International Journal of Information and Education Technology, Vol. 6, No. 2, February 2016
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Abstract—Large parts of the titular population in
Kazakhstan have a better command of Russian than of their own
‘mother tongue’, or they could not speak their mother tongue at
all.Some Kazakhs prefer to use the Russian language in daily
conversation, and do so without any pangs of guilty conscience.
Some Russian-speaking Kazakhs had started sending their
youngsters to Kazakh-medium schools in the hopes that the
school could provide them with skills in Kazakh that they
themselves lack. The study focuses on these issues of the
language policy in Kazakhstan in general, and bilingualism in
particular. There are voices that additional languages present a
threat to the national language. Besides, teaching of Russian and
English threaten the development of national identity. The
problem under investigation is whether younger generations
will keep the retention as to the bilingualism. Or else the
trilingual policy offered by the President Nazarbayev will make
the country a multilingual community.

Index Terms—Bilingualism, language policy, multilingualism,
mother tongue.

I. INTRODUCTION

Bilingualism has become an integral and necessary part of
language policy in Kazakhstan. According to the law the
status of the Kazakh language is determined as official. But
nevertheless there is a complicated language situation in
Kazakhstan: the Kazakh language is not functioning in full,
the youth takes a fancy to foreign languages and actively
learns them (especially English); the ‘Pigeon’ language is
developing (‘pigeon’ means mixed, for example, Russian —
Kazakh or Kazakh - Russian).

Il. AN OVERVIEW OF BILINGUALISM IN KAZAKHSTAN

The history of the development of Kazakh-Russian
bilingualism can be divided into several phases [1]. They are
marked by the gradual loss of social domains and prestige of
Kazakh, as well as an increasing support of the Russian
language by the government, from 1917 to 1923. At that time,
Kazakh had been written in there formed Arabic script; there
were several Kazakh newspapers and magazines. At the time
after the October Revolution, written Kazakh was a mixture of
Kazakh and other Turkic languages. At that time, Russian was
not widely known among Kazakhs, since the number of the

Russians in Kazakhstan was not very high [1].

In the years from 1924 to 1927, there was a change in the
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Soviet language policy, which led to the addition of new
social functions for Kazakh. In 1929, the Arabic alphabet was
replaced by the Latin script. It was in 1940 that the Cyrillic
alphabet replaced the Latin alphabet. The ethnic composition
of the population changed dramatically, for several reasons
such as, for example, the mass deportation of the Volga
Germans, Chechen peoples, Koreans and other ethnicities
before the Second World War, as well as the evacuation of
many people from the European part of the Soviet Union to
Kazakhstan during that war.

From 1954 to 1955, another change in the ethnical structure
in Kazakhstan took place, as a consequence of the agricultural
development of the northern Kazakh steppe in the region of
the current capital of Kazakhstan. From that point on, the
Russian-speaking  population increased  considerably.
However, since the late 1980s nearly 2 million
Russian-speaking people [2], as well as 1.5 million Germans,
left Kazakhstan. In the 1990s, the Diaspora Kazakhs
immigrated into Kazakhstan from Mongolia and China
(so-called oralmans-'people who returned to their native
land").

I1l. RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

The issue of bilingualism in Kazakhstan seems to be a
fruitful research direction to focus on. With this topic under
investigation one might find opportunities to renegotiate
ethnic, linguistic, and national identities of participants of the
given research, the status of minority languages not limited to
Russian, language rights of both parties, and others.

There are voices that additional languages present a threat
to the national language. In Kazakhstan some members of
national elites argue that English and Russian are a threat to
the purity and development of the titular language [3], [4].
Besides, in their opinions, teaching of Russian and English
threaten the development of national identity [5].

Large parts of the titular population in Kazakhstan have a
better command of Russian than of their own ‘mother tongue’,
or they could not speak their mother tongue at all. Some
Kazakhs prefer to use the Russian language in daily
conversation, and do so without any pangs of guilty
conscience. Some Russian-speaking Kazakhs had started
sending their youngsters to Kazakh-medium schools in the
hopes that the school could provide them with skills in
Kazakh that they themselves lack.

Many research studies cite the cognitive-linguistic benefits
of being a fluent bilingual speaker. In addition, as our world
shrinks and business becomes increasingly international,
children who are fluent bilingual speakers are potentially a
tremendously valuable resource for our economy.
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The major purpose of the given research was to investigate
interaction among bilingual Kazakhs in everyday situations.
In other words, what the factors or sources are that make
speaking two languages preferable. People, who are currently
monolingual speakers of English, find that it would be highly
advantageous to their professional lives if they spoke a second
language.

The second most important aim of this study was to give
attention to the phenomenon of bilingualism in Kazakhstan. It
will also inform the teachers about the phenomenon, as a
learner, as well as a practitioner in language teaching. In
addition, integrating the findings of this research on
bilingualism - regarding its nature, sources, effects and
treatment - with the existing literature is also an underlying
consideration of the study. This was an attempt to understand
more fully the role that bilingualism may play in our lives.

This study utilized the qualitative research tradition,
namely the semi-structured interview. The present study
aimed to contribute to our understanding of bilingualism, in
general, and bilingualism in Kazakhstani environment, in
particular. The present study was the first attempt to fill this
gap and to reveal more about the bilingualism of Kazakh
students group, having considered how it affected speaking,
overall classroom performance, and its usage in everyday life
of participants.

IV. PARTICIPANTS OF THE RESEARCH

Bilingual speakers under investigation were 11 bilingual
Kazakhs (5 males, 6 females), students of a local university
who acquired and maintained at least one language during
childhood, the so-called first language (L1). The first
language (sometimes also referred to as the mother tongue) is
acquired without formal education, by mechanisms heavily
disputed. The age of the participants ranged between 18-21
years at the time of recording. People acquiring two languages
in this way are called simultaneous bilinguals. They are
participants of the given study. Prior to the interviews, the
author was unfamiliar with the participants. Most of them
could be qualified as balanced bilinguals with a high
competence in Kazakh and Russian.

V. METHODOLOGY

This study is based on data that were collected by the
researchers in Almaty, Kazakhstan. The first part consists of a

semi-structured interview; the second part contains field notes.

Both interview and field notes were made in the classroom or
partly during the lunch break at the participants' study place.
The interview questions covered childhood and travel
experiences, the study situation, as well as family affairs. Only
two participants spoke Kazakh as dominant. In the
conversation among bilingual Kazakhs, code-mixing is the
unmarked choice; the alternative use of two languages is a
common discourse mode among urban Kazakhs.

The problem under investigation was whether younger
generations would keep the retention as to the bilingualism.
The following research was deliberately conducted in order to
analyze a problem related to the existing bilingualism in
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Kazakhstan. This linguistic situation is considered as one of
the debatable questions in Kazakhstan.

The study set out to answer the following research
questions:

1) What are the advantages and disadvantages of being
bilingual?

2) What are the factors and sources that make speaking two
languages preferable?

3) How will the younger generation retain bilingualism?

The first research question dealt with the ways of
identifying benefits and drawbacks of being bilingual. The
results of the given research revealed that being bilingual for
the participants helped their minds expand linguistically in a
way that would give them an educational advantage (personal
communication, January 15, 2013). Speaking two languages
allows stretching understanding of people beyond their
dominant culture (personal communication, January 15,
2013). Being able to step into another culture through its
language is like being able to live a second life (personal
communication, January 15, 2013).

Although some bilinguals do not have a lot of exposure to
the culture of their second language, the language itself
conveys much of the culture of the people who speak that
language. Further, even if bilinguals are not living with native
speakers of their second language in their house or
community, they are still likely to be exposed to traditions,
original songs and stories from that culture.

Bilinguals have some experience seeing how different
cultures cause different people to interpret completely
differently the exact same circumstance. They understand at
an early age that there is more than one way to label or discuss
something. They understand that different labels for the same
object or idea in different languages can have different
connotations. They are more likely to see the creative
possibilities of language and explore that we live in an ever
smaller world where languages are the only barrier, distances
are no longer. So there is a clear economic advantage of being
bilingual.

Another advantage is flexible and divergent thinking skills.
Bilinguals know from the start that there could be more than
one word to one concept. Bilinguals seem to think more freely,
more elaborately and more creatively. One’s self-identity will
be affected as well. It increases the self-esteem and the
self-confidence. Their self esteem is boosted making them
more successful in other parts of their life. They become
motivated to learn new things.

Communication advantages are apparent with bilinguals
communicating with extended family, community, and
international links. Bilinguals may also be bridge builders
between different languages. Bilingualism helps to learn a
third language.

Due to expanding technology, our world has become a
much smaller community. We are now encountering more
people with diverse backgrounds and languages. Many people
are now speaking languages other than their native tongue. It
used to be common to speak two languages but now speaking
a third language is becoming popular.

Those who are bilingual and are learning a third language
have been found to have a better understanding of how the
third language works because they can draw distinctions
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between the other two languages. They are able to identify the
similarities regarding grammar, spelling, vocabulary, as well
as identify similar words, phrases and sentence structures.
They are also able to quickly and easily understand the
various language rules.

Because language is the principal communication tool, the
more languages one learns the more valuable they become in
terms of their career. People fluent in two languages have
certain cognitive advantages compared to those who speak
only one. They are better at problem solving, demonstrate
greater creativity, and express more tolerant attitudes toward
others, for instance.

There are a lot of advantages and good reasons to tackle
multilingualism or bilingualism. But to be complete, we
should have a look into disadvantages:

When applying for a job preference will be given to the
people who have essential skills and knowledge in both
Kazakh and Russian, as well as among required terms is
knowledge of the 3d language, namely English. If one does
not meet this requirement he or she will not be a good
candidate and lose the position. Frequent code-switching
while being bilingual might be an obstacle for
communication.

Another potential disadvantage is the added academic load.
Most often bilinguals go to a monolingual school. Some have
the advantage to go to a bilingual school, but the majority of
children, even though they grow up bilingual or multilingual,
they still go to a monolingual school. This means that if you
also want to read and write in the second or third or fourth
language, you will have to find a way to add that to your
curriculum. So that means extra hours, extra work in the
afternoons after the normal regular school. And that has to be
organized and that is an effort that you have to put in and
yourself.

Although much evidence suggests that bilinguals are not
intellectually disadvantaged from their monolingual peers, it
is possible for bilingual children to not develop adequately
enough either of the two languages they are learning to be able
to be an effective student at school in either language. This is
most likely to happen in a scenario where the person doesn't
have enough exposure to their preferred language (probably
the dominant language of the community) since his or her
parents do not use and may not know that language, and the
child resists speaking the language that is spoken at home. It is
avoidable.

You may not have a true sense of identity and feel you don't
really belong to any one culture. There may be friction in your
family should you reject one culture for the other, or just be
more interested in the culture of where you live. Parents keep
telling to their kids: Don’t speak Russian at home, let us all
practice our native language (personal communication,
January 15, 2013). This is where internal family conflicts
between parents and their kids arise. You might mix up your
languages when you speak or think. Bilingual people usually
are either better at one language, or worse at the other, or they
might not be able to fully grasp both.

Thus, in the process of becoming bilingual, native aptitude,
age and intelligence are less important than a supportive
context of necessity. With the right social conditions, then,
bilingualism becomes just as "natural” as monolingualism in
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others, and is a capacity available and accessible to anyone of
normal or standard talents and abilities. This study utilized the
qualitative research tradition; the semi-structured interview
questions were designed to find out the major factors
concerning bilingualism reported by participants.

VI. CONCLUSION

One can only hope that in the future linguists and educators
working in this area will play a more prominent part in the
public arena, following an example of Bill Fierman [6], an
expert on Central Asia, who regularly takes part in debates
and gives interviews to the Kazakh press on the benefits of
bilingualism and linguistic tolerance. Disagreement about
which languages should be supported, when, how, and for
what purpose is seen as a productive way to generate debates
that in turn could lead to more extensive studies and we hope
to the development of more democratic forms of minority
integration and language policy-making, in which
‘non-dominant ethno-linguistic groups can shape the
language policies that affect them’ [7].

Great Abai, a prominent Kazakh poet, once said that
through Russian the Kazakhs would learn about the world
culture and spiritual values. And it really was so. The Russian
language and culture have spiritually enriched and educated
the Kazakh people who are frankly thankful for this. And the
language of Pushkin is used along with Kazakh in official
record management and widely wused in interethnic
communication. Kazakhstan must become a highly educated
country, said Nursultan Nazarbayev, which requires the
knowledge of at least three languages: Kazakh (state
language), Russian (for interethnic communication) and
English (to integrate in the global economy). If trilingualism
is now the goal of Kazakhstan and it is seen as useful to the
population, the role and purpose behind bilingualism will
become all the more present, prevalent, and important.
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