

for students.

1.6 Research Questions
To achieve the stated purpose, the study was guided by the following research

questions:

1. How are child protection policies understood and enacted by school staff (school
leaders, teachers, social pedagogues and school psychologists) in urban state

schools in Kazakhstan?

This question explored the extent to which school staff, including teachers,
administrators, social pedagogues, and psychologists, are aware of existing child
protection policies and how they interpret them in daily practice. The purpose was
to uncover whether policies are seen as meaningful safeguarding tools or as

compliance-driven bureaucratic requirements.

2. What institutional, structural, and professional factors influence the success or

failure of policy implementation?
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This question examined the broader conditions that shaped how policies are
enacted, including governance structures, leadership support, inter-agency
coordination, and teacher capacity. Its purpose was to identify systemic enablers
and barriers that either strengthen or undermine school-level safeguarding

practices.

1.7 Outline of the Thesis

This thesis is organised into six chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the background of
the study, outlines the research problem, and presents the research aim, questions, and
significance. Chapter 2 reviews the relevant literature on child protection and
safeguarding in Kazakhstan and Central Asia, policy enactment and the role of
centralised way of management and policy implementation in effective understanding
and enactment of policies at schools, with particular attention to Kazakhstan's urban
context. It also introduces the theoretical and conceptual frameworks guiding the study.
Chapter 3 describes the research methodology and justifies the choices with literature.
Ethical considerations and study limitations are also addressed. Chapter 4 presents the
findings of the study, organised into key themes derived from the data. This chapter
focuses on reporting participants’ perspectives without interpretation in relation to
existing literature. Chapter 5 discusses the findings in relation to the conceptual
framework and existing research in relation to the research questions. Finally, Chapter 6
concludes the thesis by summarising the key findings, outlining the study’s contributions,
and presenting implications for policy and practice, as well as recommendations for

future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Child protection in schools has become a central concern for education systems
worldwide, not only because schools are spaces of academic learning but also because
they are key institutions responsible for ensuring the safety and well-being of children as
children of all ages spend the most of their time there. The United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), ratified by Kazakhstan in 1994, establishes
children’s right to be protected from all forms of violence, neglect, and exploitation. In
practice, this means schools are expected to operate as protective environments, offering
mechanisms to prevent, identify, and respond to risks affecting children’s physical,

psychological, and social development.

In many education systems, schools are mostly expected to take on
responsibilities beyond teaching, including student welfare and safeguarding. However,
these expectations are often not matched by sufficient resources, professional
development, or clarity of roles (Munro, 2011; Parton, 2014). This challenge is
particularly noticed in centralized or transitional education systems, where reforms are
introduced rapidly but rarely matched with systemic support at the school level (Silova,

2010).

This chapter reviews the existing literature relevant to child protection in
Kazakhstan’s state schools, situating it within international debates and regional
post-Soviet trends. It is organized into six sections: 1) global perspectives on child
protection in schools, 2) the post-Soviet and Central Asian context, 3) Kazakhstan’s
national policy frameworks, 4) empirical studies from Kazakhstan, 5) key thematic

barriers and enabling factors, and 6) identified research gaps.
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2.2 Global Perspectives on Child Protection in Schools

International Norms and Frameworks

Globally, the expectation that schools should play a frontline role in safeguarding
children is rooted in the UNCRC (1989), Sustainable Development Goal 16.2 (“end
abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against and torture of children”),
and the UNESCO Safe to Learn framework (2020). These frameworks emphasize the
need for schools to not only ensure academic learning but also prevent violence, provide
safe reporting mechanisms, and cultivate inclusive environments. The World Health
Organization (WHO, 2016) and UNICEF (2017) further stress the importance of a
“whole-school safety approach” that integrates health education, leadership, teacher

training, parental engagement, and inter-agency collaboration.

Evidence from the Western countries, such as the UK, shows that safeguarding
practices are most effective when there is, first of all, clear role definition (designated
safeguarding leads in every school) (IB organization, 2020). According to Walsh et al.
(2012), knowledge of child protection legislation and school policy, attitudes toward the
reporting role and ability to override concerns about the consequences of reporting can
influence the school safeguarding system and child protection directly. This is a clear
indication that in safe and healthy environments for children educators are aware of child
protection norms and policies, have strong protective attitudes towards students and are
not scared of consequences of reporting. Another important factor is regular professional

training for teachers and staff.

The UK'’s statutory guidance Keeping Children Safe in Education (Department for
Education, 2023) requires schools to designate child protection officers, establish clear
reporting pathways, and embed safeguarding across curricula. Similarly, Finland’s child
welfare system, anchored in law (e.g. the Child Welfare Act), emphasizes early
intervention or “open care”, family support, and preventive social services involving
schools, health clinics and social services. Schools are part of a broad welfare state

network aimed at mitigating risks such as neglect, abuse, or bullying.



25

Persistent Global Challenges

Even in well-resourced systems around the world, challenges remain. For
instance, research indicates that teachers often feel unprepared to recognize signs of
neglect or sexual abuse (Munro et al., 2019). Also, overloaded workloads have been
shown to reduce the capacity of practitioners to engage in safeguarding tasks according to
the local authority reports and case reviews in England, 2015; Community Care analyses
(2022). Children with disabilities and marginalized groups are at heightened risk due to
systemic discrimination and lack of tailored protections (Jones et al., 2012). Finally, as
we move on with modern technologies, the rise of digital risks, including cyberbullying
and online exploitation, has created new vulnerabilities that many school systems are

struggling to address (Livingstone & Stoilova, 2021).

2.3 Relevance for Kazakhstan

These global insights provide a critical reference point for Kazakhstan. They
highlight that while laws and frameworks are essential, the effectiveness of child
protection depends heavily on school-level implementation, capacity building, and
cultural change. According to McLaughlin, Winter, and Yakavets (2023), reforms in
Kazakhstan are introduced within a centralized governance model, with policies designed
and mandated at the national level before being implemented across schools. Although
the reforms for the sake of protecting children exist, the way it is implemented and taken

into consideration is usually a centralized rule rather than a collective goal.

2.4 Post-Soviet and Central Asian Context

Child protection in schools across post-Soviet states is shaped by the legacy of
centralized governance, hierarchical school cultures, and limited traditions of
safeguarding. Under the Soviet system, schools were primarily instruments of
socialization and discipline, with little recognition of children’s rights as independent
subjects (Silova, 2010). Corporal punishment, though discouraged officially, was

culturally tolerated, and reporting mechanisms for abuse were almost non-existent (Visser
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et al., 2022). UNICEF and local authorities in Kazakhstan (2023) found that about 75%
of adults support corporal punishment to control the behavior of their children. Every
second child aged between 2-14 is exposed or involved to violent forms of discipline in
the family or society in Kazakhstan according to UNICEF (2023). This altogether

partially caused collective tolerance for child abuse in all forms in the society.

Research in Russia, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan shows similar patterns: reforms
often adopt international child rights language but remain symbolic in practice due to
weak enforcement and low teacher agency. In many systems including Central Asian,
school psychologists or social pedagogues exist but are under-trained, poorly resourced,

and often marginalized within school hierarchies (Kulmala et al., 2017, 2021).

For Kazakhstan, this broader regional context highlights the persistence of
top-down policy design, limited inter-agency coordination, and cultural acceptance of
adult authority over children - all of which create challenges for embedding safeguarding

into daily school practice.

2.5 Kazakhstan’s National Policy Frameworks

Kazakhstan has formally aligned itself with international standards on child
protection, beginning with its ratification of the UNCRC (1994) and adoption of the Law
on the Rights of the Child (2002). More recent initiatives include the Family and Gender
Policy Concept 2030, the Comprehensive Plan for Child Protection 2023-2025, and the
establishment of a Children’s Rights Ombudsperson. In 2022, the government declared a
“Year of Children,” emphasizing reforms in children’s education, health, and protection

(UNICEF, 2023).

Despite these formal advances, the child abuse happening all around kazakhstan
suggests that implementation remains inconsistent. Evaluations by UNICEF and the
Commissioner for Human Rights (2022) note gaps in reporting procedures, unclear staff
roles, and weak coordination between schools, police, and social services. In practice,
safeguarding responsibilities are often left to school psychologists, whose mandates are

poorly defined. Surveys done by UNICEF and the Commissioner for Human Rights
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(2022) also indicate that a majority of teachers see child protection as outside their

primary role, treating it instead as administrative compliance.

Cultural norms further complicate implementation: UNICEF (2019) reported that
around 75% of adults in Kazakhstan approve of corporal punishment as a disciplinary
method, and nearly half of children aged 2—14 experience violent discipline at home.
These attitudes spill into schools, undermining protective mechanisms and reinforcing

silence around abuse.

Thus, while Kazakhstan has established a robust legislative framework, a
significant policy—practice gap persists, rooted in governance structures, professional

capacity, and cultural norms.

2.6 Empirical Studies in Kazakhstan

Recent empirical research provides little insight into how child protection is

understood and practiced in Kazakhstani schools.

First, studies on teacher perceptions of child protection in the Kazakhstani

context do not exist making this research extremely necessary.

Second, the role of social pedagogues and school psychologists has emerged as
central yet problematic. Research from Karaganda Buketov University scholars shows
that social pedagogues and psychologists are frequently tasked with safeguarding duties
without clear mandates, training, or institutional authority (Ilyassova & Zhamburbayeva,
2024). Their work is largely reactive, responding to crises rather than preventively
safeguarding or systemic. At the same time, empirical data suggest that there is the
limited role and unclear function of school psychologists in managing student behavior
(Hernandez-Torrano et al., 2021; Myrzapeissova et al, 2025). Internationally, school
psychologists are recognized for their vital role in supporting students’ behavioral,
academic, and emotional development through tiered interventions and systemic
collaboration (Eklund et al., 2017). However, evidence suggests that in Kazakhstan, their

impact is restricted by vague job descriptions, limited training in behavior support, and
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poor integration into school-wide decision-making processes (Hernandez-Torrano et al.,

2021).

Third, bullying and peer violence remain widespread. A UNICEF study (2023)
reported that nearly one in three children experience bullying in schools, while public
awareness of anti-bullying initiatives is low. In Kazakhstan, even among future teachers,
there is awareness of child rights at the international level, but understanding of how
those rights translate into school practices remains limited (Sonmez et al., 2024). Thus,
making children vulnerable and unprotected by their own teachers as well. Also, recent
pilot programs, such as KiVa and Dosbol LIKE, show promise in raising awareness, yet

they remain small-scale and insufficiently institutionalized (Astana Times, 2025).

Finally, vulnerable groups, particularly children with disabilities, face persistent
exclusion. Human Rights Watch (2019) documented systemic neglect in mainstream
schools, including inaccessible infrastructure and discriminatory attitudes among staff.
Such findings reveal that safeguarding frameworks in Kazakhstan often fail those most at
risk. Taken together, these studies show that while awareness of child protection is

growing, practice remains fragmented, reactive, and uneven across school types.
2.7 Policy Enactment Barriers and Enablers

The literature identifies several recurring factors that either constrain or support

the implementation of child protection policies in Kazakhstan’s schools.

Firstly, according to McLaughlin, Winter, and Yakavets (2023) Kazakhstan’s
centralized education system leaves little room for schools to adapt national policies to
local contexts. Policy directives are often vague, and school staff report uncertainty about
reporting procedures (UNICEF & Commissioner for Human Rights, 2022). Secondly,
school leadership plays a decisive role in setting priorities. Whereas principals actively
support safeguarding, teachers are more engaged; in many cases, however, leaders treat
child protection as a compliance exercise rather than a strategic priority. Yakavets et al.
(2023) find that although safety or child protection is not their explicit focus, the patterns

suggest that elements such as emotional and psychological well-being may not yet be
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deeply embedded in many teachers’ and school administration’s notions of pedagogical
practice. Thirdly, there is a lack of inter-agency coordination. Effective child protection
requires collaboration with social services, police, and health professionals, yet these
linkages are weak. Schools lack formal liaison structures, leading to delayed
interventions when abuse is suspected (UNICEF, 2023). Finally, high tolerance for
corporal punishment and stigma around reporting abuse create additional barriers. Many
teachers hesitate to report child abuse happening at home, act for fear of retaliation,

administrative inaction, or community backlash (UNICEF, 2019).

As many as there are barriers for child protection, there are enabling factors.
Positive signs include the introduction of digital reporting platforms, targeted training
programs, and growing media attention to cases of abuse (UNICEF, 2023). International
collaboration particularly through UNICEF and the EU has also fostered pilot projects

aimed at aligning Kazakhstan with global best practices.

Overall, these studies suggest that successful implementation depends less on the
existence of formal laws and more on clarity, leadership, teacher empowerment, and

systemic coordination.

2.8 Summary and Research Gap

Synthesis of Literature

The reviewed literature highlights three consistent patterns across global,

regional, and Kazakhstani contexts.

First, international frameworks such as the UNCRC and UNESCO’s Safe to Learn
initiative have established clear expectations that schools must function as protective
environments. Most importantly, successful safeguarding practices worldwide are
associated with well-defined staff roles, systematic training, and inter-agency cooperation
(Munro, 2011), as well as child-centered mechanisms that ensure children’s voices are
heard in reporting and protection processes (Lundy, 2014). However, even in
high-resource settings, teachers report low preparedness, and vulnerable groups such as

children with disabilities remain underserved (Jones et al., 2012).
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Second, the post-Soviet and Central Asian experience shows a recurring gap
between policy rhetoric and practice. Soviet legacies of hierarchical governance,
adult-centered authority, and weak recognition of child rights continue to shape
implementation (Silova, 2010). While many reforms adopt international discourse, they
remain symbolic when not matched with systemic support, teacher agency, or local

adaptation (Cummings & Niyozov, 2012).

Third, in Kazakhstan, national frameworks have been strengthened in recent
decades, including the Law on the Rights of the Child (2002), the Family and Gender
Policy Concept 2030, and the Comprehensive Plan for Child Protection 2023-2025.
UNICEF-supported initiatives, such as QR code reporting systems and anti-bullying
programs, signal progress. Yet implementation challenges are persistent: teachers lack
training and ownership, school leaders often deprioritize child protection, psychologists
operate without clear mandates, and inter-agency collaboration remains weak (UNICEF
& Commissioner for Human Rights, 2022). Cultural norms, particularly tolerance of

corporal punishment, further undermine protective practices (UNICEF, 2019).

Overall, the evidence reveals a consistent policy, practice gap, whereby schools
are tasked with safeguarding responsibilities but lack the clarity, capacity, and authority

to fulfill them eftectively.
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Chapter 3: Conceptual Framework

3.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the conceptual framework underpinning the current research
on the enactment of child protection policies in Kazakhstan’s urban state schools. The
framework serves as a guide for examining how national safeguarding directives are
understood, interpreted, and practiced by educators and school leaders in localized
contexts. Rooted in theories of policy enactment of Ball et al.’s (2012), this framework
integrates empirical findings from the reviewed literature, particularly concerning issues
of governance, teacher autonomy, policy ownership, and structural implementation
barriers. By organizing these themes into an interconnected model, the chapter establishes

a theoretical lens through which the implementation process can be critically analyzed.

3.2 Theoretical Foundation: Policy Enactment and Implementation Gaps

The framework builds upon Ball et al.’s (2012) theory of policy enactment, which
posits that policy implementation is not a passive or linear process, but rather a complex
act of interpretation and negotiation by multiple actors across varying contexts. Ball et al.
(2012) state that a policy is not only implemented, it is interpreted, translated and
practiced based on the norms, culture and understanding of the actors. According to Ball
et al. (2012) policy text, discourse and practice could vary. Different actors read the same
policy or same text differently. Policy shapes how problems are defined. That way,
policies carry values, ideologies, and power relations, thus they might push schools to
focus on paperwork rather than real protection of children. Finally, different actors enact
policy differently. Each actor has different authority, different understandings, different
interests, different emotional responses. Unlike earlier implementation theories that
viewed policy enactment as a top-down cascade from policymakers to practitioners, Ball
et al. (2012) emphasize the agency of frontline workers, in this case, school leaders,
teachers, social pedagogues, psychologists and school inspectors in adapting, resisting, or

transforming policy mandates based on their institutional realities.
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This theoretical lens is particularly relevant in Kazakhstan, where national
reforms, though ambitious in their formal articulation, are often detached from local
conditions. In the Kazakhstani context, the power and influence of different actors can be
different. If school leaders might understand child protection as protecting children from
harm in practice, some other actors experiencing pressure might interpret or practice
child protection as a bureaucratic document or formal obligation to have. Their real
enactment might be different. Thus, policies designed at the national level may not
account for on-the-ground challenges such as different knowledge awareness, unclear
procedural guidelines, or competing institutional priorities. As a result, there is often a
disjuncture between policy text and policy practice, commonly referred to as the

implementation gap.

This idea is echoed in the work of An and Kulmala (2021), who describe
Kazakhstan’s reforms, particularly in the area of child welfare, as largely symbolic.
According to their analysis, reforms are frequently crafted to satisfy external observers or
international development partners, rather than to stimulate meaningful systemic change.
This critique is crucial in framing the study, as it helps explain the persistent gap between
Kazakhstan’s formal commitment to child protection and the variable quality of its
school-based practices. While policies appear comprehensive and progressive in legal
terms, their actual implementation is conditional upon the interpretations and actions of
actors at the school level actors who often operate under considerable institutional

constraints.

3.3 Influencing Factors in Implementation

Based on the conceptual foundation and the reviewed literature, the framework
identifies four interrelated factors that significantly influence the way child protection
policies are enacted in urban Kazakhstani schools. These include: (1) policy clarity and

communication, (2) leadership support, and (3) teacher capacity and workload.

1. Policy Clarity and Communication
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One of the primary barriers to effective implementation is the lack of clarity in
how child protection policies are communicated to school staff. Many teachers and
administrators are either unaware of the specific expectations attached to these policies or
find them vague and contradictory. According to UNICEF and the Commissioner for
Human Rights (2022), a considerable proportion of school staff report insufficient
training and minimal exposure to practical guidelines on reporting, responding to, or
preventing child abuse within school settings. This lack of procedural clarity results in
inconsistent practices across schools, undermining the goals of national reform. If staff
are uncertain about their responsibilities or fear negative repercussions for acting, they

may choose inaction, even when children are at risk.
2. Leadership Support

Leadership plays a pivotal role in translating policy into practice. School leaders
who actively prioritize child protection set the tone for how seriously safeguarding
measures are integrated into daily operations. Many Kazakhstani schools operate under
rigid administrative cultures, where principals may lack either the autonomy or the
incentive to prioritize protective measures. This leads to a passive or reactive approach,
where safeguarding is treated as a compliance exercise rather than an ethical commitment
to student well-being. Leadership support thus emerges as a critical enabling condition

for successful policy enactment.
3. Teacher Capacity and Workload

Teachers are central actors in the implementation of child protection policies, yet
they often face structural and professional limitations that impede their engagement. A
recurring theme in the literature is the issue of teacher workload and competing demands.
With responsibilities that already include heavy administrative duties, curriculum
delivery, and extracurricular oversight, many teachers report being overburdened and
under-supported. When safeguarding policies are introduced without sufficient training or
workload adjustments, educators may perceive them as an additional administrative

burden rather than a core professional responsibility, as evidenced by survey findings
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showing widespread concerns about inadequate training and excessive safeguarding

workload (TES, 2023).

Moreover, a lack of specialized knowledge about child protection procedures can
result in inappropriate responses or inaction. Teachers’ awareness of child abuse and
neglect procedures has been found to depend significantly on prior training, with unclear
reporting guidelines and limited procedural knowledge contributing to reduced reporting
and delayed responses (Abdulrahman et al., 2026). Teachers may be uncertain about how
to recognize signs of abuse or neglect, how to engage with children sensitively, or how to
report concerns without violating school hierarchies or norms. Without sustained
investment in capacity-building and mentorship, teachers are unlikely to fulfill the

protective roles envisioned in policy documents.

3.4 Summary of the Framework

Together, these four domains form the conceptual foundation of the study. Policy
clarity shapes how school staff interpret their roles; leadership provides the support
structures needed for implementation; teacher capacity affects frontline responses; and
inter-agency coordination determines the extent to which schools can access external
resources. All these factors interact dynamically within the broader policy environment,

influenced by Kazakhstan’s centralized governance and socio-cultural context.

By adopting Ball et al's (2012) policy enactment perspective, the study
recognizes that policy implementation is not merely a technical issue but a deeply social
and contextual process. This framework enables a nuanced exploration of the conditions
under which school-based actors engage with child protection policies and the challenges

they encounter in doing so.
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3.6 Application of the Framework

The conceptual framework developed for this study emphasizes that the success
or failure of child protection policy enactment in schools depends not solely on the
existence of formal policies, but on the interaction between several critical factors:
institutional clarity, leadership support, teacher capacity, systemic coordination, and
interaction of all the actors. Recognizing this, the framework does not treat enactment as
a binary process of compliance or non-compliance. Instead, it conceptualizes enactment
as a dynamic and situated practice, shaped by both individual agency and structural

constraints at the school level.

This framework served as a foundational tool in both the data collection and
analysis phases of the study. Data collection involved semi-structured interviews with key
school stakeholders, including teachers, school leaders, and psychologists, social
pedagogues as well as the review of relevant institutional documents such as
safeguarding guidelines, school regulations, and professional development records. The
interview protocol was designed to elicit detailed reflections on the four core dimensions
identified in the framework: 1) clarity of policy communication, 2) leadership

engagement, and 3) teacher capacity and workload.

During the analysis stage, qualitative data from interview transcripts and
document analysis was thematically coded using these four factors as sensitizing
concepts. This analytical strategy enabled the researcher to systematically assess how
each factor operates within different school contexts, highlighting both common patterns
and unique cases of policy interpretation. Coding was not limited to rigid categories;
rather, it remained open to emergent sub-themes that reflect the lived experiences and
nuanced understandings of the participants. For instance, while some schools may have
reported strong leadership support but weak external coordination, others may have
struggled primarily with staff awareness and training. This flexible approach ensured that
the framework was not imposed on the data but used as a guide to uncover contextually

grounded insights.
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Most importantly, the application of this framework also allowed the study to
interrogate intersections between the identified factors. For example, the interaction
between policy clarity and leadership support have revealed how well school leaders
translate national directives into actionable school-level procedures. Similarly, exploring
the link between teacher capacity and inter-agency coordination have exposed how
external support (or its absence) shapes individual confidence in handling safeguarding
responsibilities. Through such analysis, the study aimed to map not only individual
challenges but also systemic patterns that hinder or facilitate the implementation of child

protection measures.

In this way, the framework provided a coherent and theoretically grounded structure for
understanding how safeguarding policies are enacted in Kazakhstan’s urban state schools.
It bridged macro-level policy design with micro-level school realities, thereby offering a
practical lens for policymakers and practitioners interested in narrowing the

implementation gap.

3.7 Conclusion

In conclusion, this chapter has presented the conceptual framework guiding the
study. Drawing on Ball et al.’s (2012) theory of policy enactment, the framework
challenges simplistic assumptions of top-down enactment by centering the role of
individual agency, school-level structures, and broader institutional constraints. Three
primary factors as policy clarity, leadership support, and teacher capacity emerged from
the literature as central to understanding the complexities of child protection policy

implementation.

This framework is not only theoretical but also deeply practical, informing both
the design and interpretation of the study. It set the stage for the methodological approach
described in the next chapter, where these dimensions will be operationalized through
qualitative tools to uncover how protective practices are shaped, adapted, or resisted

within urban Kazakhstani schools.



39

Chapter 4: Methodology

4.1 Research Paradigm

Case study research is a well-established approach for exploring policy enactment
in real-world contexts (Yin, 2018). This study adopted a case study design to examine
how safeguarding mandates are interpreted and enacted at the school level and shaped by

contextual factors such as leadership, resources, and institutional culture.

This research was situated within the interpretivist paradigm, which holds that
reality is socially constructed and shaped by individual experiences, contexts,
interactions, and institutional contexts (Crotty, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Rather
than seeking objective and universally generalisable truths, interpretivism recognises that
multiple, context-dependent meanings coexist within social settings. Knowledge is
therefore understood as co-constructed through interaction between researcher and
participants, rather than discovered as fixed reality (Charmaz, 2014). Unlike positivist
paradigms, which focus on objective measurement and generalizable truths,
interpretivism acknowledges the existence of multiple, co-existing realities, particularly
in social and institutional settings. This perspective is especially relevant to the study of
educational policy implementation, as it allowed for a rich, nuanced exploration of how
school actors interpreted and enacted child protection frameworks within the complexity

of their daily work environments.

In the context of Kazakhstan’s education system, where hierarchical governance,
policy ambiguity, and role complexity are prevalent, this paradigm enabled the researcher
to delve into subjective meanings and lived experiences rather than assuming uniform
policy uptake. The study sought to understand how different stakeholders (teachers,
school leaders, psychologists, social pedagogues) made sense of national child protection
directives, how they navigated their roles, and what institutional or personal factors

influenced their decisions and behaviors in safeguarding children.

Thus, the interpretivist paradigm not only informed the data collection and
analysis approach but also ensured that findings remain context-sensitive and grounded in

participants' realities.
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4.2 Research Method

In line with the interpretivist paradigm, this study adopted a qualitative case study
design to explore how child protection policies are interpreted and enacted in urban
public schools in Kazakhstan. Case study research was particularly suitable for this study,
as it allowed the researcher to examine the complex interactions between national policy,
institutional structures, and individual actors in a real-world context (Robert K. Yin,
2018; Bent Flyvbjerg, 2006). By focusing on two mainstream urban schools in Almaty,
the study provided rich, contextualized insights into the ways school leaders, teachers,

and student support staff negotiate their roles in enacting child protection mandates.

The study explicitly adopted Stephen Ball’s (1994, 2012) policy enactment
framework to guide both data collection and analysis. According to Ball, policy is
interpreted and enacted differently depending on the interactions between policy texts,
policy actors, and institutional contexts. In this study, national child protection policies
were conceptualized as policy texts, while school leaders, teachers, and
psychologists/social pedagogues were considered policy actors whose understanding and
enactment are shaped by organizational structures, leadership practices, resources, and
school culture. This theoretical lens allowed the research to go beyond a descriptive
account of policy compliance and instead explore the ways in which actors interpret,

adapt, or negotiate policies within their specific institutional and cultural contexts.

The choice of a case study design allowed for analytical generalization rather than
statistical generalization. The two selected schools provided contrasting yet typical
examples of urban public schools operating under centralized governance. Selection
criteria included urban location, Ministry of Education oversight, and the presence of a
designated child protection focal point, such as a psychologist or social pedagogue.
Within each school, six to eight participants were selected purposively to represent
multiple  perspectives, including school leadership, classroom teachers,
psychologists/social pedagogues, and school inspectors. This stratified sampling ensured

that the experiences of actors occupying different institutional roles were captured,
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consistent with Ball’s emphasis on the importance of understanding policy enactment

across organizational hierarchies (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2015; Flyvbjerg, 2006).

By situating the research within both an interpretivist paradigm and Ball’s
enactment framework, the study was able to capture the nuanced ways in which child
protection policies are interpreted, contested, and enacted in practice, highlighting both
the opportunities and constraints that shape policy implementation in Kazakhstan’s urban

schools.

4.3 Sampling Strategy

The research adopted a purposive sampling strategy, selecting both research sites
and participants based on criteria aligned with the study’s objectives. Purposive sampling
was widely used in qualitative research to identify information-rich cases that can provide
in-depth insight into the phenomenon under investigation (Michael Q. Patton, 2015).
Rather than aiming for statistical representativeness, this approach prioritises conceptual

relevance and depth of understanding.

Two urban public schools were selected as the primary sites of inquiry. Case
selection followed a form of typical case sampling, which sought to examine sites that
reflect common structural and organisational conditions within the broader system
(Patton, 2015; Bent Flyvbjerg, 2006). The selected schools were located in a major
metropolitan area (Almaty) and operated as state-funded institutions under the authority
of the Ministry of Education. Urban schools were chosen because they are often
positioned as key implementation sites for national reforms while remaining embedded

within centralised governance structures characteristic of Kazakhstan’s education system.

An additional, though not mandatory, selection criterion was the presence of a
designated child protection focal person (e.g., a school psychologist or social pedagogue),
ensuring that safeguarding responsibilities were formally recognised within the
institution. These criteria aimed to ensure that the selected cases are both contextually

typical and information-rich in relation to child protection policy implementation.



42

Within each school, approximately six to eight participants were recruited through
purposive stratified sampling to capture variation across institutional roles. This included
one to two members of the school leadership team (principal or vice principal), one
school psychologist or social pedagogue, one school inspector (if applicable), and three to
five classroom teachers across different grade levels. This sample size was considered
appropriate, since phenomenological research typically relies on small, focused samples,
often ranging from one to ten participants with purposive sampling for recruitment
(Starks & Trinidad, 2007). Background information about the participants were provided
in Table 1.

Such role-based stratification allowed the study to explore how safeguarding
policies were interpreted and enacted across different layers of the organisational
hierarchy. As qualitative scholars note, sampling in interpretivist research seeks depth
and multiplicity of perspectives rather than numerical adequacy (Sharan B. Merriam,
2009; John W. Creswell & Poth, 2018). The proposed sample size was considered
sufficient for generating rich, contextualised data while allowing for detailed cross-role

analysis within each case.

Table 1

Participants demographic information

Participants School position Years of experience Gender
P1 Deputy Head 12 years Female
P2 Head 10 years Female
P3 Social Pedagogue 5 years 6 months Female
P4 Psychologist 30 years Female
P5 Teacher 8 years Female
P6 Teacher 18 years Female
P7 Teacher 7 years Female
P8 Primary Teacher 1 year Female
P9 Primary Teacher 3 years Female

P10 Teacher 4 years Female
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P11 Primary Teacher 1 year Female
P12 Primary Teacher 1 years Female
P13 Primary Teacher 1 year Female
P14 Head 7 years Female
P15 Deputy Head 2 years Female
P16 Social Pedagogue 7 years Female
P17 Teacher 30 years Female

4.4 Data Collection Tools

The research employed primary qualitative data collection methods:
semi-structured interviews. The use of this source is consistent with case study
methodology, which emphasises the importance of triangulation to enhance depth,
credibility, and contextual understanding (Robert K. Yin, 2018; Sharan B. Merriam,
2009). Combining interviews of a variety of participants enables the study to capture both
participants’ lived experiences and the formal policy frameworks shaping institutional

practice.
4.4.1 Semi-Structured Interviews

Semi-structured interviews served as the primary source of empirical data.
Qualitative interviewing is particularly suited to interpretivist research, as it facilitates
exploration of meaning-making, perception, and lived experience (Steinar Kvale & Svend
Brinkmann, 2009). Unlike structured interviews, the semi-structured format balances
flexibility with thematic guidance, allowing participants to articulate their perspectives in
their own terms while ensuring alignment with the research objectives (Johnny Saldaia,

2016).

The interview protocol was informed by the study’s conceptual framework and
focused on participants’ understanding of national and school-level child protection
policies, perceived roles and responsibilities in safeguarding enactment, access to

training, resources, and institutional support, perceived barriers (e.g., workload,
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ambiguity, role conflict), perceived enablers (e.g., collaboration, leadership support),

perceptions of school culture and inter-agency coordination.

Semi-structured interviews were particularly appropriate for policy enactment
research, as they allowed for exploration of how formal mandates are interpreted and

negotiated within everyday practice (Merriam, 2009).

Each interview lasted approximately 45-60 minutes. Participants were
interviewed in their preferred language (Kazakh or Russian) to ensure clarity and
comfort. With informed consent, interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed
verbatim. Transcripts were translated into English for analysis using Google Translate
services by the researcher herself who happens to have IELTS Academic 8.0 and BA in
English Language and Literature. The interview data constituted the primary dataset for

subsequent thematic analysis.

4.5 Data Analysis

The collected data was analyzed using thematic analysis, guided by both the
interpretivist paradigm and Ball’s policy enactment framework. Thematic analysis
allowed the researcher to identify patterns and meanings within the qualitative data while
remaining sensitive to the contextual and subjective experiences of participants (Braun &

Clarke, 2006, 2019; Saldafia, 2016; Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012).

Data analysis proceeded in several stages. First, transcripts of semi-structured
interviews and collected documents were reviewed repeatedly to achieve familiarity and
seek patterns. Initial codes were then generated, capturing segments of data relevant to
the study’s conceptual dimensions, including policy clarity, leadership support, teacher
capacity, coordination, and contextual influences. Codes were both deductive, reflecting
the framework informed by Ball’s concepts of policy text, actors, and context, and
inductive, allowing new insights and themes to emerge from participants’ lived

experiences.

Following coding, the researcher grouped related codes into broader themes.

These themes were reviewed and refined iteratively to ensure that they accurately reflect
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the data and align with Ball’s framework. For example, themes captured how actors
interpret ambiguous policy texts, negotiate responsibilities under hierarchical leadership,
adapt enactment to local constraints, or engage in symbolic compliance versus genuine

enactment.

By combining thematic analysis with Ball’s policy enactment framework, the
study did not only identify common themes and patterns but also provide a theoretically
informed interpretation of how child protection policies are enacted at the school level,
highlighting the interactions between policy texts, actors, and organizational contexts in

shaping practice.

4.6 Trustworthiness and Rigor

To ensure methodological rigor, this study adopted strategies aligned with
established qualitative criteria for trustworthiness. In interpretivist research, quality is
evaluated not through statistical wvalidity but through credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability (Yvonna S. Lincoln & Egon G. Guba, 1985). These

criteria provided a framework for assessing the integrity and transparency of qualitative

inquiry.

Credibility refers to the extent to which findings accurately represent participants’
perspectives. To enhance credibility, interview summaries were returned to participants
for verification (member checking), allowing them to confirm or clarify interpretations.
Member checking is widely recognised as a strategy for strengthening internal validity in

qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Sharan B. Merriam, 2009).

Transferability concerns the extent to which findings may be applicable to other
contexts. Rather than claiming statistical generalisation, qualitative research supports
analytical transferability through thick description. Detailed accounts of school settings,
participant roles, and institutional dynamics will enable readers to assess the relevance of

findings to similar educational environments (Merriam, 2009).

Dependability refers to the stability and transparency of the research process. To

address this, a research log and audit trail maintained, documenting methodological
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decisions, coding procedures, and any changes to the research design. Maintaining an
audit trail enhances procedural transparency and allows for external review of the

analytic process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Confirmability relates to the degree to which findings are grounded in the data
rather than researcher bias. A reflexive journal was kept throughout the study to
document assumptions, positionality, and emerging interpretations. Reflexivity is
particularly important in interpretivist research, where the researcher is acknowledged as
an active participant in knowledge construction (Virginia Braun & Victoria Clarke, 2019).

This practice strengthens transparency and analytic integrity.

Collectively, these strategies enhanced the credibility, transparency, and ethical
robustness of the study, ensuring that findings are grounded in participants’ experiences

while maintaining methodological coherence.

4.7 Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity

In qualitative research, the researcher is an active participant in knowledge
construction, and their background, experiences, and perspectives inevitably shape the
research process (Sharan B. Merriam, 2009; Yvonna S. Lincoln & Egon G. Guba, 1985).
Acknowledging and reflecting on these influences is central to maintaining

methodological rigor in interpretivist inquiry.

As aresearcher familiar with Kazakhstan’s education system and fluent in Kazakh
and Russian, I brought both insider knowledge and contextual understanding to the study.
This positionality facilitated effective communication with participants, nuanced
interpretation of school documents, and an awareness of cultural and institutional norms
that shape policy implementation. At the same time, it carried the risk of assumptions or

preconceptions influencing data collection and analysis.

To address this, I maintainED a reflexive journal throughout the research process,
documenting my reflections on participant interactions, emerging interpretations, and

decisions made during data collection and analysis. Reflexive practices also included
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critically examining how my professional background, personal values, and experiences
shaped the framing of interview questions, the coding of data, and the interpretation of

findings (Virginia Braun & Victoria Clarke, 2019).

By systematically reflecting on positionality, the study enhanced transparency,
minimizes potential bias, and strengthened the credibility and confirmability of findings.
This reflexive approach was particularly important in research on child protection, where
social sensitivities, hierarchical dynamics, and ethical considerations demanded careful,

self-aware engagement with participants and data.

4.8 Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations were central to the design and conduct of this study, given
its focus on child protection and safeguarding in school settings and the involvement of
staft responsible for sensitive safeguarding practices. Prior to commencing fieldwork,
ethical clearances were obtained from the Nazarbayev University Graduate School of
Education (NUGSE) Research Ethics Committee to ensure that all research activities
complied with national regulations and institutional guidelines. In addition, formal
permission was sought from the administrations of the participating schools to facilitate

access to staff and documents and to ensure adherence to institutional policies.

Participants were provided with detailed information about the study’s purpose,
procedures, and their rights, and written informed consent will be obtained prior to
participation. They were informed that involvement was entirely voluntary and that they
may have withdrawn at any time without penalty. These procedures aligned with the
principles of respect for autonomy and beneficence in qualitative research (Sharan B.

Merriam, 2009; Yvonna S. Lincoln & Egon G. Guba, 1985).

Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained throughout the study. Participant
numbering was used for schools, staff, and any individuals mentioned in documents, and
all personally identifying information was removed from transcripts and reports. Audio

recordings, transcripts, and other research materials were securely stored on
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password-protected devices accessible only to the researcher, following established best

practices for data protection in qualitative research (Yin, 2018).

Given the sensitive nature of child protection, the researcher took measures to
minimize potential emotional distress. Interviews were conducted respectfully and
non-judgmentally, and participants were able to pause or terminate interviews at any
point if they felt uncomfortable. Ensuring participant well-being was a priority, in

accordance with the principle of non-maleficence (Braun & Clarke, 2019).

Finally, the researcher maintained a reflexive journal throughout the study to
document reflections on personal assumptions, positionality, and potential biases. This
practice supported transparency and confirmability, ensuring that the analysis remains
grounded in participants’ perspectives and experiences, in line with interpretivist

principles (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Merriam, 2009).

Through these measures, the study upheld the highest standards of ethical
conduct, protecting participants’ rights, promoting their well-being, and ensuring the

integrity and credibility of the research process.

4.9 Limitations

While this study was designed to provide an in-depth understanding of how child
protection policies are interpreted and enacted in urban schools, several limitations were
anticipated. First, the issue of generalizability was acknowledged. As a case study
focusing on two public schools in Almaty, the findings were statistically generalizable to
all schools in Kazakhstan. Instead, the study aimed to produce analytical generalizations,
offering insights that may resonate with other schools facing similar structural, cultural,

and policy contexts (Yin, 2018; Flyvbjerg, 2006).

Second, the study may have encountered social desirability bias. Participants,
particularly school leaders and staff, may have provided responses that align with
perceived institutional expectations or norms, given the hierarchical nature of the school

system. To mitigate this, the rapport was established to ensure confidentiality, and
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encourage participants to share candid reflections while emphasizing that there were no

right or wrong answers (Merriam, 2009; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).

Third, language and translation may have introduced subtle limitations.
Interviews were conducted in Kazakh and Russian, and subsequently translated into
English for analysis. Despite careful translation procedures, there may have been slight
shifts in meaning or nuance, which the researcher addressed through back-translation and

cross-checking to preserve accuracy (Saldana, 2016).

By acknowledging these potential limitations, the study maintained transparency,
rigor, and methodological integrity, ensuring that findings were interpreted cautiously and

within the appropriate contextual boundaries.
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Chapter 5: Data Analysis

5.1 Analytical Approach

This study employed qualitative data analysis to explore how child protection
policies are understood and enacted within public urban schools in Kazakhstan.
Semi-structured interviews with school staff were analyzed using thematic analysis, a
widely used method for identifying and interpreting patterns in qualitative data. The
analytical procedure followed the framework developed by Virginia Braun and Victoria

Clarke, which involves a systematic process of coding and theme development.

Thematic analysis was selected because it allows researchers to explore
participants’ perceptions, experiences, and interpretations of institutional practices. Given
that the study focuses on how child protection policies are enacted in everyday school
contexts, thematic analysis provides flexibility to capture the complexity of teachers’

experiences and institutional practices.

The analysis was also informed by the policy enactment framework developed by
Stephen J. Ball. Ball argues that policies are not simply implemented in a linear way but
are interpreted, translated, and thus enacted by actors within specific institutional
contexts. This framework guided the interpretation of how school staff understand child

protection responsibilities and how institutional conditions shape their practices.

5.2 Familiarization with the Data

The first stage of the analysis involved familiarization with the data. All interview
transcripts were carefully read multiple times to gain a comprehensive understanding of
participants’ experiences and perspectives. During this stage, preliminary notes were
taken regarding recurring ideas, patterns, and statements related to child protection and

safeguarding practices within schools.
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Initial observations indicated that participants often discussed child protection in
relation to general safety, discipline, and student well-being, rather than referring to
specific safeguarding frameworks or formal procedures to protect or identify potential
children in abuse or danger. Many participants described their responsibilities in broad
terms such as ensuring that students “do not harm themselves,” maintaining classroom
discipline, and protecting children from physical or psychological harm. These early
observations suggested that participants’ understanding of child protection may be shaped
more by everyday teaching and administrative responsibilities than by formal policy

frameworks.
5.3 Coding Process

After familiarization with the data, the transcripts were systematically coded.
Coding involved identifying meaningful segments of text that related to the research
questions and assigning descriptive labels to these segments. The coding process was
conducted manually and included both inductive and deductive coding approaches.
Inductive coding allowed themes to emerge directly from participants’ responses, while
deductive coding was informed by the study’s conceptual framework on policy
enactment. Examples of initial codes included limited training in child protection, general
understanding of safety and well-being, reliance on general school instructions, lack of
specific safeguarding procedures, teachers’ overloaded responsibility for student safety,
and informal responses to child welfare concerns. These codes were then grouped into

broader categories reflecting patterns across the interviews.

5.4 Development of Themes

Following the coding stage, related codes were organized into broader themes that
captured recurring patterns in participants’ experiences and perceptions. The themes were
reviewed and refined to ensure they accurately represented the dataset and addressed the

research questions.
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The first theme discovered was limited professional training in child protection.
Many participants indicated that they had not received specialized training related to
child protection or safeguarding. Instead, teachers reported participating in general safety
or emergency training sessions such as earthquake, terror attack, intruder, fire drill which
were often unrelated to child protection issues such as abuse, bullying identification or
reporting procedures. For example, one participant noted that while teachers attend
certain safety courses, these trainings mainly address emergency preparedness rather than

child protection in everyday school contexts.

This finding suggests that although academic staff including teachers, social
pedagogues, psychologists and administration recognize their responsibility for student

safety, they may lack formal knowledge about specific child protection mechanisms.

Another theme was a broad and informal understanding of child protection.
Participants commonly defined child protection in general terms such as protecting
students from harm, ensuring emotional well-being, and maintaining a safe classroom
environment. These definitions often focused on physical safety, discipline, and

psychological comfort in the classroom, rather than on formal safeguarding frameworks.

Teachers frequently described their role as ensuring that students do not injure
themselves or experience bullying or emotional harm. While this indicates a strong sense
of responsibility for student well-being, it also reflects a limited conceptualization of

child protection as a formal institutional process.

Another theme emerging from the interviews was the reliance on general school
instructions and internal regulations. Participants reported that at the beginning of the
academic year they typically sign various instructions and guidelines related to safety and

professional responsibilities.

However, these documents often appear to function as general administrative
procedures rather than comprehensive child protection policies. Participants rarely
referred to specific safeguarding frameworks or structured protocols for responding to

cases of abuse or neglect.
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This suggests that child protection policies may exist in a formal sense but are not

always clearly operationalized in daily school practice.

The fourth theme was teachers and class teachers as primary actors in child
protection. Participants frequently described themselves as the primary actors responsible
for ensuring students’ safety and well-being. Teachers emphasized their role in
monitoring students, preventing conflicts, and responding to issues that may arise within

the classroom.

This emphasis on individual responsibility reflects the central role teachers play in
safeguarding students within school environments. However, it may also indicate a lack
of clearly defined institutional structures or collaborative mechanisms for managing child
protection cases. All participants, particularly, class teachers or class tutors indicated the
importance of time and stated that the shortage of time makes it impossible to fully
engage with children’s wellbeing. While there are designated school officials as social
pedagogues and psychologists, whose main jobs are directly related to safeguarding and
child protection, their responsibilities were mostly to deal with children in difficult

family, social and/or financial situations rather than safeguarding accountabilities.

5.5 Summary

This chapter outlined the analytical approach used to examine the interview data.
Through thematic analysis, several key themes were identified, including limited
professional training in child protection, broad interpretations of safeguarding
responsibilities, reliance on general school regulations, and the central role of teachers

and class teachers in ensuring student safety.

These themes illustrate how child protection policies are interpreted and enacted
within school environments. The next chapter presents the findings in greater detail,
supported by direct quotations from participants, in order to further explore how child

protection practices are experienced and implemented in Kazakhstan state schools.
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Chapter 6: Findings

6.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the findings derived from thematic analysis of interview
data. The findings are organized around key themes reflecting how child protection
policies are understood and enacted by school staff in urban state schools in Kazakhstan.
Participant quotations are used to illustrate and support the identified themes. The themes

arc:

1. Broad and Informal Understanding of Child Protection
Limited Professional Training in Child Protection
Reliance on General School Regulations as a part of Enactment

Teachers as Primary Actors in Safeguarding

A

Structural and Institutional Constraints

6.2 The understanding and interpretation of safeguarding and child protection

policies by school staff (RQ1 )

This section presents the findings that are related to the first research question
(RQ1): How are child protection policies understood and enacted by school staff (school
leaders, teachers, social pedagogues and school psychologists) in urban state schools in
Kazakhstan? Three themes emerged from the data in relation to this question: broad and
informal understanding of child protection, limited professional training in child

protection, and reliance on general school regulations as a part of enactment.

Theme 1: Broad and Informal Understanding of Child Protection

This section presents how school staff understands and interprets safeguarding
and child protection in their daily professional duties. All participants understood these
concepts as essential and of highest importance. They also defined children’s mental and
physical safety as their number one priority. The definitions of safeguarding and child
protection included features like safety, emotional wellbeing and keeping children safe at

school and at home. Also, several participants extended this conceptualisation to include
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protecting and monitoring children with disciplinary issues, children from socially
vulnerable backgrounds as part of the same spectrum of concern.

Notably, all participants commonly defined safeguarding and child protection in
general and informal terms, often associating it with maintaining safety, discipline, and

emotional well-being. For example, one participant described child protection as:

“making sure children feel safe, that there is no bullying, and everything is

calm in the classroom” (P2).
Another participant stated:
“It’s about looking after children, like being responsible for them” (P4).

These definitions reflect most participants’ understanding of safeguarding and
child protection. These definitions also suggest a broad and individualized understanding
of child protection, detached from formal safeguarding frameworks. This suggests that
child protection is interpreted as part of everyday teaching and/or administrative

responsibilities rather than a structured institutional process.

Drawing on Stephen J. Ball’s conceptualisation of policy as text, policy as
discourse, and policy as practice, several important insights emerge. At the level of policy
as text, the absence of references to formal safeguarding policies, reporting protocols, or
legal frameworks indicates that policy texts are either not sufficiently internalised or not
made visible in staff interpretations. This suggests a gap between official policy

documentation and practitioners’ working knowledge.

At the level of policy as discourse, safeguarding and child protection are
reinterpreted through a discourse of care, responsibility, and classroom order. Rather than
being framed as a rights-based or procedural safeguarding system, the discourse
emphasises moral duty and the maintenance of a safe and controlled environment. This
reflects how policy meanings are constructed within local contexts, shaped by

professional norms and institutional culture.
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Finally, at the level of policy as practice, child protection is enacted informally
through routine interactions and individual judgement. In line with Ball et al. (2012),
policy enactment here appears fragmented and personalised, relying on teachers’
interpretations rather than consistent procedural frameworks. The lack of explicit
reference to reporting mechanisms or structured interventions suggests that safeguarding
practices may vary significantly across individuals, potentially limiting the effectiveness

and consistency of child protection implementation.

In summary, while safeguarding and child protection are recognised as important,
they are primarily understood and enacted as part of everyday professional responsibility
rather than as a formalised institutional process. This highlights a critical disconnection

between policy texts and their enactment in practice.

Theme 2: Limited Professional Training in Child Protection (RQ1)

As part of examining school staff’s understanding and interpretation of
safeguarding and child protection, participants were asked about their professional
training in this area. Across both schools, participants consistently reported a lack of
specialised training in child protection. While all staff had participated in safety-related
training, these sessions were largely limited to emergency preparedness, such as
earthquake drills, fire safety, and intruder alerts, rather than safeguarding practices like
recognising abuse, understanding preventive mechanisms, or following reporting

procedures.

As one participant explained, “We have trainings, but mostly about fire safety or
earthquakes, not about how to recognize abuse” (P4). Similarly, another participant
noted, “There is no specific training on child protection, we just follow general
instructions” (P5). These accounts suggest that, although schools provide training on
general physical safety, they do not equip staff with the knowledge and skills required to
effectively identify and respond to child protection concerns. As a result, safeguarding

remains underdeveloped as a professional competency.
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Drawing on Stephen J. Ball’s conceptualisation of policy as text, discourse, and

practice, several critical gaps can be identified.

At the level of policy as text, safeguarding is weakly articulated within training
frameworks. Existing policy texts appear to prioritise emergency preparedness, with
limited emphasis on child protection competencies such as recognising abuse, responding
appropriately, or following formal reporting procedures. This suggests that safeguarding
policies, if present, are not sufficiently translated into structured professional

development.

At the level of policy as discourse, “safety” is constructed in a narrow and
predominantly physical sense, focusing on visible and immediate risks such as fires or
natural disasters. This discourse marginalises less visible but equally critical issues, such
as emotional abuse, neglect, and safeguarding vulnerabilities. As a result, teachers’
professional understanding of safety becomes aligned with risk prevention rather than

child protection.

At the level of policy as practice, the lack of targeted training limits teachers’
ability to enact safeguarding policies effectively. In line with Ball et al. (2012), policy
enactment is constrained by the absence of necessary knowledge and skills, leading to
inconsistent or minimal responses to child protection concerns. Consequently,
safeguarding is under-enacted in schools, with staff relying on general instructions rather

than informed, procedural action.

In summary, the findings reveal a misalignment between policy expectations and
professional capacity. While safety is prioritised at a surface level, the absence of
specialised training undermines the effective implementation of child protection

practices, highlighting a critical gap in policy enactment.
Theme 3: Reliance on General School Regulations as a part of Enactment (RQ1)

Another recurring finding across participants was the reliance on general school
regulations rather than specific child protection policies as their understanding of

safeguarding and understanding. Participants referred to formal procedures such as
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signing safety instructions at the beginning of the academic year; however, these were not
perceived as practical tools for addressing safeguarding concerns as it was already
mentioned. General school regulations were primarily described as mechanisms for
maintaining discipline, regulating academic processes, and ensuring institutional order,
including attendance, dress code, and behaviour rules. In contrast, safeguarding and child
protection involve preventing harm, identifying abuse or neglect, and ensuring children’s

holistic safety and well-being.

As one participant explained, “At the beginning of the year we sign all the safety
documents” (P1), while another noted, “There are rules, but they are very general, not
specific to situations like abuse or neglect” (P6). These accounts indicate that policies
formally exist within schools but lack specificity and practical relevance for safeguarding
situations. Consequently, staff are left without clear procedural guidance, which may lead

to inconsistent or inadequate responses to child protection concerns.

Drawing on Stephen J. Ball’s conceptualisation of policy as text, discourse, and
practice, this theme reveals important tensions between formal regulation and

safeguarding implementation.

At the level of policy as text, schools appear to rely on broad regulatory
documents that emphasise general safety and discipline, while specific safeguarding
procedures remain underdeveloped or insufficiently articulated. This creates an illusion of
policy presence, where safety is formally acknowledged but not operationalised in

relation to child protection risks such as abuse or neglect.

At the level of policy as discourse, safety is framed predominantly in terms of
discipline, control, and order. This discourse prioritises visible rule compliance and
behavioural management, while marginalising the preventive and protective dimensions
of safeguarding. As a result, child protection is not constructed as a proactive,
rights-based responsibility but rather becomes subsumed within broader notions of

maintaining school order.
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At the level of policy as practice, this reliance on general regulations leads to gaps
in enactment. Teachers may respond to behavioural issues when rules are visibly broken
(reactive practice), but may lack the guidance and confidence to identify and address less
visible forms of harm, such as emotional abuse or neglect. In line with Ball et al. (2012),
policy enactment in this context is shaped by limited and ambiguous policy resources,

resulting in uneven and potentially ineffective safeguarding practices.

In summary, the findings highlight a critical misalignment between general school
regulations and the specific demands of safeguarding. While regulatory frameworks
provide structure and order, their lack of focus on prevention and protection allows
potential harm to remain unnoticed, reinforcing the need for more explicit and actionable

child protection policies within schools.
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6.3 The barriers and enablers influencing success or failure of policy enactment

This section presents the findings that are related to the second research question
(RQ2): What institutional, structural, and professional factors influence the success or
failure of policy enactment? Two themes emerged from the data in relation to this
question: teachers as primary actors in safeguarding and structural and institutional

constraints.

Theme 4: Teachers as Primary Actors in Safeguarding

Participants consistently positioned teachers, particularly class teachers, as the
primary actors responsible for ensuring student well-being. Their role extended beyond
instructional duties to include monitoring students’ emotional, behavioural, and social

conditions.

As one participant stated, “The class teacher is responsible for everything related
to the child. If something happens, we will first of all inform the classroom teacher” (P7).
The other added, “We try to solve problems ourselves first before involving others” (P3,
P10). These responses suggest that safeguarding is largely enacted at the level of
individual teachers, with responsibility concentrated within classroom-based practice

rather than distributed across a wider institutional structure.

Drawing on Stephen J. Ball’s conceptualisation of policy as text, discourse, and practice,
this pattern reveals important implications. At the level of policy as text, the centrality of
class teachers suggests that safeguarding roles are either not clearly defined within formal
policy documents or are insufficiently operationalised at the school level. The absence of
clearly articulated multi-agency roles (e.g., psychologists, social workers, administrators)
indicates that policy texts may not provide detailed guidance on role distribution and

collaborative responsibility.

At the level of policy as discourse, a strong discourse of personal responsibility
emerges. Teachers are constructed as primary caregivers and moral agents responsible for

identifying and addressing student issues. This framing emphasises care, duty, and
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immediacy but simultaneously downplays the importance of collective, system-based
safeguarding approaches. As a result, safeguarding becomes personalised rather than

institutionalised.

At the level of policy as practice, safeguarding is enacted informally through
individual initiative. Teachers often attempt to resolve issues independently before
involving other professionals, which may delay appropriate intervention or limit access to
specialised support. In line with Ball et al. (2012), this reflects a form of policy enactment
that is highly localised and dependent on individual capacity, rather than coordinated

through structured systems.

While this pattern demonstrates a strong sense of professional responsibility
among teachers, it also highlights a critical over-reliance on individuals. Without clear
institutional frameworks and collaborative mechanisms, safeguarding becomes
inconsistent and potentially fragile, dependent on personal judgement rather than

supported by systematic processes.

In summary, the findings indicate that safeguarding is heavily teacher-centred,
with limited evidence of distributed responsibility. This underscores the need for clearer
role differentiation and stronger institutional support to ensure more consistent and

effective child protection practices.
Theme 6: Structural and Institutional Constraints

The findings point to a range of wider institutional issues that make it difficult for
schools to implement child protection practices effectively. Participants frequently
described how everyday working conditions, such as heavy workloads, limited time,
unclear division of responsibilities, and weak collaboration among staff, create barriers to
consistent and well-coordinated safeguarding efforts. Rather than being a structured and
proactive process, safeguarding often becomes something that is handled unevenly and,

at times, only when problems arise.

As several participants explained, time pressure is a major challenge: “There is

not enough time to focus on these issues deeply, we already have too many
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responsibilities” (P8, P10, P14). Others highlighted confusion around professional roles,
particularly in relation to specialists: “Psychologists and social pedagogues are there, but
we don’t always clearly understand when to involve them” (P2, P3, P4). There was also
frustration with policy frameworks themselves, with one participant stating, “The
documents and rules by the Ministry don’t work, I want to look at the person who came
up with these policies and make sure he or she knows what they are doing” (P5).
Together, these perspectives suggest a clear gap between official policy expectations and

the realities of school environments.

Using Stephen J. Ball’s framework of policy as text, discourse, and practice, these
challenges can be better understood across three connected levels. First, at the level of
policy as text, safeguarding policies and ministerial guidelines are often seen as too
theoretical or disconnected from the everyday realities of schools. While they set out
general expectations, they do not always provide clear, practical guidance that staff can
easily follow. As a result, there is a disconnect between what policies say and how usable

they are in practice.

Second, at the level of policy as discourse, there appears to be no strong, shared
understanding among staff about safeguarding responsibilities. The uncertainty around
when and how to involve professionals such as psychologists or social pedagogues
suggests that safeguarding is not framed as a collaborative, whole-school responsibility.
Instead, it is understood in fragmented ways, which leads to hesitation and inconsistency

in decision-making.

Finally, at the level of policy as practice, these structural and organisational
challenges directly shape what happens in schools. Limited time reduces opportunities for
thorough engagement with child protection issues, while unclear roles make it harder for
staff to work together effectively. As highlighted by Ball et al. (2012), the way policies
are enacted depends not only on how they are interpreted, but also on the material
conditions in which schools operate. In this case, those conditions, such as workload, lack
of clarity, and weak coordination, limit the ability to implement safeguarding in a

consistent and meaningful way.
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Overall, the findings suggest that safeguarding is not simply a matter of
knowledge or training. It is also deeply influenced by structural factors within schools.
Pressures related to workload, unclear professional boundaries, and weak integration of
policies all contribute to a system where child protection practices remain fragmented and

reactive, rather than coherent and preventative.

6.4 Chapter Summary

The findings demonstrate that child protection in schools is shaped by a
combination of limited professional training, informal understandings of safeguarding,
and weak institutional structures. Across the data, safeguarding is consistently recognised
as important; however, it is predominantly interpreted through everyday teaching
practices and administrative responsibilities rather than through formalised safeguarding

frameworks.

Drawing on Stephen J. Ball’s conceptualisation of policy as text, discourse, and
practice, a clear misalignment emerges. At the level of policy as text, safeguarding
policies are either weakly articulated or insufficiently operationalised, with greater
emphasis placed on general safety regulations rather than specific child protection
procedures. At the level of policy as discourse, safeguarding is framed primarily in terms
of care, discipline, and responsibility, rather than as a structured, rights-based, and
preventive system. This discourse shapes how teachers understand their roles, often
positioning them as the central actors responsible for child well-being. At the level of
policy as practice, these limitations result in fragmented and inconsistent implementation.
Safeguarding is enacted informally, relying heavily on individual teachers’ judgement,
with limited collaboration and unclear role distribution among school staff. The lack of
specialised training, combined with structural constraints such as time pressures and
weak institutional support, further restricts the effective enactment of child protection

policies.

Overall, the findings highlight a significant gap between policy intentions and
school-level realities, where safeguarding remains underdeveloped as a coordinated and

systematic practice. This underscores the need for clearer policy guidance, targeted
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professional training, and stronger institutional structures to support effective child

protection in schools.
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Chapter 7: Discussion

This chapter interprets the findings of the study through the theoretical lens of
Stephen J. Ball et al. (2012), with particular attention to the idea of policy enactment and
the interconnected concepts of policy as text, discourse, and practice. Rather than
viewing policy as something that is simply implemented, this framework allows us to
understand how safeguarding and child protection are actively interpreted, reshaped, and

sometimes diluted within school environments.

What becomes clear across all five themes is that child protection in schools does
not function as a fully developed, coherent system. Instead, it exists in a fragmented form
shaped by individual interpretations, limited training, and structural constraints. Teachers
are not ignoring safeguarding; on the contrary, they care deeply about student well-being.
However, the way safeguarding is understood and enacted differs significantly from how

it is typically conceptualised in formal policy frameworks.

7.1 Policy as Text

At the level of policy as text, the findings suggest that safeguarding policies are
either not sufficiently visible or not practically useful for teachers. Participants referred to
signing documents and following general school rules, but these were largely described
as formalities rather than meaningful guides for action. Policies seemed to exist “on
paper,” yet they did not translate into clear, actionable steps for dealing with real

safeguarding concerns such as abuse, neglect, or emotional harm.

This reflects what Stephen J. Ball et al. (2012) describe as the gap between policy
production and policy use. A policy can be officially present, but if it is not clearly
communicated, contextualised, or supported through training, it becomes disconnected
from everyday practice. In this study, the dominance of general regulations focused on
discipline, attendance, and order creates a situation where schools can claim to be “safe,”

while more complex and less visible risks remain unaddressed.
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In this sense, safeguarding policy is not absent, but it is underdeveloped as a
practical tool. Teachers are not equipped with clear procedures or structured guidance,

which leaves them to interpret policy on their own.

7.2 Policy as Discourse

At the level of policy as discourse, one of the most striking findings is how
safeguarding is understood by teachers. Across interviews, safeguarding was consistently
described in terms of care, responsibility, and maintaining a calm and safe classroom
environment. This reflects a genuine commitment to students, but it also reveals a

narrower understanding of what safeguarding involves.

Following Stephen J. Ball’s perspective, discourse shapes not only how people
talk about policy, but also how they think about their roles and what actions are possible.
In this study, safeguarding is not framed as a structured, rights-based system with clear
procedures and accountability. Instead, it is constructed as part of being a “good teacher”,
someone who looks after students, keeps order, and notices when something is wrong.
This becomes particularly visible in the emphasis on class teachers as the central figures
in safeguarding. Teachers are seen as responsible for “everything related to the child,”
which creates a strong sense of personal accountability. While this can be seen as a
strength, it also shifts safeguarding away from being a shared institutional responsibility.

The system becomes person-dependent rather than process-driven.

At the same time, the discourse of “safety” is largely limited to physical risks and
visible problems. Training reinforces this by focusing on emergencies such as fires or
earthquakes, rather than on identifying abuse or responding to complex safeguarding
situations. As a result, certain types of harm, especially emotional abuse or neglect may

remain outside of teachers’ immediate awareness.

7.3 Policy as Practice

When we look at policy as practice, the gap between intention and reality

becomes even more visible. Safeguarding is not enacted through clear procedures or
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coordinated systems, but through everyday actions, decisions, and improvisations by

teachers.

In line with Stephen J. Ball et al. (2012), policy enactment is always shaped by
context. Teachers work within constraints, they have limited time, heavy workloads, and
often unclear guidance. Under these conditions, it is not surprising that safeguarding
becomes something they handle informally. They try to solve problems themselves first,

rely on their own judgement, and only involve others when necessary.

However, this creates several risks. Without clear procedures, responses to
safeguarding concerns can vary widely between teachers. Some may be proactive and
attentive, while others may feel uncertain or unprepared. The lack of structured training
further reinforces this inconsistency, as teachers are not always confident in recognising

or responding to signs of abuse.

In this sense, safeguarding becomes reactive rather than preventive. Teachers
respond to visible issues, but may not have the tools to identify less obvious forms of
harm. This reflects a key limitation in policy enactment: when policies are not supported

by knowledge, resources, and systems, they cannot be fully realised in practice.

7.4 The Role of Structural Constraints

A major contribution of Stephen J. Ball et al. (2012) is the emphasis on how
material and organisational conditions shape policy enactment. The findings strongly

support this idea.

Both teachers and administrators repeatedly mentioned lack of time, overlapping
responsibilities, and unclear role distribution as barriers to effective safeguarding. Even
when support staff such as psychologists and social pedagogues are present, their roles
are not always clearly understood or integrated into daily practice. This leads to

hesitation, delays, or missed opportunities for intervention.

The statement that “the documents and rules by the Ministry don’t work™ is

particularly revealing. It suggests that policies are perceived as disconnected from the
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realities of schools. This is not necessarily because the policies themselves are flawed,

but because they are not adapted to the context in which they are expected to operate.

These structural issues show that safeguarding is not only about awareness or
willingness. Teachers may care deeply and want to do the right thing, but without time,
clarity, and institutional support, their ability to act is limited. Policy enactment,
therefore, is constrained not only by interpretation but by what is realistically possible in

everyday school life.

7.5 Bringing It All Together

Looking across all findings, a clear pattern emerges. Safeguarding in schools
exists, but it is not functioning as a coherent, systematised policy. Instead, it is loosely
defined in policy texts, interpreted through a discourse of care and responsibility, and

enacted through informal, individual practices.

Using Stephen J. Ball et al. (2012)’s framework helps to show that this is not
simply a failure of enactment. Rather, it is the result of how policy is translated within
specific contexts. What we see is a system where responsibility is high, but structure is
weak. Teachers are doing their best within the limits they face, but safeguarding remains
inconsistent and, at times, fragile. It depends too heavily on individual effort and not

enough on collective systems.

7.6 Final Reflection

Ultimately, this study highlights an important tension: safeguarding is recognised
as essential, yet it is not fully supported as a professional and institutional practice.
Bridging this gap requires attention not only to policy design, but also to how policies are
communicated, understood, and supported in schools. As Stephen J. Ball et al. (2012)
remind us, policy is not something that simply exists, it is something that people do and
act with. In this case, what teachers are “doing” with safeguarding reflects both their

commitment and the limitations of the system around them.
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7.7 Chapter Summary

This chapter has demonstrated that child protection policies in Kazakhstan are
enacted through informal, context-dependent practices rather than formal safeguarding
systems. Drawing on Stephen J. Ball’s theory, the study shows that policy enactment is
shaped by limited training, informal individual understanding, institutional constraints,

and individual teacher responsibility.
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Chapter 8: Conclusion and Recommendations

8.1 Introduction

This chapter concludes the study by bringing together the key findings and
reflecting on their broader implications for policy, practice, and future research. The
study set out to explore how child protection policies are understood and enacted by
school staff in urban state schools in Kazakhstan. While safeguarding has become an
increasingly important policy priority globally, its translation into everyday school

practice remains uneven and context-dependent.

Drawing on the theoretical framework of Stephen J. Ball et al. (2012), this study
approached child protection not as a fixed set of rules, but as a process of policy
enactment shaped by how policies are interpreted, negotiated, and applied within specific
institutional contexts. This perspective made it possible to move beyond a simple
question of whether policies exist, and instead examine how they are actually understood

and lived by practitioners.

The findings reveal that child protection in schools is not absent, but rather
fragmented, informal, and unevenly enacted, shaped by limited training, dominant
professional discourses, and structural constraints. This chapter summarises these insights

and considers what they mean for strengthening safeguarding systems in Kazakhstan.

8.2 Summary of Key Findings

This study identified several important and interconnected patterns in the

enactment of child protection policies.

First, there is a clear lack of specialised professional training in safeguarding.
While teachers regularly participate in safety-related training, these sessions focus
primarily on emergency preparedness such as fire drills or earthquake response rather
than on recognising, preventing, and responding to abuse or neglect. As a result,
safeguarding remains underdeveloped as a professional competency, leaving teachers

without the necessary tools to act confidently in complex situations.
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Second, safeguarding is understood in broad and informal terms. Participants
consistently associated child protection with ensuring safety, maintaining discipline, and
supporting students’ general well-being. While these interpretations reflect genuine care,
they also indicate that safeguarding is not conceptualised as a structured, rights-based

policy area with clear procedures and accountability mechanisms.

Third, the study found a strong reliance on general school regulations rather than
specific safeguarding frameworks. Teachers referred to rules and documents that
emphasise order, behaviour, and compliance, but these were not seen as relevant or useful
for addressing child protection concerns. This suggests that while policies formally exist,

they are not meaningfully integrated into practice.

Fourth, safeguarding responsibilities are highly individualised, with class teachers
positioned as the primary actors responsible for student well-being. Although this reflects
a strong sense of professional commitment, it also indicates a lack of institutional support
and role differentiation. Safeguarding becomes dependent on individual initiative rather

than coordinated systems.

Finally, the study highlights significant structural and institutional constraints,
including time pressures, unclear role distribution, and limited collaboration between
staff and support professionals. Even when additional roles such as psychologists or
social pedagogues are present, their involvement is not always clearly defined or

effectively integrated into safeguarding processes.

Taken together, these findings suggest that child protection policies are not
implemented as coherent systems, but rather enacted in fragmented and inconsistent

ways, shaped by local conditions and professional interpretations.

8.3 Answering the Research Questions

This study aimed to examine how child protection policies are understood and

enacted by school staff. The findings clearly indicate that policies are not enacted as
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formal safeguarding frameworks, but are instead interpreted through the lens of everyday

teaching practice.

In line with Stephen J. Ball et al. (2012), policy enactment is shaped not only by
policy design, but also by context, resources, and professional culture. In this study,
teachers rely heavily on personal judgement, informal practices, and general regulations
when responding to safeguarding issues. This reflects a form of enactment that is

localised, adaptive, and often improvised.

Importantly, this does not suggest that teachers are neglecting safeguarding
responsibilities. On the contrary, participants expressed a strong sense of care and
responsibility toward students. However, without clear guidance, training, and
institutional support, their ability to translate this commitment into effective safeguarding

practice is limited.

The findings therefore demonstrate that the gap between policy and practice is not
simply a matter of implementation failure, but rather a reflection of how policies are

interpreted and reshaped within specific school environments.

8.4 Implications for Policy

The findings of this study highlight several important implications for child

protection policy in Kazakhstan.

First, there is a need for greater clarity and specificity in safeguarding policies.
Current policy frameworks appear to emphasise general safety and compliance, but do
not provide detailed guidance on identifying abuse, responding to concerns, or
coordinating with other professionals. Policies should move beyond broad principles and

offer clear, actionable procedures that can be realistically applied in school settings.

Second, policy development should focus on usability and accessibility, not just
formal compliance. As the findings suggest, policies that exist only as documents are

unlikely to influence practice. Instead, they need to be communicated in ways that are
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meaningful for teachers, supported by practical examples, case scenarios, and clear

reporting pathways.

Third, there is a need to promote a systemic and coordinated approach to
safeguarding. Policies should clearly define the roles and responsibilities of different
actors within the school system, including teachers, administrators, psychologists, and
external agencies. This would help shift safeguarding from an individual responsibility to

a shared institutional process.

Finally, policymakers should consider the contextual realities of schools,
including workload, time constraints, and resource limitations. As Stephen J. Ball et al.
(2012) emphasise, policies are always enacted within specific material and organisational
conditions. Without aligning policy expectations with these realities, even well-designed

policies may fail in practice.

8.5 Implications for Practice

At the level of school practice, the findings point to several key areas for

improvement.

First, there 1s a critical need for targeted professional training in child protection.
Such training should go beyond general safety and focus specifically on recognising signs
of abuse, understanding safeguarding procedures, and responding appropriately to
different types of concerns. Importantly, training should be ongoing and embedded within

professional development, rather than delivered as one-off sessions.

Second, schools should work toward clearer role distribution and accountability
structures. Safeguarding should not rely solely on class teachers, but should involve a
coordinated team approach. Clearly defined roles for psychologists, social pedagogues,
and administrators would help ensure that responsibilities are shared and that cases are

handled appropriately.

Third, there is a need to strengthen collaboration and communication within

schools. Regular meetings, case discussions, and information-sharing mechanisms could
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support more consistent and informed responses to safeguarding concerns. In addition,
stronger links with external agencies, such as child protection services, would help create

a more integrated support system.

Fourth, schools should aim to shift from a reactive to a preventive approach to
safeguarding. This involves not only responding to incidents, but also creating
environments where risks are identified early and addressed proactively. This may
include awareness programs, student support systems, and mechanisms for reporting

concerns safely.

8.6 Limitations of the Study

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the

findings.

First, the research was conducted in only two urban state schools, which may not
fully represent practices in rural or differently resourced contexts. Safeguarding practices

may vary significantly depending on location, school size, and available resources.

Second, the study relied primarily on self-reported data from participants. While
interviews provide valuable insights into perceptions and experiences, they may not fully
capture actual practices. Participants may also present their responses in socially

desirable ways.

Third, access to official policy documents and implementation records was
limited, which restricted the ability to conduct a detailed analysis of policy design and

alignment with practice.

Despite these limitations, the study provides important insights into how
safeguarding is understood and enacted at the school level, highlighting areas for further

investigation.



75

8.7 Recommendations for Future Research
Future research could build on this study in several important ways.

First, there is a need to explore child protection practices in rural and diverse
school contexts, where resources and institutional structures may differ significantly from

urban settings.

Second, incorporating students’ perspectives would provide a more
comprehensive understanding of how safety and protection are experienced within
schools. This would help move beyond adult-centred perspectives and highlight gaps

between policy intentions and student realities.

Third, further research could examine interagency collaboration, particularly the
relationships between schools and external child protection services. Understanding how
different actors coordinate or fail to coordinate would provide valuable insights into

system-level challenges.

Fourth, a more detailed policy analysis at the national level could help identify

gaps between policy design and implementation, as well as opportunities for reform.

Such research would contribute to a more holistic understanding of safeguarding

systems in Kazakhstan and support evidence-based policy development.

8.8 Final Reflection

This study highlights a central insight: child protection in schools is not
determined solely by the existence of policies, but by how those policies are understood,

interpreted, and enacted in practice.

Using the framework of Stephen J. Ball et al. (2012), the findings show that
safeguarding is shaped by a complex interaction between policy texts, professional
discourses, and everyday practices. In this context, safeguarding is not absent but it is

informal, inconsistent, and heavily dependent on individual actors.
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Teachers demonstrate a strong commitment to student well-being, yet they
operate within systems that do not fully support effective safeguarding. Without adequate

training, clear procedures, and institutional coordination, their efforts remain limited.

Ultimately, strengthening child protection in Kazakhstan requires more than
policy reform. It requires attention to the conditions of policy enactment including
professional capacity, organisational structures, and shared wunderstandings of
safeguarding. Only by addressing these dimensions together can safeguarding move from

being an individual responsibility to a coherent and effective system.
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	Overall, the findings suggest that safeguarding is not simply a matter of knowledge or training. It is also deeply influenced by structural factors within schools. Pressures related to workload, unclear professional boundaries, and weak integration of policies all contribute to a system where child protection practices remain fragmented and reactive, rather than coherent and preventative. 
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