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CHALLENGES FACED BY HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS IN PREPARING FOR THE
ENGLISH EXAM AT UNT IN KAZAKHSTAN

Abstract. This study examines some primary challenges faced by 11th-grade students at
Dostyq School in Kazakhstan as they get ready for the English section of the Unified National Testing
(UNT). From semi-structured interviews of 15 students, a few themes that recurred emerged.
Participants reported many difficulties with vocabulary acquisition, reading comprehension, and
grammar, which they identified as definite barriers to achieving high scores. Exam-related stress was
also of important concern, with many students expressing feelings of anxiety and pressure leading up
to the test. Some students considered preparing for the IELTS exam, with the possibility of converting
IELTS scores into UNT points, while feeling unprepared in terms of time and language skills. Many
students relied upon external support, such as several private tutors, multiple group courses, or diverse
online platforms, including Juz40, EDUCON, KURSANT, and YouTube. However, many people
noted that these resources frequently lacked some personalized guidance that they needed. They
required this guidance to address their particular weaknesses. Students highlighted the emotional
strain from parental expectations, in addition to academic challenges. These findings suggest a need
for much more accessible as well as tailored preparatory materials, in addition to stronger emotional
together with motivational support systems that better equip students for the demands of the English
UNT.

Keywords: UNT (Unified National Testing), English Language, English exam, student
preparation, vocabulary, emotional stress, Preparation for UNT, challenges, Kazakhstan, school
exams.

Introduction

Unified National Testing is a significant tool for assessing school graduates’ academic
performance and plays a vital role, as it affects their entrance to university and their eligibility for a
grant. The English language constitutes one of the few selected subjects of the exam, and its expertise
guarantees academic and professional development, also helping secure a grant.

The Unified National Testing (UNT) constitutes a key element of Kazakhstan's educational
system. It simultaneously serves as a graduation and entrance exam. First introduced in 2004, the
UNT has become a tool for standardizing graduates' knowledge and combating corruption within
university admissions (Israliev, 2013).

According to the Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Kazakhstan (2023),
more than 70% of graduates annually pass the UNT, which confirms its status as the main exam of
educational selection for higher education. The exam itself involves assessing students’ knowledge
of vocabulary, grammar, use of English, and reading comprehension skills. In comparison with
international exams like IELTS and TOEFL, UNT does not check listening and speaking skills.
Despite the narrow format, preparation for the UNT requires a deep understanding of language
structures and the ability to process information presented in a test format quickly. The UNT plays
an essential role in ensuring transparency and objectivity in the distribution of state grants, especially
for rural school graduates (Smagulov & Smagulov, 2018). Due to a unified approach to assessment,
students from different regions receive equal conditions for participation in the competition for study
at universities.
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However, it is noted that excessive focus on the testing format leads to narrowing the school
curriculum. The educational process is increasingly reduced to preparing for the test, which limits the
development of critical thinking, creativity, and interdisciplinary connections (Oralbekova, 2024).
This raises concerns among both educators and researchers who are studying the effectiveness of the
education system as a whole. The literature also raises the issue of social inequality. Despite the
formally equal conditions for passing the UNT, access to quality training, trial tests, and tutors
remains uneven, especially in rural areas (Sagidolda & Zhanbyrbayev, 2024).

Along with this, several studies highlight the high level of stress in students. For example,
Smagulov & Smagulov (2018) conducted a physiological assessment of high school students and
found elevated cortisol levels, anxiety symptoms, and signs of emotional exhaustion. Physiological
measurements show significant stress in school children during the period of preparation for the UNT,
which reduces not only their academic performance but also their overall psycho-emotional state
(Smagulov & Smagulov, 2018). Similarly, Tuleutayeva & Nurgaliyeva (2020) reported that students
often experience sleep disorders and reduced academic motivation as testing approaches. These
findings suggest that excessive academic pressure not only hinders learning but may also have long-
term health implications. Now, Kazakhstan is actively reforming the UNT: the option of multiple
passes has been added, the choice of subjects has been increased, and elements of profiling are
gradually being introduced. Nevertheless, the issue of integrating a competency-based approach and
flexible forms of assessment remains relevant (Zueva, 2017).

Students who prepare for the English exam at UNT face various challenges that reduce the
effectiveness of their learning and exam results.

The purpose of this study is to identify the main challenges that students face when preparing
for the English exam at UNT. The study answers the following question:

What difficulties do students face when preparing for the UNT in English?

Challenges Encountered in English Exam Preparation at UNT

Preparation for the UNT in English in Kazakhstan is a challenge for both students and
teachers. Despite the growing popularity of this subject among graduates, there are a number of
persistent problems that make it difficult to provide quality preparation. Despite efforts to develop
trilingual education in Kazakhstan (Kazakh, Russian, and English), the level of English proficiency
among the population remains low. According to the 2023 EF English Proficiency Index (EF EPI),
Kazakhstan ranked 104th out of 113 countries, which corresponds to a “very low” level of English
proficiency. In 2024, the situation improved only slightly: the country moved up to 103rd place out
of 116, remaining in the very low proficiency group. These statistics show that, despite the
introduction of trilingual education, many Kazakhstani students and adults continue to experience
difficulties in mastering the English language.

One of the main difficulties is the mismatch between the school curriculum and the UNT
format. School English classes are still focused on the grammar-translation approach, while testing
requires reading comprehension skills and vocabulary knowledge (Ishmuratova & Nortseva, 2018).
This leads to students not developing sustainable communication skills.

In addition, many graduates have insufficient language proficiency, especially in the regions.
Research shows that even having received a high score on the UNT, students often have weak real-
life communication skills in English (Zhumagulova & Nurpeys, 2016). An additional difficulty is the
lack of a language environment and qualified teachers, especially in rural areas. As noted by
Alzhanova and Baimenova (2021), many schools employ teachers whose level of English is below
the level required to prepare for the exam.

Another important barrier is the psychological insecurity of the students themselves. Students
are afraid of tests in English and prefer to choose more “predictable” subjects, such as the history of
Kazakhstan or biology (Alyamova, 2017).

Teachers, in turn, do not always have modern methodological skills. English language
teaching methods are often not adapted to the UNT format, and digital resources and trial tests remain

81



SDU Bulletin: Pedagogy and Teaching Methods 2025/2 (71)

unavailable in many regions (Ibraeva & Kharchenko, 2018; Akhmetzhanova & Tusupbekov, 2016).
Thus, to improve preparation for the UNT in English, it is necessary to develop the infrastructure of
language education, strengthen support for teachers, and reform teaching methods toward a practice-
oriented and communicative approach.

Factors Affecting Successful Preparation

Successful passing of the Unified National Test (UNT) in Kazakhstan depends not only on
subject knowledge but also on many other factors - psychological, social, strategic, and even
physiological. First of all, the students' cognitive abilities are essential. A higher level of subject
knowledge and logical thinking, as well as the ability to analyze tasks, directly affect the final result
(Ishmuratova & Nortseva, 2018). The capacity for consciously managing preparation processes is
also important, for example, for identifying weaknesses and adjusting strategies (Zueva, 2017).

The psychological state of the student does play an equally important role. Research indicates
that high anxiety may diminish academic success, despite possessing needed knowledge (Smagulov
& Smagulov, 2018). At that same time, naturally motivated and self-confident students are apt to
show a high degree of results.

Success is also affected by the environment. This includes the quality of teaching as well as
the availability of additional resources — textbooks, practice tests, and online platforms
(Akhmetzhanova & Tusupbekov, 2016). The family's level of support is also important: parental
involvement, moral support, and trust—all of this creates a favorable atmosphere to prepare.

Preparation strategies, too, are important: students who fully plan their lessons in advance,
divide material into parts and regularly practice practice assignments, usually feel confident during
exams and show improved results.

Finally, physiological factors, such as adequate sleep and nutrition, can have a strong effect.
Physical activity can also have an unexpectedly strong effect. Sufficiently little sleep before an exam
can reduce concentration and performance. This commonly happens under stress.

Thus, successfully passing the UNT is the result of an integrated approach, such as a
combination of knowledge, psychological stability, planned thinking, and a favorable educational
environment.

Methods and Materials

The purpose of this study is to determine the key obstacles that 11th-grade students encounter
as they prepare for the UNT English Exam, and to offer useful advice for how they can overcome
these obstacles. The study intends to answer a research question: (1) What difficulties do students
face in their preparation for the UNT in English?

To achieve the stated goals, a qualitative approach, combining a review of scientific literature
and semi-structured interviews, was used. This design enables integration within theoretical
frameworks alongside empirical understandings, allowing a deeper exploration into complex
educational phenomena (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015).

The literature review included studies published from 2015 through 2024, relating to the
problems involved in preparation for the UNT, learning English at school, and also pedagogical,
psychological, and organizational aspects concerning passing standardized tests. The main sources
were scientific publications posted in the CyberLeninka, eLibrary, and Google Scholar databases.
The purpose was to identify the already existing scientific approaches to the problem, formulate the
present difficulties, and justify the need for empirical confirmation.

The empirical part of the study was implemented using a semi-structured interview. The
interview involved around 15 11th-grade students, in preparation to pass the UNT in English and
Geography or English and World History, at a private High School. Respondents were interviewed
either in person or online, based on their availability. Each interview lasted for about 15-20 minutes.

The collected data were recorded and subjected to content analysis, following a structured
process of coding and interpretation (Elo & Kyngéas, 2008). Semantic categories were identified,

82



SDU Bulletin: Pedagogy and Teaching Methods 2025/2 (71)

including: cognitive and subject difficulties, preparation strategies, emotional states, resources used,
and student suggestions. Generalizations and conclusions were formulated based on recurring themes
and individual emphases (Braun & Clarke, 2006). All study participants provided voluntary informed
consent. The principles of anonymity, voluntary participation, and confidentiality of information were
respected, in line with established ethical standards for qualitative research (Orb, Eisenhauer, &
Wynaden, 2001). The data was used exclusively for research purposes.

Findings

The analysis of 15 semi-structured interviews with 11th-grade students preparing for the
English section of the Unified National Testing (UNT) revealed six major semantic categories. These
categories reflect the students’ lived experiences, concerns, and perspectives during their exam
preparation process.

1. Cognitive and Linguistic Challenges

The main challenge reported by students was related to linguistic knowledge, particularly
vocabulary limitations. Many students stated that while they were familiar with grammatical rules,
their restricted vocabulary made it difficult to understand reading texts and solve related tasks. The
use of phrasal verbs and professional terminology was also frequently cited as problematic:

I know the rules of grammar, but when I read the test or texts, I often don’t understand the
meaning because of unknown words.

Students also mentioned that they could not always apply grammar effectively in context, especially
under exam conditions. This disagreement between theoretical knowledge and practical application
created confusion and lowered their confidence.

2. Preparation Strategies

Students used various strategies to prepare for the UNT. The most common approaches
included private tutoring, group courses, and self-study using online platforms such as DOSTYQ,
EDUCON, juz40, KURSANT, and YouTube channels. While tutoring and courses were seen as
helpful, several students noted the lack of individualized attention in group settings:

In group classes, the teacher doesn’t have time for everyone, and if you don’t understand
something, it stays unclear because the time of the online meeting is limited (Student 2)

Additionally, some digital resources were considered expensive or hard to access, especially
for students living outside urban centers. This created disparities in preparation quality and access to
effective tools.

3. Emotional Experiences

Anxiety, fear, and self-doubt emerged as central emotional experiences for most students.
Stress was particularly high in the final months leading up to the exam. Many students reported
feeling overwhelmed by the unpredictability of the test format and their own perceived lack of
readiness. Students also shared their regrets about not passing the IELTS exam because the English
scores will be converted to UNT scores.

Even when | prepare a lot, | feel nervous and scared. What if | forget everything? If I had IELTS
6.0, I would be confident in myself (Student 3)

These emotional responses were intensified by comparisons with peers and by external
expectations from families.
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4. Support Systems

Students’ experiences with support systems varied. Some expressed appreciation for teachers
who provided additional lessons or one-on-one help. However, others noted that school support was
inconsistent and insufficient. In contrast, support from families was often perceived as pressure, not
encouragement.

Teachers help when they can, but parents expect too much. It’s stressful. (Student 4)

Psychological support was almost completely absent. Students felt that having access to a
school psychologist or mentor could help manage stress during the preparation process.

5.Motivational Factors

Students were primarily motivated by the desire to enter university and obtain a scholarship
or grant. Many saw academic success as a means of achieving financial independence and improving
their future prospects. The influence of family members, particularly siblings who had already
succeeded, was also a motivating factor.

My goal is to get a grant. I don’t want to burden my family financially. (Student 5)

Some students viewed English not only as a subject for the exam but also as a valuable skill
for future studies or life abroad.

6. Student Suggestions for Improvement

Participants offered a variety of suggestions for improving preparation for the English UNT.
These included introducing more communicative, real-life tasks in English classes, creating free
centralized online platforms with full preparation materials, and ensuring access to mock exams with
automatic checking and feedback.

We need a website where everything is in one place—grammar, practice tests, and videos.
(Student 8)

Students also emphasized the importance of having access to personalized feedback and
suggested that schools provide psychological support to reduce exam-related anxiety.

The results obtained largely correspond to the findings of Ishmuratova and Nortseva (2018),
who noted a lag in the vocabulary base from grammatical knowledge of students, and the studies of
Smagulov and Smagulov (2018), recording a high level of anxiety. The observation of
Akhmetzhanova and Tusupbekov (2016) about inequality in access to educational resources is also
confirmed.

Thus, students clearly understand their strengths and weaknesses, are able to formulate needs,
and have a critical view of the educational process. Their proposals can serve as a basis for
pedagogical and administrative reforms aimed at improving the quality of preparation for the UNT.

Conclusion

This study explored the challenges faced by 11th-grade students in preparing for the English
section in the Unified National Testing (UNT) of Kazakhstan. Based on a literature review and
interviews with students, several key difficulties were identified. These included various limited
vocabulary, multiple problems with understanding reading texts, weak grammar application, and a
noticeable lack of access to personalized resources. Furthermore, most students experienced
emotional stress. Such stress was frequently increased by parental pressure instead of school pressure.

While the students used various preparation methods, such as with tutors, through online
platforms, and in group courses, they often felt that these were not enough to fully meet their needs.
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A few expressed a preference for taking the IELTS instead of the UNT, as it offered another path
toward university admission, though time and language barriers made that route rather difficult.

The findings show that preparing for the English UNT is not just an academic challenge but a
psychological as well as structural one. To improve overall outcomes, students need increasingly
accessible and affordable learning materials, improved emotional support, and effective teaching
methods that focus not only on test-taking but also on real language use. Hearing the voices of
students as well as acting according to their feedback is necessary for making preparation for exams
more effective and fair to everyone.
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KA3AKCTAHJAFBI MEKTEN OKYIIBLIAPBIHBIH YBT-FA AFBLIIIBIH TLII
BOWBIHIIA JAWBIHIBIK KE3TH/AE KE3JECETIH KHBIHABIKTAPEI

Anparna. byn 3eprrey Kazakcranmarsl «J{ocThik» MekTeOiHIH 11-CBIHBITT OKYITBLIAPBIHBIH
¥Yurreik bipeiaraii rectineynid (¥YBT) arbuimibia T OeiMiHe JaiibiHIany OapbIChIHIA KE3eCeTiH
HEri3ri KUBIHJBIKTAPBIH KapacThlpaabl. 15 OKyLIBIMEH >KYPri3UIr€H XapTbUlall KypbUIbIMAAJFaH
cyx0arrap HOTHKeCIH/AE OlpHellle KaiTalaHaThIH TaKbIpbINTap aHbIKTaIAbl. KaTbicymibiiap cesmik
KOPBIH JIaMbITy, MOTIHJII TYCIHY >KOHE TpaMMaTHKaHbl MEHIepy MIcelseiepiH >KoFapbl Oayl aiyra
KeJlepri KeNTipeTiH MaHbI3[bl (akTopiap peTiHae atan oTTi. EMTuxanra OalIaHBICTBI CTpecc Te
MaHBI3/IBl MOCEJIe PETIH/IE KOPIH/I: KONTETeH OKYIIbIIAP TECT aJJBIHIAFbl KOOAKY MEH KhICHIMIbI
cesiHeTiHAepiH aiTTel. Keitdip okymbutap IELTS emTuxaHbiHAa MaifbIHAATYIBI KapacThIpFaHBIMEH,
YakbIT TIEH TUIII MEHrepy NEHreHiHIH >KeTKUTIKCI3MIriHe OalIaHbICTBl ©31H JabIH €MeC CE31H/II.
Kemnreren okymsuiap KocbIMIIa KOJayFa CyYHEHTEH: KEKe PEeTeTUTOPIap, TONTHIK KypcTap HeMece
Juz40, EDUCON, KURSANT, YouTube cekinmi oprypii onmaiin riardopmanap. Anaima, Oy
pecypceTapAblH KOIIUTIrT OKYIIbUIAPABIH HAKTBl OJICI3 TYCTApBhIH JKEKEJIeW TYCIHAIPETIH OarbIT-
Oarmap Oepe aiMalThiHBIH aTanm oTTi. COHBIMEH Karap, aTa-aHaJapAblH YMITIMEH OaiIaHBICTHI
SMOIMOHANIBl KYKTEME JI€ OKYIIbUIap YUIIH KOCBhIMIIA KHUBIHABIK TyFbI3aabl. Ocbl 3eprrey
Hotwkenepi BY¥T-ke MalbIHABIKTBI JKCHULACTETIH, KOJDKETIMII Opi JKEKEe KaKETTUIIKTepre
OelfiMIenreH OKy MaTepuajgapbl MEH OKYUIbUIAPJIbIH SMOLMSIIBIK >KOHE MOTHBAILUSIBIK
YKaFIaiJIapblH KOJIJIayFa OaFbITTAIFAaH JXYHenep/IiH KaKETTUIITH KOPCEeTeIi.

Tyiiin ce3aep: ¥bT (¥arreik bipbiHraii TecTiiey), aFbUILIBIH TLTi, aFBLIIIBIH TiTi eMTHXAHBI,
OKYIIIBI JAWBIHABIFBI, CO3MIK KOpP, 3MOLIMOHAIABI cTpecc, ¥bT-re mallbIHIBIK, KHBIHIBIKTAP,
Kazakcran, MexTen eMTUXaHAapBhl.
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TPYJHOCTHU CTAPIIEKJIACCHHMKOB ITPH IOJAT'OTOBKE K EHT I1O
AHTJIMACKOMY SI3bIKY B KA3BAXCTAHE

AHHOTaTIMA. B 3TOM Hcclie10BaHUM paccMaTpUBAIOTCs HEKOTOPbIE OCHOBHBIE IPOOJIEMBI, €
KOTOPBIMM CTAJIKUBAIOTCS Y4eHUKH | 1-ro Kitacca mxoisl «JlocTeix» B Kazaxcrane npu noAroToBke
K pasjeny aHriauiickoro s3pika EaubHoro  HanmonansHoro tectupoBanus (EHT). U3
MOJIYCTPYKTYPUPOBAHHBIX MHTEPBBIO C 15 yueHHKaMu ObUIO BBISBIEHO HECKOJBKO MOBTOPSIFOIIUXCS
TeM. YYaCTHUKH COOOLIMIIM O MHOTOYHCIIEHHBIX TPYIHOCTSX C IPHOOPETEHUEM CIIOBApHOIO 3amaca,
[IOHUMAaHUEM [POYUTAHHOIO M TPAMMATHUKOM, KOTOPBIE OHU OIPEAEIUIN KaK OIPEICICHHBIC
NPEMATCTBUS JUIl JOCTHXKEHHUS! BBICOKMX OayuioB. CTpecc, CBS3aHHBIM C HK3aMEHOM, Takke ObuI
BaXXHOH MPOOJIEMOM, MTOCKOJIbKY MHOTHE YYEHUKH BBIPaXKaJld YyBCTBO TPEBOTU M JIABJICHUS TEpeE]
TecTOM. HekoTopble y4eHMKH paccMaTpuBaid MOArOTOBKY K 3k3aMeHy IELTS ¢ BO3MOKHOCTBIO
koHBepraimu 6amnoB IELTS B Gamnsr EHT, uyBcTBYs ce0si HEMOJArOTOBICHHBIMU 10 BPEMEHU U
S3bIKOBBIM HaBbIKaM. MHOIMe y4€HUKHM II0JIaraJIUChb HA BHEIIHIOK MOMJEPKKY, TaKyl Kak
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HECKOJIBKO YaCTHBIX PENETUTOPOB, HECKOJBKO TPYIIIOBBIX KYpPCOB WM Pa3JIMYHbIE OHJIAWH-
mwiardopmsl, BIodast Juz40, EDUCON, KURSANT u YouTube. OqHako MHOTHE JTFOM OTMETHIIH,
YTO 3THM PECypcaM 4acTO HE XBaTaJI0 HEKOTOPBIX MHANBHIYaIbHBIX PEKOMEH 1AL, B KOTOPBIX OHU
HyKJamich. VM TpeOOBaJIOCH 3TO PYKOBOJICTBO ISl PEHICHUS HMX BeChbMa CHEIU(PUISCKUX
cmabocrerd. CTyIeHTBI TTOTYEPKHYITH SMOIMOHATBHOE HAMPSHKEHUE OT POJAUTEIBCKUAX OXKHUIAHUN B
JOTIOJIHEHUE K aKaJIeMHYECKHUM TPYIHOCTSAM. OTH PE3yJbTaThl YKa3bIBAIOT HA HEOOXOJIMMOCTD
ropa3no OoJjiee JOCTYIHBIX, a TaKXe aJalnTUPOBAHHBIX TIOJrOTOBHTEIBHBIX MATCPHAIIOB B
JOTIOJIHEHWE K 0O0Jiee CHJIBHBIM 3MOILIMSIM BMECT€ C CHCTEMaMH MOTHBALMOHHOM MOJICPKKH,
KOTOpBIE JIy4llle OAr0TaBIMBAIOT CTYJAeHTOB K TpeOoBanusM EHT no anrnuiickoMy s3bIKy.

KiioueBbie cioBa: EHT (EnuHoe HammoHanpHOE TECTUPOBAHUE), AHTJIMMCKUN S3BIK,
9K3aMEH [0 AHIJMKUCKOMY S3bIKY, MOATOTOBKA CTYAEHTOB, CJIOBApHBIM 3amac, 3MOIMOHAJIbHbBIN
crpecc, noaroroska k EHT, TpynHoctn, Kazaxcran, mKoIbHbIE SK3aMEHBI.
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