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ACADEMIC MOBILITY THROUGH THE PRISM
OF THE SYSTEM OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS:
KAZAKHSTAN DIMENSION

Higher international education in international relations has acquired an important place and mode
as an apparatus of soft power latterly. Situation of today the pandemic and the massive transition to a
remote regime, give us enough reasons to consider many spheres of life in greater depth.

The purpose of the study in this article is to define the role of academic mobility as a soft power
tool in the system of international relations on the basis of a survey of participants in academic mobility.

Methods and approaches. The methodological basis of the study was based on general theoretical
framework, the principle of consistency and the Google Form Survey.

Results and findings: a survey was conducted among participants of academic mobility; trends in
academic mobility was defined; the impact of the pandemic on traditional academic mobility was ana-
lyzed.

Conclusion and practical significance: The role of international higher education in international
relations is shown through the use of academic mobility as a soft power tool. The analysis carried out in
the article revealed that the topic of higher international education as one of the soft power apparatus for
external policy strategies is at the beginning of its development trajectories in the theory of international
relations. This study may be used to incorporate certain provisions into the Foreign Policy Strategy of the
Republic of Kazakhstan.

Key words: soft power, international higher education, academic mobility, virtual academic mobil-
ity, Kazakhstan.

A.M. KakbsiHoBa*, I'. AcxaT

AGblAal xaH aTbiHAAFbl XaAblkapaAblk, KaTbiHacTap >kaHe Oaem Tiaaepi
YuueepcuTteTi, KasakctaH, AAMaTbl K,
*e-mail: zhakyanova.a@inbox.ru

XaAblKapaAablk, KaTbIHACTap XXYHeCiHiH MpU3MacbiHAAFbl
AKAAEMMUSIABIK YTKbIPABIK: Ka3aKCTaHADIK, OALLIEM

XaAbIKapaAblK, KaTbIHACTAPAAFbl >KOFapbl XaAblKapaAblk, GiAIM 6epy COHFbl >KbIAAAPbI >KYMCaK,
KYLL KYPaAbl pETIHAE MaHbI3Abl OPbIHFA XXOHe peAre ne 60AyAa. [NaHaemramMeH 6anAaHbICTbl GYTiHri
LLUBIHAMBIABIK, KaLIbIKTbIK, PEXXMMIHE anmnan Keluy 6i3re emipiMi3AiH KenTereH caaaAapbiH TepeHipek
TaAaayFa Heri3 6epyae.

Ocbl MaKaAaAafbl 3epTTEYAiH MaKCaTbl aKaAEMMSABIK YTKbIPAbIKKA KATbICYLLbIAAPAbIH CayaAHaMaChl
Heri3iHAe aKaAEMMUSIABIK, YTKbIPABIKTbIH XaAbIKapPaAbIK, KaTbIHACTap >KYMECIHAEri XKyMcak, KyLl KypPaAbl
peTiHAEri POAIH aHbIKTay GOAbIN TabblAaAbI.

OAICTepi MeH Taciaaepi. 3epTTeyAiH 8AICHAMAAbIK, HEri3i YKaArMbl TEOPUSIAbIK, BAICTEP, >KYMEAIK
npuHumn >xxaHe Google form naaTopMachIHbIH KOMEriMeH XYPri3iAreH cayaaHama OOAAbI.

HaTukeAep MeH KOPbITbIHAbIAAP: aKaAEMUSIABIK, YTKbIPAbIKKA KATbICYLLIbIAQP apacbiHAQ CayaAHama
JKYPri3iAAl; aKAaAEMMSABIK  YTKbIPABIKTbIH AaMy YPAICTEPI aHbIKTAAAbl; MAaHAEMMSHbBIH ASCTYPAI
AKAAEMMSIABIK, YTKbIPABIKTbI AAQMbITYFa 8cepi TaAAQHADI.

KOpbITbIHABI >K&HE TaXKipUOEAIK MaHbI3ABIAbIFbI: aKAAEMMSIABIK, YTKbIPAbIKTbI XXYMCAK, KYLL KYPaAbl
peTiHAE MafAaAaHy apKbiAbl XaAbIKAPAAbIK, KATbIHACTAP XXYMECIHAETT XaAblKapPaAbIK, >KOFapbl GIAIMHIH,
POAi KepCeTIAreH. MakaAaaa >XKypris3iAreH TaAAdy XaAblKapaAblk, >KoFapbl 6iAiM 6epy TakbipblObl XKyMCaK,
KYLUTI >KY3€re acblpyAblH KYPaAAApPbIHbIH Oipi peTiHAEe Kasipri fblAbIMAA KApPKbIHAbI AaMbIl KeAe
>katkaHbiH kepceTTi. Ocbl 3epTTeyAiH KasakcraH Pecrny6AMKacbiHbIH, CbIPTKbI CasicaT CTpaTerusicbiHa
Kenbip epexkeAepAi eHrisy yiiH nanAaAaHbIAY MYMKIHAITT XKOFapbl.

Tyiin ce3aep: >KYMCak, Kyll, XaAblKapaAblK >KOFapbl OiAIM 0epy, aKkaAeMMSIAbIK, YTKbIPAbIK,
BMPTYaAAbl aKaAeMUSIABIK, YTKbIPAbIK, KasakcTaH.
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Akaaemuyeckas MOOUABHOCTb Yyepe3 npuamy CUCTemMbl
MEXAYHAPOAHDbIX OTHOLUEHMI: Ka3axCTaHCKoe uamepeHue

Bbiciuee MexxAyHapoaHOe 06pa3oBaHME B MEXAYHAPOAHbBIX OTHOLIEHMSIX B TMOCAEAHME TOAbI
nprobdpeTaeT BaKHOE MECTO M POAb B KauyeCTBE MHCTPYMEHTA MSITKOM CUAbl. CEroAHsILLIHME peaAnu,
CBSI3aHHble C MAaHAEMMEN, MaCCOBbIM NMEPEXOA Ha AMCTAHUMOHHbIA PEXMM AQIOT HaM OCHOBaHMS AAS
6oAee rAyboKOro aHaAM3a MHOTMX Chep XKM3HEAEATEAbHOCTU.

LleAblo MCCAEAOBaHUS B AQHHOM CTaTbe SIBASETCS OMPEAEAMTb Ha OCHOBE OMpoca Y4YaCTHWMKOB
aKaAEMMYECKOM MOBMABHOCTM POAb aKaAEMMYUECKOM MOBUABHOCTU B KaueCTBE MHCTPYMEHTA MSrKOi
CUAbI B CUCTEME MEXXAYHAPOAHBIX OTHOLLEHMI.

MeToabl 1 NOAXOABI. METOAOAOrMUYECKONM H6A30M MCCAEAOBAHMS MOCAYXKMAM OOLLETEOPETUYECKME
METOAbI, MPUHLIMIM CUCTEMHOCTM M OMNPOC C NMOMOLLIbIO MAAT(OPMbI YA hopMa.

Pe3yAbTaTbl M BbIBOAbBI: MPOBEAEH OMPOC CPEAM YHYACTHMKOB aKaAeMMUECKON MOOMAbHOCTM;
BbISIBAEHbl TEHAEHUMM Pas3BUTUSI aKaAEMMUYECKOM MOOUAbHOCTM; MPOAHAAM3MPOBAHO BAMSHUE
NaHAEMUKM Ha Pa3BUTUE TPAAMLMOHHOM aKaAEMUYECKON MOOUABHOCTH.

3akAloueHMe M MpakTMYeckas 3HauMMOCTb: TMOKa3aHa pPOAb  MEXKAYHAapPOAHOIO  BbICLLEro
00pasoBaHMs B CUCTEME MEXAYHAPOAHbBIX OTHOLLEHWI, MOCPEACTBOM MCMOAb30BaHWUS aKaAEMMYECKOM
MOOMABHOCTM B KayeCTBe MHCTPYMEHTa MSIKOM CUAbL. [1pOBEAEHHbIN B CTaTbe aHaAM3 MOKasaA, uYTo
TeEMa MEXAYHAaPOAHOrO BbICLIEro 00pPa3oBaHMs Kak OAHOIMO M3 WMHCTPYMEHTOB MSITKOM CUAbl AAS
peaAmsaLmMm BHELHENOAUTUYUECKMX CTPATEerMin HaXOAMTCS B HavaAe CBOEro MnyTu PasBUTMS B TEOPUU
MEXXAYHAPOAHbBIX OTHOLWIEHMI. AQHHOE MCCAEAOBAHME MOXKET ObITb MCMOAb30BAHO AAS BKAKOYEHMS

HEKOTOPbIX MOAOXEHWI B CTpaTerwo BHELUHEeN NOAUTUKU PeCI'Iy6Al/IKl/I KazaxcraH.
KAloueBble cAoOBa: Msrkasi ClAQ, MeXAYHapOAHOE BbiCLlee O6pa3OBaHVIe, dKaAeMmnyeckas
MO6I/I/\bHOCTb, BUPTYaAbHasa aKaAemMmnyecKkas MO6I/I/\bHOCTb, KazaxcraH.

Introduction

The soft power of the State plays a crucial role in
international relations. It brings a new vision and is
one of the most appropriate means to accomplish the
external policy objectives of any developed country.
In today’s rapidly changing world, soft power is be-
coming more and more strategic, especially for the
new centers of power that Kazakhstan is playing in
Central Asia.

The transformation of political thinking and
globalization have given a powerful incentive to the
conceptual elaboration of soft power in the theory
of world politics. While mild-force effects were not
previously seen as a serious instrument of foreign
policy, today almost all states have realized their
influence and have begun to study and introduce it
into their policies (Mukan 2020:49). The term has
been extensively mentioned not only in official doc-
uments, in statements by national leaders, but also in
the media. A number of publications, dissertations
and academic papers have been devoted to the study
of this phenomenon.

In this connection, the authors revise the term
“academic mobility” through the lens of soft pow-
er theory. One of the most important trends in re-
cent years has been the evolution of the term from

a more traditional educational concept to a broader
interpretation of mobility, which implies that not
only students but also universities and educational
programmes have become mobile. Knowledge and
information have become mobile in the form of dis-
tance learning and virtual learning. This transforma-
tion can be seen in the organization and management
of new models of universities, which go beyond
the traditional understanding. One example of this
phenomenon can be seen in the creation of regional
educational “hubs” — such as “Knowledge City”
in Dubai, “Education City” in Qatar and “Global
School House” in Singapore. First of all, we need to
understand the integration of higher education with
the concept of soft power J. Nye. It was in 1990 that
he justified and proposed the term soft power as the
ability to influence others through finding allies, de-
veloping agendas, and achieving results through at-
tractiveness and persuasion rather than force or pay-
ment (Nye 2004). In the modern world, soft power
plays an important role, according to Joseph Nye,
student exchanges help to create an attractive image
of the country, thereby increasing the effect of re-
ceiving the desired outcome from the host country.
The author notes that higher international education
in the modern world in today’s world order is fo-
cused on branding, ratings, competitiveness, in this
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sense the concept of soft power has a great scope for
further research. It has to be borne in mind that the
effectiveness of soft power depends on the choice of
methods, i.e. it is important to explore what is im-
portant and valuable to people at the moment: what
they consider to be the priority of well-being, educa-
tion, Transnational exchanges or intercultural pro-
grammes (Nye, 2006). The positive experience of
participants in international education, as well as the
development of intellectual, commercial and social
relations, can contribute to the attractiveness of the
nation, the reputation and the international prestige
of the country.

Literature Review

International academic mobility has become a
subject of study for a wide range of foreign scholars,
particularly Western scholars. Thus, F. Altbach, H.
de Wit, J. Knight propose to introduce the concept
of “mutual power” when considering the concept of
soft power for higher education (Knight 2014). The
“mutual power” approach is based on the respective
strengths of higher educational institutions and re-
search institutes of countries and provides solutions
and benefits for all participants. Also F. Altbach,
H. de Wit, H. De Ridder-Simoens, in their research
study the conceptual issues of the essence, typology
and periodization of academic mobility (Altbach
2018); M. Green, J. Douglas, R. Edelstein, K. Koch,
K. Lem (Van de Water 2008) consider international
academic mobility at the national policy level; R.
Bhandari, C. Robles and C. Farrugia (Bhandari
2018) analyze the dynamics of the global mar-
ket for international students; M. Van Der Wende
(2015), L. Verbik, B. Wechter, Marginson S (2007),
J. Knight (2014), J. Sadlak, U. Teichler (Teichler
2017) (BEYOND 2010) examine trends and pros-
pects in international academic mobility from a re-
gional perspective; F. Altbach (2016) and Wanhua
Ma (2015) discuss the dillema: “brain drain” or “in-
telligence exchange”; B. Wechter, F. Muhe, F. Mai-
worm (Maiworm, 2015) determine the motivation
of the subjects of the organization of international
academic mobility and study strategies for recruit-
ing foreign students to educational institutions.

In Russian science, the concept of soft power
is being actively explored in various ways, and a
kind of schools with opposing views on the concept
have been formed. The importance of education as
an instrument of influence in international relations
is pointed out by such researchers as A.Torkunov,
O.F. Rusakova, D. Kovba, M.Lebedeva, E.Panova,
0O.G. Leonova, S.O. Sergeyev. Torkunov A. stresses
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that higher education can become an innovative ex-
ternal policy apparatus in the context of the concep-
tual elaboration of soft power, and it is necessary to
bear in mind that productiveness is evaluated only in
the long term (Torkunov 2012). E. Panova proposes
the dividing of soft power instruments into short-
term and long-term ones. She would call it as “mes-
saging” and include it to short-term media and in-
ternational educational programmes are considered
by the researcher as a long-term. (Panova 2011). O.
Leonova defines Soft power as an experience that
motivates and encourages action. The important
thing, in our view, is that the researcher notes the
soft power of each state, therefore its influence can
be realized only in the process of political action or
interaction through various instruments, including
education (Leonova 2014).

The Urals School, led by Rusakova O.F. (Ru-
sakova 2017) distinguishes three dimensions of the
definition of soft power as a way of exercising pow-
er 1) attraction leading to consent or role model; 2)
the ability to set a legitimate agenda, as well as a set
of favourable rules and institutions; 3) the forma-
tion of preferences of population. The construction
of the educational discourse, according to D. Kovba
(Kovba 2016:182), is best related to the third di-
mension, because the impact has a long-term effect.
The most interesting in this interpretation is that the
authors have identified two directions of interac-
tion of soft power of education that can take place
in two directions: 1) education of representatives of
elites, future leaders of other countries; 2) education
of non-elite students, which, after completing their
education and returning to their home country, start
to appreciate the country of study favorably.

In the Kazakhstani academic space, Professor
Bulekbayev S.B. notes that the drastic change in
the system of higher education in Kazakhstan from
a traditional system to a new one has led to a dete-
rioration in the level of education, where the main
problem is that national experiences in the education
system are not reflected in international standards
(Bulekbayev 2020a: 16). The Security Council ex-
pert under the President of the Republic of Kazakh-
stan, Adilhanuly N. links international higher edu-
cation to the elite. Here the concept of soft power
through education can be clearly seen (Adilkhanu-
ly 2014). According to the head of the Analytical
Centre “Synergy” of the School of State and Public
Policy and Law Kurmanguzhin R., for Kazakhstan
it is necessary and possible to form and use its own
soft power, realization of which is best possible in
the process of international cooperation of Kazakh-
stan, primarily in the field of culture, education,
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science, tourism and sports (Kurmanguzhin 2019).
Researcher Janenova S. notes that a unique model-
program “Bolashak” was created in Kazakhstan
as a successful project in the field of international
higher education, which can be used as a potential
soft force (Janenova 2019). A group of scientists of
the public foundation “Center of China Studies in
Central Asia “Sinopsis” is studying soft influence of
China on Kazakhstan, including active educational
policy in the field of academic exchange (Myagkaya
sila Kitaya v Kazstanahe, 2016.) It is also necessary
to mention such researchers as Nurdauletova S. and
Kuramaeva G. (Nurdauletova 2019).

When looking at international academic rela-
tions, it is particularly clear how much partner-
ship in education affects relations between States.
Modern technological capabilities, the acceleration
of the Internet and the involvement of a large num-
ber of participants in this process characterized by
complex linkages, give new challenges and func-
tions to the education system. In this paradigm, edu-
cation assumes the role of an intermediary for the
cross-border exchange of human resources, exper-
tise, experience, innovation, economics, technology
and culture. The question arises as to the purpose-
ful practical application and methodological justifi-
cation of the integration of education into the soft
power paradigm based on power and influence. In
the XXI century, societies must respond to global
challenges such as international terrorism, the cri-
sis of State sovereignty, global demographic im-
balances, mass migration, environmental disasters,
climate change, the crisis of values and pandemics.
The world is placed in an environment where there
is no room for self-interest, for superiority and for
domination. The new evidence is that no State can
solve these global problems alone.

In this regard, the integration of soft power and
higher international education gives us an opportu-
nity to explore this phenomenon from a new per-
spective. The present-day conditions, where all are
interdependent and problems require a non-standard
solution, the higher education system is assuming
a new role. The high demand for higher education,
skilled workers, the increase in the country’s intel-
lectual capital and the supply of various types and
forms of international educational programmes are
transforming the nature and structure of the educa-
tional space.

Moreover, in the context of global trends in
higher education, academic mobility as an intrinsic
module of higher international education integrates
distance education technologies with traditional,
which in turn is a good practice for the implementa-

tion of the principles of lifelong learning. This vi-
sion of mobility is reflected in today’s policies of
many countries in the build-up of soft power geopo-
litically and economically.

Research methods

Research methods include general theoretical
methods, institutional and systemic approaches,
comparativeness, quantitative and qualitative meth-
ods. At a general theoretical level, foreign and do-
mestic concepts of soft power were examined, the
role and place of higher international education and
academic mobility in the context of the theory of
soft power were defined through an institutional ap-
proach, a systematic approach has made it possible
to allocate the resources of the soft power of Ka-
zakhstan, Comparativeness provides an opportunity
to identify the conceptual features of the integration
of soft power and academic mobility, comparing
foreign and domestic experience, a survey of partic-
ipants in academic mobility programmes was con-
ducted using quantitative and qualitative methods to
identify problems and prospects in Kazakh higher
education.

The main purpose of this study is to analyze
in a comprehensive manner the international aca-
demic mobility of students as an instrument of soft
power of the foreign policy of the state in an era
of rapidly changing conditions and digitization.
In order to achieve the objective of the study, the
experience of participants in academic mobility
programmes was studied, both in the traditional
format and in virtual form, in order to develop the
foundations of the Kazakh dimension of soft power
through higher international education. The impact
of the pandemic on traditional academic mobility
was also analyzed.

Research questions: 1. What is soft power? Is
academic mobility a soft power tool? 2. Why is
the concept of soft power being actively studied in
contemporary international relations? What are the
advantages of developing the concept of soft power
in foreign policy? 3. How to learn to apply the soft
power concept? How do we learn how to use these
resources? How do we create a programme for the
development of the soft power of the State at the
institutional level? 4.What are the prospects and pri-
orities for the elaboration of virtual academic mo-
bility? What are the side effects of the COVID 19
pandemic on traditional academic mobility? 5. How
to integrate the soft power concept and academic
mobility into the Strategy for Academic Mobility in
the Republic of Kazakhstan?
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Results

The analysis was based on a survey conducted
within the framework of the dissertation to identify
the attitudes of participants in academic mobility
programmes towards the use of soft power through
education, and to define the role of academic mobil-
ity in the implementation of interstate cooperation in
the field of education in the Republic of Kazakhstan.

While in the United States, Europe and Russia
scientific schools and centres have been formed to
study the concept of soft power, in Kazakhstan in-
terest in this topic has appeared in the last five years.
It should be noted that research of soft power in the
Republic of Kazakhstan is uncoordinated and lo-
calized. The provisions in this analysis also do not
claim to have a comprehensive conceptual status.
The authors try to identify trends and problems in
the development of the concept of soft power in Ka-
zakhstan through education, more precisely through
international higher education — academic mobility.

According to Brand Finance Global Soft Pow-
er Index-2021, Kazakhstan ranked 75th, while in

2020 it ranked 58th. It should be noted here that 60
countries participated in the ranking in 2020 and
105 in 2021. In this regard, stable results can be
reported. According to The Bloomberg Innovation
Index-2020 in the Central Asian region in terms of
the level of innovation development, Kazakhstan
ranked 3rd behind India and Iran, in the overall in-
novation rating of Kazakhstan is in 77th place, with
28, 56 points.

Analysts of the preexisting assessments des-
ignate that it is crucial to elaborate a national
brand, where soft power is the most preferred
instrument. Soft power buildup brings all sorts
of benefits to the state, people, institutions and
businesses at different levels. A successful na-
tional brand, by creating a positive reputation,
not only to attract resources from outside, but
also to strengthen and enhance the reputation
within the country. First of all, it is the consump-
tion of domestic products and services, as well
as a way to form a better attitude to their nation
to which they belong and to retain a talented and
creative population (Fig.1).

Figure 1 — Soft power advantages: domestic and international brand

Since it is difficult to track direct influence and
soft power through education, it was important in
this study to learn the views and experiences of par-
ticipants in the process of international academic
mobility. The evaluation of their contribution is
considered in the form of quantitative and qualita-
tive indicators. A total of 103 respondents from the
academic environment, or almost 100 per cent of
the target audience, responded to the survey. This
group of people can also be called experts, as they
are direct and indirect participants in international
higher education. The questionnaire was sent to stu-
dents, masters, doctoral students and teaching staff
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of higher educational establishments of the Repub-
lic of Kazakhstan by a continuous method in which
participation was on a voluntary basis.

Despite the fact that 103 out of a total of 2,694
Kazakh students who participated in the survey
were from the external outgoing academic mobility
programme in 2019, The sample can be considered
representative of the gender-age ratio (Analytical
report 2019:5).

Among the respondents, 20 per cent were men
and 80 per cent were women, respectively, 50 per
cent were aged 25-29, 27 per cent were aged 30-40
and 23 per cent were aged 40 or over. According to
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the analytical report on the implementation of the
principles of the Bologna process in the Republic of
Kazakhstan in 2019, men accounted for 29 per cent
and women for 71 per cent.

The OECD Annual report “A View on Educa-
tion, 2019” clearly distinguishes between the con-
cepts of international and foreign student. An in-
ternational student is a student who is a citizen of
another country who has entered the country for an
academic degree. A foreign student is a person who
is a citizen of another country, but has been living
in the country of study for a long time (residence
permit). The analysis in this article is presented on
credit academic mobility.

Discussion

The first set of questions aimed at identifying
participation in academic mobility programmes

among those interviewed and general perceptions
of international higher education. Some 70 per cent
of those interviewed had gone to study outside Ka-
zakhstan. An important part of the study was to find
out what the respondents were most oriented to
when choosing the academic mobility programme.
The most important concern of respondents is the
content of the education programme, directly the
country where the university is located, the status of
the university (Figure 1).

The most popular types of academic mobility
programmes among respondents are workshops
and internships, as evidenced by 31 per cent of the
responses. According to the academic exchange
programme, 27 per cent of the respondents left for
a certain academic period. The responses on the
state program «Bolashak», international project
and grants were also distributed almost the same.
(Figure 2).

Possibility of combining the educational
program and tourism 26%

Country (geographical location, economic and
political stability) 52%

Content of the educational program 58%

Status of the University (rating of the
University, teaching staff of the University,...

0%

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Figure 1 — When choosing the academic mobility program, what do you focus on more?

international project 13%

Seminar / internship 31%

international program / scholarship 13%
State program (Bolashak) 15%

academic exchange program (per semester/year)...

0%

5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Figure 2 - Please indicate the academic mobility program you have studied on

The most common problems for 33 per cent of
respondents were substantive ones, namely credit
rescheduling, program content, etc. Resource
problems are of concern to 32 per cent of respondents.
Twenty-seven per cent of departees had problems

with registration and organization, and 21 per cent
had language barriers. In our research, we are
interested in the fact that 6 per cent have experienced
discrimination based on national or ethnic origin.
It is encouraging to note that 10 per cent have
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experienced no difficulties and have successfully
completed academic mobility programmes.

The final questions in the first set of questions
were aimed at identifying an understanding of the
purpose of academic mobility. The majority of re-
spondents (61 per cent) noted the desired result as
a contingency to perceive education in the chosen
field of area. For the option of increasing knowl-
edge, developing knowledge in different cultural
areas — 58%, 50% see the goal of academic mobil-
ity in improving the language level, 40% say that
the goal is to have access to recognized knowledge
centres, where the leading scientific schools are
formed. There were answer options that linked the
goal of academic mobility to increasing the level of
language proficiency, and unfortunately only 1%
linked the goal to the advancement of Kazakh sci-
ence abroad.

Eighty-seven per cent of those surveyed were
able to reach out to new partners during the period
of the academic mobility programme and to contin-
ue to communicate after their arrival back.

Results on the first section

The first set of questions dealt with general is-
sues of academic mobility. Despite the fact that the
question was “cold” without any explanation, some
respondents asked for clarification of the very con-
cept of “academic mobility”, moreover some of
them being members of international education pro-
grammes had no idea of the concept of “academic
mobility”.

Kazakhstan joined the Bologna process in 2010,
but problems of a content plan are still present today.
In this regard, advantages and challenges should be
noted.

The Bologna system made it possible to com-
bine knowledge: one could become a bachelor in
one specialty and could graduate a master’s degree
in another. The inconvenient and wasteful system of
second higher education currently in use will disap-
pear; it is expected that the majority of employees
will be formed from bachelors and the intellectual
elite from masters. The bachelor’s degree will thus
meet the increased demand for higher education; a
two-tier education system is best suited to the pres-
ent time, when knowledge tends to become rapidly
obsolete. The new education system provides for
«lifelongy education, consisting of additional edu-
cation programmes for graduates; academic mobil-
ity offers great opportunities and advantages in
supplementing knowledge in other higher education
institutions, especially abroad.
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The following problems have arisen in Kazakh-
stani higher education:

First, the new knowledge assessment system is
not credible. To a large extent, it is not correct, am-
biguous or objective; this means that, as a result of
the introduction of a test system for recording and
verifying knowledge in the educational system of
the Republic of Kazakhstan, in particular the Uni-
fied National Testing (UNT), Many of the graduates
are not able to relate theoretical positions to actual
reality, write competently, think logically and ex-
press their thoughts freely.

Secondly, the role of humanitarian education
is minimized, in other words, the importance of
worldview disciplines is underestimated, while the
humanities are known to teach people to understand
and express themselves, to understand others and to
communicate with them, to understand other cul-
tures and eras, to understand the goals of mankind
and their place in history, and to consciously build
their personality in creative interaction with other
individuals and cultures.

Thirdly, in our view, it is necessary to address the
problem of preserving and developing the strengths
of higher vocational education. This means that tra-
ditionally, in the Soviet and Kazakh systems, one of
the leading areas has been the scientific component,
i.e., higher education has been regarded as the integ-
rity of education, upbringing and the involvement of
students in research activities. This was due to the
fact that graduates were awarded not only an aca-
demic degree, but also a qualification (Bulekbayev
2020Db).

In this bloc, 6 per cent had an inequality prob-
lem. While only 6 per cent of the respondents indi-
cated that such problems had been encountered, the
reality is that inequality is a reality today. Basak Bil-
ecen & Christof Van Mol, having studied inequal-
ity in the content of higher education internation-
alization, identify a number of levels of inequality.
New data indicate a growing disparity in academic
achievement, depending on factors such as gender,
race, religion, ethnicity, social status, health status,
position, country or place of birth, and country or
place of residence (Basak Bilecen 2017).

International academic mobility and its associ-
ated inequalities transcend the borders of the State,
thereby acquiring international, global status. The
problem lies in the heterogeneity and interpreta-
tion of those who participate in academic mobility.
Moreover, according to the United Nations World
Social Report, 70 per cent of the world’s popula-
tion is affected by inequality. Academic mobility is
closely related to international migration, which in
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turn is noted in the report as a “powerful symbol of
global inequality” (The World Social Report, 2020).

Mittelmeier and Cohen published a study on the
growth of Sinophobia after Covid-19, examining
65,000 Twitter reports of foreign students between
January and April 2020. COVID-19 has often led
to increased hostility towards foreign students, es-
pecially from China or East Asia, as evidenced by
reports of increased discrimination against foreign
students on campuses and overseas (Mittelmeier
2020).

Since the start of the pandemic, the University
of California, Berkeley Center for Higher Educa-
tion Studies has collected data from universities in
the United States on the impact of COVID-19 on
foreign students. The study was based on a survey
of 22,519 students and 7,690 doctoral students. Ac-
cording to the survey, one in four foreign learners
expressed concern about intimidating, hostile or
abusive behaviour during the pandemic. Moreover,
27 per cent of foreign students interviewed said that
they had personally experienced such cases dur-
ing the pandemic. This percentage ranges from 22
per cent to 30 per cent among students from China,
South Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. The authors note
that the evidence suggests that some of the negative
behaviours were specifically related to the origin
of the pandemic. In addition, 28 per cent of the af-

fected students stated that the problem had reduced
the likelihood that they would complete their study
programme in the United States.

The second set of questions focuses on the pan-
demic and the transformation of traditional academ-
ic mobility into virtual academic mobility. Virtual
academic mobility programmes were offered to 34
per cent of respondents and 66 per cent did not. The
main reason for choosing virtual academic mobility
in 32 per cent of respondents was the COVID-19
pandemic. Personal problems amounted to 10 per
cent, and respondents also indicated as answers:
financial, residence in another country, refresher
training, combining with work or study, as well as
health. The next question was whether the planned
academic mobility program had to be abandoned
in view of the COVID-19 pandemic. The question
confirmed the reasons for the choice of virtual aca-
demic mobility and amounted to 32 per cent.

An alternative traditional way of participating
in the academic mobility programme in view of the
pandemic was provided by only 24 per cent of those
surveyed. It was either a completely virtual form or
a hybrid.

In assessing the impact of the pandemic on tra-
ditional/physical academic mobility, 39 per cent of
respondents indicated that it was very significant
(Figure 3)

Very significant 39%
Fairly significant 31%
Significant 27%

Slightly significant 3%

0% 5% 10% 15%

20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Figure 3 — How do you assess the impact of the pandemic
on traditional / physical academic mobility?

The last three issues of the section concerned
the level of international relations. 56 per cent of
respondents noted that virtual academic mobility is
partially supported by the state, while 20 per cent
indicate that it is not supported at all, and 18 per cent
found it difficult to answer.

Interestingly, the answers to the question of
whether virtual academic mobility will affect inter-
state relations are interesting. Here, the opinion of
the respondents was diametrically opposed, for the
answer will make a significant difference — 37 per

cent, a small amount — 40 per cent, and a fairly sig-
nificant — 18 per cent.

The uncertain prospects for virtual academic
mobility are seen by 39 per cent of those surveyed
as significant — 25 per cent, small — 18 per cent and
favourable — 17 per cent.

Results on the second section

March 11, 2020, the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) proclaimed COVID-19 a pandemic that
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affected all countries, almost every family. Inter-
national education, one of the areas that has fully
experienced all the changes, the limitations of the
pandemic. It was necessary to act in complete chaos,
with rapidly changing news and many changing atti-
tudes. Alan Ingram gives a precise description of the
global event as a “destructive transformation of the
world and the ways of its perception and reflection”.
It is “something that marks a break, a shift or a bifur-
cation in how things work and how they function”.
It is a phenomenon that challenges the established
ways of existence in the world” (Ingram 2019:11).

Everything that was ordinary and simple, like
getting visas and flights, became uncertain, impos-
sible. Many students hung in uncertainty, and even
more major providers of international education,
such as the Erasmus program, US universities, and
China have taken a wait-and-see attitude, not offer-
ing an alternative to foreign students.

The pandemic has made it abundantly clear that
higher international education must work closely
with public policy. Foreign students were invisible
elements of society, while COVID-19 demonstrated
an understanding of their importance for economic
and social development.

According to Technavio (Higher Education M-
learning Market by Type and Geography — Forecast
and Analysis 2021-2025), the global distance learn-
ing market by 2024 will be $248 billion. In addition,
online learning is one of the most proved topics in
higher education, ranging from scientists sharing
best practices to master’s and doctoral theses at the
moment.

Virtual activity has become important for all
activities before and after enrolment in universities.
This includes online learning, virtual campus tours,
virtual open-door days and more.

Thus, certain conclusions can be drawn. The
focus has shifted from cross-border movements of
people to cross-border flows of data, information
and knowledge. The move to a virtual space has
increased the inclusiveness, accessibility, cost-ef-
fectiveness and sustainability of international edu-
cation, but new challenges have also emerged with
regard to digital equality, data security and confi-
dentiality. Problems which the higher education sys-
tem itself cannot solve without the assistance of the
state.

The final section is devoted directly to the iden-
tification of the soft power of international higher
education.

According to the survey, 48 respondents con-
sider European countries to be the most active in
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implementing and promoting academic mobility
programmes. Almost the same number for United
States universities — 20 people and 18 people noted
activity among universities in China and Korea.

About 42 per cent of respondents have moder-
ate government support for academic mobility pro-
grams, while 35 per cent believe that this support is
weak.

Our next question was to find out what kind of
support is given to academic mobility programmes
and to what end are provided by national govern-
ments. The majority (57 per cent) believe that one
of the main goals is to attract specialists. 45 per cent
believe that countries pursue economic goals, 41 per
cent promote image policy, and 26 per cent of re-
spondents indicate political goals.

More than half of those surveyed agree that
academic mobility strengthens friendly relations
between countries, develops business contacts, pro-
motes cooperation between countries, and creates a
common educational space.

Seventy-four per cent of those travelling under
academic mobility programmes agreed that the send-
ing State should take preventive measures through
active academic mobility programmes. Also, more
than half of 56 per cent of respondents indicated that
the economic goals of academic mobility in the host
State were still a priority.

The development of an educational programme
and an academic mobility programme is one way of
promoting the culture and values of the host state.
This was reported by seventy-five per cent of re-
spondents.

The worldwide trend towards academic mobil-
ity as an alternative tool for rearranging states on a
global scale is supported by 77 per cent of respon-
dents. So, they see this as a huge resource in this
direction.

It was interesting to know the problems that
arise in the implementation of academic mobility in
the current conditions among the Kazakh academic
environment. The main problem is, of course, fi-
nancial, i.e. the lack of resources for participation
in the programme as well as during the stay in the
host country.

The most important challenge in realizing aca-
demic mobility today is the COVID-19 pandemic.
Universities around the world were unprepared for
the new realities, and for this reason there was for
some time a complete or partial suspension of aca-
demic mobility programmes. For example, mobil-
ity under the Erasmus+ program was suspended as
many countries were quarantined and online mobil-
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ity was not included in this program. The pandemic
has also revealed that there is a lack of technical ex-
pertise and gadgets to participate fully in a virtual
environment.

Problems at the university level were noted:
rescheduling of credits, weak international coop-
eration of universities of Kazakhstan, lack of trans-
parency in the selection of candidates, bureaucracy,
corruption. At the national level, respondents do not
feel supported or given due attention.

An important part of the survey was to identify
the prospects for developing academic mobility in
the current context seen by respondents. Almost half
of 45 per cent of respondents indicate the develop-
ment of virtual academic mobility. 28 per cent of
respondents are sure that academic mobility will
be transformed. For the development of traditional
model is 22 per cent. Of course, due to events related
to COVID-19, 4 per cent are pessimistic and noted a
decline or decline in academic mobility (Figure 4).

Development of the virtual model 45%

Transformation 28%

0%

. 1
Development of the traditional model 22% | N

Attenuation 4% |l
|

5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Figure 4 — What prospects do you see for the development
of academic mobility in modern conditions?

Results on the third section

First of all, we would like to point out that re-
spondents aged 25-29, that is, the young active
population of the country, are aimed at going abroad
and obtaining higher education in the leading educa-
tional centres of the world. They are most concerned
with the content of education and the resolution of
financial problems. The questions of the third sec-
tion, aimed at a critical vision of international educa-
tion as a whole, were problematic and incomprehen-
sible. A group of scientists studying the formation
of political culture draw attention to the fact that in
Kazakhstan young people make up a significant part
(40 per cent) of the working -age active population
(Baisultanova 2020). These figures are alarming and
give some ideas for reasoning.

This is exactly the field of activity where the
state must be actively involved, with some work and
support for each traveller in the face of unusual chal-
lenges. To take preventive measures on active pro-
grammes on the part of states and higher educational
establishments in order to protect and preserve the
intellectual capital of Kazakhstan.

The survey confirmed the problem of the im-
balance of foreign students on a global scale, that

is viewed in the expansion of academic mobility.
That is, most of the programs are offered by the US,
England, Germany, that entails the Westernization
of international higher education (Van Der Wende,
2015). Whereas the basic idea of internationalizing
education is to develop international education in
equal conditions for all countries. This subsequently
entails an uneven “brain circulation”, financial and
investment flows, and the development of educa-
tion, science, and the economy.

The weak involvement of the state in support-
ing academic mobility programmes was noted by
respondents. Indeed, this phenomenon can be seen
in the low level of state funding, the small number
of intergovernmental agreements, the imperfect le-
gal and regulations of these programmes and the se-
crecy of information.

The pandemic has been a catalyst for many
problems, including education. Academic mobility
has suffered the most, with thousands of students,
undergraduates, doctoral students and scientists
hanging in uncertainty. Internships and academic
exchanges were disrupted as planned, while ade-
quate facilities were not provided in return. This is a
great field for research that requires quick solutions
at both the university and state levels.
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Conclusion

In sum, therefore, the role and increasing atten-
tion to academic mobility in international relations
and in modern higher education are due to a number
of factors. The analysis conducted in the article re-
vealed that the topic of higher education as a mod-
ule of the build-up of soft power in modern science
has progressive backward development. The meth-
odology of international relations is undergoing a
transformative phase. International and political
scientists have been seeking for a new methodology
and new approaches latterly. One such challenge is
research into the integration of education and inter-
national relations through the theory of soft power.

If education is seen as a facet of public diploma-
cy, there is a coherent tendency to promote national
values and to export education in order to influence
public awareness and build a favourable image of
the country. This is also expressed in the concepts
“the struggle for minds”, “the brain drains”. This
order of affairs in world practice takes on a cultural
and civilizational orientation, thus in the complex
structure of the world order, education can be used
as an appropriate means and a competitive advan-
tage in achieving global leadership.

Moreover, the development of academic mobil-
ity has gone beyond education and acquired new
challenges and functions in addressing both local
and strategic cross-country issues. Academic mobil-
ity is taking on new meanings and forms through the
lens of soft power. Education services are becoming
a kind of tool, a mechanism or a resource that can
play a political role that can regulate and influence
state attitudes and positions.

However, despite all these problems, it can be
said that the something has moved and Kazakhstan’s
interests are currently focused on the strategic goal
of moving Kazakhstan into the 30-th category of
developed countries Moreover, investments in soft
power do not bring immediate results, but has an ef-
fect on the process. The application of soft-power
theory to a country raises both theoretical and prac-
tical questions that need to be addressed.

Al-Farabi teachings in Kazakhstan may be a fea-
ture of the use of higher education as a soft power
tool. For kazakhstani society, the cultural memory
of the Kazakh people and its spiritual, moral and in-
tellectual development, the creativity of Abu Nasr
al-Farabi is a historic example of the way in which
reason should relate to the natural world and society.
In this context, soft power can be inherently inter-
preted as reasonable power.

It is a power, that is, that every human being is
capable of contemplating and thinking, of carrying
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out intellectual activities for the benefit of society.
Here, the main idea is to activate this intelligence,
wisdom through education. Al-Farabi notes that not
only the individual’s efforts are needed, but also the
State’s involvement.

Thus, by summing up the results of this study,
it is possible to make a statement about the need to
define the significance of soft power in the Concept
of Foreign Policy of the Republic of Kazakhstan as
an economic and humanitarian measure of Kazakh-
stan’s foreign policy. Domestic soft power can be
based on values such as accessibility, transparency,
quality, social stability, inter-ethnic and interfaith
harmony, innovative education, etc. It will also give
impetus to the establishment of research centres to
study theoretical and practical aspects of soft power
in Kazakhstan. It would also be advisable to devel-
op a plan to increase the soft power of Kazakhstan,
which would define resources and their mechanisms
for their implementation, as well as to minimize
the threats and challenges associated with the brain
drain of Kazakh youth. As is well known, the at-
tractiveness of foreign education does not always
benefit the country, and more competitive graduates
of various programmes attract material benefits and
good conditions for creative work abroad. In this
connection, there is an increasing need to address
the problems of social and other conditions for de-
veloping the potential of young people in Kazakh-
stan.

This problem is of particular urgency at the
present time, when Kazakhstan is implementing a
policy of quality and accessible education, intro-
ducing world standards of education and creating
world-class scientific and educational structures.
For example, Nazarbayev University, a time-de-
manding program «Bolashak», thanks to which the
country received thousands of young highly educat-
ed and competitive specialists of international level.
The image of the world-class system of intellectual
schools and vocational colleges is being enhanced.

The definition of a promising model for the de-
velopment of education in Kazakhstan focuses on
the “Knowledge Society”, which emphasizes that
Kazakhstan’s development model is based on high-
ly educated human capital. It aims to create a highly
intellectual nation, a fully developed human being.

In our view, the integration of Kazakhstan into
the international educational space will continue to
develop, while soft power tools in the form of aca-
demic mobility will contribute to improve the image
of our country, the competitiveness of higher educa-
tion in Kazakhstan on the world market and, above
all, a smooth dialogue in the sphere of international
interaction and cooperation.
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